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“…is a sensational tale of love in a time stricken with loss. I mourned the characters and their stories long after I closed the pages. Renee Vincent is an author to watch.”
Maddie James, Romance Author
“A well written, deep novel; and long after the final words are finished, the story will echo within you: always present, always beautiful, always Ræliksen.”
K. Whelan of A Romance Writer's Haven
“...if you're looking for a tale that effortlessly blends romance and action, while staying true to the historical record, I can't recommend Ræliksen enough.”
E. Hooper of Poised Pen
“...an excellent job of bringing the past back to life with her vivid characters. I do not know much about this era, but the historical detail is very impressive.”
4 Cups! Coffee Time Romance
“The imagery in this book will take your breath away… characters are well developed and come to life, jumping off the pages and into your mind—and finding their way into your heart."
J. Smith of Satin and Lace Reviews
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…a race of hardy folk, men and women of simple and heroic mould. Their bodies were strong, well built and shapely, their features for the most part comely, and often of classic beauty. Their manners were direct and homely, their minds responsive to all the finer human emotions—love, chivalry, courage, freedom, and justice…Men ready to be outspoken and merry in any company, true to a trust, slow to wrath, fearless in fight and steadfast in friendship…These three great virtues—honour, chivalry, and love of freedom—are part of the deathless inheritance we have received from our Northern forefathers.
R.L. Bremmer, 1923
Connacht, Ireland 916 AD
I shall marry this woman, Dægan Ræliksen decided. It had been over a fortnight since he first followed her through the green meadows to the waters of the River Shannon, watching her with intent. Observing her gave him great pleasure, and every day he anticipated her arrival, secretly longing to hold her in his arms. Only lately did he grow impatient with his desire for her, and this day, he settled on, would finally be the day he’d put his suffering to an end and make her his wife.
She stood amid the knee-high grasses and flowers in a white flowing tunic, hemmed with an embroidery of vibrant gold at the ankles and wrists. The sleeves were long and tapered. The bodice mildly followed the curves of her dainty torso, blooming into a tasteful neckline that allowed just a slight hint of cleavage to show before a single jeweled brooch, settled under her chin, fastened a matching cloak at her shoulders.
In days passed, her tunics included colors of deep crimson, indigo, and sometimes an earthy beige, but today’s choice, he noted, was his favorite. She embodied the very likeness of a beautiful Valkyrie, save for her lack of weapons and fair hair. Her color was distinctly dark with shades of auburn glistening like radiant sunlight upon long russet curls. Her skin was as smooth as fresh buttermilk and her smile, like a cool drink of water. She stood no taller than his shoulders, but she easily filled the empty space in his heart, if not the entire expanse of his mind for the past weeks.
By her attire, Dægan could only guess her to be an Irish maiden of wealthy descent. This, too, excited him, for in contrast to her befitting nature, she was rugged and spirited, riding her stallion as well as any of his mounted hirdmen to this specific place every day, yet still looking elegant upon it.
In the hours she spent alone, no man had ever summoned or demanded her presence. He found this quite odd, for she was old enough for bedding and young enough for bearing solid, healthy sons. She came and went as she pleased, heedless to the fact that she was the object of another’s longing. Instead, she would often sing, tickling his heart with her exuberant voice, an Irish ballad that danced in his soul.
He was unexpectedly mesmerized by her, chained to the very thought that she could be all his if he only dared to make his presence known. That, in itself, would prove to be the most difficult, for he dreaded that his countrymen’s reputation as savage foreigners would precede any valiant attempt at meeting civilly. He was a handsome man with a persuasive charm, or at least he was told so by other women who had fancied him. Yet he knew an effective come hither approach would not be enough to swoon the innocent soul before him.
He had pondered his options last night over a scanty dinner of roasted rabbit, and had come up with the idea of “saving her” from the rampant run of a conveniently spooked steed. It could be done easily enough, assuredly changing her views of a savage foreigner to that of a hero, and quite possibly obtaining the affable encounter for which he so wished.
But now, by midmorning, the idea seemed utterly ridiculous. There were too many possibilities for things to go wrong. The horse may not even spook to begin with. Or if it did flee, he could have difficulties catching up with it. Or worse, the horse could rear and topple her from its back, gravely injuring her.
Discouraged, Dægan continued to gaze through the trees and brush at his enchanting maiden, wanting so desperately to step out and make himself known. Even though he could boast smooth-tonguing a few endearments in the beautiful lilting Gaeilge, he knew this woman only had to look at him to know he was not Irish. So, how could he show his face without frightening her?
Every idea, no matter how promising it seemed, had its pitfall. He could only close his eyes and pretend to exist in a different world. And how grand a world he could envision behind closed lids; a place where they could meet without apprehension, smile without pause, and converse without falsehoods. What he wouldn’t give to make that world a reality….
But as Dægan opened his eyes in weary disappointment, he caught his breath to find her walking closer to him. His body became rigid, his heart raced, and only then did he notice just how fiery his blood could run through his veins. The distance between them was diminishing slowly with each of her steps and he had not a plan to remedy this turn of events.
Fleeting ideas swarmed his brain like dancing bees. ‘Tis too soon in the day for pilfering and much too foolish to be thinking it. The only halfway respectable idea that came to mind was to lie down and fake an injury. Perhaps he could say he’d fallen from his own horse, appearing helpless and pitiful, conceivably someone in dire need of care and kindness. But for some reason, he did not drop to his back and put that plan into motion. He sat frozen, only staring as she stopped a few feet from him to peer blindly into the thicket.
“Who’s there?”
Her voice was like springtime; genuinely sweet with a pleasant, melodic tone that could very well warm a chilled soul after a long daily Erin rain. It was with this thought that he drew in a slow breath, catching her airy spiced scent that sifted between the summer green leaves of the hedge plant separating them. And he wondered if Valkyries smelled as good as she did.
Suddenly, from behind her, Dægan could see several dark figures emerging on the shores of the River Shannon. Although their distance was too far, he managed to make out that they were not alone. Coming closer were three more longboats flaunting red and white sails. He didn’t recognize the men, but he knew from the shape and adornments on the prow that they were like him, Norse.
By this time, four men had pulled the vessel out of the water and others were descending from each side. Their numbers were large and men who came in sizeable fleets were not usually merchants, but hirdmen who were following their chieftain into a devastating raid for booty—or worse yet—war!
Dægan reacted with lightening speed and pulled the Irish maiden to the ground before she could say another word. Without much effort, he stifled her screams of terror with a simple hardened hand to her mouth, while his other hand matched her frantic squirming. His legs pushed hers to the ground and held them there like they were nothing but the meager limbs of a child.
The woman, still refusing to give in, threw wide her mouth and bit the bulge of skin on his palm that lay across her lips.
Dægan retracted his hand from her vengeful jaws and, in an instant, she catapulted her forehead into his nose, a maneuver he had not expected a woman to know. The pain in his face was severe, and he dropped his head, giving way to the blood that started to flow from both nostrils and down around his mouth.
Collapsing upon her, he felt as if everything around him was going black, and whatever remained in his tunnel-view, was in complete vertigo. Despite the slip of consciousness that was rushing through him, he could still feel her relentless thrashing beneath him. He tightened his hold on her, grasping for strength as if his very will to stay coherent were cinched around her fragile little wrists. The only thing that kept him from dozing into a helpless sleep was the acute awareness of his own blinding agony, for it had now become his only incessant thought. He forgot the woman, her sweet alluring voice, her carefree mornings, and her lighthearted dances amidst the tall flowers of the Erin meadow. All he knew now was the pain in his face and the indignant wrath that followed right behind it.
He moaned, and it was in that moment, when she had turned her head to avoid his bloody face that she, too, saw what he had seen—the accumulation of more men coming ashore. And although he was unable to see the fear lanced across her face, he could tell by her sudden intake of breath that she feared for her very life.
You shall not die this day, he wanted to say to her. You shall not die. But he hadn’t the ability to reassure her like he so wished for he couldn’t see past the smart of the pain. His nose continued to spew in rivers, and once it drew out both pain and pressure from his head, he realized that his female captive was catching most of it on her dress.
In trying to be considerate, he wiped his upper lip on the bear cloak that hung from his shoulders, albeit that it was a prized possession, a trophy for the animal he’d killed in his bygone youth. He would not have that bearskin at all had it not been for his father’s words: a man, who slights caution, presumes his death. How foolish he was to dismiss those important words just because his opponent was a woman and not a growling beast of muscle, claws, and teeth. How ever-innocent her semblance was, the tremendous amount of blood that oozed from his nose was a painful reminder of his mistake, which now stained his esteemed fur. He vowed never to underestimate her again, starting with this unusually quiet moment. She was far too passive and her sudden surrender seemed daringly calculative.
Dægan spoke first. “I know you are frightened. But say not a word. Those men will hear you and they will kill us both.”
She looked at him as though as though he had two heads.
“I will not hurt you,” he whispered again, his eyes fixed on the deep pools of green in hers. And for a moment, time stood still.
Even for her, he swore.
He noticed her trembling body and how tightly he held her wrists. He didn’t mean to hurt her. It was not his intention to grab her and hold her down like some belligerent thug about to take his pleasures. It was solely to save her life, and if he hadn’t forced her to the ground, they would have been seen, probably pursued, and undoubtedly slain.
With kinder eyes, he tried to give her comfort. “You must believe me. I will not hurt you. I give you my word.”
She seemed utterly confused by the viciousness of his actions and the contradiction of his noble words. He could only hope that his pledge meant something to her and that he didn’t appear to be just an animal ready to ravage the reward of his successful hunt.
His heart went out to her, and he loosened his hold. But, at that very moment, she brought her right elbow up to his nose again, hitting it with such force that it nearly killed him. Immediately, he brought his hands up to his nose, his eyes pooling with water.
He felt her scramble out from underneath him, though he could do little about it. The pain was so tremendous, it threatened to split his skull in two. Never before had he taken such abuse from a woman that he actually contemplated the idea of her being a demon from Hel.
As the blood filled the spaces between his fingers and down his wrists, he made an effort to open his eyes, and he saw his lovely hellion on horseback, shrinking to that of a distant white blur, flee deeper into the woodlands.
He grunted a swift harsh oath, trying to tolerate all of his misfortunes at once. Yet his greatest problem was not the damage done to his face, but the setback of her escape in plain sight. The once-quiet shores of the Shannon were now filled with shouts and commotion from the very men he so desperately tried to elude.
Somehow, Dægan found the ability to sit up and crawl on all fours to his horse. He took extra care to stay low and out of sight, for it was better that the Northmen not even know of his presence. Should she be captured, he would at least have the element of surprise in his favor. With that in mind, he scaled the animal with dexterity and stealth, booting his horse into a gallop.
Through the speed of the pace, his heart quickened, his body went numb, and his face cooled with the rushing wind. He felt nothing as he tore through the woods, dodging trees and ditches. His only thoughts were catching up with her—keeping her safe.
What seemed like a ride through eternity, soon ended when Dægan saw the single hind quarters of her horse and her white dress flapping like a heraldic flag up ahead. He looked over his shoulder to check the other men’s advancement and realized that they were still far behind as they had not yet come into view.
With the satisfaction of their distance, Dægan still contemplated the difficulty of catching her without the others seeing him. He was greatly outnumbered and his facial injury did not give him any advantage. One more hit to the face and he was sure he would drop like a stone. Nevertheless, he expected the undertaking to be nothing short of arduous, and banished most, if not all of the strategies that had come to mind, instead relying on the will of the gods.
He was gaining on her with every stride, and at first chance, he rounded her horse to the left so as to steal the reins from her hands, but his attempt failed, piloting him straight toward a labyrinth of trees. He barely steered clear of the well-aged oaks, teetering in his saddle to avoid crushing his knee, while shifting back to circumvent another. After surviving a few more challenges of low-lying tree limbs, he emerged again, hot on her trail.
Upon seeing a stream in the approaching valley, Dægan drove his heels in, charging his steed forward in hopes of using the water to his advantage, or at the least, to contain her. He unsheathed his dagger from his ankle and placed it between his teeth, freeing his hands for the jump he decided he would take upon her horse. Steadying himself on his haunches, he prepared to leap when they crossed the stream, plotting to have something other than the hard ground to catch their fall.
Her eyes widened with a paralyzing fear and she failed to see the shallow muddy shore that lined the creek bed. Her horse fell swiftly to the ground and threw her over its head. She landed hard against the rocky embankment and lay there motionless in a crumpled heap.
Dægan immediately pulled back hard on the reins, cinching his horse’s chin to its throat, making every attempt to stop short of the creek and avoid the same catastrophe. His horse stamped for traction and quickly reared to relieve itself of the bit drawn tightly in its mouth, only to dodge the oncoming path of her fugitive horse that was now hell-bent on running back across the water.
Once Dægan settled his horse, he slid off and ran into the flowing stream, fighting the push of the rushing water around his knees. Within a few strides, he was at her side, rolling her over. A flash of bright red blood shocked him as it had already soaked through her hair and down her face, streaming into her eye-socket. Given the force of her fall and the gauge of her injury, he half expected her to be dead, but fell relieved when he laid his hand across her mouth and felt the warmth of her breath. His gratification nearly doubled as he also realized that her flighty horse had given a timely diversion that kept the other Northmen in the woods.
He looked her over one last time, determining that her wounds were not life threatening, and picked her up in his arms, staggering slightly from the current. His horse stood panting at the creek’s edge, waiting patiently for him to remount. It would not be an easy thing to do, but then again, nothing he had done this day was. He decided that being moderately careful with her was not necessary since she was unconscious, and tossing her over his shoulder was just as good and less troublesome.
Or so he thought.
The weight of her lifeless body made him teeter as he put his foot in the stirrup and the blasted mud beneath him swallowed his other ankle deep in muck. A harsh oath escaped Dægan before he clutched a firm grip around the horse’s mane and threw a heavy leg up over the saddle. As he settled in the seat and lowered her body to his lap, he noticed the return of his own pain. It was a momentary awareness of which he paid little heed, for the woman was now in his possession, draped across his legs, her head cradled in his arms.
He touched her cheek with drawn fingers, pleased with his triumphant reward—one she would come to know soon enough.
* * * *
The sun was starting to set in the western sky above the green loping hills of Ireland. Dægan had been riding all afternoon, trying to reach Luimneach before nightfall, where his fellow Northmen awaited him. But having an unconscious rider made it difficult for him to gain any real ground. He decided, with dusk fast approaching, he should make camp for the night in the nearby forest, deep enough though, to escape notice should the men who were after her come as far as he.
It was darker in the woods and he regretted not finding a spot sooner. The trees stood quiet, absent the scurry of foraging nocturnal animals, and only the crickets were brave enough to proclaim their contentment with the night. As tired as he was, their collective serenade was just enough to convince him that his cautiousness was overkill.
He slid from his horse with the woman still in his arms, and found a perfect place to lay her. The soft moss under a tall tree was his first generous offering of many more to come, for he was smitten with the Irish woman. Throughout his life as a merchant, he had never before been fortunate enough to find such beauty without a high price. Some would argue that a broken nose was too high, but for him, it was a petty fee for the precious jewel that now lay at his feet.
Although not in the mood for another bout of fists and elbows, it worried him that she was still unconscious. Even as he rustled around to beat the blackness of night—untying rolled hides from the saddle, tossing food and drink pouches about, and setting up camp—she never moved.
Variably, her unresponsiveness was a quick thought, for the aching in his stomach kept the rest of his thoughts on a more primal level, mostly of how his morning and afternoon meals were both missed. What he had packed was not enough for his empty stomach, much less his new guest. A quick successful hunt and a good nights’ rest were what he longed for, but on this day the gods seemed to prefer adversity to victory.
Fixed on turning the tables in his favor, he took some rope from his saddle and confined her to the tree. He hated the idea, detesting the irony of his intentions, but after one knot, he reminded himself of her lively spirit, and wrapped two more lengths of rope for no other reason than common sense.
He also needed a fire—that was for certain—not only to cook his meal, but for ample warmth throughout the night. Be that as it may, he hesitated, for a fire would no doubt give their location away should the others still be searching for her. The idea that a fire was a necessary evil sooner outweighed the risks, and before any more time was wasted, he started gathering wood and kindling for a modest blaze.
Within minutes, he had the kindling afire and proceeded to add wood as the flames reached for more. It was not hard to become entranced by the snapping and popping of the fire, for it seemed to set the mood as he took in the beautiful sight of purity and grace that lay before him. Chaste, was the word that contented him. Through the thin gown he could see the outline of her shapely body, and a rip up the side bared one leg from mid-thigh to ankle. He envisioned the night she would finally submit to his touch instead of fighting it so violently, specifically those legs wrapped around him.
He felt his own body stir and he stood up, trying to extinguish the sudden urges that swept through him like a forest fire. Soon, he thought, struggling to ignore them. There was no doubt he was aching for a woman’s touch, the heat of nakedness, the softness of ivory skin, for it was a pleasure he had done without for so many months. His journeys were few and far between because finding a woman of worth had become more important than his livelihood. And now, with a female bursting with worth only a few feet from him, it was a desire he could not ignore, nor an erection he could just wish away. He had to leave else he feared she’d awaken amidst two shocking revelations.
Content with the fire’s growth, he left her alone under the night sky to hunt for a generous meal, with thoughts of her just a hair’s breadth away.
* * * *
“M’lord, we could not find the girl,” Einar spoke, spilling forth his best piteous excuse. “We have retrieved the horse she was riding, but the wench was not on it. I would swear by the gods that she has disappeared!”
Domaldr continued to stare out over the moonlit Shannon, his growing irritation keeping him from turning around and facing his hirdmen. He was no less than a freeman in the face of Norway’s noblemen, but a man who strongly aspired to gain a noble’s title, even if it was through sudden notoriety as opposed to the long road of accruing wealth and support from the local kinsman. Infamy was the shortcut to the title of Jarl, and the imminent war for Baile Átha Cliath was his surefire route to staking that claim—as long as he could survive long enough to get there.
“Believe me, Einar,” Domaldr finally said, “women never just disappear. The willowy bitches will haunt you until the day you die. As will I, if you do not find her.”
“But—”
“Our purpose here, as I know you are well aware, is to hold an unknown flank position for Sigtrygg’s eastern front. No one, including a feeble woman, was to know of our presence. And because of your ignorance, you have put me in a very difficult situation as I am forced to contemplate the worst with our little woman friend still at large. Surely, you have seen that the dress she was wearing was not that of a chambermaid, but of a woman of importance. With that being said, she is very accustomed to others doing for her, thereby, lacking the knowledge to take care of herself, much less know how to slip past six full-grown men!”
Einar’s silence caused Domaldr to turn on his heels, taking first notice of the dark haired Irishman amongst his other unspoken warriors. “Who is this?” he asked, directing the interrogation toward Einar, his blue eyes darkening.
Soren, a man not easily rattled, spoke for him. “We came upon him in the forest. He was hunkered down behind a fallen log, lurking—”
“I was hunting!” the man corrected.
Soren shoved a quick elbow into the man’s gut, doubling him over and pushing him forcibly to his knees.
Domaldr watched the man cough and retch, while rubbing his own temples fiercely, unwilling to deal with this much chaos so soon after their landing. He stepped forward, eyeing the young man at his feet. Even when he was shrunk to his knees with his hands tied behind his back, Domaldr could tell that he was exceptionally sturdy with a wide set of shoulders.
“Stand up,” Domaldr demanded coolly.
The man did as he was told, looking Domaldr in the eye, despite that he had to lift his chin a bit to do so. Domaldr was tall, he noted, with a bit of overzealous arrogance in his stance, as if to make up for all the shortcomings in his life—imaginably that he was stuck in second command for quite some time and liked to take that grievance out on less sizeable prisoners.
“What is your name?” Domaldr uttered.
“Breandán, son of Liam.”
Detesting the pride in the Irishman’s voice, Domaldr leaned in close to cut him down. “Sounds much too important of a name for just a hunter.”
“If I knew your name,” Breandán stated lightly, “I would wager I could slight the importance of yours as well.”
The corner of Domaldr’s mouth raised in a bristly smile. “You are a fiery little Éireannach, are you not? I like that. But ‘tis not enough to spare you. You best speak as though your very life depends on it, Breandán.”
Breandán clenched his jaw, holding back what he really wanted to say. “I swear to you, I was only hunting. I have no interest in the purpose of your gathering here.”
Domaldr ran his tongue across his teeth. “You look not like a hunter.”
“At first glance, you look not like an arse either. But we are what we are.”
Normally, Domaldr would have already choked the life from Breandán after a remark like that, but instead, he crossed his arms to his chest. “I believe you, hunter, which means there is no reason for me to have you killed. Consider yourself fortunate. However, there is still the matter of our presence being discovered and setting you free would not alleviate that. As much as I believe that you commonly speak your mind to the fullest of truths, I still trust you not.” Domaldr looked at Soren. “Secure him and guard him well.”
“Aye, m’lord,” Soren nodded, pushing Breandán to move.
“Einar,” Domaldr said putting a hand on his shoulder. “Let us talk.”
Einar said nothing as Domaldr led him away from the group down to the banks of the Shannon, his uneasiness shining like a lantern in the night.
“I am a patient man, do you not think?”
Einar swallowed hard. “Of course, m’lord.”
“And you would not think of testing my patience, would you?” Domaldr sneered.
“Nay. Never.”
“Good. Then my burden seems to be lifted. When Sigtrygg asks who is to blame for thwarting his plan, I can say with certainty ‘twas you.”
Einar’s breath caught in his throat. “If you must, m’lord….”
“Yet,” Domaldr said, altering his approach, “your idiocy will still be a chink in my armor, a slander of my good name, and a poor representation of my great ability to lead. I cannot have that, Einar. Surely, you understand.”
Einar gazed at Domaldr, whose evil eyes feigned sympathy and regret, and all too suddenly, he felt a hot pain rip through his gut with such force that he almost fell backward. Einar looked down and pressed his hands to the warm blood that saturated his kirtle and breeches. His eyes began to blur as his legs grew weak. He stumbled forward to grasp his chieftain, but Domaldr stepped aside, shoving him into the river. His body hit the water and floated amongst the red waves that rippled between the floating vessels.
Domaldr glanced up from his bloodied knife at the four men witnessing Einar’s death. “Have Soren and two others go with you, and find that girl!”
Dægan finished his meal of roasted meat and tossed the bones into the fire, somewhat troubled with his inactive dinner guest. He sighed, wishing she would come to on her own, for the excessive sleeping made him very nervous and the night far too long.
He rose from the fire, deciding that it was better to encourage her awakening, than let any more hours of the night pass in a slow creep. Taking his knife, he cut a piece of hide sparingly, and poured water from his skin pouch to soak it. He then knelt beside her, preparing to nurse her wounds, but as he dared to touch her, his eyes drank in the delicateness of her facial features, the fullness of her bottom lip, and the clean cut of her jaw that slipped into a graceful strip of feminine neck. She looked so unlike the other women he had known, and found the differences to be inviting, if not refreshing.
Her hair was gathered recklessly behind her and a few locks had fallen loosely across her chest where she lay. He reached down and stroked the dark tresses, feeling the softness between his fingers, pleased that the sweetness of her hair was able to penetrate the swelling within his nostrils. He savored it, breathing in deeper this time, smelling more of the fine oils that she had used, similar to the ones he sold in the marketplaces.
It took him back to his journeys in the Mediterranean where silks and oils were plentiful, as well as the number of women who were eager to please the merchant strangers entering their ports. There were many to choose from, he recalled; all different shades of skin with dark, enchanting eyes that matched the deep hues of their sable, silken hair. Still, none equaled her.
Dægan wiped her brow cautiously with the soaked cloth, taking care of the gash just below her hairline. It was slightly swollen and flushed a deep red. He barely touched her, pressing the wet cloth to her abrasion and cleaning what blood had dried on her face. Often, he stopped to rinse the cloth, continuing his tedious yet gentle work upon her wounds.
Although she was unaware of his kindness, he thanked the gods for the opportunity to touch and caress her, even if it was just for a short while. He knew, given the circumstances of their meeting, she would not be as eager for his touch when she awakened. In fact, he was sure she would fight twice as hard to escape him once she found herself alone in the dead of night with him. He prepared himself for the worst, as if the most she could do was blast a few terse words his way.
Soon after he wrung the cloth out again, she began to stir, moaning, showing signs of her coming aware of the pain in her head.
“Sh…” Dægan whispered. “You are safe now. You are going to be all right.”
Mara moaned again, slightly opening her eyes, finding it hard to focus, but smiling as she saw a figure of a man before her, calming her with his soothing voice. Father… It must be father. I made it home.
She relaxed as she felt his hands caress her hair and heard his voice speak quietly to her, reassuring her that no one would hurt her again. It was definitely not her father’s voice, but probably a servant or recent hire. She closed her eyes to his pleasant words, the warm crackling fire, and a strangely familiar scent around her.
She knew that scent.
It was a wonderful smell of masculinity and compelling vigor that she couldn’t get away from, but as much as she felt at ease, the strange aroma surrounded her with a disturbing sense of danger.
She tried concentrating on it, trying to make out the figure before her, so she could thank him for both his kindness and his gentle sincerity. She opened her eyes, blinking away the blurriness and squinting to join the double images into one. His face emerged from the haze; a sharply chiseled face with blond hair and kind eyes.
Blond hair?
Her smile erased instantly as she caught her breath, once again, looking at the man she thought she had escaped. But where was she now? Where had he taken her?
Panic shot through her, and she quickly looked around, trying to recognize anything past the light of the fire, but the darkness and the thick cover of the trees shading the moon overhead made for a difficult task. She was extremely nervous and dreadfully alone.
Frozen with fear, she watched him stand and walk to the other side of the fire—no doubt a small act of kindness to make her feel more comfortable. But it did not slow her racing heart within her chest. His physical presence, no matter how far away he went, was still enough to terrify her. She couldn’t take her eyes off of him.
They gawked at each other from across the flames, perhaps trying to read each other’s thoughts, until finally, he folded his arms across his chest and smiled boldly, knowing at that moment she was well aware he had won the chase.
There he stood; a monument of beauty and power, sturdy as the ground beneath him. He had long blond hair, a well groomed beard, and skin darkened from the sun. His hands showed scars and calluses from years of hard work, yet his clothes presented a different story, one of wealth and importance. His tunic was made of the finest wool, a lovely shade of cerulean with a tablet-woven braid around the neckline and hem, which came to rest at his knees. His legs were bare, save for his calves wrapped in the soft cow-hide of his boots. His eyes revealed a sense of maturity and intrigue, yet even the darkness could not hide their color for they were as blue as the ocean he sailed. Before her stood a being that only one word could suitably describe.
“Lochlannach,” she breathed.
“Lochlannach, aye? I like the sound of that. It means lake dweller does it not?”
She remained quiet.
“‘Tis a good name,” he said, sitting down. “Better than the ones I have been called before. You needn’t fear me, this I swear. I know that my word means naught to you. But I assure you, I will not harm you.” He then took his dagger, still within its sheath, and tossed it to her.
She was surprised to find her hands tied together as the blade hit her lap, for she was far too engrossed with her captor to have realized it. The knife’s hilt was intricately adorned with silver and gold, as was its sheath, and it was quite a substantial piece of weaponry for a barbarian to own.
No doubt stolen.
“Cut yourself free,” he stated, “But, I would not run away if I were you. You are about a day’s distance from home and your knowledge of tracking landmarks will not help you under this night sky as the clouds are moving in quickly. Getting lost would be the least of your worries for there are others who search for you, and although their determination may very well match my own, they are truly without care of gentlemanly conduct or your well-being. And as much trouble as I have gone through to keep you from these men, I cannot say for certain whether I would have the might to do it again.”
His words were a heavy warning roped with a little strand of humor, like the gentle twine that held her to the tree. She picked up the dagger and began to run the blade carefully across the rope, slowly shredding its binding, until it gave way and fell into the folds of her gown. Aggravated with her circumstances, she threw the rope into the fire, watching it twist and ravel from the heat. And just like the rope that diminished as it burned, so did her hopes for escape.
As a king’s daughter, she was sure he would use her to get what he wanted, and feared just how far he would go. For that reason, she placed the dagger at her side slightly under her gown, just in case his gentlemanly conduct warranted drastic measures.
“We have traveled all day. You must be hungry.” He pointed to the meat left on the spit. “Go ahead. I have already eaten.”
She grabbed the skewer, devouring the meat quickly. She had no idea how hungry she was until she tasted the roasted hare. It was still warm, and amazingly, the primitive meal was the best she had ever eaten. Within minutes, the meat was gone and she wiped her mouth of any charred residue, only slightly embarrassed in eating so voraciously.
“Thirsty?” he asked, reaching for his drinking pouch. He seemed to give thought to throwing it to her, but changed his mind. “May I bring it to you?”
The thought spun in her head like a storm. As much as she wanted him to keep his distance, he did not overlook her fear as something trifling, and actually asked for her consent before meandering through it. She swallowed her fear and relinquished a nervous nod, for she was exceedingly parched.
Dægan slowly arose from his side of the fire and approached her, keeping enough space between them as he sat beside her. “Here,” he said, holding the pouch in front of her. “Drink it all if you like. I have more.”
She accepted it and drank just as quickly as she had eaten.
“How is your head?”
Mara flinched at the approach of his hand, but he stopped short. “Your head…you fell from your horse. Remember?”
She touched where he was pointing and winced. “Where is my horse?”
“’Twould appear that it gave us a much needed diversion to keep the men, who were after you, busy in the forest. I am certain they have probably secured it back at the river by now. I would have. No sense in letting a perfectly good mount go astray.”
“Then why did you?” she snapped.
Dægan’s lips crept into smile. “Because I took a beating in its stead.”
She gave him a sideways glance. “I should warn you, a broken nose, reminiscent of the one you already have, hurts much worse the third time around.”
“Ah, so I do have black eyes. I was wondering if you left any marks on me.”
She frowned. “You speak as though you enjoyed it.”
“Perhaps,” he said, squeezing his nose gently between his thumb and fingers, which evidently brought a sudden pang between his eyes. “Perhaps not.”
“Who were those men?”
“I know not,” Dægan stated with a shrug. “Their presence was as much a surprise to me as it was to you. But if you would have listened to me, they would never have known we were there in the first place, nor would you have that nasty bump on your head.”
“So, this is entirely my fault?”
Dægan’s brows kindly lifted. “I know the means by which I saved you from those men was not as noble as you would have liked, but nonetheless, you have been saved.”
“And I suppose you want compensation from my father worth its weight in silver, aye?”
“I want naught from him. Mayhap a bit of gratitude from you would suffice. Need I remind you, if not for my timely presence, you would be a whore for those men on the Shannon. Who knows how many would have had you by now. The way I see it, you are indebted to me for saving your life, not to mention your precious maidenhead.”
She gasped at his arrogance, but could only counter his rude boasts with a gaping mouth and a tied tongue.
Dægan lifted his finger to her chin and closed her mouth for her. “My apologies, my lady. Perhaps, we can start over. Say with introductions?”
She hardened to stone and crossed her arms. “I see not how knowing your name will help you any.”
“Very well. Then let us begin with yours.”
She turned back to glare at him but his head was tilted benevolently to one side and his eyes were caring and honest, as though he were truly interested in her, and only her. His hair had fallen off his shoulder and several small braids adorned with silver clips flashed in the firelight. They were minute, but incredibly detailed with illustrious designs.
Despite his unmistakably Norse features and what she had been taught to believe, he was well groomed and clean. Quite frankly, he was the most beautiful thing she had ever laid eyes on. He was not at all what she thought the Fionnghaill should look like, or act like for that matter, and she assumed that outlandish lies and exaggerated stories existed only because no one had dared to get close enough. By her own understanding, he was surely more than a savage…but no less than a man, who only inquired of her name.
Finally she gave in, for names were harmless enough. “Mara. My name is Mara.”
Dægan smiled at the name given to him, and boldly brushing back a lock of her hair. “Are you hurt anywhere else—Lady Mara?”
“Nay.”
“Are you certain?” he asked again, this time looking into her eyes for evidence of a wandering mind. “You took quite a fall.”
“I am fine,” Mara insisted. “‘Tis not been the first.”
“Do you always make a habit of falling from your horse?”
Mara’s mouth naturally curled into a smile, but she forced it away as quickly as it appeared.
“Ah, you find me funny,” Dægan pointed out.
“I find you odd and unfounded. Nothing more.”
“Perhaps I would be less of those things if you knew my name.”
Mara said nothing. Although she was remotely curious, she did not want to give him the satisfaction of thinking that she cared. So she turned away from the draw of his beautiful eyes, and just as she expected, he offered it all the same.
“I am Dægan of Hladir, son of Rælik.”
Mara liked the sound of his name and it fit him well. But yet again, she refused to show any regard, acting as if his name were ordinary, and at best, a name that would soon slip from her mind.
But…his name clung to her thoughts and she found herself almost brooding over it. Every idling recollection constantly revolved around him; his voice as he spoke his own name, his exceptional generosity, his entrancing blue eyes, and what still seemed to be left unanswered—his reason for risking his life to save her.
She felt his hand gently touch hers, a sudden forwardness she hadn’t expected. His skin was rather warm compared to the coolness of hers, and his fingers adeptly found their way around the sensitive underside of her wrist. He held her with a grip, demonstrative of his tenacious might and control, but even as the little voice in her head told her to pull away and run, she couldn’t. Her hand, he turned over, and in it, he placed the silver and gold dagger that once lay at her side.
“You can keep this with you tonight,” he said, closing her fingers around it. “I promise you, I will not give you any reason to use it.”
How could she doubt those words? Those eyes of dazzling blue…? They were the inlet to his soul where mystery and compassion were harbored, and no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t help but drown in them.
Dægan stood and retreated to the opposite side of the fire, standing massively before her like an old tree rooted in the ground. His arms and legs proved his masculinity and power, and the strength in his jaw accompanied his massive physique. His long golden mane complemented his features well, and his eyes could change like the tides in the sea; stern and intimidating at one glance, and gentle and honest at another.
Whilst she was lost in her thoughts, he suddenly lay down upon the ground and covered himself with his thick bear cloak.
“You are going to sleep?” she asked.
“Aye,” he said, trying to get more comfortable. “Even we Lochlannaigh must sleep, my dear.”
“But I must get home! My father will be worried sick!”
“I will get you home, I promise. But not tonight.”
Mara’s voice rose frantically. “When?”
“When I have an army of men to accompany me. ‘Tis not safe for just you and me.”
Her silence thereafter must have been long and determinable for he added, “And you should put those thoughts of leaving whilst I sleep out of your mind. Even if you left right now, you would not make it back before morn—that is if you lost not your way in the night. Let us be smart, Mara, and wait until my men can join us before we go traipsing back through hostile territory.”
“I thought your kind always traveled in groups, roving bands of warriors, that sort of thing. Why do you not travel with your men?”
“Because, for what I was doing, I needn’t their company.”
“And what may I ask were you doing?”
He sighed. “If you must know, I had chosen myself a bride and was going to bring her home with me.”
“A bride?”
“Aye.”
Mara’s temperament changed as she gathered the extent of his affections rather clearly through his lingering smiling face. “You are quite fond of her.”
“Aye.”
Mara kept watching him, liking the way he held the unknown woman in high regard. She softened a little within her guilt. “Mayhap, I should apologize. Had it not been for me, you would likely be in her arms right now.”
“Think naught of it,” Dægan dismissed, shifting beneath the cloak. “’Twill all work out soon enough.”
“How did you acquire this woman to be your bride? An alliance?”
“Not exactly. I have chosen her, this is certain, but her father fails to know much about it.”
Confused, Mara prodded deeper into his personal affairs. “And how do you plan to persuade this uninformed father of hers?”
“Well, I was hoping to offer him a dowry he could not refuse, along with an allotment of seven cows, but it might prove to be unnecessary considering my selfless, heroic measures this fine day.”
Realization struck her soundly and her words stumbled from her mouth. “You speak of me? And my father, Callan? The King of Connacht?”
Dægan opened his eyes and sat up on one elbow, stunned by the very status of her father’s rank. He had definitely assumed her to be the offspring of some clan nobleman or lesser chieftain, but never had he given thought to her birth being that of the provincial leader himself. With her father being at such a prominent hierarchy, it would surely be a more difficult situation for him to resolve. Yet, to his best ability, he pretended that it was merely frivolous.
“If your father is indeed the King of Connacht, then it looks as if he is certainly the man with whom I must bargain.”
Mara stood up, walked over, and kicked him square in his side. “How dare you!”
Dægan took the first kick, but caught her foot with the next attempt, lifting it high enough that she lost her balance and fell to her backside. Still holding firmly to her ankle, he dragged her closer, avoiding her little fists that came like madness. He grabbed both her wrists tightly and pulled them to his chest, forcing her lean forward in his direction.
“How dare you!” she shouted again, fighting against his grip. “How dare you belittle my father with your conniving plan! He will not fall for it any more than I have!”
Dægan drew back in surprise. “You think this whole day has been naught but a conniving plan?”
“Aye, the men at the river, the chase, the rescue; ‘tis all a farce! I know your kind! You are all the same! Cunning thieves who pilfer from the weak and kill others out of greed!”
“I have never done such things!” he defended.
“Nay, you just look for women who will be naught more than your slaves soon after you take them to your marriage bed!”
Dægan’s face flamed, driven deep into anger by her accusations. “Is that what you think you are? A slave? Odin’s blood, woman! I have been beaten, punched and elbowed in the nose to the extent of bleeding profusely—not for strategy sake, my dear, but to truly keep you safe from the ill-gotten grasps of foreigners on the riverbank! I have gathered wood for a fire so you would be warm. Hunted so you could eat. I have even given you a weapon to keep by your side to protect yourself, and all the while declaring to you my honest intensions of not—ever—hurting you!” He looked away for a quick moment in order to calm himself and back again, throwing her hands at her. “Now tell me again, who is the slave?”
She didn’t answer, but her gradually thinning stare left him somewhat content that he had gotten his point across.
“I know you are afraid,” he allotted with a sigh, “especially being so far from home with a man preconceived as a savage. If that is all you think of me from this day forth, then so be it. But I will not let you slander me as being a man without honor or without my kept word. I gave my word I would take you back home and I will. Furthermore, you are not my slave, nor do I have hopes of it later. I am a chieftain who already has his fill of thralls and I simply want a wife.”
“You cannot be serious!”
Dægan snickered. “After what I went through today, I would think there would be no question.”
Mara’s breath drained from her lungs. “This cannot happen.”
“Why not?” he asked leaning in closer.
“My father simply will not allow it.”
“Would you allow it?” he asked, boldly taking her into his arms.
At first, Mara was shocked at how daring he chose to be by taking away the little comfort of space between them, fighting the affects of his sultry eyes, his rugged aroma, and his breath upon her cheek with all she had. But all in all, she could do little about it. She was torn between the spoonful of endearment being shoved down her throat, and the inviting warmth of his arms.
“You have not answered me, princess,” he teased, wrenching her closer to tuck his head in the crevice of her jaw.
“H-how can I answer you?” she shuddered in response, feeling the slight tickle and warmth of his breath as he audaciously smelled the oils upon her skin.
“Just open your mouth and speak.”
Before she could even utter one word of resistance, he skimmed his lips over her chin and softly covered hers. She couldn’t move for it was the first kiss she had ever experienced in all her nineteen years, as well as the most pleasant of gestures received. Her thoughts whirled around her so quickly. She felt the warm softness of his mouth, the heat that radiated from his skin, and the red-blooded strength of his arms holding her tightly to his chest as the world around her ceased to exist.
Her eyes rolled back and she fell limp in his arms, finding herself welcoming the gentle caresses of his tongue parting her mouth. He went deeper, tasting her, but never rough or demanding, just easing his tongue in as much as she would allow. He played with her, pulling away tenderly, then delving back in, taking every sweetened gasp from her like a thief.
She was very responsive to his touch and he continued to kiss her intensely, letting her virgin tongue dare to return his kiss as well. He moaned softly in her mouth, a noise hardly to be heard, but it was enough to make her open her eyes and find his swirling in drunken lustfulness.
His unashamed forwardness sent her fleeing, but his embrace enveloped her with a passion she had never felt before. There was a strange heat that burned low in her stomach and a cool rush of shivers from the top of her neck down her spine, his kiss feeding both of those glorious feelings at once.
She stared at him, barely being able to breathe as he dwelled near her lips. He was a mountain of strength and an endless vision of beauty; two things that both scared her and kept her leeching for more. She was trapped in his eyes, caught in the very clutches of his hungry stare, and given the circumstances, it was hard to know if it was the pull of sheer attraction that held her motionless, or just blinding fear.
Dægan looked at her askance. “You look frightened…”
What may have been a depraved sort of reaction to a simple kiss, soon became a claptrap ranting of shame. Dægan put his finger to Mara’s lips, silencing her. “Please, say no more. I want not to hear that you made a mistake.”
“But, I did.”
“You cannot tell me that you wanted it not. I felt it in your kiss, in your body as you fell against me.” He reached up with both hands and cradled her face. “Say not what you experienced was not a desire that matched my own.”
Again, she tried to defend herself, but with a flagrant lie. “What if I am already betrothed to another man? A man who is far braver than you!”
“Then I would have to say, all bravery aside, he is not very attentive to you. He leaves you to fend for yourself in a cruel, dangerous world on a daily basis. But then again, why should he care what perils await you, given he does not exist?”
Mara substituted her perjury with simple honesty. “I cannot marry you! My father will not allow it!”
“Your father does not concern me. Besides, I have come to learn that most everyone has a price.”
“You are foolish to think he will care more for cattle and silver than his own daughter,” she added.
“You are foolish for thinking that he won’t.”
“He would never succumb to such an arrangement, especially with you being a Northman. He would more likely kill you.”
“And this distresses you?”
“Aye,” she returned quickly. “I want not to see you die. If your death was my true intention, I would have already used the dagger.”
“So you trust me?”
Mara felt a warm wind of courage blow through her body. “Should I trust you?”
Dægan wretchedly whispered, “Aye.”
“Should my father?”
“As well.”
“But if you take me not back to him as early as tomorrow, there will be no trust from which to build. He will already deem you a thief, and no amount of heroism or grand marks of silver will be enough to exonerate you from your crimes. He would take immense pleasure in hanging you!”
Dægan measured her, but she remained undeterred by his staring, steady in her posture. Her bravery was astounding and convinced him that his choice of a wife was a good one.
“Enough talk about your father. Let us forget about him for just one moment and get back to the way you accepted me. You resisted me a lot harder at the river than you did just now. Why?”
“Because there is no use in fighting you. I know you are stronger than I.”
Dægan shook his head at her, grinning at her poor attempt to lie once more. “Try again. Tell me why you let me touch you and kiss you so deeply. If that is not trust, I know not what is.” He watched her posture melt.
“I cannot explain to you why I allowed such inappropriateness. I assure you, ‘tis not what I wanted. But my actions represented not trust. Trust is when you give your inhibitions to someone else.”
“You gave not your inhibitions to me? I could swear by the gods ‘twas given to me the moment you opened your mouth to my kiss.”
“I gave you not my inhibitions! I cast them aside—wrongly!”
Mara closed her eyes, trying her hardest to get mad at his insinuating comment, to be disgusted at the thought of his lips on hers. But she couldn’t. It was a sweet punishment that taught her nothing except that his mouth was invitingly warm, compulsive, and truly addictive.
Entangled in her own confusing thoughts, she stood to leave, distancing herself from the charismatic ogre, but he grabbed her wrist.
“You do realize that my hands are tied. If not for those men on the river, I would have had you home by now and your father would be lifting his cup to me, whilst bequeathing your hand in marriage. You and I would not be arguing about this and ‘twould already be done. Nevertheless, I am expected home soon. And in my return do my people expect a wedding. I will not fail them.”
“You would marry me without my father’s consent?”
“As long as I had yours, aye.”
“And what makes you think you will ever acquire my consent?”
Dægan, sporting a wry grin and answered, “Anything is possible, my dear.”
Mara ripped her hand away, crossing back over to her lonely spot on the other side of the fire, not amused by his keen-witted absurdities. She sat there brooding over how much she hated being trapped by the night, and dependent on someone else’s time and ability to get her home—and that he was assuredly confident that anything was possible!
She heard him stir across the dying fire, but refused to look. While her thoughts ran red, he returned on bended knee, staking his dagger in the ground before her and holding his thick bear cloak across his arm.
“What is this?” she asked coldly.
“The nights get cool under the shade of the trees.”
“And the knife? Are you begging me to cut you?”
“Nay. I am begging you to trust me.”
Aside from her frustration, Mara knew that this gesture was more than just a simple provision or a crafty attempt to ease her mind. It was an endowment given to prove that he cared about her, sensitive to the fact that she would be cold and miserable if he didn’t give away half of his bed.
“What will keep you warm?” she asked, allowing her concern to come forward.
“Worry not. I have two deer hides.”
“But they are not as big as this cloak.”
“Hm…I cannot understand how you can worry about me and kiss me as a wife would, yet you cannot conceive a marriage between us. Is it truly that hard to see?”
Mara couldn’t answer him.
“No matter,” he replied. “I will gain that consent, first by trust and then by love. Count on it, Lady Mara.” He bowed his head and left to return to his bed.
Mara was speechless. In less than one day, she received a multitude of kindhearted acts from a man sworn to be her enemy. And why should he be an enemy? Because his height puts him there? Or the fair hair that grows from his head makes for a shady character? Each stupid reason was not but a brick stacked high and wide to protect her, and she believed that he would somehow scale those stone walls of suspicion, mortared with doubt, to reach her heart on the other side.
Dægan spoke to her from the other side of the fire. “Try to sleep, princess. We leave for Luimneach in the morning.”
Mara reluctantly laid down, curling beneath the cloak of brown fur. It was soft and warm and smelled just like him, ironically calming her through the tumbling of her restless thoughts, somewhere lost between the near sweet rapture of Dægan’s kiss and her father’s far-off sheltering embrace.
* * * *
The light from daybreak had barely stretched above the horizon when it was quickly covered by dark, steely clouds. Mara awoke first and sat up. There was a wind at her back thieving the morning sun’s warmth, and the smell of moisture started to settle in the air. The fire between her and Dægan only emitted a straggling line of smoke, and its ashes drifted on the breeze in hopes to escape the all-too-common fall of rain.
Before Mara could reveal the certainty of the coming storm, she found Dægan already on his feet, saddling his horse. After he gathered his things and fastened them down, he worked to dismantle the fire by discarding the rocks and pouring the last of the water from his pouch over the coals. They hissed and smoked, and when all was cool and wet, he used a fallen tree branch to dust the ground, removing any evidence of their presence. Moreover, he took some brush from the forest floor and scattered it over the fire pit, carefully covering every footprint and indentation on the ground so as to recreate the land as it once was. Not even a single bone from last night’s meal could be found.
She stood, clutching the bear cloak around her shoulders, and moved out of his way as he stepped back to take a look for himself.
“You are thorough, I see.”
“Well, there is the possibility that we are still being hunted,” Dægan reminded. “I would be a stupid man to think they gave up.” With reluctance in his eyes, he glanced at his bear cloak and added, “You will thank me later when we are soaked to the skin and ‘tis the only thing kept dry.”
Mara gave it up, and he rolled it around his forearm, cramming it into a pouch on the saddle. In one swift motion, he mounted and called her by name as if it were commonplace to summon her. She looked up, amazed by his handsome features, his golden hair blowing in the wind, and his horse impatiently shifting and stomping. He was stunning, imperious as he sat upon the animal equal in his standing.
“Come, Mara. We must go,” he demanded, lending an arm as he rode around her.
She grabbed hold and leapt behind him on the horse, pulling herself against him as they rode away. In bursting from the woods, Mara saw the silver gleaming Shannon before her, a familiar sight that only taunted her in knowing she could have very well escaped and followed it north toward home. She watched it wind back into the hills as they headed in the opposite direction, fearing that despite Dægan’s promise, she would never see home again.
The thunder rolled like hundreds of cavalry horses across a battlefield, shaking the ground as it passed above, until suddenly the Heavens opened, and without mercy, dumped its water in sheets.
The rain was bitterly cold and Dægan relished the feel of Mara huddled into his back. She buried her face within his wet hair, as if finding a small refuge between his shoulder blades.
He couldn’t ignore the warmth and softness of her body against him for the thin tunic and shift she was wearing left little to the imagination. The thought clung to him like a wet blanket, drenched with his own lustful musings as he considered what she would feel like without the nuisance of clothing. What he would touch first if only she would allow it.
Dægan cursed the timing of those indecent thoughts, and clutched her arms that surprisingly held fast to his waist, reassuring her that cover was just a bit further. The shelter he promised was something he had seen only once, near the river on his way to Connacht several days before. He hoped that his memory served him correctly as he navigated through the onslaught of needle-like rain in his face.
Several times the horse slipped and Mara’s arms tightened around him, a pleasure he gladly took amidst the situation. What’s more, they were descending a slope much steeper than he expected, and the rain only added to its difficulty as it shrouded the rocks that lay loose on the black slated ground.
Dægan didn’t need to worry about her ability to ride for he had experienced first hand her abilities yesterday morning, and didn’t hesitate to lunge the horse from the incline and drive it faster to where he thought the cavern would be.
And like a gift from Odin, there it was!
Although further from the river than he’d like, the overhang was hospitable and tall enough even for his horse, something he thanked the gods for upon entering. Their stop within the shallow depths of the cave was abrupt and only the tiny echoes of water dripping, crooned an appeasing welcome as they relished the sudden end of the chastising rain. The horse stood panting and its slick black body steamed as it cooled.
“Are you all right?” Dægan asked, his deep voice resonating within the cavern walls.
“Aye,” Mara shuddered, still trying to absorb the warmth from his back.
“We must get you warm.” Dægan slid from his horse, landing on both feet. His arms reached for her and without hesitation she wrapped herself around his neck, evidently too cold to care what protective limbs she was enveloped in. He smiled for she was like a little child burying her head against his neck, contrary to the fiery vixen from yesterday’s affair. He leaned his head toward her, feeling the warmth of her breath and savoring the petal soft lips upon his neck. He truly didn’t want to let go of her, but her shivering broke the moment, bringing him back from his heavenly Valhalla.
He shifted her weight to one arm while he untied the hide with the other, shaking it out to cover her. “Take off your wet clothes and then you can have my cloak.”
She reacted as if his words seared through her like a red hot brand. “I most certainly will not!”
“You cannot get warm in sodden clothing,” he proclaimed.
“I will do no such thing!” she said, jumping from his arms and keeping the hide for herself.
“Listen, princess,” Dægan retorted, beginning to take off his belt and boots. “You, above all, should know this rain will be holding us here for many hours, if not days. I am not going to sit in wet, uncomfortable clothes when I have perfectly dry blankets at my exposal. And I suggest you follow my lead.”
Mara hadn’t long to contemplate Dægan’s sudden foul language or his candid advice before he had completely disrobed.
“Oh, my goodness!” she gasped, turning her head away from his nakedness.
“You might as well get used to it, my lady. Soon you will be seeing me this way every night.”
“I will not!” Mara argued over her shoulder.
“Will you close your eyes to me even on our wedding night?”
“You are a stupid heathen of a man!” she retorted. “How can you possibly think that I will want to marry you?”
“I felt the tides turning last night—and so did you.”
“Nonsense!”
“Your problem is that you hardly trust yourself. You despise that you gave in to me so quickly, and for that you question your own good sense. Your heart is talking to you but you won’t listen. You are denying yourself the chance to find love, a love that is different, foreign, and well beyond your dreams. I saw how you would gaze upon the river waters in Connacht, looking further than its shores, wishing for something greater. And now ‘tis here in front of you, yet you fear the possibility of its wonder because ‘tis simply not what your father wants. Tell me Mara, what do you want?”
His poetic words coursed a path straight to her chest, almost knocking the wind from her. “You watched me?” she asked, her voice breaking as it inflated with shock and anger.
Though she couldn’t see his face, she heard a slight sense of guilt in his voice. “Aye, for many days,” he admitted.
“Days?”
“Weeks, actually. I came upon your singing one morning and ‘twas the most beautiful sound I had ever heard. Your voice was like the sweetness of honey on my tongue. It lingered and I could not rid its hold on me. I took pleasure in watching the simple life you were living and found myself wanting to offer you more. And each afternoon when you would ride away, I was left with a feeling of utter sadness. I despised that feeling and decided that I would not walk away from you any longer.”
Mara gritted her teeth and tightened the hide at her shoulders as if to further screen herself from his viewing. “No matter how charming a tale you tell, you are still a thief if you take me not to my father!”
Dægan grabbed the other hide from his saddle and slapped it around his waist. “If I do that, I will put both our lives at risk, you know this! And by the gods, woman, turn around!”
Mara peeked her head slightly over her shoulder, fully expecting him to still be naked. But he was covered, eyes tapered to slits and his hands on his narrow hips. The reddish hide hung low at his waist exposing his entire torso. It was longer than she imagined but just as well, for she had never seen an unclothed man before. His chest was relatively bare, exposing two small nipples and a thin layer of dark blond curls at his navel that ran down beyond the obscurity of the animal skin.
His gruff voice promptly interrupted her subtle inspection. “I will take full responsibility for my theft if the time arises, but until then, I will keep you safe, first and foremost!”
Mara shook away the lingering thoughts of his unforgettable body and was glad to see that he finally admitted his actions to being that of a thief, proving that even beautiful men could be criminals. But on the other hand, she knew how the Irish did not take kindly to lawlessness, especially when it was carried out by pagan intruders. She did not want to see him punished for a misunderstanding and she worried what her father might do to him.
“You must understand, the longer we wait, the harder ‘twill be to explain all this. Let us return to my father before he judges you a thief.”
Dægan looked her up and down. “Are you made of iron or is it your skull that bears the thickness? Not even I would want to come face to face with those men on the river again. I trust they have come for bigger things and even your faithful steed is not enough to satisfy them.”
“We can go around them.”
He laughed. “Ireland is only so big. It won’t be long before there is an additional group of greedy Northmen making their advancement up another body of water. If you have not yet heard, your Ireland is a very prized piece of land. Your days of venturing to the Shannon alone are over.”
“They are over because of men like you.”
Dægan brows lifted. “Better to be me than those on the four ships numbering in the hundreds, aye?”
Mara shrugged the frightening image from her mind, keeping to the subject. “My father is not a man to keep to the Brehon Law when it pertains to the judgment of Fionnghaill. He’ll not accept your atonement in the form of an honor-price, nor will he hang you quickly. He’ll more likely throw you in chains and cast you into an open pit where you will die a slow death of starvation and exposure. Do you not see? Your death will be a heavy weight upon my shoulders. Why have you done this to yourself?”
“There is no sign of your father thus far. And I doubt, this soon in his search, will he look as distantly as Luimneach. By the time he does, I will be rejoined with my men and, thus, bringing you back home. Now, let us put this aside and get you warm. As much as you hate to admit it, you know you will never get comfortable in those wet clothes, mayhap even catch your death of cold, which I would rather keep from the list of things your father could hold against me. I can turn around if ‘twould suit you.”
Every moral bone in Mara’s body told her that this was wrong, but she did long to be warm and dry again. It would mean she’d have to discard morality, if just for a little while. And what would it hurt? Who would know?
“I promise,” Dægan pledged, turning around to face the rain. “I will not look.”
“Are you giving your word?”
“If that is what it takes…”
Mara flipped the hide from her shoulders and lifted her gown up as fast as she could. “All right, but if you so much as peek at me…”
“Hm…I am curious. What will you do if I peek?” he asked, provoking her. “I always like to know what I am up against and I have surely underestimated your vigor. Countless times, I might add.” His smile grew larger across his face just thinking about it.
Mara finished undressing and rewrapped herself in the warm pelt, adjusting it constantly. Even with it, she still felt as if she were naked.
Dægan tapped his foot impatiently. “Are you finished yet?”
“Aye,” she responded nervously, checking herself one last time.
He whirled around and froze in his place. “I realize that ‘tis not the finest of silk, but you look amazing.”
“You are a stupid heathen,” she said with a frown.
Dægan neared her, pulling his rolled cloak from the saddle and wrapping it kindly around her shoulders. “Do you not think that I know what beauty is? I have been on many voyages in search of iron, silver, gold, beaded jewels, silk, and the most desired scented oils. Many men have died to acquire these riches. I have even met fathers who have offered their daughters in exchange for such things. I have seen lands lush with green fields and wildflowers, mountains reaching higher than the air we breathe, and waterfalls cascading to the bluest of riverbeds below. And none of these come close to the beauty I see before me right now.”
His words sunk in swiftly, like water through a rotten vessel. His description of her in a common animal hide was more than she could imagine any man ever saying. “I thank you for your kindness, although I am still not sure what you are seeing.”
“I see as a heathen sees,” he reminded her sarcastically.
“Hardly. If anything you have definitely proved yourself…”
“Worthy of you?” he added.
“‘Tis not what I meant to say,” she insisted.
“But what you were thinking.”
Mara hung her head. “What I meant to say is that you have proved yourself to be a man of great mystery.”
“I suppose that is a compliment.”
“Aye, ‘tis. Most men I know can be as easily seen through as the streams that flow toward the rivers, and just as predictable.”
He ate her words of subtle flattery and fed them back to her. “You have proven yourself to be just as mysterious. I never would have thought a woman would get the upper hand in a struggle with me—twice even. Nor would I have guessed that you would return a kiss.”
Mara’s face reddened. She had tried many times to forget about that kiss since it had happened, and even as he talked, it was difficult to look at his inviting lips and not relive it all over again.
Her silence, though, didn’t cut the snide tongue from his mouth. “If my memory serves me well…I would say you kissed me deeply.”
“I was coerced,” she defended.
“It took not much,” he said, grabbing the cloak from under her neck and pulling her closer.
She shied from his intrusive eyes, feeling the heat of his stare setting her ablaze.
Dægan leaned in. “I know you are avoiding me because you feel ‘tis right. ‘Tis moral. ‘Tis safer. But you needn’t fear me.”
Mara took a deep breath. “I fear you not, Dægan. I simply know not enough about you.”
His face recoiled slightly as if her choice of words had stunned him. He released her and crossed his arms in front of him. “What would you like to know?”
Mara swallowed first before giving thought to his question. “Where do you make your home?”
Dægan’s gaze deepened as his posture softened. At first, he seemed to ignore her. But then he made himself comfortable on the ground, crossing his ankles and patting the place beside him.
Mara had always thought of herself as strong willed, impregnable in the face of temptation, but Dægan seemed to always find a way to push his way through with very little effort, proudly carving his name on her rock-solid principles. Trust had now become a complicated virtue for her, a thin line between faith and fortitude. And if she could help it, she was going to keep from being lured across that line, accordingly choosing her own place to sit—away from him.
Dægan’s grin splattered even further across his face, flashing an open mouth of teeth at her unyielding abstinence. “Perhaps you have heard of my home. Inis Mór?”
Before she was aware, her mouth dropped slightly and her brows lifted.
“Ah,” he muttered in careful perception. “I can see in your eyes that my Irish home baffles you. I suppose I have given you too much credit in thinking that you would not share the same feeble mind as the rest of your Erin neighbors.”
Mara straightened at his blunt insult. “What is that supposed to mean?”
“It means that you think your land is yours and no one else’s. You think your Ireland cannot and will not be shared with others. But I assure you there are those, even with the noblest of Irish blood, who already share their lands equally with foreigners like me. Indeed, it may only be to keep peace, but nonetheless, they share. And why shouldn’t they? ‘Tis not as if we just landed here yesterday. My Northern forefathers have been here for more than a century, and just as any man wishes to find a more suitable place to call home, I, too, am here, but—without the need to murder and steal, as you are so inclined to believe. So will many more after me. We are sooner your husbands and brothers than we are barbarous passerbys.”
“Indeed, you have landed here, but ’tis only a matter of time before your kind are rid from our shores. Even the mighty Romans were kept at bay.”
Dægan laughed at her again. “The mighty Romans were only deterred because they feared the savagery of the Celts, and that savagery is what brought my forefathers here in the first place. But mind you, ‘tis the rich land and the beautiful kings’ daughters that keep the rest of us here.”
“And does that include you?”
He raised his brow. “More or less, but ‘tis never been enough to ground me. I am still a seaman at heart and if I could live upon a ship, I would.”
The flutter in her stomach bit deep to the bone as she imagined sailing on an open sea. “Not I…”
“What is it you fear for I know ‘tis not water? I have seen you swim.”
Mara saw the heat in his eyes within that statement and tried hard to hide her embarrassment in knowing he had probably seen more than just the fact that she could tread water.
“I suppose I am like my mother in that respect. I have never known her to step foot off of solid ground, or want to.”
He then narrowed his eyes. “Your mother…she has died?”
Mara’s eyes defined her surprise. “How did you know?”
“You have never spoken of her before, and usually a girl holds her mother in high regard. In my experience, women tend to follow their mother’s advice in most everything they do. You however, worry only about your father.” He paused. “I am sorry if I have said something wrong.”
“Nay,” she said, stumbling over her childhood memories. “I was only nine-years-old when my mother became ill and died. It seemed all too sudden at the time, but I came to learn that she suffered for months. My father sheltered me then, as he still does now.”
Dægan reflected for a moment. “So you spend your days by the Shannon because that is where you feel closest to her, aye? You go there alone because you want to be and not because there is no one else to accompany you. And you sing the songs that your mother taught you because you feel comforted by them.”
Those memories and more danced around in Mara’s head with the harmony of her mother’s laughter floating in sweet song. She was amazed at Dægan’s careful yet poignant perception of things and wondered how a pagan could have such an incredible outlook on life, taking notice of its tiny rewards.
Dægan spoke again kindly. “Now that I know your mother is no longer with you, the days I spent watching you by the river feel quite intrusive. Again, I am sorry.”
There was an awful silence between them and Dægan made the first attempt to rid it from their company. “Mara, I believe I have trampled on something I should not have and I would be more than willing to speak of other things.”
“Do you still have your mother?” Mara asked, returning to the subject.
Dægan took a deep breath. “I do. I think you will really like her. I know she looks forward to meeting you.”
“Your mother knows about me?”
“My mother encouraged me to find a bride so she could have her grandchildren soon. She fears her age, but I swear she still has an iron fist and a stare that would even send Thor running with his hammer between his legs.”
Mara actually laughed aloud with him, despite the reference to his pagan god. His laughter was calming, and it was quite fascinating to learn so much about a man who was deemed heartless and murderous.
Mara decided to walk on the eggshells of religion. “Your god, Thor…he controls the storms in your world?”
Dægan sported a grin. “Aye, among other things. For the traveler, he is believed to protect, and for the warrior in battle, he instills bravery without fear.”
“You believe in many gods, do you not? Is it not absurd to think that there is a god for each detail of your life?”
“Is it not absurd to think that one god can do it all?”
“Nay.”
“Then your god is a very busy god.”
“Do not mock Him!”
“Ah, you misunderstand,” Dægan said, raising his hands to cut short the incrimination. “I am sure ‘tis a belief passed to you by your mother, as was mine, and I am well reminded to never forget what she has taught me, including when to politely change the subject.”
Mara smiled. “Being a man, I would think you to learn most from your father.”
“Being a son, I have learned that mothers are often times smarter than their hardnosed partners and more aware of things around them. More reflective, I would say. So when it comes to my mother, I am not ashamed to admit that many of the skills I have learned are from her.”
“Tell me one.”
“All right,” he said, lifting his chin in thought. “How about making you smile?”
“I would hardly regard that as a skill.”
“If I haven’t the skill to make you smile, then that means you are truly enjoying yourself. Either way, I think the odds are in my favor.”
“Possibly.”
“Are you still cold?”
“Nay,” Mara dismissed quickly.
He shook his head at her fraudulent claim and quickly leaned across the cavern floor to reach his hand under the cloak, pulling out her leg. He scoffed at the telltale goose bumps. “You lie.”
She jerked her leg back. “So what if I do?”
“Considering I aim to take you as a wife, I would think you to speak only truths to me,” he lightly reprimanded. “A husband takes not kindly to a wife’s fibs, no matter how innocent they may be.”
“Well, then you have more than proved my point that men, such as yourself, always want things they cannot have.”
“If you are going to group me with the likes of other Northmen, then you should remember that we are quite able to take things we want. Hence, your Baile Átha Cliath.”
She stiffened, knowing he cared little for the port and more for the things he could acquire, like her affections.
He reached out, sliding his hand past her neck and into the mass of dark hair that hung above her shoulders, grasping it to bring her closer, his breath upon her lips. “You are correct in saying that desires often come from things we cannot easily gain—mine, being that of your love. By all accounts, I do wish I could steal it. But I am not that sort of man. I will wait. Forever and a day…I will wait.”
The rain was relentless. Its never-ending downpour played out a monotonous rhythm on the ground, putting Mara in a trance that kept leading her to daydream about Dægan and his arms wrapped tightly around her, kissing her, and whispering his love for her. It was a fantasy at best, but one that was somehow finding its way into her every thought. But how could it possibly be love? She barely knew him and he barely knew her. Yet as little as she knew of him, she trusted him as though he were a friend of many years, and was going with him to a place far from her own familiarity, simply because he deemed it so, to avoid danger.
Of course, he never used his brute strength, his dagger, or any other weapon to convince her. If he used anything at all, it was his sensuous kiss and his heated touch. How could she offer that as a plausible excuse should her father find her and demand an answer? It was ridiculous! Utterly embarrassing to think she was manipulated by a man’s kiss—and then again, quite amazing.
Dægan, on the other hand, was being more constructive with his time, checking his horse’s hooves one by one, and sweeping through its coat with a carved bone comb. She watched him tend the equine with gentleness and patience, regarding his hands as meticulous. They traced over every inch of the horse’s back and legs, care that by anyone else’s viewing would have seemed overzealous. But to her, it was charming.
Suddenly, Dægan spoke, shattering the stupor she was in. His voice was low as he conveyed some secret words with the animal.
“You speak ‘horse’?” Mara asked in jest. “Is that also one of the skills you were referring to earlier?”
“If ‘twould change your thoughts of me, then aye,” he said, stroking the horse’s back one last time before sitting next to her. “But I have others that are far more impressive.”
Mara pointed to the long scar across the inside of his upper arm. “Such as surviving the man who did this to you?”
He looked for himself as if he totally forgot about the lengthy scar. “Ah, this one…I did battle with a man who drew his sword like his insults…very carelessly. He aimed for my heart. And missed.”
“And you did not?”
“I missed on purpose, only to maim him instead. He now bares the mark of my sword across his face. A scar just about as big as this one.”
“You killed him not?” she asked, amazed at his restraint.
“Nay. He had insulted my brother, Gustaf, not me. Killing him would have been an easy punishment for his offenses. Now whoever looks upon him will see that he was given a warning and he does not need another, should he speak ill once more.”
Mara admired his interpretation of the dispute. “What did he say about your brother?”
“’Twas a long time ago,” he dismissed.
“Please tell me. I want to know more about you…and your family.”
“Why? Why know me at all?” Dægan taunted, finding her inquisition to be groundless, considering she seemed more content to lump him with thugs and savages.
“We have naught else to do,” Mara proclaimed, glancing at the rain behind him.
Of course, she’d say that. Heaven forbid she’d admit to caring about him. But looking into her green eyes, he saw a safe place within them, a peaceful sanctuary with rippling waves of tenderness, and before he knew it, he was spilling his mind like a skald.
“He called Gustaf a fool for trying to avenge my father’s death, which in turn led to his own.”
“Your father was killed? By whom?”
“Harold the Fairhair, or the Blond Bastard, as I like to call him. He was a greedy man, a man who wanted all of Norway for himself and gave everyone the choice to either give up their titles and serve him, or leave the country. My father, Rælik, chose neither. He had been a respected chieftain of Hladir for many years and he was known for his great words in council. He had most of the support of the neighboring clans, so he feared not Harold’s threats as the others in the south had. I was barely a man of sixteen, but I can still remember the way the people trusted and supported my father.”
He paused, taking a few breaths to prepare himself for the next part of the story that was always difficult to think about, much less speak of.
“One day, Harold sent ten men to kill him. Unfortunately, my brothers and I were away on a merchant journey when it happened. When we returned home, we were told of the news and Gustaf became enraged. He left the next morn to find the men who had done this to our father…never to be seen again.”
Dægan cleared his throat, committed to keeping that blasted lump from even remotely hardening. “Nevertheless, I suppose the man who threw the insult was correct. My brother was a fool to think he could take on ten men single handedly.”
“Nay,” Mara said softly, touching his hand. “Gustaf simply loved his father. The insult would have been, if he had done nothing at all.”
Dægan felt the harsh sternness leave his body as her hand lingered upon his. For the first time, she was standing with him on common ground. Not only was she willing to put herself beside him in sympathizing with his brother’s hasty vengeance, but she was actually reaffirming it with a touch. And her coalescence did not end there. She smiled back at him with a kindness so warm and true that he actually thought he felt it like rays of sunlight on his face.
“I am sorry I will never get to meet your brother or your father. But I am certain that when I look at you, I am seeing them in some way or another. Maybe you have your father’s eyes or your brother’s courage. Either way, they are still a part of you. You should keep them where everyone can see them.”
To Dægan’s disappointment, Mara suddenly seemed aware that her hand was still upon his and she pulled it away, trying to hide whatever uneasiness she was feeling thereafter.
“I suppose your love of traveling came from your father?” she modified quickly.
“Aye.”
“Where have you gone?”
He raised his brow. “Where have I not gone?”
“Have you a favorite place?”
“Not really.”
“Oh, come now,” Mara persuaded. “Surely there is one your mind cannot forget.”
Dægan thought for a moment. “I suppose there is one,” he said readjusting himself casually closer. “There was a place, very recently.”
“What was it like?”
Dægan took in a long breath and sunk deep into the thought of revisiting the tender haven within Mara’s arms. “’Twas very warm and the sun seemed to always shine even through the threat of rain.”
“Really,” Mara said trying to imagine such a place. “Was there a meadow?”
He envisioned her eyes. “Naught but green, as far as my eyes could see. And yet, as I stood amid its vastness, I felt the intimate welcome of a delicate embrace as if nature had a lover, and I, its only desire. I, too, reached out to hold it. I felt the whisper of the wind from a bird’s wings on my lips and the thunderous rejoice of the gods in my ears.”
“It sounds absolutely beautiful! How did you find it?”
Dægan grinned insatiably. “I would like to say I happened upon it by accident, but I would be lying.”
“So you have been there before?”
He almost laughed at how easily she was drawn into his metaphorical conversation. “I have been to similar places, but none have caught my eye or my senses so profoundly.”
She nodded. “Were you ever afraid?”
“Afraid of what?”
“Afraid,” she repeated, trying to find the right words, “of going beyond the horizon and…”
“Falling off?” he finished for her.
“I suppose that is what I mean.”
Dægan tried to rub the tautness of a growing smile from his cheeks. “There are not any edges to fall from, at least not on this Earth.”
“Are you trying to say the Earth is round?”
“That is exactly what I am saying.”
She narrowed her eyes in disbelief. “Up until now did I think your intelligence unsurpassed.”
“‘Tis round, I assure you.”
“Then I would not boast that to too many people if I were you.”
Dægan let his mouth fall open. “You believe me not?”
“Indeed,” she said, shaking her head incessantly.
Dægan stood up and began searching the ground. “Very well, I shall prove it to you.”
“How?”
“Patience, princess,” he crooned as he searched. “Here. This will do.” He bent over to pick up a round stone as large as his head and held it up proudly.
Mara turned her mouth under and smoothed the ground beside her. “Sorry, still flat.”
“I am not finished. Next I shall need a fire.”
“That should prove even more difficult in this weather.”
“What little faith you have, love,” he expelled, shaking his head at her constant doubt. Just for that, he tore the hide from his waist and retrieved his wet kirtle in the nude, reasoning a tit-for-tat logic for the sarcasm she had chosen to spit forth. Her sudden gasp was priceless, trading not a bit of it for the chiding that followed.
“You could have at least told me you were going to do that!”
“Why? And miss that look upon your face?”
After dressing and securing his belt and sword at his waist, he resaddled the horse and stuffed her wet gown in a pouch on the side.
“What are you doing?” Mara asked.
“I am going to get us something to eat, something for which to build a fire, and before the night is over, prove to you the earth is round.”
“With my gown?”
He smiled. “Indeed. I am making certain you stay here. Is that enough? Or must I take the hide and cloak from your possession as well?”
“You wouldn’t,” she said without thinking.
Dægan raised his brow as he pulled a battle ax from his cantle. “I am going to ignore that you just dared me. Tell me you will be here when I return. Remember that I am taking the horse and weapons, too. You will have naught but the hide on your back. And if you leave, I cannot protect you. Tell me I have nothing to worry about, woman. I beg you.”
Mara truly had no desire to venture outside the cave in that downpour or try to escape from his company like he so feared. Strangely enough, she too, was looking forward to his return, and not just to bear witness to his unlikely proof of a round earth. She was enjoying him to the fullest and desired more of her strange hero’s company. “You needn’t worry. I promise.”
Evidently satisfied with her answer, he came to her on bended knee, reached up into the hide for her hand and placed a kiss upon the top of it. His lips were warm and soft, pressing gently at her knuckles and lingering even after he left.
* * * *
Dægan returned much quicker than Mara had expected, with a line of pike in his hand and two great logs dragging behind his horse. Despite being completely saturated with rain, his smile filled his entire face as he learned she was still in the cavern.
She stood to help him with the astonishing amount of provisions he was able to acquire with such limited resources. “How did you—”
“I doubt your servants in your father’s great keep ever failed to bring forth your dinner on account of rain. And neither do I,” he said with a firm dismount. “But think not for one moment that I am your thrall. Which would you prefer to do?” he asked extending both the ax and dagger for her choosing. “Filet the fish, or cut the wood for kindling?”
She looked at him oddly. “I have never done either.”
“Then today is your most fortunate day.”
Dægan buried the battle ax in one of the logs and then grabbed her left hand, slapping the handle of the knife in it.
“But I—”
“Afraid of getting our hands a little dirty, are we?”
“Nay, but—“
“Hush, girl,” he said, spinning her into his arms, her back against his chest. “I will gladly show you how.” He snaked his arms under hers, sliding his hands down her forearms to the blade, and gently opened her constricted fingers from the handle, taking the dagger into his own hands.
“Beautiful is it not? My uncle made it for me. Look how the gold and silver intertwine together. See how they twist and turn, drawing your eyes first to the contrast of their colors, but then eventually on the partnership they serve as they wrap around each other in blended beauty. And not to say that silver and gold are best only together, but there is nothing distasteful or frightening about their congruent existence. ‘Tis a stunning piece of artisan talent, would you not say?”
Her breath was caught deep within her lungs as he remained close for quite a long time, not the kind of instruction she would think necessary to learn the skills of filleting a fish. But she liked it—loved it, actually. The sinewy flesh of his arms rested on hers and his chest rose and fell against her back with the rhythm of his slow breathing. His wet hair tickled her bare shoulders and his breath seared through her as easily as a hot coals in butter.
“Now to begin, you must forget all you think you know about weapons and hold this knife with a gentle, yet steady hand, as opposed to the steel grip you had just before. Then find a good smooth rock to lay the fish upon, hold it by the tail, and skim the blade just below the layer of scales with one long stroke. Do so until all the scales are removed, but be careful not to go too deep or you will cut away the meat right with it. Understand?”
She took a deep breath. “I think so.”
“Good.”
“What about its head?” she asked, scrunching her nose in disgust.
Dægan released her and gave her backside one solid swat as he walked away. “Chop it off.”
Mara sat at the fire, sharing a meal with the most unlikely dinner companion—not only for whom Dægan was, but for what he had resorted to wearing. Sure, she too, was garbed in nothing but animal pelts, but his was solely at his waist again, laying bare that well-toned chest. It was not the most proper of attire, Mara noted, but alternatively she didn’t seem to mind as he was certainly a sight to behold.
“How is your fish?” he asked.
“‘Tis edible,” Mara joked.
“Only edible?”
“Hmm…’tis missing something…”
“Oh, that hurts!” he whimpered holding his hand to his heart and pretending to feel an agonizing pain from her heckling. “She not only throws a wicked dagger, but pours salt into the wound as well.”
“Ah, ’tis salt that is missing!”
Dægan playfully threw a fish bone at her. “You ungrateful woman! And you think you deserve to know what knowledge I have of a round Earth?”
Mara took her last bite of meat and succumbed into giving a witless apology.
“I am afraid you will have to do better than that, my dear.”
Mara rolled her eyes and dragged her words in a pitiful whine. “Please tell me what you know. Let me not go another day foolishly thinking the Earth is flat.”
He stood, rolling his eyes at her whimsical ridiculing. “All right, that will be quite enough. Your behavior here merits not my knowledge, but I shall give it just the same.” He collected the things he’d need for his lesson, using a stick and a cut piece of hide to form a makeshift torch. Gleaming with excitement, he returned saying, “I need you to open your mind.”
“Open my mind,” Mara repeated.
“Aye. Open your mind to things beyond your eyes. We often times only believe in things we can see, and since we cannot fly on bird’s wings and reach a height high enough to verify the possibility of a round Earth, we must use what we have and what we already know.” Dægan shoved the round rock with the bottom of his boot until it rested beside her. “As I am sure you have already guessed, the rock will serve as the Earth and this,” he said lighting the stick in the fire, “will be the sun. You follow me so far?”
“Aye,” she said, eagerly looking up at him.
“Good. Now I want you to imagine the purpose of the sun. As you know it gives us both warmth and light just as our fires do, but obviously on a grander scale.” He knelt in front of her and handed her the small torch. “You be the sun.”
She took the stick from his hand. “And you are going to be the absurdly round Earth, I presume.”
Dægan’s eyes sparkled with color as he smiled. “Aye, I am.” He lifted the rock to her eye level, balancing its heavy weight with one hand. “All right. Now bring the torch closer to the rock. Good. Right there.” He looked at her deeply. “What do you see?”
She fluttered her lashes. “What should I see?”
“Look at the rock. Where is the light being concentrated?”
Mara examined the firelight’s path on the stone. “Well, I see the light is brighter in the center.”
“Which explains why in the north ‘tis colder. In my homeland of Hladir, the winters are very harsh and our summers are cool. But in our journeys, the further south we sailed, the warmer the heat of the sun.”
“Changing seasons do warrant a change in temperature, Dægan.”
“You are correct. But we have traveled many a distance, more than most men can sum in their lifetime, and we have found southern lands where the change of seasonal temperature is minimal. And the air is hot, almost every day, no matter what season.”
“Every day?”
Dægan tapped her forehead with his finger. “Your mind is closed. Open it and listen to me. I have been there myself. I have seen the strange terrain and the native people of the land who wear not much clothing because of the immense heat. The rains are scarce and the ground is dry. There is not much that can propagate there and thus no reason for me to have stayed much more than a sennight. But I assure you, my father did. For more than five years he continually traded with these people for spices, silks, and wines. So when he said the temperature hardly changed, no matter what day ‘twas, I believed him. He explained it all to me in this very same manner, except he used an apple in place of the stone.”
Mara became intrigued. “If the Earth is truly round, where are we right now in relationship to the rock?”
Dægan liked her question. With his free hand, he pointed several inches above the middle. “Perhaps, here.”
“And your homeland?”
He pointed further up the rock. “Here.”
Mara pondered the actual distances he had traveled in his life and couldn’t imagine such adventures, nor the dangers that went along with it. How could any man get aboard a vulnerable ship, knowing the possibility of a volatile sea was waiting, as well as a likely hostile front of local natives? It wasn’t bravery. It was foolishness. But in her mind’s eye she realized she was doing exactly the same thing, in the same manner as he, by braving the elements of danger without knowing what would lie ahead.
Despite their amiable relationship, Dægan was still a stranger. A man she was putting full faith in to get her home, only by the covenant of his word.
Dægan set the stone down. “What is wrong?”
Mara sighed and tossed the torch into the fire. “I know my fears may seem diminished, if not completely gone, especially since the way I have behaved here lately—laughing, smiling, making conversation like you are a friend. But I am afraid. Not necessarily of you,” she amended. “But of the unknown. Of never returning. Of never seeing my father again. Surely you can understand that.”
Dægan sat upon the rock and took his time replying. “I can.”
“Then can you not sympathize with what you are putting me through? I want to be home. Regardless that I have enjoyed the last few hours with you, I want to go home. I want to be within the confines of my father’s keep where prowling danger cannot get to me.”
“Then you surely have a strange way of showing it by sneaking out of that confining keep and riding half a league away to the Loch Rí on sprinting horseback.”
“I enjoy the river.”
“You enjoy the freedom. The sun on your face and the wind in your hair. You cannot get that behind fortified walls of earth and wood. I would say even your mother knew that.”
Mara’s heart sank. “Speak not as though you know her.”
“I know enough about kings to know your father was unaware of her travels so far from the security of his palisade. And until yesterday, he knew not of yours. I can understand your reasons for going to the river, but what were your mother’s?”
“Why must you speak ill of her?”
“I have not spoken ill of anyone. I only inquired about your mother’s reasons for venturing from safety. Perhaps, she was waiting for someone.”
Mara’s eyes flared with anger. “There was no one else! My father loved her very much.”
“I doubt not his love. But did she love him?”
Mara slapped his face. “Now you speak ill of her! Enough!”
Dægan touched his cheek where the sting of her hand still tingled. “Conceivably, that was ill. Forgive me. But I still believe she wanted something more than just a passing moment at the water’s edge. And I know there is a large part of you, no matter how much you deny it, that longs for the same. I saw it in your eyes. And I can give you that. I want to give you that. If you like the river as much as you say you do, then you will love the sea. You will love seeing your homeland from the distant bows of a ship where the meadow’s flowery arms wave in polite parting and the hills stand up to bid you farewell. ‘Tis like nothing you have ever seen. Come with me. Let me take you on the sea and show you what true freedom is.”
“But my father—”
“Mara, listen to me,” he said, taking her face in his hands. “I am not trying to avoid taking you back home or prolong making amends with your father. I promised you I would and I have never broken a promise in my life. I need a great number of men, just in case we are confronted by the others and it takes a while to move a sizable army. So, while we wait in Luimneach, let me share with you what has been my whole life. I have seen your world, Mara. Let me show you mine. If only for one day, please let me. One time on the ocean. Think about it. One time to be something else in your life.”
“But I know not the first thing about voyages, and sails, and…”
“You will be a guest upon my langskip. Not a finger shall you raise. Your presence will be a blessing to me, if not a welcome sight for my men.”
Dægan saw the panic of that very idea strip the color from her face. “Fret not. These men follow my commands. Some have bled for me and I trust them with my life. You will be fine amongst them. ‘Tis my brother that you should watch though,” he joked. “He is quite the charmer.”
Mara raised a single brow to his claim. “More so than you?”
“Aye, but not as good looking,” Dægan said with a wink. He stood and stretched out both a big smile and a hand to her. “So what say you? When the rain ceases, will you grant me one day? One day in my world?”
Mara looked first at the spread of fingers from his sturdy palm before finally placing her hand in his. “One day, is it? And then we go to my father?”
Dægan lifted her to stand and humbly bowed before her. “With not a moment to spare.”
Mara barely agreed with his request when a lingering shadow of regret hovered above her head. As much as he was becoming a familiar sort of man in her life, someone whose word and charm made the notion of him being a long-standing enemy virtually senseless, she still couldn’t help but think that her choices were blind, if not reckless. What scared her more, was knowing that deep in her heart she would have probably followed him anywhere, even before he made his promise.
Chapter Seven
The day had passed long into the night with the rain still dumping from the sky. Dægan had kept the fire going with the large pile of wood he had split earlier, and with the blazing heat, their clothes—hung nearby—were finally dry. And in perfect time as they were both ready to settle down for the night.
Mara had never been happier to put her clothes—though tattered—back on, feeling to some extent, more comfortable in a dirty tunic than in the animal pelts Dægan had resourcefully provided. The fire between them also helped Mara find a much needed sense of decency.
For the first time since the morning, it was quiet, and not because they had run out of things to say to each other, but because they had found their own thoughts. Mara was lying with her back to the fire, thinking of her father and what pain he was in, hoping he was able to find sleep. She gathered that he probably hadn’t and was more likely still searching for her through the damnable rain. Would he even come to understand what she was doing? Would he forgive her for putting him through this, and by the same token, would he condemn Dægan? Surely, her father would listen to her and not punish her rescuer. He wasn’t that merciless. Or was he?
She squeezed her eyes shut, blocking out the bad and replacing it with the pleasure of other things, like Dægan, who was lying a close distance from her. She knew he was awake, probably waiting for her to roll over so that he could hold her glance with his wondrous eyes.
Ah…those eyes… They were as mesmerizing as a falling star in the noon of night and hard to forget even when she wasn’t lost in a daydream. But it wasn’t right to think of him that way, to have even the slightest yearning for him. She would only make it harder on herself, for she knew her father would surely step between them. And for the sake of her heart, it was best to put whatever joy and fondness she had for him out of her mind.
In her vain efforts to forget, she heard a sound—a distant rustling from outside the cavern. Just a scavenger animal, she told herself. But in this rain?
A hardened palm forcefully rolled her to her back and another covered her mouth, quieting her from calling out. It was Dægan, his dagger in hand. The blade reflected an evil shine from the fire, and his eyes were stern and gravely serious. He brought a finger to his own lips, demanding her absolute silence, and then pointed outside.
“We have company,” he whispered so very lightly. “Stay here.”
Naturally, Mara sat up to object, but he pushed her back down preventing her from talking, this time with the fervency of his nearing face. He brought himself so close that his lips touched her cheek as he spoke in a heated whisper. “Lie still!”
“But—”
“They know not that I am with you! Let them think that!”
“What will you do?”
Dægan grabbed her trembling hand and placed the dagger within it, but didn’t answer her. He unsheathed his sword in the very slowest of ways and quietly backed up with the same careful stealth, putting his finger to his lips one last time before the shadows of the cavern swallowed him whole.
Panic gripped her. She couldn’t breathe. Disturbing images of many ill-gotten foreigners fully clad in armor and helmets, bearing bloody swords and mighty battle-axes flashed before her, draining the blood from her body like a sieve.
The rustling came again, but closer now as if it were just outside the opening. Her heart slammed to a stop. Her eyes searched the darkness, trying to see through the teaming rain. It was useless. She felt helpless and vulnerable, much like a sitting duck awaiting the arrow.
Suddenly, two men emerged, their swords drawn, their steps cautious. They were dripping wet from head to toe, their warm breath emitting into the cool air like dragon’s fire. Quickly, she hid the dagger underneath the cloak and waited as Dægan had told her.
It was evident now that they believed her to be alone, for they lowered their weapons and stalked toward the fire. “Well, well,” one said resignedly. “You are a hard little wench to track down.”
Mara sat deathly still, looking from one to the other.
“She’s in here!” the man called over his shoulder, his voice echoing against the damp rock walls.
At that instant, Dægan came out from behind them, fatally slashing across the one man’s back and turning about to take on the other. The second man barely got his sword raised before Dægan thrust his blade so deep into the man’s stomach that it exited out his back. Dægan held poised, his jaw set, his forearms extended, until the man slid from the blade and fell to the ground. Dægan glanced sympathetically at Mara before slipping back into the shadows.
With all this taking place only meters away, Dægan’s horse had become nervous, stomping and shifting about. Mara jumped up to calm it, stroking its muzzle and neck, when into the cavern ran three more men.
They stopped in their tracks, finding their comrades dead at their feet and only Mara in the firelight, her little weapon in hand. Their eyes were wide in astonishment and in their next breaths did they turn angry and callous.
“You want to play rough, aye?”
She turned to face them, keeping one hand on the horse’s back, preparing to see yet another brutal attack, only this time Dægan came from the opposite side of the cavern.
He slew again the first unsuspecting victim with ease and ducked to avoid the coming of a high sword at his head. As he stood up, he spun and cut the second man deeply across the thighs, making ready to take on the third. He let the Northman initiate the duel, their irons loudly clanging in the night, until Dægan forced the man’s sword tip into the ground and stepped on it, coming up swiftly to cut the unguarded throat. The Northman dropped like a sack of wheat, his legs bent beneath him, but Dægan did not stop there. He revisited the wounded man who still lay upon the ground groaning, and double fisted the hilt above his head, staking his sword into his foe’s chest.
Being totally awestruck with watching Dægan eliminate each man one by one, Mara nearly failed to notice two others who were about to strike Dægan from behind. She reacted quickly and threw her dagger into the closest man before she even realized what she had done.
Only wounded in the shoulder, he dropped to his knees, clutching the knife and pulling it out. The man beside him bravely shielded his friend and stood with his sword primed for the imminent fight ahead, not a single shred of fear entering his mind. As he waited, he watched Dægan heartlessly rip the broad blade from his friend’s body and turn to face him, the light from the fire revealing Dægan’s stone-cold eyes.
The man took a step back, and not out of fright, but in bewilderment, as if Dægan himself were a ghost in the flesh. He mumbled something and rubbed his eyes fiercely, hoping to see something different—someone else besides the man with the familiar face.
Dægan pressed forward, measuring the man frozen in his boots. He double grasped his sword, opening and closing his fingers in succession on the tang to adjust his grip. The act nearly sent the two men out of their own skins, and like bugs beneath a raised rock, they tripped over themselves to get away, scurrying back into the night rain.
He followed them to the edge of the cavern, peering out just in time to see them mount and ride off, yelling and cursing at each other in argument. He remained there for quite some time, not wanting to underestimate the possibility of their persistence, if not to let his own heart settle and the rush of adrenaline pass.
He had been in battles before, too many for his liking, but it had been a long time since he last killed another. Being a merchant, there was not much need for drawing his father’s sword, except to intimidate the occasional wayward thief from his fully loaded ships. The sound of its unsheathing was usually enough to send any man running, but this day was different. There was no forewarning given, no compromise, no point of return, and no mercy in his brandished weapon. Only a warrior’s vehemence, given conceivably by the thunder god himself, that knew no end until every last man had fallen.
Dægan exhaled in length, as if to actually rid the spirit of the berserker from his body. It was a feeling of immense power and immortality, but one he’d rather do without as he typically did not take pride in this quiet aftermath. He turned to Mara, still standing in the company of his trusted steed. “Where did you learn to throw a knife like that?”
Mara finally sighed as if she were holding her breath the entire time. “Um…my…my father.”
He shook his head in amazement. “And I suppose he taught you how to break a man’s nose as well.”
Mara rushed to Dægan’s side, looking him up and down. “You are hurt!”
He glanced himself once over, surprised to see that his upper thigh had been sliced open. “Naught but a flesh wound.”
Mara didn’t seem to care for his lighthearted humor and was trying to hold back a current of sobs. But amid her efforts, some tears escaped her.
“Are you all right?” he asked, studying her angst-ridden face.
“Nay, I am not all right,” she replied shakily. “You could have been killed!”
Dægan attempted to make light of the situation and wrapped his free arm around her. “Not likely with you on my side.”
He half expected her to slither from his reach, but she didn’t. She stayed where he had drawn her, and her willing body felt good in his embrace. Natural. Like the small of her back was made just for the crook of his arm.
“You are shaking,” he stated, sheathing his sword. “Come by the fire and warm yourself. Come, now.”
He directed her far beyond the clutter of the fallen men and made sure to shelter her well within the concave space beneath his shoulder, hiding the gruesome sight from her eyes.
She sat where he deemed so and stared about the dancing flames, still in shock of the carnage. “Did you know those men?”
Dægan circled the fire and fetched his bear cloak from the ground, draping it around her shoulders. “Aside from assuming they were the men we encountered on the banks of the River Shannon, I cannot say I know them at all.”
“But did you see how they looked at you? ‘Twas as if they knew you or—had seen you before.”
“I know,” he agreed as he sat beside her. “I saw it in their eyes as well. But I tell you in truth, I knew them not.”
He tried to pull the bear skin cloak tighter around her shoulders to keep out the cold of the night and the chill of death around her, but his adjustment beside her only prompted a concern for his bleeding wound.
Blood had already seeped into the hem of his kirtle, a red so dark it looked black in the shadows of the cavern. It trailed a wide path down toward his knee and because of the way he was sitting, it also started to ooze around his outer thigh.
“You are bleeding,” Mara commented earnestly. “A lot…”
But before Dægan could argue differently, she took the hem of her gown and dabbed clean the blood that ran from his leg, gingerly at first as if she were nervous to even touch him, but more fixedly as the blood disappeared. Soon, she was employing the use of both hands.
He watched her, her hands especially, as they touched his bare skin, that sensitive area on the inside of his thigh. He knew it was often times an erogenous place on a woman, but until he felt the slender fingers of Mara’s kind nursing, he had no idea it existed equally for a man.
“You wear not breeches like the other men.”
“Nay, I do not. In Hladir, ‘tis a necessity, for the winds are cold enough to turn a man’s skin black. But here, the weather is more tolerable, and I have grown accustomed to the way the men of the Erin dress. I prefer it, actually.”
By the time he finished his explanation, she had become more absorbed in cleaning his wound. Her left hand slid around and gripped the muscle of his leg while the other went precariously high, just short of grazing him, which sent his heart to skip.
He couldn’t take any more and gathered her hands in his. “Mara, please.”
She glanced up at him. Her eyes of polished emerald were lustrous in their gaze, even though there was a layer of near-falling tears striving to obscure them. “Did I hurt you?”
“Of course not.”
“But you stopped me,” she said solemnly.
“Only because I have more than recovered,” he allotted kindly. “Thank you.”
Normally, the look he gave her in combination with clasping her hands would have been enough to hold her attention, at least keep her from straying to look at the men lying haphazardly about the ground behind her. But it was as if nothing he said or did could keep her from reliving the night. She was elsewhere. In a whole other world, fighting her own inner battles.
This time, he pulled her face toward his, prohibited her from anymore wayward glances. “Look not upon them. Your eyes needn’t see what wickedness I have done.” He drew her closer and cradled her head into his shoulder. “When the rain dies down, I shall remove them from here. Just sleep. I will stay awake and keep watch. By my guess, they will not be back without the help of reinforcements and by that time, we shall be long gone. At first light, rain or shine, we will be gone.”
* * * *
Domaldr barely finished breaking his fast with stale bread and dried meat hardly fit for a human, when he heard the sudden rush of horses nearing and sliding to a halt outside his temporary encampment. He looked up from his scraps, hearing the sound of Soren’s voice, and hoped his men would have better news than that of his pitiful meal. What was left in his hand, he tossed across the room, and picked up his cup to drink avidly, filling his empty stomach with sour mead.
Soren and Thorbjörn entered, their faces beset with urgency. They remained subservient as they stood abreast, waiting for permission to speak.
“Well?” Domaldr queried impatiently. “Did you find her?”
“Aye, m’lord. We did but—”
Domaldr threw his men a look that ricocheted within the tent. “But what?”
“She was not alone. There was a man with her.”
Domaldr rolled his eyes. “A man. I assume you dealt with the matter swiftly.”
“I assure you, we tried, but he was not just any man—”
Again, Domaldr cut Soren off. “A man is a man, is a man! And there were seven of you! Tell me you two are not what is left!”
Soren bowed in reticence. “We were no match for him. His ability with the sword proved he was no stranger to war.”
Domaldr scrutinized over the appearance of his men. They were soaked to the skin by the all-night rain, ashen in color as they had been without food or warmth. And aside from the meager wound in Thorbjörn’s shoulder, they were relatively unscathed. “By the looks of you both, you put up not the fight I would have expected of two well armed men.”
“My lord, we would have…but…he looked exactly like you!”
“What are you talking about?”
“This man was you! Granted, he was dressed differently, without the cover of breeches, and what kirtle he sported, was of a finer wool with the trouble of embroidery all over it. But save the manner of his clothing, he was your twin!”
The image of a twin smacked Domaldr square in the face. Unbeknownst to anyone else, he was the product of a double birth, but he hadn’t seen that brother in more than eighteen years, for he had left his family without the blessing of a kind farewell. He was the third son to be born, Gustaf being first, an elder brother of six years, then Dægan of about two minutes. Two years later, came another brother, making him the overlooked middle son. With that misfortune and knowing full well that any of his father’s wealth was to be first passed to the oldest, and divvied up between the rest, came a resentment that only grew as he aged—until one day, he had had his fill. His father had brought home an exquisite sword, hand-crafted by the Halfdan Highleg’s blacksmith himself, of gold and silver inlay, bejeweled with rubies and masterful patterns of filigree. It was this sword that had brought Domaldr’s festering blister to burst.
That night, he gathered a select few of his friends, took his father’s ship, and stole away into the night, escaping the shadow of his ever gifted, identical brother.
But even as Domaldr pondered the possibility of his men’s encounter, he still doubted that the man they described could be the warrior they claimed, for the brother he knew and left behind was nothing more than a merchant.
“‘Tis true, I have a twin. And I discount not the fact that he could be here, for he is a traveler and seaman. But for him to slaughter five of my men in skill is quite a tale, Soren.”
“I speak not of a tall-tale, but of a man proficient with his weapon. There was no doubt he and that sword were one.”
Domaldr frowned in hearing the fulsome words coming from his own friend. It was as if he were standing amid his father’s supporters in Hladir, their praises falling like rain upon the beloved Dægan all over again. “Enough of him! Tell me more of the sword he wielded.”
“A jarl’s sword,” Soren described. “Of gold and silver, and precious stones… There is none like it.”
“Do you recall the color of the stones?” Domaldr asked, still not ready to accept the man as his own twin. “What was their color?”
Thorbjörn piped up. “They were as red as blood.”
“Are you certain?”
Thorbjörn hung his head. “Aye. I was wounded and as Soren stood in front of me, I was able to get my fill of the man, more so than I actually cared to. I remember his eyes, the way he looked at me as he pulled his sword from Oskar’s chest, the reflection of the fire on his blade, and the tiny red stones on the hilt matching the color of the blood that ran from his leg.”
“So, he is injured, you say?” Domaldr asked, a small upsurge of glee bubbling inside him.
“Aye.”
Domaldr smiled, but all too briefly. He was no closer to resolving the predicament he was in, with the girl still at large and his blasted brother now in the picture. He stalked toward the table and poured himself a full stein of mead, drinking ardently before slamming it down. “Where did you find them?” he barked.
“In a cavern, m’lord. South of here.”
“Good. Amass the men and take me there.”
“But m’lord,” Soren intervened. “We cannot possibly find it again. The rain has washed their tracks away.”
“But you found them before!”
“We only found them because we saw the light of their fire. Had it not been for that, we would still be searching.”
Domaldr threw his stein and growled. “I want that girl! And I want my brother to pay through the nose for what he has done!”
Breandán watched Domaldr storm through the camp like a maddened bull on the charge. He knew the reason for the man’s anger, for he’d heard it easily through the cheap, thin wool of the tent. He also knew that the girl Domaldr wanted in his charge was the fancy-free daughter of the Connacht king. Breandán had often come across her many times while hunting, frittering away her time on a white stallion. And since he had been hauled in with that very horse, it confirmed her identity without a doubt.
Breandán thought about the girl at length, worrying about her. She was a brave soul, but even he knew that bravery would not help an innocent, defenseless woman when it came to the merciless Northmen. If she wasn’t found, she was as a good as dead.
He felt his stomach turn within that horrible thought and purposely directed his mind on things more helpful to her rescue. It would take more than courage to bring her back as he’d have to also delude Domaldr and countless others in the process. But at this point, he had nothing to lose and even more to gain.
He may have been only a farmer’s son, a mere vassal to the clan lord who served her father. But this little adventure could help Breandán on many accounts. He could get the respect he so wished from his fellow clansman. He could help to improve the life of his father, and he could attain the love he craved from the dark-haired lass, just by bringing her home. And how hard could that be for a hunter whose very living was to track the hidden?
No more difficult than tracking the cunning fox.
As Domaldr returned, a swarm of men followed him. Breandán yelled out, gaining the sour Northman’s attention, and stood despite the ropes around his ankles and wrists. “If you want to find that brother of yours, I can help you.”
Domaldr abruptly stopped just before entering his tent. He turned around, stroking his chin as he looked at the viable group of men before him, hungry for battle as they were fully armored in chain mail and conical helmets. And then at Breandán, the single bluntly spoken prisoner, with only muscled arms to boast in his favor.
Domaldr uttered something to his men and motioned for Soren to bring Breandán forward. When Breandán was shoved into Domaldr’s tent, he could see the extent of the leader’s madness by the toppled table and mess of food scraps scattered on the ground.
“Leave us, Soren,” Domaldr said, without taking his eyes from Breandán. “Sit.”
“I have been sitting for hours against the trunk of a tree. I would rather stand.”
Domaldr grinned. “‘Twas not a request.”
“You will have me killed for not sitting?” Breandán dared.
“I will have your tongue cut out for snidely wagging it!”
“Then without my tongue, you will know not how to find the girl or your brother.”
Domaldr breathed like a bear on the kill. “Of what do you claim to know? Speak fast before I have you killed for no other reason than my own pleasure!”
Breandán weighed his options. He could probably escape Domaldr and his men now that he had been cut from the confines of the tree, and track Mara down within a few days. But in contemplating Domaldr’s twin and the skill the man had in thwarting seven men single-handedly, he thought it best to use Domaldr’s army to his advantage. Perhaps while the two brothers were distracted with fighting each other, he and Mara could steal away together without anyone’s notice.
Cunningly, he fabricated his story. “I am a hunter and a trapper. I know the lay of the land better than anyone. I know of the cavern of which your men speak and I can hunt down any man or beast, rain or not. And since there are two in company, the task of trailing them would be all but effortless.”
“You are awfully certain of yourself,” Domaldr articulated. “How do I know you are not about to send me on a wild goose chase?”
“I will wager my own life on it.”
Domaldr nodded, feeling the hint of a wily plan taking shape. “And why would you do all this for me?”
Breandán raised his cinched wrists. “My freedom, of course.”
Domaldr cocked his head. “I will have you know I enjoy not being played.”
“Is that a ‘yes’?”
Domaldr bit his tongue, removing a dagger from his hip. He held it firstly at Breandán’s throat, leaning in tight for emphasis. “If I so much as think I am being toyed with, I will sooner cut my losses than be made a fool. You understand me?”
“Clearly.”
Domaldr eased the knife between Breandán’s wrists and sliced him free. “We leave right now.”
Rubbing his wrists, Breandán couldn’t help but needle Domaldr again. “You are giving up the grand fight on Baile Átha Cliath to settle a petty score with your brother?”
“Given the confidence you have in your abilities, I should be rubbing my brother’s face in his losses well before the start of that war. See that I do, Breandán! See that I do!”
Chapter Eight
The intensity of the high noon sun pushing through the dense cloud cover marked the end of the rainfall, at least for the moment. But considering it was late July, another storm was sure to blow across the Emerald Isle. And for that, Dægan resumed as fast a pace to Luimneach as his horse could endure.
When he finally saw the break of the port settlement on the shoreline of the estuary, he slowed to a more comfortable gait, feeling the first wave of security since he and Mara had left Connacht. There was not much said between them in their final journey, nor did this destination stir up any conversations either. He was sure Mara’s mind was filled with the events of the previous night, the horrific picture of him slaying men, a beastly battle of sword and flesh, and honestly, a sight no woman need see. Despite having done away with the bodies before her awakening that morning, he knew well that the memories of those killed were still at the forefront of her thoughts.
As they crossed the threshold of the high-mounded earth ring that protected the settlement, Dægan could feel Mara’s apprehension in her arms, which were wrapped tightly around his waist. Even as they were welcomed by many of his kinsmen who ran to greet them, Mara’s fears were still evident in the smile she tried to feign for them.
Dægan descended from his horse first and helped Mara to do the same before announcing proudly, “This is Lady Mara.”
Immediately, the two eldest of the group, Vegard and Ottarr, bowed their heads in humble greeting, ignoring the fact that the much anticipated affianced girl was unexpectedly dirt-ridden, cut, bruised, and dressed in a soiled gown.
But the younger man, bringing up the rear, was not so politely reserved. “By the gods, Dægan, the two of you look like the bottom of a sow’s trough!”
Dægan looked at Mara. “And this would be my brother, Eirik. I told you he was charming.”
Mara noticed that Eirik was just as rugged as Dægan, but a bit shorter in stature, making up for it with rude aggression. His hair was darker and mildly tousled from the day’s labors, but no less handsome than his older brother.
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