
		
			[image: Promises of the Runes cover]
		

	
		
			

			[image: Promises of the Runes title page]

			[image: Headline Review logo]

		

	
		
			Copyright © 2023 Christina Courtenay

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

			This Ebook edition first published in 2023

			by HEADLINE REVIEW

			An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			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.

			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			Ebook conversion by Avon DataSet Ltd, Alcester, Warwickshire

			Author photograph © Marte Lundby Rekaa

			Cover images © Shutterstock (landscape © Tinna Widianti)
Cover design by Caroline Young for Headline Publishing Group

			eISBN 978 1 4722 9320 6

			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			An Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			Title Page

			Copyright Page

			About the Author

			Also by Christina Courtenay

			Praise for Christina Courtenay

			About the Book

			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


			Author’s Note

			Acknowledgements

			Read on for a new short story from Christina

			Discover Christina Courtenay’s other evocative Viking timeslip novels

			Don’t miss Christina’s standalone novel!

		

	
		
			About the Author

			[image: Christina Courtenay photograph]

			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 twelve 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).
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			He travelled through time to capture her heart.

			Ivar Thoresson is desperate for adventure. As an archaeologist specialising in Viking times, he wants nothing more than to travel back to the ninth century as his loved ones have done, to learn everything he can about the era which fascinates him. And whilst his adopted family have always made him feel loved, the chance to meet a true ancestor, the warrior Thorald, is a temptation he cannot resist.

			But while Ivar is preparing to go, he uncovers an amulet which shows him a vision of an arresting woman with red-gold hair. Clearly in distress, she is pleading for help. Convinced of the power of the charm and its message, Ivar’s journey takes on a new purpose. He steps back in time determined to follow his destiny – and find the woman who has called to his heart.
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			Prologue
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			The dream was always the same – they were coming for her.

			She could hear them, sense them, smell them, their excitement an almost tangible current in the air. Like hunting dogs scenting prey, their shouts were high-pitched and increasing in volume. The heavy footsteps drew closer, making the ground shudder. And when they caught her, she’d never be able to escape again . . .

			As she waited to be discovered, her heart was racing, her chest heaving. The fear inside coalesced into a hard knot in her stomach and paralysed her limbs. A scream was building in her throat, but she swallowed it down. Even if she hadn’t been tangled up in the blanket she’d hidden under, she would have been unable to move. She was a prisoner of her own terror.

			But then someone lay down behind her; a human shield against those who would harm her. She was acutely aware of every part of him pressed against her, one muscular arm coming round to encircle her waist. It should have petrified her more, but it had the opposite effect. Although she couldn’t see this stranger’s face, she began to relax, sinking into his embrace.

			‘Shh, don’t fret,’ he murmured. His voice soothed her, the low timbre vibrating through her, spreading a calm and sensation of safety she hadn’t experienced in years.

			She let him pull her tighter towards him, and when he whispered, ‘Trust me,’ she did.

			If only he’d never let her go . . .

		

	
		
			

			Chapter One

			[image: presentation]

			Stockholm, 24 September 2021

			‘What are you doing?’

			The question startled Ivar Thoresson and made him bang his head on the shelf above the drawer he’d been examining. ‘Ouch! Er . . . nothing. I mean . . . Jeez, you scared the crap out of me! I didn’t hear you come in.’ Rubbing the top of his head, he glared at his foster-father, Haakon Berger.

			The older man had appeared at the entrance to the aisle Ivar was standing in, which was part of a secure storage room belonging to the Historical Museum in Stockholm. They both worked there: Haakon as head archaeologist in charge of Viking items, and Ivar as a curator. Mostly it was great that they got to see so much of each other, but there were times when Ivar could have wished for slightly less supervision. Like now, for instance.

			‘You’re in the vōlva’s section. I thought you were working on the warrior exhibit?’ Haakon crossed his arms over his chest and leaned on a shelf post. His blue eyes were slightly narrowed, as if he suspected foul play.

			He was right to do so, but Ivar couldn’t allow him to find that out.

			‘I was. I am. I was just . . . um, returning some shears. They had been wrongly placed in the warrior section. These.’ Ivar held up a small pair of iron shears decorated with an intricate pattern of inlaid silver. ‘Someone must have thought they were for clipping beards or whatever, but I happened to know they were missing from the seeress’s items.’ He shrugged and busied himself with tidying the stuff in the drawer unnecessarily, avoiding his foster-father’s sharp gaze.

			‘I see.’ Haakon didn’t sound convinced, but he let it go without making any further comment. ‘You’re coming over for dinner tonight, right?’

			Although it had been many years since Ivar had lived with Haakon and his wife Mia, they were still close and he saw them at least once a week after work. The couple had more or less adopted him when he was orphaned at the age of fourteen, and Mia still mothered him, despite him having reached the grand old age of thirty-five. As his only blood relative, an aunt, had died recently, Haakon and Mia, together with their three children, were the only family he had. There had never been any distinctions made between him and his foster-siblings, and he loved them all the more for that. And yet . . . sometimes he itched to be left alone, though at the same time he felt immensely lonely and longed for a family of his own.

			It didn’t really make sense, even to him.

			‘Sure. I’ll be there at six as usual.’ He did his best to sound upbeat and as if he was looking forward to it, and Haakon seemed to buy it.

			‘OK, great. See you later, then.’

			Ivar waited while Haakon made his way back out, shutting the storeroom door behind him, then let out a sigh of relief. The tiny shears were still in his hand, gripped so tightly they were branding a pattern into his palm. Slowly he unfurled his fingers and stared at the little object, his heart beating a rapid tattoo. This was it. The thing he’d been looking for during the last year. The holy grail. Well, sort of.

			‘Yesss!’ he whispered, turning the shears over to study the runic inscription he’d found mere moments before Haakon’s untimely appearance. He read it out loud. ‘Með blōð skaltu ferðast.’ It meant ‘With blood you shall travel’ and it wasn’t just a random inscription. It was magical, and Ivar knew exactly what it could do. ‘Oh yeah. You can bet your boots I will,’ he muttered. ‘I’m going to travel through time – at last it’s my turn! It has to be.’

			It sounded insane when you said it out loud, but he knew it was possible. His foster-sister Linnea had done exactly that a few years ago, and so had a friend of hers. Ever since then, Ivar had been itching to follow them. They had both gone back to the Viking age, fallen in love with men from that time, and were now living there with their husbands and children. Linnea and Sara had different magical objects to transport them back and forth, but each seemed to only work specifically for them and their immediate families.

			‘Can’t you take me with you?’ he’d begged Linnea last time she came to visit her parents, but when they’d tried, it hadn’t worked. They had expected it to, because she’d brought other people with her before without any problems, but only she had disappeared, while Ivar was left behind. Neither of them knew why. It was hugely frustrating.

			That was when he had started looking for a magical item of his own. Because who was to say the ones Linnea and Sara had were the only time-travel devices in existence? And now he’d proved that they weren’t. Or he would, as soon as he had a chance to try it out, of course. With any luck, this one would work for him.

			Recently, his younger foster-sister Madison had gone missing during a trip to Ireland, and Ivar had a suspicion she too had ended up in the ninth century. The Irish garda, or police, hadn’t found any trace of her, apart from a few grainy images from a CCTV camera that had captured her walking along the River Liffey. After that, it was as though she’d disappeared off the face of the earth. It couldn’t be coincidence; he didn’t believe in that.

			The girls had all seemingly ended up in the ninth century by mistake, but Ivar intended to be more organised about it and plan everything meticulously. He’d been studying Old Norse intensively, had been buying up silver and gold items at auctions to melt down into little ingots and crude bracelets, and had taken extra lessons in self-defence, swordsmanship and a whole host of other possibly useful skills. There was no knowing what awaited him if and when he managed to travel back in time.

			The only problem was keeping it all secret from Haakon and Mia, because they would try to stop him. It was dangerous – he wasn’t deluding himself otherwise – and they cared about him. Even so, he was his own man and made his own decisions. This was something he was determined to do, and no one was going to get in his way.

			No one.

			He pushed the drawer shut, but something prevented it from sliding all the way in. Pulling it out again, he checked the items that had belonged to the Viking-age vísindakona – wise woman or seeress. There was the most important object, her galdrastafr – a staff made of iron with a sort of basket shape at the top. It must have been used as part of the magical rituals she’d practised called seiðr. Then there was a string of glass beads, a linked belt hung with charms, a buckle that must have formed part of a leather purse, a selection of tiny bones from birds and animals, a jar of henbane seeds, and some silver amulets. As he studied them, he had the impression that the air around him vibrated slightly, close to humming, as if it was charged with electricity. It made the hairs on his arms and the back of his neck stand up.

			He shook his head. ‘Now I’m getting too fanciful for words,’ he muttered. They were merely inanimate objects. No, ancient magical items. He pushed that thought away.

			The staff stuck up a little too much, and he repositioned it on its bed of soft unspun wool. That dislodged one of the charms, which looked like the foot of a swan made out of silver. Ivar had no idea of its significance, but he picked it up to return it to its proper place. The moment he touched it, however, his head started spinning and dizziness made him grab the nearest shelf. He closed his eyes and sank to the floor as his mind suddenly flooded with images of a young woman . . .

			She was being manhandled towards a ship, a surly man gripping her upper arm fiercely through the cloak she had wrapped around her. Shrugging out of his grasp, she held her head high and climbed on board by herself, making her way to the stern. A pair of bronze tortoise brooches flashed in the sunlight, but were soon hidden from sight when, with a graceful sweep, she gathered the cloak more tightly around her. She sank on to a wooden chest and turned her face away. But Ivar had already seen the anger and frustration burning in her gaze, as well as the tears she was holding at bay.

			The woman wasn’t conventionally beautiful, but she was lovely in an other-worldly way, like a fairy-tale creature. Long, straight red-gold hair had been literally tied in a knot at the nape of her neck and hung down her back past her waist. It shone brightly in the pale sunlight, in stark contrast to the dull brown of her garments. A heart-shaped face, pale and a trifle gaunt, with high cheekbones and a straight nose that was slightly pointy at the tip, added to the fey impression. A lush mouth and clear green eyes completed the picture and made Ivar’s lungs constrict.

			He wanted her.

			But as that thought assailed him, she turned to look straight at him, her eyes glistening with unshed tears. ‘Help me,’ she whispered. ‘Please, help me . . .’

			Ivar would have promised her anything in that moment, but he didn’t get the chance. In the next instant, the vision was gone and he found himself slumped on the floor of the stockroom, more confused than he’d ever been in his life.

			‘What on earth . . . ?’

			He stumbled to his feet, wondering exactly how hard he’d hit his head earlier, but his questing fingers didn’t find so much as a small bump. The dizziness had disappeared as well, leaving him frowning at the seeress’s items.

			The amulet was still in the palm of his hand, hot to the touch. Was it some sort of conduit to the past? A different kind of magic to that of the time-travel device? The image of the anguished woman in his vision was seared into his mind, and he closed his fingers around the little swan’s foot. Perhaps it could help him find her? If there was any chance he’d see her again, he had to keep it. Without hesitation, he slipped it into his pocket together with the shears.

			If that made him a thief twice over, so be it.

			‘Are you OK, Ivar? You seem preoccupied.’ Mia passed him the bowl of pasta bolognese and urged him to have seconds.

			‘I’m fine. Just, you know, been busy.’

			More like totally dissatisfied with his life. In a rut, unfulfilled and seriously bored. Not to mention yearning for adventure before he got too old to enjoy the experience. But Mia didn’t need to know any of that. She had a mother’s keen eye and she loved him as if he was her own. He knew that she longed for him to meet the perfect woman and settle down to marriage and children, but it hadn’t happened for him yet. Although he’d had a couple of serious long-term relationships, in the end they’d both fizzled out. Neither woman had been right for him and he didn’t regret ending things. That didn’t mean he hadn’t wished to find someone else, but so far, no luck. Instead, he’d watched with growing sadness, and a certain amount of envy, as all his friends settled into domestic bliss while he was left behind, alone. Still, that meant this was the perfect time to do something reckless, as there was no one who depended on him or who’d be hurt by him leaving. Well, apart from Mia and Haakon, of course, but he hoped they would understand.

			Keeping his expression neutral, he helped himself to another large portion. Pasta was good fuel for his workouts, and Mia’s cooking was superb. He said as much after taking another mouthful, which made her smile, although her gaze continued to be sharper than he’d like. She didn’t miss much.

			‘Still training at that gym?’ she asked. ‘You’re not overdoing it, are you? It’s important to relax sometimes too, and—’

			‘Mu-um! Give it a rest. He’s an adult.’ Ivar’s foster-brother, Storm, interrupted her with a scowl. ‘He can decide for himself.’

			‘I know that. I’m just concerned for his health.’ Mia sent her son an irritated glance. ‘I’m allowed to worry about you both. It’s what mothers do.’

			Ever since that trip to Ireland, there had been friction between Storm and his parents, although the comment just now was probably meant to be brotherly solidarity. It was hard to tell these days. From what Ivar could gather, Storm was supposed to have been hanging out with Madison the evening she went missing, but instead he’d gone on a pub crawl with some mates. To be fair, Maddie had been nineteen at the time and didn’t need a baby-sitter, but Haakon and Mia still appeared to blame Storm for her disappearance. Ivar disagreed, but he didn’t voice an opinion, as he knew that wouldn’t help. He wished they’d all put it behind them, but the grief and anxiety of not knowing whether Maddie was even alive set everyone on edge. The unanswered questions hovered in the background like a malevolent thunder cloud.

			He shook his head at Storm with a small smile to take the sting out of his words. ‘Stop trying to stir up trouble, little bro.’

			‘Little? I’m growing almost daily. Officer training isn’t a walk in the park, I’ll have you know.’

			Storm was in the Swedish army, and after a year of national service, he’d signed up for three terms of officer training, specialising in hand-to-hand combat. Like Ivar and Madison, he’d been doing martial arts since he was a kid, and the brothers had also been part of re-enactment groups for years. These honed their skills with Viking-style weapons and fighting techniques, and Ivar assumed this training came in handy in the regular army too.

			‘You sure?’ he teased, then ducked as a punch was aimed in his direction. ‘Maybe you should come to the gym with me. Looks like you need to work on your technique.’

			‘Sod off.’

			He didn’t want Storm to come, though. If he did, he’d discover that Ivar wasn’t going to a normal gym at all, but was having special training sessions with historical re-enactors. Even though he had already grasped the most common sword-fighting techniques, and how to swing a battleaxe to best effect while using a shield for protection, he’d wanted to hone his skills to as near perfection as possible. That wasn’t something he wished anyone to find out. It would be a dead giveaway of his intention to leave soon. As long as the magic worked this time, of course. There were no guarantees, but he had a good feeling about it.

			‘Speaking of mothers, I’m hoping Linnea will come for a visit this month.’ Mia’s expression brightened at the thought. ‘She promised to bring little Estrid as soon as she’s old enough to repeat the magic words. I can’t wait to see her again! Our oldest grandchild . . .’ She smiled at the thought.

			Linnea had two children: Estrid, who was now three, and a one-year-old boy called Eskil. She’d been unable to bring them until they were old enough to say the special sentence necessary for time travel, but Mia had visited them twice. Ivar clenched his fist under the table, annoyed that his foster-mother had been able to go back in time when it hadn’t worked for him. He assumed it had to be because he wasn’t really a member of the Berger family, no matter how inclusive they’d always been. What other explanation could there be?

			It made him feel like an outsider, despite everything.

			Ever since his failed attempt, he’d watched with barely suppressed envy as the others came and went. It wasn’t fair that they all seemed able to move between time periods when he was more prepared than anyone for taking a leap back to the Viking age. He’d done his homework in every way, and yet he was the only one who wasn’t allowed to have such an adventure. But hopefully now he would, with the help of the magical shears he’d just found. He was so ready to experience something new, just for a while. He needed some excitement in his life, something to stir things up a bit. The years were slipping by and he’d become restless and dissatisfied. His work as a curator was no longer enough, and who knew when – or even if – he’d ever find the perfect woman? Either way, he was sure that once he’d had some adventures, he would be more ready to settle for ordinary routines. He wouldn’t feel as if he’d lost out.

			Chewing his pasta slowly, he glanced around the table, memorising the scene and storing it up in his mind for the future. There was no denying he’d miss these people. Haakon, a big, quiet man with a shock of white-blond hair, who’d been a rock in Ivar’s life ever since his real father died. Mia, small and lithe, her curly chestnut hair in a messy bun on top of her head, always ready to smother all four children with love, including Linnea, who was Haakon’s daughter by his first wife. She’d comforted Ivar, supported him, given him the confidence to believe he could do anything in life. He appreciated it more than he could ever say.

			Next to his mother sat Storm, so like her in appearance but taking after his father in height and build. At only twenty-one, he was already a force to be reckoned with. Impulsive and reckless, he was nevertheless easy-going and could charm anyone when he put his mind to it. To Storm, everything in life was exciting and new, something he couldn’t wait to experience. Or at least it had been until he’d lost his sister. Lately there was a new, more sombre side to him that Ivar wasn’t sure he liked. Especially since he didn’t think Storm was to blame and that therefore he was feeling needlessly guilty.

			He suppressed a sigh. It would be hard to leave them all, but he had to. If he didn’t at least try, he would regret it for the rest of his life. Now was the time. His turn.

			And hopefully, one day soon, he would be sitting at this table with them all again.
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