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‘An absorbing story, fast-paced and vividly imagined, which really brought the Viking world to life’

Pamela Hartshorne

‘A love story and an adventure, all rolled up inside a huge amount of intricately detailed, well-researched history. Thoroughly enjoyable’
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Alison Morton
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Gill Stewart




About the Author

Christina Courtenay is an award-winning author of historical romance and time slip (dual time) stories. She started writing so that she could be a stay-at-home mum to her two daughters, but didn’t get published until daughter number one left home aged twenty-one, so that didn’t quite go to plan! Since then, however, she’s made up for it by having twenty novels published and winning the RNA’s Romantic Novel of the Year Award for Best Historical Romantic Novel twice with Highland Storms (2012) and The Gilded Fan (2014), and once for Best Fantasy Romantic Novel with Echoes of the Runes (2021).


Christina is half Swedish and grew up in that country. She has also lived in Japan and Switzerland, but is now based in Herefordshire, close to the Welsh border. She’s a keen amateur genealogist and loves history and archaeology (the armchair variety).


To find out more, visit christinacourtenay.com, 
find her on Facebook /Christinacourtenayauthor 
or follow her on [image: X Logo] @PiaCCourtenay and 
Instagram @christinacourtenayauthor.




By Christina Courtenay

Standalones

Trade Winds

Highland Storms

Monsoon Mists

The Scarlet Kimono

The Gilded Fan

The Jade Lioness

The Silent Touch of Shadows

The Secret Kiss of Darkness

The Soft Whisper of Dreams

The Velvet Cloak of Moonlight

Hidden in the Mists

Shadows in the Ashes

Shadows in the Spring

Ripples Through Time

The Runes novels

Echoes of the Runes

The Runes of Destiny

Whispers of the Runes

Tempted by the Runes

Promises of the Runes

Legacy of the Runes





RIPPLES THROUGH TIME


Christina Courtenay


[image: ]


[image: Headline Review Logo]






Copyright © Christina Courtenay 2025


The right of Christina Courtenay to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


First published in 2025 by Headline Review

An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


eISBN:  978 1 0354 1864 0


Chapter header illustration © AMarc/iStockphoto

Cover images © Shutterstock


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP LIMITED

An Hachette UK Company

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk

www.hachette.co.uk






To Bucky and Lillie, my lovely ‘grand-birds’, who kept me company when I wrote this novel – thank you!



Contents

Praise for Christina Courtenay

About the Author

Also by Christina Courtenay

Title Page

Copyright Page

Dedication

Prologue

Chapter One

Chapter Two

Chapter Three

Chapter Four

Chapter Five

Chapter Six

Chapter Seven

Chapter Eight

Chapter Nine

Chapter Ten

Chapter Eleven

Chapter Twelve

Chapter Thirteen

Chapter Fourteen

Chapter Fifteen

Chapter Sixteen

Chapter Seventeen

Chapter Eighteen

Chapter Nineteen

Chapter Twenty

Chapter Twenty-One

Chapter Twenty-Two

Chapter Twenty-Three

Chapter Twenty-Four

Chapter Twenty-Five

Chapter Twenty-Six

Chapter Twenty-Seven

Chapter Twenty-Eight

Epilogue

Author’s Note

Acknowledgements

More from Christina Courtenay




Prologue
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The longship glided through the water with a muted hiss, the gaping mouth of its dragon’s-head prow parting the veils of early-morning mist that draped the river. The motley crew of men sitting on their travelling kists along the sides dipped the oars in unison, making only the smallest of splashing noises. Anyone listening would have assumed it was a fish slapping its tail fin above the surface, nothing more.

No one spoke. They all knew what to do and looked to their leader for a signal. He stood in the stern, manning the steering oar while scanning the riverbank for the right place to beach his ship. A collection of roofs came into view, looming in the distance, a few curls of smoke beginning to float up into the sky through the thatch. The inhabitants were stirring, but they’d be sleepy and unprepared when the attack came.

One of the crewmen momentarily closed his eyes. He didn’t want to be here. Had tired of this game of cat-and-mouse they’d been engaged in for years. But loyalty and honour forbade him from rebelling and kept him seated, wordlessly working his oar with the rest of them. When the time came, he would jump over the gunwale, sword in one hand, shield in the other, and sprint towards their unsuspecting victims. Surprise was the key. If your enemy didn’t know you were coming, you always had the upper hand. And by the time they realised what was happening, it would already be too late.

The campaign of terror and plunder would carry on until his uncle had had enough. And that would not be any time soon, if ever, because the man was insatiable.




Chapter One
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West Mercia, spring AD 873

‘Hurry, you’re wanted in the hall!’

Merewen looked up from the cough mixture she was preparing in the small hut she used for such tasks. Her younger sister, Aelfwynn, had pulled the door open and stuck her head inside, panting slightly. She’d clearly run as fast as she could, and the obvious urgency of her mission made Merewen’s stomach muscles clench.

‘Why? What’s the matter? Has someone hurt themselves?’

As the settlement’s healer, it fell to her to see to any injuries. It would help to know what she’d be dealing with so that she could bring the right supplies.

‘No. Father wants a word, is all.’

‘Oh.’ That still sounded ominous, but Merewen knew it was best not to keep him waiting. If she was in for a scolding, that would only make matters worse. ‘Very well, I’m coming.’

She abandoned the cough mixture and wiped her hands on a cloth before leaving. While walking quickly in the direction of the main building, she made sure her hair was tidy, smoothing down the curly wisps that always seemed to escape despite her best efforts to tame them.

‘What do you think I’ve done this time, Sceadu?’ she whispered to the shaggy hound who had been waiting for her outside the hut. He was a huge, hairy grey beast, the size of a small calf, and her constant shadow and guardian, but he couldn’t protect her from reprimands. He padded along next to her, giving silent support.

For the life of her she couldn’t remember any possible transgressions, but no doubt she’d soon find out what she had done wrong. Her older sister, Burghild, who effectively ran the household since their mother’s passing, was good at blaming Merewen for anything that went awry. The two sisters had never seen eye to eye, and Burghild appeared to delight in making Merewen’s life difficult. And unfortunately, their father, Beorthric, believed his oldest daughter more often than not because she was a very convincing liar.

As she entered the hall, Merewen halted momentarily, taken aback by the sight of her betrothed, Oslac, sitting next to her father. She hadn’t realised he was due to visit today or she would have made more of an effort with her appearance. He was the son and heir of their closest neighbour, and she was set to marry him this summer. It was a good match, and she was excited by the prospect of finally having her own household and escaping her sister’s machinations. It didn’t hurt that Oslac was handsome, with dark hair and hazel eyes. She knew he was admired by all the local women, and she felt very lucky to be the one he had chosen.

She frowned as she registered that Burghild was sitting next to him looking smug. Never a good sign. In contrast, Oslac kept his gaze fixed on the floor. That was strange. Normally he couldn’t seem to take his eyes off Merewen. What on earth was going on? She walked over to the group and stopped in front of them.

‘Father? Is there something amiss?’

‘Not as such.’ Beorthric cleared his throat before launching into speech. ‘I merely wished to inform you that I have decided your sister will make a better match for Oslac than you.’ He indicated the now smirking Burghild. ‘As you know, her betrothed was recently killed by the heathens, although why he felt the need to go off and fight them I’ll never know. Be that as it may, she is my eldest child, and whomsoever she marries will inherit this settlement since I have not been blessed with any sons. Oslac will take over his own father’s domains in due course, and as Burghild’s husband he can eventually merge the two properties into a larger one. That will create a very rich holding and increase our families’ standing in the area. So from this moment on, I declare your betrothal to Oslac at an end. He and Burghild will be wed at midsummer.’

Merewen was speechless and simply stared at him for a moment. Her sister’s husband-to-be getting himself killed fighting the so-called Heathen Army that was rampaging around the country had been a blow. Naturally Merewen had felt for Burghild and had wished for her to find happiness with someone else. But not at her own expense. Not with her man.

‘You’re giving my betrothed to Burghild?’ she asked, anger stirring inside her. ‘And what about me? Am I to be palmed off to that old widower with six children instead?’ Godric, a man almost her father’s age, was currently the only other marriage prospect in these parts, as most of the younger men had gone off to fight the heathens and hadn’t come back. At least not yet.

‘Do not be impertinent. I have other plans for you.’ Beorthric scowled at her, although she could see him squirming slightly, as if he was fully aware of the fact that he was hurting her.

‘And what, pray tell, might those be?’ She wasn’t convinced she wanted to hear them, and his next words proved her right.

‘I have it in mind to send you to the nuns at Hreopandune. I have heard they are in need of healers, and you have the necessary skills. Your dowry isn’t large, as I have to provide for your two younger sisters as well, but it should be enough to secure you a place with them. Once there, you can pray daily for the souls of everyone in our family. You might even rise to the rank of abbess one day. They wield a lot of power, or so I’m told, and that could benefit us as well.’

‘You’re banishing me to a monastery?’

Merewen could not believe what she was hearing. That morning she’d had a bright future, but now all her dreams had been dashed in one fell swoop. She was to live a solitary life dedicated to God. No husband, no children, no household to run. It could be viewed as an honour to serve the Lord, but to her it sounded more like a prison sentence. And it was all to benefit her sister, who in Merewen’s opinion did not deserve it.

‘Do not be so dramatic. It is a good life, and you know as well as I do that there is a dearth of young men in these parts. All over the country, in fact, what with the constant fighting. And what’s more, you can help defeat the enemy with prayers.’

She snorted in disbelief. As if prayers had any effect on the Norsemen. Fury made her clench her fists and fix her erstwhile betrothed with a glare. ‘And you are amenable to this change, Oslac? Am I to take it that all the sweet words you’ve been plying me with were a lie? You no longer prefer me over Burghild, as you’ve said time and time again?’

That last sentence made her sister’s superior expression disappear. They both knew that Merewen was the prettier of the two. She wasn’t vain and didn’t consider herself anything special, but poor Burghild had inherited their father’s large nose and prominent chin, an unfortunate combination. Merewen was convinced this was at least partly to blame for the enmity Burghild bore her, but her appearance wasn’t something she could do anything about. And Oslac had told her repeatedly how attractive he found her. How he couldn’t wait to make her his in every way.

She saw him flinch, and he raised his gaze to hers at last. There was guilt and conflicted emotions in the depths of his eyes, but he squared his shoulders and stared back, swallowing hard. ‘You know I meant what I said, um, at the time, but . . . circumstances change. Your father’s arrangements make sense. Had Burghild not already been betrothed, I would have asked for her hand in marriage instead of yours from the beginning.’

A huff of incredulous laughter escaped before she could stop it. ‘Is that so?’ she scoffed. It wasn’t true. He’d mentioned on several occasions that he had always had his eye on Merewen and wanted no one but her. The loathsome liar. ‘Well then, I wish you well and I hope you don’t live to regret your decision. Forgive me if I don’t pray for your future happiness and prosperity. I shall concentrate my efforts solely on the Norsemen.’

‘Merewen!’ her father barked, but for once his outrage did not scare her, and she paid him no heed.

She turned on her heel and stormed out of the hall, slamming the door behind her. Sceadu was waiting for her outside, and he followed without hesitation as she ran back to her hut. Once inside, she sank down onto the floor and allowed her emotions free rein. For a long time she wept with great big hiccoughing sobs while hugging her dog’s neck. He leaned his head against hers, giving her the occasional lick to show his sympathy.

‘Oh Sceadu, what am I to do? I don’t want to become a nun! And what will happen to you? I doubt they allow animals in the monastery.’ The thought of having to leave him behind made her sob even harder.

Eventually she calmed down and tried to accept her fate. Perhaps God had never meant for her to have a husband and family. He might have intended her for His service all along. She’d have to make the best of it, but until such time as she left this settlement, she would only speak to her father or sister when strictly necessary. And as for that lying toad Oslac, he could rot in hell.


London, April, present day

‘How long do we have to keep sneaking around like this? Can’t we just tell her and get it over with?’

Alix Howell stopped abruptly at the sound of her younger sister’s voice. It was coming from the mud room beyond the kitchen in their parents’ house, and although Autumn was whispering, the words were still perfectly audible.

‘Patience, baby.’ The voice replying belonged to Alix’s fiancé, Sean, and hearing it made her freeze in shock. ‘We have to wait until the mortgage application for the flat has been approved,’ he continued. ‘You know we need Alix to cover the down payment. It’s not like we can afford it ourselves. Once all the paperwork is signed, it won’t matter so much, and I’ll pay her back when I can. Or you can pay her rent so she can go and live somewhere else. I doubt she’ll want to share with us, even though there are two bedrooms.’

A muffled giggle was the answer to that statement. What the hell? The pain of betrayal hit Alix right in the middle of the sternum, knocking all the air out of her. She clutched her stomach and tried to breathe while processing what she’d just heard. Her sister was having an affair with Sean? Since when? No. This couldn’t be true. Alix hadn’t noticed him acting any different recently. There had been quite a few late nights in the office and some outings with his mates that he’d claimed were for boys only, but no other red flags. He’d acted as loving as normal. What a consummate liar! She hadn’t suspected a thing.

And what was this about the down payment? Was he seriously planning to use Alix’s life savings, combined with his own meagre contribution, to obtain a mortgage for the flat they were buying together, then dump her? A flat that apparently she was never going to live in. The utter bastard!

So not happening.

After the week she’d had at work – although she didn’t want to think about that right now – this was the last straw. She marched over to the door that separated the mud room from the kitchen and threw it open.

‘No need to wait. I won’t be signing any of those papers now, or providing any money, so you can go ahead and make your relationship official,’ she announced, pulling off the cheap zirconia ring Sean had bought her instead of a diamond one and throwing it at him. It was supposed to have been temporary until he could afford something better, since they’d needed the money for the flat. So much for that.

‘I wouldn’t have been able to afford the mortgage payments anyway, as I quit my job yesterday,’ she added. She hadn’t had a chance to tell anyone yet, and now it probably didn’t matter. It might even be a blessing in disguise.

Autumn and Sean’s stunned expressions and gaping mouths would have been hilarious if the cause hadn’t been so hurtful. Alix didn’t intend to stick around and wait for them to recover, however. No doubt they’d try and come up with some excuse as to why they were perfect for each other. Judging by previous experience, it would involve a variation on the theme of Alix being too serious or boring, compared to her uber-glamorous sister. Autumn was the ‘fun one’ of the two, according to most of their friends. The one with the natural charm and a gift for socialising and hogging the limelight. Whereas Alix was shy and introverted, more interested in reading than partying.

Being less than a year apart, most people had mistaken them for twins when they were children. They did look fairly similar when in their natural state, but Alix always felt overshadowed by her sister. Autumn was a beautician and knew how to enhance her looks; from chemical hair-straightening and lip fillers to a year-round spray tan and hours spent with a personal trainer each week, nothing was left to chance. And it would seem that Sean preferred this improved version of what the gods had given them.

He was welcome to it.

‘Alix, wait! I can explain! Stop for a minute . . .’

She ignored the increasingly anxious pleas from behind her and swore that this was the last time she’d allow Autumn to steal anything that belonged to her. Her sister had been doing it more or less from birth, and mostly getting away with it too. She had been the golden child for as long as Alix could remember. The one who could do no wrong. As soon as she’d been born, Alix had been effectively sidelined. Autumn had been a beautiful, contented baby, by all accounts, whereas Alix had been colicky and difficult. The new baby was able to charm their parents in a way that Alix had never mastered, and later she had lying down to a fine art as well. More times than she cared to count, Alix had been blamed for every misdemeanour, despite any lack of evidence. It was enough that Autumn turned her limpid gaze on their parents and shed a few theatrical tears. They fell for it every time. There was no competing with her. She always got her way.

Well, enough was enough.

Sweeping past their astonished parents, and assorted other relatives who had come over for Sunday lunch, Alix grabbed her handbag and jacket and slammed her way out of the house. Thank goodness she hadn’t completed the flat purchase with Sean yet. She was still sharing a loft apartment with two friends, but that would have to change too. Now that she’d left the job that tied her to the capital, it was time to move somewhere far from London. Anywhere her sister wasn’t living would be fine.

Vindictively, she hoped it would be many years before Sean and Autumn could afford to buy a flat. Her own nest egg would be used to purchase a property that was all hers.
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