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THE VIKING PICKED HER UP IN ONE SMOOTH MOTION.

“Wife,” he said cuttingly, “you call me a barbaric animal, yet you continually feel safe to taunt me. I suppose I must prove to you that I am a civil man wishing nothing other than your most pleasurable existence. You do not care to scrub my back, therefore I will humble myself and scrub yours.”

Erin could not free herself from him and one glance into the blue fire of his eyes started her shivering with dismay. There was little time for her to do more than issue the single protest “No!” before finding herself dropped into the tub.

“How remiss of me,” he muttered. “I can’t scrub your back when there is cloth upon it, can I?”

“Damn you, Viking! I don’t want my back scrubbed!” Erin cried desperately as he held her with one hand while he eased the soaking linen up and over her head. She struggled with him, attempting to stand. But that only brought her nude and wet body colliding with his, and she shuddered as if touched by fire.

“Relax, Princess,” he murmured, massaging her. “I would not think of demanding any service of you I wouldn’t gladly give in return.” His hands moved lower and she gasped. “Perhaps my thorn can be gentled to a rose.…”
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From the Fury of the Norseman,
Deliver Us, O Lord!

EIGHTH-CENTURY PRAYER
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PROLOGUE

IRELAND, A.D. 848

From the cold and hostile mists of the north he came, his sleek black longboats, his “dragon ships,” resembling a rush of awesome sea serpents as they appeared on the horizon, gliding over the waves with their broad red and white sails, seeking out the emerald coast of Eire.

His men were fearless, ferocious, terrible. They were like huge beasts, howling fiercely as they leaped from their ships to the shore, waving their swords, axes, and spears. They honored not the Christian God nor were they servants to morals or scruples. Yet the man who led them, Olaf the White, a prince of Norway, known far and wide as the Lord of the Wolves, was different.

He was a man above men, magnificently golden, towering above even his own countrymen with a lean and muscled strength that demanded respect and loyal, admiring obedience. His mind, so bred to barbarism, stretched beyond it. He did not come to ravage this land but to forge himself a kingdom upon it.

From the moment his dragon ship first brought him to the shore of Ireland, his steel-blue gaze lit upon the rugged terrain with its wild beauty, and he knew he had come to stay.

The tales that had come to his father’s house in Norway when he was a lad had taught him much. Even as his chilling and indomitable gaze swept the rugged landscape, he knew that he must take and nurture this land as he might a child. He would not desecrate the abbeys and monasteries, but would force the monks and friars to do his bidding as teachers, to make him understand ever more fully the complex literature of the Irish, the history so carefully preserved by their exquisite artistry. He would understand the people, the culture of these indomitable Irish people who could be invaded time and again, subdued but never conquered.

Aye, he would come to understand them and, in so doing, he would conquer where others had failed.

He thought of all these things as he studied the coastline, his hands upon his hips, his legs planted squarely on the ground.

Ireland, She was to be his—or he hers. He felt it within his blood, within his bones, and the feeling was like a potent mead. I will make my mark upon this land, he decided, cocking back his head with its rich mane of sun-gold hair and laughing joyously as the sparkle of the morning sky touched the teal blue of his riveting eyes. Ireland, aye, this was where destiny awaited him. He craved the land; its possession was a fever within him, drawing him with fascination as surely as a sultry and seductive maid.

He spun about and the planes of his face were both ruggedly handsome and chilling as he faced his men with a broad grin. “Inland!” he called above the whipping wind as he raised his sword high to the sky. “We go a-Viking inland, and on horses. And upon her, this rich green isle, we will dig deep roots! A kingdom awaits us!”

The cries of the men rose high with the wind.

And indeed, the Lord of the Wolves had come to Ireland.
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A.D. 852

From a window in the Grianan, the women’s sun house, Erin mac Aed stared out upon the graceful wooden buildings and rolling slopes of Tara, the ancient and traditional home of the Ard-Righ, or High King of the Irish. Not long ago the meeting in the great banqueting hall had ended, and her mother had been called from the Grianan by her father. Since then Erin had kept her vigil by the window, for she desperately wanted to seek out her father.

She chewed upon her lower lip as she waited impatiently to see her parents return from their walk. It was a beautiful scene she stared upon. The verdant green grass dazzled beneath the sun until it appeared as a field of glistening emeralds, and in the distance the little brook that rounded the southernmost dun took on the hue of sapphires. Geese ambled about the brook, and cows and horses grazed lazily upon the hills.

Yet today Erin could not focus on the beauty and peace spread before her. She stared upon the grass and sky feeling as if the world spun. She could not help being haunted by memories. Visions of the past took precedence over reality, and although she swallowed furiously and blinked, the memories remained of fire, of blood, and the trample of horses’ hooves that was like a thunderous beat.…

Mist seemed to settle over the sunblaze of the golden afternoon, and she saw herself too clearly, two years past, as she sat with her aunt, Bridget of Clonntairth, in the garden. Bridget, sweet, beautiful Bridget, had been laughing so gaily. But then the alarm had come and Bridget had forced Erin to flee. Erin had turned back in time to see Bridget burying her small pearl-handled dagger deep into her own heart in terror of the Norsemen coming. Then high-pitched screams had risen and risen to vie with the terrible drum-beat of the Norsemen’s horses as they bore down upon her uncle’s kingdom of Clonntairth.

Even now Erin could hear the bloodcurdling war cries of the Norsemen, the shrill wailing of the unprepared Irish. Even now she could smell the fire, hear the earth itself tremble with thunder.…

Erin blinked and forced herself to dispel the image. She drew in a deep breath and exhaled shakily, her excitement suddenly growing as she saw that her parents were at long last returning from the copse by the brook. She had sat with her eyes unwaveringly fixed on those trees since Maeve had been summoned, her fingers pulling knots in the threads of the robe she mended. In the two years since Clonntairth, she had tried to settle into living again. She had tried to enjoy being a princess of Tara, and she had tried very hard to convince her father and gentle mother that she had been able to put Clonntairth in the past. but she had never fogotten, and she never, never would.

She knew that today the kings and princes of Eire met to discuss their stand in the coming battle between the Danes and the Norwegians. And though she hated the Danes, she despised the Norwegians—and one in particular: Olaf the White.

Just thinking his name made her palms grow damp, her body flush and tremble with fury and loathing.

Erin desperately wanted to know if the Irish chiefs who had debated all morning in the great banqueting hall would take a side; if they did, she prayed that they would not decide the Norwegians were the lesser of two evils.

“If you paid attention to your work, sister,” Gwynn said sourly, interrupting her vigil, “your stitches would be small and neat. You should bring your head in from the window anyway. It hardly befits a princess to stare out with the ill-concealed nosiness of a farm wife!”

Erin started and drew her gaze from the window to glance at her older sister with a sigh of resignation. Gwynn had been picking at her all day, but Erin could feel no rancor in return. She knew that Gwynn was terribly unhappy.

Her marriage had been a dynastical one, to be sure, but Gwynn had been smitten by the young king of Antrim long before her royal wedding. Belatedly she had discovered that her prince’s gallantry was the type to last only to the altar. Heith was handsome, suave, and charming, and now, with his wife five months pregnant and in her father’s house, he was apparently practicing that charm on other women. But Gwynn dared not complain to her father; Aed would either chastise her for being a jealous wife or, worse still, vent the terrible rage he was generally known to control on her husband.

“You’re right, sister,” Erin said softly. “When I sew, I will try not to allow my mind to wander.” She smiled at her sister, sensing the depth of misery that had taken Gwynn from a cheerful girl to a morose woman. “But you know, Gwynn, you always were the most talented of us! Mother used to despair of all our stitches, while applauding yours.”

Gwynn slowly smiled in return, aware that she didn’t particularly deserve the charity of one whom she had spent the day harassing. “I’m sorry, Erin, for truly I’ve been a miserable lot for you to draw today.”

Erin dropped her stance at the window to go to her sister. She knelt beside her and placed her head briefly upon Gwynn’s knees before meeting her eyes. “You are truly forgiven, Gwynn. I know that the babe makes you most uncomfortable!”

“Sweet Erin,” Gwynn murmured, her eyes, so like her sister’s, growing misty. Despite the bulk of her pregnancy, Gwynn was still a beautiful young woman. Her face lacked the ultimate perfection of her youngest sister’s, but she had been sought by many a prince across the countryside. That fact made her life all the more bitter now. She laughed suddenly, for Erin had always been her favorite and guilt because of her harassment of her sister plagued her. “Off your knees, Erin! I’m behaving like an old witch, and you are humoring me. We all know it is not the babe who plagues me and makes me old before my time, but that worthless husband of mine.”

“Gwynn!” Bride, the oldest sister, a matron now of three and a half decades and mother of grown sons, spoke sharply. “You should not speak so of your husband. He is your lord and you must give him homage.”

Gwynn sniffed. “Homage! If I had any sense I would consult a Brehon and demand a separation. The laws declare that I would keep what’s mine, which would hurt my noble husband. He would lose half his gambling assets!”

“Gwynn.” The address came this time in a soft, quiet voice. It was Bede who spoke, and even the simple intonation of Gwynn’s name was musical.

Bede had never possessed the beauty that even Bride still retained; her hair was a plain mouse brown, her face was thin. Her only true asset was the deep emerald eyes that she shared with her siblings.

She had always been the happiest of the brood, always able to find pleasure in the smallest things. That she had been promised to the church since birth had brought her complete happiness. She had joined her order at twelve and came home only for special feasts. She was here today because her father had requested that all his family be present, and as Ard-Righ his word was law.

“I do not believe you would be happy to set your husband aside,” Bede said wisely, “for you love him still. Perhaps when the babe is born, things will improve. Remember your pride, sister, but remember too that time can be your friend. When trysts of the night have long since passed, you will still be wife and mother of his heirs.”

Still at Gwynn’s knees, Erin glanced at Bede’s sweet face. Her sister’s intuition was often startling. A nun Bede might be, but she was far from innocent or sheltered. She met the world with commendable good sense.

Gwynn sighed. “You are right, sister. I would not set the man aside for I am fool enough to love him. I crave him; I accept the crumbs of his affection and weep and scream when I discover his wenching! But … still I love him, and so I believe, as Bede suggests, that I will dazzle his heart again. When the babe is born.…” Her lashes lowered as she sighed and gazed once more upon Erin. “Do forgive me, sister. I thought to inflict misery upon you because I have become such a bitter wretch! You are wise, Erin, and in my jealousy I resent your wisdom in not marrying. Never marry! And never, never be foolish enough to love! Give your heart to God as Bede has done, if you would, but never, never let it be trampled by mortal man!”

“What rubbish you feed her!” Bride interrupted with derision. “She is past the age she should have married already, and you would have her go merrily on playing swordsman with our brothers until all hear of her lack of maidenliness and despair of her! She is the daughter of Aed Finnlaith! It is her duty to wed, as we have, sister, to better our alliances and hold safe our father’s and brother’s crowns!”

Bede, still and dark in her long black habit, suddenly moved impatiently. “Bride, leave the girl be—”

“I will not!” Bride snorted. “Father fears for her feelings like a foolish, besotted old man! Well, Clonntairth was a fact of life and Erin must get over it.”

Mention of Clonntairth suddenly reminded Erin how faithfully she had watched for her parents to return. If she didn’t hurry now, she would miss her father before he sent his servants for his bath, and then she would not be able to speak to him till late in the night.

She hopped to her feet, aware that her unseemly hurry would send Bride to Maeve with warning tales of woe, but Bride would not be at Tara much longer. When the meeting split and the tribes broke, Bride would return to her own province with her husband and sons. “Excuse me, sisters,” Erin muttered. Then she fled them and the Grianan, smiling and acknowledging the other ladies who sat about sewing and conversing.

As she reached the open air, Erin overheard her father speaking with her mother about the meal that would be served that evening. Erin did not want to see her mother. Maeve was not half so critical as Bride, but she would look at Erin with such weary sadness that the young woman would feel riddled with guilt. Erin didn’t believe she would ever capture any of Maeve’s qualities of kindness and sweetness.

She allowed herself a brief, wry smile. She was justly proud of both her parents. Aed Finnlaith was the High King of Eire, ruling over a number of lesser, constantly squabbling Irish kings. A magnificent warrior, he had banded the Irish together with a force greater than any king before him. And still he had always been a tender, loving father and husband. When his heart and soul were clouded by worries such as today, he would seek out his Maeve, and she would always lighten his heart with gentle laughter and wit and amusing tales from the rivalry within the Grianan.

To avoid a confrontation with both parents, Erin slipped around to the rear of the Grianan and paused by the gnarled trunk of a great tree. Her father would have to pass her to reach the handsomely adorned building that was their residence.

As she waited, she bit her lip. She would have to watch each of her words carefully. She didn’t want her father to know that vengeance was the ruling factor in her heart.

A crackle in the velvet-green grass warned her of her father’s approach. Erin looked up, smiling to meet him.

“Father!”

Aed raised his graying red head and smiled warmly in return. “Daughter! How sweet of you to come and ease the strains of a tired old man. You are a breath of spring to see, my Erin.”

Erin went to his side and accepted his hug.

“What do you here, daughter?”

Erin shrugged. “I’ve come to walk with you a spell, Father.”

Aed stopped in his tracks and stared down into her face, raising his brow doubtfully. “Come to walk with me, have you, minx? Or to ply me with questions?”

Erin grimaced. “Well, I would like to hear the decision of the council.”

Aed looked at her long and hard. She was an uncommon beauty, this last of his ten children. In her eyes was all the green beauty of the land; in her shapely and straight form, its strength. Beneath the sun her ebony hair gleamed gloriously, framing a face that was both fair and sharply intelligent, and in no need of powders or paints. His daughter’s skin was like a rose petal, soft and fair and naturally blushed. He took a terrible pride in her. She understood every nuance of politics, she read with a comprehension superior to any of her brothers’, and she wrote with a beautiful hand. Her voice, like Bede’s, was like a melody, and she could play the harp, surpassing her sisters in talent.

And she had a wicked sword arm. Though his sons complained, Aed would not refuse his daughter’s tutelage by their masters. He was secretly pleased when she would best her brothers, and he silenced his boys’ grumblings with the reminder that they must work even harder. If their sister could bring them to their knees, what would a Norseman do?

But now Aed frowned with her query. He had watched her carefully since the day she had stumbled home cross country after the Viking raid at Clonntairth with only her half-crazed cousin Gregory beside her.

Clonntairth had been destroyed. Its buildings razed, its people taken in slavery by the Norwegians. Yet by crawling through wreckage and ancient tunnels, Erin and Gregory had escaped. Aed had had to send Gregory to the monks at Armagh. But Erin had been strong and recuperated at home, living on hate.

Aed was a wise man who knew hate could lead to desperate gestures. It was not a feeling one could forget, but neither was it one that should be fostered. Acting with passion but without wit was foolhardy. It could too easily lead to destruction.

He had tried to teach his daughter these things, yet despite her pleasantry, her apparent ease with the womanly arts, Aed knew that Erin still harbored her terrible hate. That it seemed to be a personal hate surprised and bewildered Aed. Bridget had died by her own hand; Brian, her husband, in battle. The attack had come from the troops of Olaf the White, a strangely merciful man for one of his heritage. He allowed no slaughter of children or of women; nor, for that matter, would he allow the senseless murder of warriors. That those conquered became slaves was but the way of the world, and slaves did not always live in misery. It was said that the vassals of the Norwegian Wolf ate better than many a prince and were clothed in wool in the winters.

Aed stared at her a moment longer and then shrugged. “They have chosen to support the Danish princes, for the Danes have sworn to pray to Saint Patrick and offer up great riches to his honor should he help them in battle. And”—Aed paused a moment, but he could hold few secrets from Erin’s sharp mind—“and I am glad we support the Danes, for I believe they will take the coming battle. They are stronger now; they are united.”

Erin lowered her lashes and smiled, but not before her father saw the glitter of pleasure in her eyes. “Don’t take this to mean much, daughter,” he warned sharply. “I believe the decision we make means less than the time it took to come to. We do not raise arms for the Danes. They too are murdering barbarians, no matter what cloak they wear. Oh, a few Irish tribes will fight. But I warrant, despite the decision reached here today, that a few Irish tribes will also fight on the side of the Norsemen. I tell you this, daughter: I will be glad to see the Norwegians fall, but we pass merely from one set of hawks to the next. The Viking is here to stay, and I care not his nationality. In the years to come, we must look to men carefully, and weigh our enemies.”

Erin nodded, although she wasn’t particularly interested in her father’s wisdom at the moment. She kept her eyes carefully downcast, for she dreaded her father reading her thoughts. Just as she could too clearly remember the carnage at Clonntairth, she could too clearly remember the Wolf.…

The battle had ended, and she and Gregory had escaped to a dun overlooking the town. She had held back her screams by biting her wrist, for what she had turned back to see was Lady Moira, the wife of one of her uncle’s warriors, being raped. Again and again Moira had been ravaged. Then he had ridden up, like a sun-god upon a midnight charger. Taller than his own men, he stopped them with a single shout, rebuking them for their treatment of the woman. What good, he had demanded, were half-dead slaves? Dear God, how she had hated him!

Erin understood her father’s reasons and his thoughts. No, the Norwegian Wolf had not murdered her aunt, nor had he raped poor Moira. But Clonntairth had been taken by his command and the residents as slaves. Slaves! The Irish were not meant to be slaves to the barbaric pagans who invaded from the north.

On that day at Clonntairth, Erin had solemnly sworn to avenge her aunt and her uncle—and Moira. And so now she could not help but be pleased with the belief that death might come to the Norwegian Wolf and slavery to his she-wolf, the woman as blond as he who had ridden with him that day, a warrior like him. Though she had been beautiful, her sword had carried the sheen of blood. When the Wolf had seen her, he had smiled, and his granite features and ice-blue eyes had almost appeared human. Human! The Wolf of Norway! Erin wanted to spit. Olaf the White, Prince of Norway, was a barbarian, an animal!

But now it was decided. The Irish and the Danes would fight against the Norse, and likely, very likely, he would die.

She tried to control the excitement in her voice. “Fennen mac Cormac told me that the armies were mustering at Carlingford Lough. He says that you plan to ride out and observe the battle. I would go with you, Father.”

“Oh? And why is that, daughter? Such bloodthirstiness is unattractive to God and man, Erin. I should send you to Bede so that she could work on the cleansing of your soul.”

“Father!” Erin protested. “You hate these heathens! I have seen the fire in your eyes, I have heard you swear against them, and—” She bit her lip but then continued. “And I have often wondered why you have not let that hate raise you to swift and sure ven—”

“Enough, daughter!” Aed commanded. “I am the Ard-Righ, Erin, I cannot run about like a maddened schoolboy. Yes, I have hated. In my dreams I have slain many a man. But I am a king of many kings, Erin. My hold upon my throne is tenuous, at best. I cannot lead men to senseless slaughter because of my personal hatreds or losses. Your uncle’s death is most recent in my heart, Erin, so aye, I will be pleased to see the Norwegians down upon the field of battle. But that is patience and wisdom, daughter. The Danes will do what I cannot.” He paused for a moment, glancing at her sadly. “Even for you, daughter, I can never forget that I am Ard-Righ. The decisions I make will always be for the land.”

Erin lowered her head. She respected her father, she even understood his wisdom; and besides being her father, he was her king. Without his blessing she could do nothing, and so she kept her head lowered so that he might not see the sparkle of cajolery that had come to her eyes.

“I understand what you say, Father,” she told him solemnly. “But I would ride with you for another reason.”

“Oh?” Aed lifted his shaggy brows. “And what might that reason be?”

Erin hated lying to her father, but she could never explain the horror of her vision at Clonntairth. According to Saint Patrick, vengeance is mine, saith the Lord, but Erin’s heart cried out for vengeance. To her father many things were lamentable, but they were also the business of politics. She could not see how the taking of Clonntairth had been an admirable military move, nor could she see the temperance of Olaf the White. She could see only her aunt, beautiful Bridget of Clonntairth, lying in a pool of blood. She could see Moira dragged and mauled and screaming. She could close her eyes and remember the stench of the fires.…

She looked up and smiled into her father’s face. “It is not vengeance I seek, Father, it’s …” She paused, blushing prettily. “It’s Fennen mac Cormac. I think he woos me, Father, and as yet, I know not what I think. If I could be near him for a while …”

Aed lifted his bushy brows with interest. “Fennen mac Cormac, eh? Well, well. He seems a likable man. He fights well, but still thinks with his mind rather than his fists. I’m pleased, daughter.”

“Then you will let me ride with you?”

“I don’t know, Erin. They are heathens. It might be dangerous. We must have a deputation to know who takes the victory, but whereas a truce holds men safe—”

“Father,” Erin interrupted. Her excitement was showing, but she could allow that now since Aed Finnlaith seemed to be pleased with her interest in the young king Fennen. “The old Druid Mergwin has a cottage near the lough, remember. I would be safe there while you met with the Danes. And yet I could still be with the party.”

Aed shrugged. He was a Christian king, but he bore no rancor to the scattered Druids who still practiced their old beliefs. He was quite fond of the ancient Mergwin; in fact, he had entrusted Erin to Mergwin’s care many times. And Erin was right. No harm could come to her in the cottage deep in the woods. But he didn’t mean to give in to his daughter immediately. He wanted her to think deeply on duty and obedience and charity, the qualities necessary in a princess and a wife.

“I will make my decision with your mother and speak with you in the morning, daughter,” he said firmly. “And for tonight, well, you may sup beside this young king who holds your fancy, and then you will spend the hours with your sister Bede and study her serenity.”

Erin dutifully lowered her head and humbly said, “Yes, Father.”

She accepted his pleased kiss upon her forehead and waited until his footsteps took him away toward their dwelling.

Then she raised her head with a very real and very mischievous smile on her face. She knew her father well; she knew she had won. Tomorrow she would ride with the envoy.
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The Druid, Mergwin, was a vision to behold in his long robes of white and his fiery, burning eyes. His hair was long and wild, and it blended with the thick gray beard that fell below his knees.

It was rumored that he was the son of a Druid priestess and a Viking rune master who had come with the first tide of scavengers to raid the Irish island at the turn of the century. Mergwin never spoke of his background, but it was believed that the man was indeed a rare sorcerer, blessed by dual gods thanks to his distant and hazy paternity. But whatever the secrets of his past or the usage of his craft, Mergwin knew things; it was a fact no one denied.

Within the walls of his cottage his earth-banked fire burned with a blue glow, and in a pot above it, he was known to mix a number of concoctions for any number of causes. A maiden might well celebrate the Sabbath on her knees in chapel, then run to the home of Mergwin to plead that he give her a potion to win the favor of a certain warrior.

There were those who crossed themselves and muttered to the Virgin Mary as they passed his home in the woods, thinking him insane. There were others who railed against him, saying that the days of sorcery were over, that Mergwin was naught more than a witch who should be dealt with harshly. But those who would cry out against him would be compelled by a wise look from those eyes as deep as time, and they would fall silent. So Mergwin remained in his cottage, welcoming and harboring those who would come to him.

Mergwin loved the child of Aed Finnlaith, as he loved and respected Aed. The Ard-Righ of Tara was to Mergwin’s mind a just and unusual man who preferred negotiation among his continually bickering chieftains to the mass battles that too often answered minor disputes. Aed was capable of justice even when his own sons were concerned. He would listen, he would close his eyes, and when they opened, they would be opaque, hiding all personal feeling.

Yet the emotions and wisdom of the man ran deep. Since his daughter had been but a child, Aed brought her to the woods to stay with Mergwin. The priests and monks might teach her of the life of the Christ, but Mergwin would teach her about her own soul and about the earth that surrounded her.

To Mergwin’s mind, the princess Erin would have made a fine priestess for the Druid cult. But as Mergwin and Aed had a silent understanding, Mergwin cherished the child as student and ward, nothing more. He taught her to respect the trees, to love and honor the earth. He taught her to foretell the signs of the sky so that she might know of sun and thunder. He taught her which herbs could heal, which could ease pain. And he watched her with the creatures of the forest, loving her more each time she tenderly mended the wing of a tiny robin or brought the wild hares of the deep burrows to her feet to pet and fondle and feed.

She rode to him today with the young king of Connaught, Fennen mac Cormac. Something troubled Mergwin as he left his doorway to meet her. It was as if a shadow fell over the sun. He frowned as he watched the princess being helped from her horse by the young king. It appeared that the shadow fell by the person of the mac Cormac.

Mergwin shook himself slightly. Erin’s eyes were alight with laughter and pleasure; she enjoyed her fair escort. Foolish old man, Mergwin reproached himself silently. Fennen mac Cormac was a respected and carefully watched king. He was said to be strong in wisdom and charity. For the daughter of Aed Finnlaith, Ard-Righ of Tara, he would be a most appropriate match. I must reread the signs, Mergwin warned himself.

“Erin mac Aed!” Mergwin called to her. Stepping forward, he bowed low first to her and then to the young king at her side. “And Fennen mac Cormac. I welcome you. What brings you here this day?”

He knew, of course. All the land knew that the Viking forces gathered to meet near Carlingford Lough. Mergwin had felt the coming tremor of the earth; the breeze had whispered of the blood that would feed the land.

“A slaughter,” answered the young mac Cormac, with barely a glance at Mergwin. His eyes, Mergwin noted, already coveted the princess. Fennen finally looked at the Druid. “It is justice, old man, don’t you think? I ride with the Ard-Righ as an envoy. We will view the carnage and we will collect the tithe of gold and silver due Saint Patrick by the Danish victors.”

Mergwin nodded to the powerful young lord while considering him a fool. Dane and Norseman alike had ravaged the land; both would do so again. The Irish envoy would be lucky to escape alive.

“Aed Finnlaith, Maelsechlainn, and myself will secure the treasure, then we shall return for my lady Erin. Keep her well, old man.”

Mergwin stiffened. He didn’t need to be told a thing about the lady Erin. He would serve her well of his own design and for her father, not for an upstart lord who knew not his place.

“The daughter of Aed Finnlaith always abides well with me, King of Connaught,” Mergwin at last said severely.

Fennen seemed not to notice the old man’s tone. His eyes were upon Erin. Last night in the banqueting hall, he hadn’t a moment alone with her. And he had suffered the agonies of the damned as he had watched her brilliant-eyed gaiety as she had performed the role of perfect princess, perfect hostess for her father, dancing with all the kings, charming the oldest and youngest of the princes.

“Druid,” Fennen said gruffly, “I would have a moment alone with the lady, and then she will be left in your care.”

Mergwin set his jaw and barely stepped away from the young couple.

Fennen held out his hand to Erin, ignoring the Druid’s stern, paternal expression. “Erin, let’s walk a bit into the woods.”

Erin grinned, raising a brow at Mergwin. At the cunning twinkle in the princess’s emerald-green eyes, Mergwin almost laughed. He knew her so well. She liked Fennen—and why not? The young king of Connaught was handsome, athletic, and powerful—any girl’s vision of a fine man. But Erin was, as always, assured of herself. She could walk in the woods with the man who sought to woo her; she could charm and bedazzle him. But Mergwin would be more than ready to wager that she gave him nothing and promised not a thing. The Druid’s frown became a smile as he watched the pair walk away.

It was Fennen who kept his smile as he escorted Erin through a path in the trees to a sheltered copse, for he was secretly damning the Ard-Righ. Erin was twenty, and Fennen had been enamored of her for many years. Her sisters had been wed at the age of sixteen. Aed had never discouraged Fennen’s suit, but he had shied away from any conversation of commitment, telling all that he would not give his youngest daughter in marriage until he knew the bent of her heart.

But she had bewitched Fennen. The king of Connaught, to whom most women flocked, wanted only her, she who would not fall prey instantly to his charms.

She was a spirited girl, and as a wife she was going to need a lot of taming—especially after having been her father’s favorite for so long. But Fennen would love to tame her—gently and lovingly, of course. And as her husband, he would at last be able to put his foot down.

Erin was also thinking along the lines of marriage as they walked. Her own smile was a bit strained, especially when she would catch Fennen’s handsome dark eyes upon her. She did like him so well! But since Clonntairth, she had desperately valued her freedom.

She sighed softly. Some day she would have to marry but for now, she had to come to terms with her fevered desire to see the Norwegians laid waste.

“Oh, Erin! Why do you take such pleasure in torturing me so!”

Startled, Erin gazed into his eyes. She saw the love that he bore her, and she felt terribly guilty. “Fennen … I-I don’t seek to hurt you,” she answered truthfully.

“Then promise yourself to me. We will speak with your father—”

“Fennen! Please, know how much I care for you, and don’t press me! In time …” Erin hesitated carefully, knowing that her future hung in the balance. Her father would, she knew, eventually tell her she must marry, and she would choose Fennen. So she wanted only to prolong her freedom as far as she might—without losing the suitor who would keep her father from deciding her future for her.

“Fennen, allow me the time to know you fully, to—to love you. Time and the subtle searchings of souls together make for the most applaudable unions, don’t you agree?”

Fennen’s jaw tightened, for he knew exactly what she was saying. She would have him but in her own good time. And while he waited, watching her supple form and imagining all the beauty beneath her royal tunics and mantles, he would suffer heartily. He would dream of her at night, of the fullness of her breasts, the slimness of her waist.… He would wait, but he wouldn’t be denied everything. He pulled her suddenly into his arms. “A kiss, my beauty. Grant me a kiss, and I will wait into eternity.”

“A kiss,” she agreed, fascinated and flattered by his need.

He touched his lips to her reverently, massaging the small of her back with one hand, cradling her nape with the other. His heartbeat was strong against hers, and the feel of his strong arms was pleasant. It was not the grand sense of excitement she had anticipated, but it was pleasant.

The tip of his tongue moved over her closed mouth, prying gently so that her lips might open to his. Curious, Erin allowed the contact. His tongue moved into her mouth, delving deeper and deeper. Again, the sensation was pleasant. But it did not give her any indication of great rewards to come from such play. She moved her fingers from his shoulders to his chest, attempting to draw away. He held her tight, and suddenly panic descended upon her. Visions of rape, of the lady Moira in the hands of the Norsemen, flashed through her mind. She heard the screams in the air.…

Her protest rumbled deep within her throat and she brought her hand furiously against her suitor’s cheek. “You said a kiss, my lord of Connaught! Yet you abuse my consent when you are entrusted by my own father with my welfare!”

Anger was Fennen’s first reaction as he rubbed his cheek, but then he realized that he had pushed too far. It had been so easy to do when he held her in his arms. “I apologize, my lady,” he said with a humility he was far from feeling. One day he would not have to release her. He would calm her fears, and he would teach her all the beauty that there was to loving. In her kiss he could feel a smoldering sensuality, one she didn’t yet recognize herself. He could console himself with the knowledge that patience would award him his prize. One day he would have her forever, laughing, touching, bedazzling him, him alone, and he would love her.

“Oh, Fennen! I’m sorry too!” Erin murmured, again feeling the pangs of guilt. She had accepted him, she had wanted his touch, until … until she had thought of the Norwegians. But he was smiling at her again, and she returned his look mischievously, enjoying the power she had over this handsome and coveted Irish warrior and king.

“You must take me back to Mergwin, Fennen,” she said sweetly, “for then you must return to the envoy and see what fate the Vikings have met in battle. Oh, Fennen, Father believes that the Norwegians will be the losers—and a multitude of them will be slaughtered upon the field!”

Fennen nodded, holding her arm respectfully as he led her back to the cottage. “The Danes are strong in numbers and unity, and they promised us great riches!” He laughed.

Mergwin still stood before the cottage. “The day wanes quickly, King of Connaught,” he said pointedly.

Fennen ignored the scowling Druid. He turned to Erin. “Take care, my princess. I will see you soon.”

“Fare thee well, my lord Fennen,” Erin said prettily, dipping a low curtsy. Mergwin saw that she twisted her face demurely when he kissed her; he also saw the spark in her eyes beneath the lowered lashes.

Mergwin was hard put not to laugh. Think not that you hold the treasure of the young princess yet, my lord, he thought silently. I do believe the princess will have much to say in the matter.

Fennen mac Cormac dropped a finely embroidered scarf into the Druid’s hand—a present from the lady Maeve and Aed—and made a fine show of remounting his charger.

Erin waved as he disappeared through the path in the trees, then turned to Mergwin, her laughter coming to her lips. “What think you, Druid?” she demanded, the sparkle in her emerald eyes deep. “Is my lord Fennen not a bit like a puffer fish? As are all men?”

Mergwin lifted his brows and pursed his lips against his own laughter. “What is this, Erin? You mock the king of Connaught? I had thought at long last you brought me a betrothed.”

Erin shrugged, averting her eyes as she slipped past the Druid to enter the cottage. She sighed as he followed her. “No, Mergwin, I do not seek to mock Fennen. He is a good man, a good king of his province. I-I just don’t know, Mergwin. I believe it is me. I frustrate my father and my fair lady mother, I annoy my sisters. But I have no desire to marry.”

“Perhaps,” Mergwin suggested shrewdly, “you would enter a religious order as your sister Bede.”

“Oh, no!” Erin laughed, spinning around to smile at her old friend and mentor. “Bede is suited to her convent. I fear I am not so charitable as Bede, nor can I so blindly love her God—”

“Or purge the hatred in your heart,” Mergwin suggested in quiet interruption.

Erin shrugged and turned away once again, and strode to the earth-banked fire to warm her hands. “I saw a town razed, Mergwin. My cousin was torn and shattered, and sent to the monks to be tended. My aunt and uncle were food for buzzards, and they were not avenged. Do you wonder that a hatred remains to sustain me?”

Mergwin sat at his table and began to grind a mixture of roots before him. “Your father could not avenge Clonntairth, Erin. The kings of Ireland were scattered and fighting among themselves. The Norsemen were very powerful then, as they will be again. Aed’s first loyalty must be the protection of Tara and the Brehon laws. He could not leave the high seat of government unprotected and open to attack. And think on this, girl: Aed could easily spend his life in the pursuit of vengeance. His brother was lost to an attack by Danes; his father was murdered by a fellow Irish king. Tell me, Erin, where should your father start, with the total collapse of what little centralized order there is?”

Erin was an intelligent girl; he knew she fully understood his arguments. Yet Mergwin was well aware that all the reasoning in the world could not ease the pain that haunted her spirit.

“So what do I do, Mergwin?” she demanded. “Marry Fennen mac Cormac and become a docile wife and keep turning my head as my country is ravaged?”

You will not marry the son of Cormac, Mergwin thought with certainty, but he didn’t say so. He returned his attention to his roots. “You could do worse.”

“Ahh … you think I could do better!”

He should warn her; he should tell her there was an aura of darkness around the king who would have her. The darkness meant tragedy or pain—but for whom? The young king, or the princess he coveted?

Mergwin didn’t answer and Erin exploded. “I cannot marry and bear children and watch daily as my men go about their business until the longboats or the horses come and my province too is destroyed!”

Mergwin looked up, staring hard into the vehement emerald eyes that met his. “The longboats will come no matter what you do. They will come in your children’s time and in their children’s time—”

“And we just sit like sacrificial lambs!” Erin exclaimed furiously. “And the great provincial kings like my lord Fennen will cry Irish while siding with the slaughterers—”

“It will not be all slaughter,” Mergwin intoned emotionlessly. “Nor, in the end, shall the invader triumph.”

Erin drew in her breath sharply. On the table sat a fine doeskin bag. Within it were Mergwin’s runes—exceptionally fine pieces, stones with beautifully carved glyphs. She grasped the bag and rattled it beneath Mergwin’s nose. “Tell me my fortune, give me an oracle. Cast the runes for me, Mergwin,” she pleaded.

“No!” Mergwin protested sharply.

Erin knelt at his feet, but the gesture was far from humble. She lifted her chin proudly and met his eyes with her implacable green stare. “Then I shall tell you, Mergwin. Last night at the banquet my father’s new poet told the story of Maelsechlainn’s daughter—how she and fifteen other maidens tricked the Norwegian Turgeis. She slew him, Mergwin—a woman rid the Irish of the pagan Turgeis! And when the Vikings took Clonntairth, I saw a woman warrior. She fought alongside her men. That, my dear Druid, is exactly what I intend to do. Perhaps the invaders will ravage our countryside for the decades to come, but I will do something about it, Mergwin. I may die, but the invader will die alongside me! That is a fortune I can live with, Druid!”

“Fool girl!” Mergwin rose to his feet, his eyes blazing, his robes shaking with his fervor. “Enough will die! Would you break the heart of your father? Leave your mother wallowing in tears?”

“Men die in battle. And I am more proven than most! My brothers grow more and more irate because I can best them—”

“Stop!” Mergwin raised his hands, his sleeves floating behind him. He glared at her a moment longer as the silence stretched between them. Then he whirled like a gigantic bird to stare at the fire, then again to stare at her. “I will read the runes for you, girl, and you will see that such dreams are but foolish imagination.”

She laughed softly. He saw the affection and manipulation in her eyes. “Oh, thank you, Mergwin!” she exclaimed. She lifted her hands and grinned. Though she was hard, bright, and determined, Mergwin smiled in return for she was also very much a lady. She spoke against marriage, but there was a brilliance to her eyes and an understated sensuality to her well-formed body that spoke of great underlying passion. When she loved, Mergwin thought, she will do so with all the fervor she now fed to her dreams of vengeance.

“I hope,” he muttered, “that the runes show you respectably married, mother of a score of children, dutifully following the will of father and husband.”

Moments later they sat across from one another at the table. Darkness had come fast to the copse within the trees, the only light coming from the fire and the one precious candle. Mergwin laid a linen cloth over the table, then cast the stones upon it, glyphs downward. “You will touch three,” he ordered Erin.

She did so decisively. Mergwin turned over the first stone. Thurisaz. The Gateway stone. Erin should be standing still, viewing the world about her carefully, not impetuously rushing about.

Without a word he turned the second stone. Hegalez. The stone of great disaster and upheaval, a stone of the gods. Something coming of destiny, something man could not control, like a massive wave of the ocean … like the endless tide of the invaders.

Still silent, Mergwin turned the third stone. The rune was blank.

Erin, watching the old Druid’s eyes becoming narrow and clouded, felt a nervousness creeping through her and edgily prompted him. “Mergwin! Tell me! Tell me what it is that you see!”

He did not wish to speak of what he saw. The blank rune was the unknowable. To the Vikings, it was Odin’s rune. It could be death; it could be a beginning, a rebirth. Following Hegalez, the stone marked vast and dangerous obstacles looming before her. She must accept the change that was coming. If she did so, her life could be long and, in time, he believed she would find happiness. But the pathway before that happiness seemed laden with danger.

He closed his eyes in deep concentration, his fingers caressing the coolness of the stones and absorbing their symbols. He saw her clothed in mail as she had threatened and sensed the agony of the punishment that would come to her because of her armor. The punishment was caused by a man, but the man was not Fennen mac Cormac. He was a golden man. Light shone around him. He was powerful; he was dangerous. Yet his aura was not of evil, but of determined strength. The runes seemed to whisper that he was of the land and that the pathways of his life were irrevocably interwoven with those of Erin mac Aed.

Within his mind, Mergwin heard the howling of a wolf. A standard bearing the animal was raised high … a Viking standard. Mergwin began to shake. It was not the usual reading of the runes; he had touched upon a destiny that was of the earth, eternally consequential to the land of Eire.

“Mergwin!” Erin demanded.

His eyes snapped open. “Hush, Erin of Aed!” he snapped with wide, fever-eyed irritation. “I see exactly what should be seen for the daughter of Aed. You will grow old, you will bear many children. Your sons will people the land.”

“You lie to me, Druid!” Erin accused reproachfully.

Mergwin rose from the table, his robes flowing about him. He left the runes as they were with feigned disinterest. “I do not lie, daughter of Aed. And I am a tired and hungry old man who would have my supper and my bed.” Irritably he returned to the table and dropped the stones back into their doeskin bag.

Erin hesitated a moment and then smiled. Mergwin did sound like a crotchety old man, but she loved him dearly. She stood and straightened her robe and followed him to the fire. She reached on tiptoe to massage his shoulders as she often did for her father. “Tired old man, eh?” she demanded with a light tinkle of laughter. “You will not be old, Mergwin, when you have outlived all the trees of the forest! But come, this stew you have simmered all day smells delicious! We shall eat and I will tell you all the gossip that floats about Tara and then you shall tell me more legends of the old days and we shall sleep!”

Erin lifted the cover from the pot and carefully ladled out two portions. “Oh, there is fine wine from the province of Alsace in my saddlebags! I bought it myself when the peddler brought silks to Mother. We shall get a little tipsy as we talk, Mergwin!”

Mergwin brought his wooden bowl of stew to the table and glanced wearily at his beautiful charge. “I will not be so tipsy, Erin, as for you to manage to bring to my lips words I do not intend to say.”

Her eyes went very dark for a moment. She was still and straight and proud as she lifted her chin to him. “I have no plan to connive you, Druid,” she said, her tone steady and dignified.

She set her food upon the table across from him and moved to the door so that she might go to the horse shed and retrieve the wine. She hesitated, then turned back to him, her words soft but vehement. “You see, Druid, I care not what your stones say. I shall forge my own destiny.”
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