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        Welcome to my ‘Viking Warriors’ steamy romance series.

      

        

      
        Svolvaen and Skálavík are fictitious, as are my characters.

        While the superstitions and rituals related in this series are based on true Norse beliefs, I’ve taken liberties in shaping them. You’ll recognize the Norse myths, though with many omissions and told with my own emphasis.

      

        

      
        I’ve described the longhouse much as we believe it would have appeared, with deep benches along each interior wall (used for sitting and sleeping). A central firepit provided warmth and a means of cooking, with smoke drawn through a hole in the roof.

      

        

      
        While it’s commonly believed that most longhouses were ‘windowless’, the sagas of Brennu-Njáls and Grettis both mention openings akin to windows (without glass but using skins which could be drawn back).

        I used this device most prominently in Viking Wolf, as it served my plot.
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        Brought from Northumbria

        Elswyth - our heroine

        Faline - Elswyth’s stepdaughter

      

        

      
        ❖

      

        

      
        Svolvaen residents

        Gunnolf (‘fighting wolf’) – Eirik’s older brother

        Asta - Gunnolf’s wife

        Eirik (‘eternal ruler’) – brother to Gunnolf

        Helka – sister to Eirik and Gunnolf

        Guðrún and Sylvi – Gunnolf’s thralls (slaves who undertake household duties)

        Astrid – a village woman who befriends Elswyth

        Ylva - Astrid’s daughter

        Torhilde – Astrid’s neighbour

        Bodil – a former lover of Eirik

        Anders – the blacksmith

        Halbert – the blacksmith’s son

        Olaf – friend to Eirik

      

        

      
        ❖

      

        

      
        Svolvaen residents (deceased)

        Hallgerd – the previous jarl (uncle to Eirik, Helka and Gunnolf)

        Wyborn (‘war bear’) - father to Eirik, Helka and Gunnolf Wybornsson

        Agnetha - sister to Hallgerd, married Wyborn

        Vigrid – Helka’s first husband
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        Bjorgyn residents

        Jarl Ósvífur

        Leif Ósvífursson – oldest son of Jarl Ósvífur

        Freydís Ósvífursdóttir – sister to Leif

      

        

      
        ❖

      

        

      
        Skálavík residents

        Jarl Eldberg (the Beast)

        Sigrid - old Jarl Beornwold’s sister

        Sweyn, Thoryn, Fiske, Hakon, Ivar, Rangvald   (Eldberg’s sworn-men)

        Ragerta and Thirka - Eldberg’s house thralls

      

        

      
        ❖

      

        

      
        Skálavík residents (deceased)

        Bretta - Eldberg’s wife

        Beornwold (Bretta’s father - the former jarl)

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Glossary

          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        to go ‘a-viking’ – to go raiding/marauding

        Alfablót – the festival of the dead

        blót – ritual sacrifice

        dagmal – morning meal

        Dökkalfar – the spirits of the dark

        draug – the returning dead, restless due to some injury suffered in life

        jarl – the chieftain of the community

        Jörmungandr – the serpent which encircles the Earth and, on releasing its tail, will begin the events of Ragnarök

        Jul – the New Year festival

        Lithasblot – the harvest festival

        nattmal – late afternoon/early evening meal

        Ostara – the spring festival

        skald – a travelling storyteller/bard

        thrall – a slave (often captured during raids)

        Valknut – Odin’s symbol—three interlocking triangles with the power of life over death
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        May, 960AD

      

      

      He woke to the crackle of flames. Sparking and spitting, the roof was alight, glowing dull through a veil of acrid smoke.

      He sat up to kick at the furs, to draw breath to shout, but his throat closed against the foul ash.

      He shook his sleeping bride, but she made no answer.

      By the gods! They had to get out.

      With eyes smarting, he lifted her from the bed.

      The blaze was moving quickly, the flames licking through the timbers.

      Eldberg buried his face in Bretta’s shoulder. Her head was flung back.

      Find the door.

      He managed several steps, though his bare feet were scorched. Nothing mattered but for them to escape. He was almost there when something struck his head.

      He called her name as he fell; or thought he did.

      And then, though the room was bright with flames, there was only darkness.
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      Eldberg lay three days and nights, his body not yet ready to wake. When he did, it was to searing pain.

      The memory of that night returned with the force of all Thor’s thunder, striking fear in Eldberg’s heart. Already he knew his fate, but would not accept it, not until the truth had been spoken aloud.

      Sweyn, the commander of his battle-guard, stood to one side, his face severe. Behind him was Fiske, Rangvald, Hakon, Ivar. None would meet his gaze—not even Thoryn, the most steadfast of his sworn men.

      Only Sigrid—Bretta’s aunt—summoned the courage. “The great hall’s roof lies smouldering.” Her voice rose not above a whisper. “Ivar and Thoryn battled through the flames to drag you out.”

      Sigrid drew a deep breath. “Thrice, Thoryn returned for Bretta, but the smoke was too thick, the heat too ferocious.” She bit her lip. “Rangvald and Fiske held him back from trying again. My Bretta! She is…gone, my Jarl.”

      A shudder passed through him, of sudden, terrible despair. He lay still, willing command of his desire to howl in anguish. His wife! The woman he’d wed at her father’s behest—a contracted marriage to tie his loyalty to Skálavík. The wife for whom he’d never expected to feel love. The wife who had adored him—inexplicably, and without reservation.

      And the child.

      His hands bunched the cloth upon which he lay.

      His child. Six months in the womb. 

      Eldberg swallowed back sour bile and set his jaw. With renewed intensity, he scanned the faces before him. Motioning Sigrid away, he looked to Thoryn.

      The man’s misery was etched deep, his lips parched and white. Thoryn was brave and loyal; he would have given his life to save Bretta.

      Eldberg turned to Sweyn. Of all his men, he was most like himself—ambitious and unforgiving, able to act without remorse or mercy.

      Stolen as a child by marauding berserkers, Eldberg had been enslaved until his fifteenth year, when his height and strength and his relentless will had earned him a true place among them. He’d known only their ways—where brutality and savagery were rewarded.

      As Beornwold’s mercenary, paid to join his raiding trips to the West, Eldberg had fought alongside Sweyn these fifteen years, and had seen his jealousy—for Eldberg was soon favored above all others. The old jarl had chosen him to marry Bretta, to sire Beornwold’s line, and to take his mantle.

      Sweyn obeyed through no sense of brotherhood, but because it brought him command over others—in his jarl’s name.

      Keep your enemies close, Beornwold had told him long ago.

      Eldberg frowned. He’d heeded those words well, allowing Sweyn authority, satisfying the need that drove the other man, making use of it. Had Sweyn become greedy? Had he wished his jarl’s death and that of his heir—yet to be born?

      The Norns had unpicked only one strand of that thread upon their loom.

      The conviction assailed him; Sweyn had planned everything. He’d sought to kill him and take his place. He’d murdered Bretta!

      “How did the fire start?” Eldberg kept his voice level, addressing Sweyn alone. Despite his fury, he would seek evidence carefully.

      “That I have learnt, my Jarl, and have the culprit shackled.” He gestured, sending Ivar and Fiske from the room. “We captured him on the very night of his crime. A spy from Svolvaen, sent to murder you.”

      Summoning his strength, Eldberg raised himself a little. “Lift me, Sweyn.”

      His commander took him beneath the arms, hauling him to a seated position. Through his left side, swathed in salve and linens, came a jolt of pain greater than Eldberg had anticipated. But he’d endured many wounds; this was no different.

      Sigrid darted forward to place pillows behind his back. Eldberg nodded curtly, acknowledging her care. She, at least, he could trust. Sigrid had raised Bretta as her own and respected the love between her niece and jarl.

      The man dragged into the room, hunched over, was a head shorter than those around him. Fiske and Ivar supported him on either side, for he was unable to stand. His head and limbs hung limp, his wrists and ankles bent at unnatural angles. Both eyes were puffed closed within his bloodied face. His jaw hung slack—broken.

      “The man has been beaten near to death.” Eldberg fixed Sweyn with an icy stare.

      “I interrogated him. It was necessary.” 

      Eldberg narrowed his gaze. “And now he can no longer speak.”

      “I discovered all you need to know, my Jarl. Hallgerd’s successor, Gunnolf of Svolvaen, sent him. From a fishing boat he swam into the northern cove and climbed the cliffs hand over hand. Waiting until darkness, he entered the woodlands, watching several days before he acted.”

      “Undetected? All that time?”

      Sweyn shrugged. “He is more weasel than warrior, adept at hiding.”

      “And why? What of the treaty? Nigh thirty summers have passed. Why should this Gunnolf act so foolishly? Svolvaen is no match for our strength.”

      “You answer your own question, Jarl.” Sweyn dipped his head. “In fear of what we once were, and what we have the power to be, Gunnolf sent his man to collect what information might be useful.” He glanced up again. “And to wound us most mortally, by causing your death.” 

      Eldberg shifted, wincing. “Pull back his head. I would see him.”

      Sweyn grasped the man’s hair at the crown.

      In the heat of battle, Eldberg thought nothing of severing a man’s limb or head, but the state of the prisoner made him grimace. Being unable to close his mouth, bloodied drool hung from his chin. His cheek and nose were likely broken, the flesh bruised and raw.

      Eldberg liked to look a man in the eyes, but the swollen flesh prevented him from doing so. He returned his gaze to Sweyn, whose own granite-grey eyes remained impassive. 

      “How was it done?”

      Sweyn gave answer without hesitation. “He learnt of your chamber’s position within the longhouse. He carried a bow and was able to fire flaming arrows to where they would have most effect. By the time our watchmen saw the flames, your chamber was already imperiled.”

      Eldberg was assailed, most suddenly, with the memory of Beornwold’s funeral. Sweyn had soaked a strip of linen in fish oil and wrapped it close behind the arrow head. This he’d dipped into the fire cauldron before setting aim for the pyre upon the old jarl’s longship. Sweyn was not only adept with sword and axe but one of their most masterful archers.

      Eldberg stared meaningfully at Sweyn. “The cur was well-prepared. Were he able to answer me, I would ask him much.”

      If his sworn-man related the truth, the assassin before them had been cunning and courageous, and favored by the gods—for the guards under Sweyn’s command swept the perimeter of Skálavík daily.

      The town’s trade in metals and weapons, made from the ore dug from the mountains, had made Skálavík wealthy. There was hardly need for raiding to bring bounty to their coffers. Many from across the region came to them. Their warriors were engaged now in protecting the town’s commerce, ensuring its security.

      “What now, my Jarl?” Sweyn wet his lips. “A few blows of my axe and we may toss him by parts to the pigs.”

      A gurgle rose from the prisoner’s throat, and his feet scrabbled momentarily before he hung limp again.

      “’Tis fitting,” Eldberg declared. “If a man is willing to inflict pain, he must expect like for like.” He held his commander’s gaze, but Sweyn did not flinch.

      Signaling his wish to lie down again drew Rangvald and Hakon forward. Eldberg blanched as they aided him but did not voice his discomfort. The burns would take time to heal, but they were nothing compared to the wounds that tore his heart. The grief would become part of him. He would focus on that pain—would feel it and remember.

      And a day of reckoning would come.

      He closed his eyes, leaning back. “Hold the wretch’s head in the fire pit, and keep it there until I no longer hear his screams.” 
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      At last he slept.

      In his dream, he clasped her close. Her skin was soft and her hands caressing, though her fingers were chilled.

      Don’t leave. I need you. Stay with me, Bretta!

      But his arms could not hold her.

      Waking, he was soaked in sweat, alone, and his chest so tight he could hardly breathe. She was gone forever—his only love. His wife, and the child she carried—his son or daughter.

      He wanted to howl to Odin and Thor, to swear vengeance by all the gods for what had been taken from him. Casting back his head, he gave a mournful cry. Let others hear and quake to know his anguish. He would find no rest until he’d devoured his enemies. Let them know the beast he was and fear him—a man disfigured not just in body but in soul: The Beast of Skálavík.
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        July 30th, 960AD

      

      

      The fjord was filled with shimmering light and the squawk of gannet chicks.

      Eirik pulled deep on the oars, the warmth of gold-veined summer on his bare back. His shoulders flexed as he rowed—bronzed and lean-muscled. The waves lapped softly. Letting the boat glide, he lifted the oars from their cups, safely stowing them. He made a show of placing his hands behind his head and resting his gaze where I’d hitched up my gown of green linen to enjoy the sun on my skin.

      “I prefer you naked, wife.”

      “Not wife, yet.” I suppressed a smile. “I’m free to do as I please until the vows are spoken.”

      “You wish to disobey me?” Eirik’s eyes flickered with mischief. “If it’s punishment you desire, raise your skirts and I’ll gladly redden your backside.”

      “And what of you, husband?” I pulled my dress higher and opened my legs, offering him the view he sought. “Will I need to punish you? Or will you forsake your wickedness once we’re wed?”

      In a single movement, he knelt before me. “I have eyes only for you, wife.” He winked, making clear where he directed his admiration.

      I tugged back his head. “Helka’s been teaching me how to use the bow. Give me cause, and you’ll need to guard your own behind.”

      He pretended to ponder, and I jerked harder, laughing.

      His hands came to rest just above my knees. His palms were calloused from wielding not just sword and axe but hoe and spade, from farming in the fields, but they were warm, and his touch gentle.

      “You need not doubt my fidelity.” He sealed his promise with a kiss upon my inner thigh. “There will be only happiness.” He continued upward, his golden beard grazing soft against my skin. “And many children.”

      His voice was husky as he brought his mouth to my curls. His tongue found me, the tip flicking back and forth. I moaned, feeling my wetness grow. The familiar ache stirred low in my belly. Eirik had shown me what it was to be desired and to crave in return.

      His heart was mine, he said. Yet, I held back some part of me—afraid of him seeing how much I needed him.

      Not so very long ago, he’d left Svolvaen at Gunnolf’s command, to make a marriage of alliance. Duty was stronger than love, he’d told me. Even now, on the eve of our wedding, I didn’t know if I could trust my heart to his care.

      Nor did I know if I could trust myself.

      In Eirik’s absence, I’d believed myself betrayed—that Eirik had never loved me, that he’d come back wedded. Piece by piece I’d died, letting Gunnolf claim what Eirik had so carelessly cast away, until I barely remembered who I was. I hadn’t wanted to remember. It had been a time of strange, consuming oblivion.

      I pushed against Eirik’s shoulders, suddenly unsure of myself, but he grasped my waist and pulled me firm toward his mouth.

      “I want you.” He buried his tongue deeper, reaching where his cock would soon follow. “And this—forever.”

      I struggled only briefly, holding fast to the raised portion of the deck until I could think only that he must not stop. It had always been so, from the first days, when he’d come to Holtholm as a raider, and I’d been powerless to deny him.

      I slid my fingers through his hair, yielding to the urgent hunger of his mouth. With yearning pain, I wanted him, but he took his time, for it aroused him to see me so. He teased me long and slow, until my belly tightened, and I shuddered.

      Unfastening the brooches that held my gown, he pulled away all that I wore, until I lay as naked as he, and he moved to cover me. He pressed his lips to my eyelids and my forehead, and to the hollow of my throat, scooped back my hair to nuzzle behind my ear.

      I twined my arms about his neck, welcoming his weight and the sliding push of his penetration.

      “So tight. So warm.” He buried his face against my breast, suckling with each thrust, yielding sharp pleasure.

      Caressing his buttocks, I pulled him deeper, wrapping my legs around his.

      “Eirik!” I breathed his name as a searing jolt seized me. I raised my hips to receive him, crying at the depth of his final invasion.
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      I listened to the slap of water against the side of the boat as we lay together.

      Eirik cradled me. “You’re mine, Elswyth.” Tenderly, he stroked my hair. “I wish only…”

      I raised myself to my elbow, wishing to know what troubled him, but he shook his head.

      “’Tis foolish— for she is dead these thirty years.”

      Sitting up, I placed my hand over his heart. He’d spoken of his mother only once—of her abduction when Eirik had been but three summers old.  

      “Do you wish to tell me of it?”

      A shadow crossed his face. “It changes nothing to dwell on the past.”

      I brushed the hair from his eyes. “But it may ease your heart and—”

      He caught my wrist and turned my palm to meet his lips, holding it there for several moments. “You wish to know what pains me, wife, that you may share in understanding.”

      “I do.”

      Eirik returned my hand to his chest, holding it there with his own. He breathed slowly, gathering his thoughts.

      “For many years, I had no knowledge. Only later did I discover what no one wished to tell me. My grandfather, jarl in his time, married Ingrid of Skálavík and two children were born: first Hallgerd, then my mother Agnetha. When Agnetha reached the age of betrothal, they promised her to Beornwold, Ingrid’s nephew—Jarl of Skálavík.”

      I bit my lip, for I knew that such a contract had never been fulfilled.

      “Hallgerd became jarl on his father’s death and spurned the contract, giving Agnetha to his closest friend, Wyborn.”

      “A love-match?”

      Eirik nodded. “Half of the dowry that would have come with Agnetha was sent to Beornwold in recompense, and it seemed the matter was settled. My mother soon bore Gunnolf, followed by Helka, and myself. More than six years passed.”

      I frowned, knowing that blood feuds began over far lesser offences. “But Beornwold had not forgotten.”

      “No, Beornwold neither forgot nor forgave. After my grandmother’s death, he came to take Agnetha by force, saying that what he’d been promised should not be withheld.

      “And Hallgerd beat the Skálavík raiders into retreat.”

      “Aye,” said Eirik, “but not before my father fell, and my mother was taken by Beornwold.” He squeezed my hand. “Svolvaen emptied its stores and coffers for her release, and a pact was signed. The boat maker and his two oldest sons went to Skálavík to build three dragon-ships. In return, there was to be no further conflict.”

      I swallowed, wondering if I was brave enough to ask more. “And did she speak of what passed during her captivity?”

      Eirik made no reply, merely looking out over the fjord. At last, he said, “When Svolvaen sent a ransom for her release, Beornwold sent her back, but she wasn’t the same. I woke up one morning and she was gone again. Everyone was searching. It was the next day that a fishing boat found her floating, out here.”

      “Oh, Eirik!”

      His mother had taken her life, grieving for the husband lost to her, and for the lost part of herself taken by Beornwold. The saddest part was that Eirik, Helka, and Gunnolf had lost them both.

      Eirik gathered up my under tunic, passing it over my head, then held out my green gown, helping me into it before pulling on his own clothes. “My brother grew up thinking Hallgerd weak for having signed the truce. He always spoke of revenge for our parents’ deaths but knew we lacked Skálavík’s strength. An attack would have brought the end of everything.”

      “And what do you wish, Eirik?”

      “I, too, have hungered for justice, but I won’t ask others to lay down their lives to appease my sorrow. We all live with wounds from our past. It’s wisest to find a way to see beyond them.” Moving to the other end of the boat, he fitted the oars once more.

      “We’ll complete the fortifications begun by Gunnolf once the summer’s crop is harvested, but I intend no feud with Skálavík. Beornwold is dead these four seasons past, and the bad blood has ended.”

      We said no more as Eirik turned the vessel about. The sky had grown dusky—a soft twilight before the brief hours of darkness.

      My heart should have been filled with joy, but a secret lodged there, held close these weeks past. I hadn’t been sure at first, but my conviction had been growing, and I needed to tell Eirik. He would soon notice himself, and I must speak before that time came.

      For so long I’d desired a child, and Freya had answered me, but my past clung upon my shoulders.

      Gunnolf had died on the night Eirik had returned to Svolvaen, yet I remained in his power, for I feared the babe I carried had not been sired by the man I loved.

      Just another few weeks, and I will tell him.

      But tell him what?

      That his own brother, having made me his bed thrall, planted his seed where Eirik failed? That his heir might be born of that lust, rather than the love between us?

      Eirik had sworn forgiveness of all that had passed in those precarious days—but would he forgive this? Wasn’t it better for me to pretend certainty and claim the conceiving to have occurred only after Eirik’s return? It might even be true.

      I’d wanted a marriage built upon trust and honesty. Instead, it would begin with a lie.
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