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        CONTENT WARNING: North of the Stars contains mature themes that might make some readers uncomfortable. It includes strong violence, mild language, and some dark and disturbing scenes.

        Although this story is loosely based on history, this is a work of fiction. Some places, people, and events are based on fact, therefore, it may resemble other works you’ve read or watched before. But if you are looking for a history lesson, this book is not for you.

        However, if you like alpha Vikings, a fiery Princess, and dark, angsty love stories, then

        North of the Stars will devour your devilish soul.

        Happy reading…
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        For the air is thick with the stench of fear as they cower to breathe life to my name.

        Fields will burn as my Danes lay wasted to your God, your lands.

        Fueled by my lust for revenge.

        Destined to fill the void.

        For I am no stranger.

        The timeless halls of Valhalla must wait.

        My blood-lust.

        Hungers to rip flesh from bone.

        For I am the Godless.

        For I am their end.

        And I will burn this kingdom down.

        Odin, hear me.
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      “And alas, his skills are once again absent. Shall I intercede, mayhap?”

      “Hold your tongue, child, before your father, the Lord King, hears such blasphemy.” Sister Ethelyn softly shushes me, but she knows I won’t be silenced.

      “And if he does? He’ll be able to see that his son, Aethelred, is nothing but a horse’s arse.”

      The arse in question proves my point when Lord Robert, my father, King Eanred’s most trusted knight, knocks Aethelred to the ground. Just like they do every day, Lord Robert attempts to better my brother’s swordsmanship, and just like every other day, Aethelred embarrasses the family with his gaucherie.

      “I cry your mercy!” Sister Ethelyn exclaims, crossing herself while I giggle. “You will ask for God’s forgiveness in prayer this afternoon for speaking that way.”

      Ever since I can remember, Sister Ethelyn has tried to curb my rebellious ways, but her horror only encourages me further. I may only be twelve years old, but I understand the reason I’m to sit silent and act proper is because I’m a girl.

      It matters not that I’m far smarter and far braver than my brother. He is the firstborn son of King Eanred, and once my father dies, my brother will be crowned king. The duty of a princess is to remain virtuous while her father negotiates with the highest bidder and then sells her off like livestock.

      It matters not whether the princess agrees to this transaction or, in fact, if she even likes her suitor. It’s her duty to obey.

      I, however, will not obey any man just because of the prick they wield between their legs.

      “I want to practice with real swords,” Aethelred whines, picking up his wooden one with a twisted scowl. “I want to feel the weight in my hand. Such imitation is what hinders me.”

      Snorting under my breath, Sister Ethelyn gently nudges me to remain quiet, but Aethelred’s furious gaze lands my way.

      “Don’t you have needlework to do?” he says with bite, reminding me that regardless of his inadequacy, I could never pick up a sword and engage in battle.

      “What would you like me to stitch, dear brother, your failed attempts at being a warrior?”

      He storms forward, teeth bared like a rat, but Lord Robert grasps his arm to stop him. I don’t cower. I simply sit on the bench seat in the gardens, daring him to advance.

      “I cannot learn with her here. We will resume tomorrow,” he orders, shrugging from Lord Robert’s grip and tossing his sword to the ground.

      He storms off in a huff while I can’t hide my smile.

      Lord Robert looks at me, attempting to conceal his own amusement, but I see the humor hidden beneath his armor. He is one of the only men in my father’s service who doesn’t treat me as some inept little girl.

      The rustling of fine silk can be heard, which can only mean one thing—Queen Eleanor, my mother.

      Jumping up from the bench seat, I turn and run toward her. “Good morrow, Mother,” I happily say, giving her a tight hug.

      Her three ladies stand behind her, ready and waiting for her every command. But my mother is kind. She doesn’t rule with terror like my father. She is respected for her compassion and clemency.

      “How fare ye, my sweeting?” she says, kissing the top of my head. “I just saw your brother in a rage. I don’t suppose you had anything to do with that?”

      Pulling out of her embrace, I smile sweetly. “Me? I wouldn’t do anything of the sort.”

      She arches a dark brow, smirking. “You were the best of friends when you were smaller. I wonder what happened.”

      “He grew up to be a giant ars⁠—”

      Mother clears her throat, indicating a princess isn’t to speak that way—no matter the truth. No husband wants a wife with the tongue of the devil.

      “You are full of spirit, Emeline. Be careful who sees it,” Mother warns as she cups my cheek tenderly. “We have a duty to uphold. Never forget who your father is and the power he holds.”

      Nodding, I remain silent because I know she means well. She was forced to marry my father when she was twelve. She has often told me the story of how she grew to love my father over time, but from the many mistresses he has, I don’t think the feeling is reciprocated.

      My mother has only been able to produce two living heirs, which angers my father. He calls her incompetent with a barren womb. It matters not that six out of their eight children that she birthed are buried in the royal cemetery.

      It was her fault they died. Apparently, she is cursed. This excuses my father’s philandering.

      I don’t know why he’d stray. My mother is the comeliest woman in all of the kingdom. With long brown hair that is softer than silk and large green eyes, she is the envy of many—men and women. Her porcelain white skin is flawless, and one cannot help but covet her full ruby lips and scarlet cheeks.

      She looks and acts how a queen should—regal, elegant, and refined. She is never without a veil or her decorative gold crucifix.

      Many have said I am the spitting image of her, but I don’t see it. I could never be as sophisticated as she. Besides, I have many freckles across my nose and cheeks, something which Aethelred teases me about daily. He says I’ll never be a queen because, who would want an imperfect wife?

      Aethelred is five years older than me, and he ensures I know it, which is why occasions like today give me great pleasure. He belittles me daily and expects me to say nothing all because I am younger. And of course, because I’m a girl.

      The church bell sounds, alerting the kingdom that my father is home, interrupting my thoughts.

      Mother clutches at the large gold crucifix around her throat. “I thank thee, God.”

      We are of a strong Christian faith. God has aided my father in battle many times, he’s said. God is good, Sister Ethelyn says often. So, I pray to Him every day in hopes that my future will change and Father will change his mind to whom I’m betrothed to.

      Before I was born, I was promised to Prince Aethelwulf, the son of King Egbert of Wessex. It didn’t matter that he was already a young man. My father has made clear that the moment I become a woman, I will be wed.

      This is why I pray every day. I pray that I won’t be sold to a man when I’m only a girl.

      Deep down in my heart of hearts, I know that no matter how hard I pray, it won’t make a difference because the palace is rife with rumors. This union between Aethelwulf and me is to strengthen ties between Northumbria and Wessex because my father’s kingdom is losing power.

      He needs this union to safeguard the future of Northumbria. He needs this union to ensure he remains king. Therefore, I know, regardless of how hard I pray, I will be Aethelwulf’s wife.

      “Come hither, let us greet your father. Beatrice, fetch Aethelred.”

      “Yes, Your Grace.” Beatrice curtseys before quickly going in search of my brother.

      The two remaining ladies scurry behind Mother as she takes my arm and leads the way. She’s always in a hurry when my father is involved.

      The lavish hallways are a flurry of excitement as the king and his finest knights have arrived home from battle. Stonehill Castle is my home, the kingdom my father rules. I’ve often heard my father boast that our home is impenetrable because being on top of a vast volcanic crag overlooking the North Sea gives us an advantage.

      However, if that were true, then why has Father left Lord Robert here with us instead of taking him into battle? I know it’s because he fears them.

      The attack on the Lindisfarne Monastery changed my father. The stories I overheard him sharing about what they did to the monks gave me nightmares for a week. For this reason, my father, the king, has made it his mission to fight the unholy heathens.

      The Northmen. Or, as some call them, Vikings.

      He wants to protect his kingdom against the ruthless men and women who have continued to raid England, looting for treasure and other goods, as well as capturing good Saxon people as slaves. They care not for our religion as monasteries have been destroyed. They seek precious silver and gold relics, disrespecting our God, as they don’t believe in one Holy Father.

      They believe there are gods.

      Odin and Thor are names I’ve heard men speak of in secret. I do not know who they are…but I want to know. Those who are feared by all; I want to know why. I want to know them because I do not fear them.

      I know I should. I know they are pagans who some claim have no soul, but I want to know if they feel, bleed, and love like we do. I’ve only ever heard of their ruthless acts because I’ve never seen one before, but if God has created all, then what purpose do the Northmen serve?

      People fear what they don’t understand, but I will not allow that fear to control me. Fear makes us blind to the truth, and I refuse to cower.

      We rush down the stairs and into the bailey, where our sturdy horses await us. Once we’re ready, we ride into the village, where everyone has gathered to greet Father and his men. Guards escort us, and when they deem it’s safe, we dismount our horses.

      The crowd bow and is in awe of our presence, but they know better than to approach us. Commoners don’t interact with royalty—a fact which seems rather unfair.

      Mother waits by the stairs of the church while I climb up onto the fountain to get a better view, and the moment I see my father proudly leading his knights, I realize why he went into battle.

      A long line of prisoners follows him, shackled and stumbling on their feet. My father has paraded them like his latest hunt. The sight turns my stomach, and I look away.

      However, when I hear the stunned gasps of bystanders, my disgust turns to interest.

      Returning my attention to the display, I wonder why an echo of whispers begins to pass between the crowd.

      “That’s him. I swear it,” a villager in front of me murmurs behind her hand to a woman close by. “Look at the marking on the side of his head.”

      “Who? Who is he?” the woman replies, standing taller to get a better view.

      “It’s Skarth Gundersen…son of Gunder Bloodaxe.”

      “What say you?”

      “That’s the Viking, Skarth the Godless. It’s been heard his father raided Lindisfarne Monastery with Ragnar of Lodbrok.”

      “Marie, I shall pray for your soul for listening to such gossip.”

      But Marie’s friend needs to pray for both their souls because, with mouths agape, they fixate on the tall, muscled prisoner who is last in line. It seems no one else can take their eyes off the man who, unlike his fellow prisoners, doesn’t stumble or cower. He stands proud.

      I’ve never seen someone so big before. Nor have I ever seen such an interesting marking printed on the side of one’s head. I wonder what the pattern of lines and half circles means.

      His dirty blond hair is as long as mine but is cut at the sides. He wears it tied back, which allows us to examine his mud-smeared face. Underneath the filth, piercing blue eyes dare anyone brave enough to meet his stare.

      No one dares to.

      In fact, the moment he walks past them, they instantly avert their gazes, too afraid of the repercussions they would face.

      He is bare-chested, which is sacrilegious for exposing so much flesh, but it allows one to see the scars on his body as well as the many colorful images on his skin. I also see a silver relic tied with black leather around his neck. I wonder what it means.

      My father comes to a halt in front of my mother, where she curtseys. “Lord King. I see you were most successful on the battlefield.”

      My father removes his silver helmet, revealing a bloody, sullied face. I wonder how many men were slain.

      The king is a short, plump man with nothing unique about him. He makes up for his dullness by inciting fear from those around him. “Of course we were. My men don’t fail!”

      The crowd erupts into a frenzy, cheering and clapping wildly at their king’s words.

      “Where is my son? Does he not greet his father?”

      Mother peers around nervously, straightening her red gown. “He comes, Lord King. Your daughter awaits you, however.”

      My father scans the crowd, and when he sees me, he nods, clearly annoyed I’m not Aethelred.

      I jump down from the fountain and make my way through the crowd to greet my father. I curtsey and bow. “How fare ye?”

      “Do you like what your king has delivered?” he asks, gesturing toward the prisoners.

      The men groan and smell hideous, but I nod. “Yes, Lord King. I do. You are fearless and so brave.”

      My response is dripping with mockery, but it appeases him, and he smirks. “As are you, sweet child, and because of that, I give you this opportunity to pick one prisoner.”

      I tongue my cheek, unsure what he means.

      “One prisoner to save,” he clarifies while a horrified gasp leaves my mother.

      “Lord King, the princess is expected at church with Sister Ethelyn.”

      But my father has spoken, and his word goes.

      His chest heaves as he waits for me to reply. He hates waiting, so I do as he says. I commence walking down the line of prisoners, wondering what their fate holds. I wonder what they did to end up here.

      “Please, Princess, I just wanted to feed my family,” one man begs, interlacing his shackled hands.

      One of my father’s knights strikes him in the back of the head for speaking out of turn.

      My heart beats wildly, but I don’t let it show. If I want Father to respect me, then I have to control my fear. No one else speaks, as they don’t desire the same punishment as their friend. Everyone simply watches me as I slowly take my time examining each man, obeying the king’s wishes.

      The closer I get to him, the faster my heart beats. The villager said he is Skarth the Godless. I wonder why he chose that name. To be without God is a dire circumstance, which is why I stop when I reach his side.

      He is taller than I thought. Much taller than anyone I have ever met before. He is also a lot younger than the men he is shackled with. No older than eighteen, I’d guess, but his persona is developed. He seems…worldly.

      He has another marking in ink on his left shoulder that appears to be a raven. And a twisted silver bracelet on his right wrist that seems to hold some importance. He also has two small hoops pierced in his nostril, something I’ve not seen before.

      He intrigues me, and when his blue eyes lock on mine, that intrigue feeds the interest in me, and I point my finger. “This man.”

      Horrified gasps fill the courtyard as the bystanders cross themselves, fearful my choice will pollute their faith.

      Skarth the Godless cocks his head to the side, observing me closely. He watches for any signs of deceit, but there are none.

      “A mistake is made,” my father says, eyeing the man I chose with malice. “Choose again.”

      But I will not. I won’t allow him to ridicule me in front of the kingdom. I won’t allow him to treat me as if I’m some stupid little girl.

      “No, Lord King, I make no mistake. I choose this man to be saved.”

      I never break eye contact with Skarth the Godless. Nor does he with me.

      “Princess Emeline,” Lord Edward says in his nasal voice. “Your eyes must deceive you. That is a Northman you choose to spare.”

      Lord Edward is my father’s adviser, an ealdorman. I’d like to blame him for the cruel decisions my father has made, but sadly, my father doesn’t need any encouragement. He was born cruel, and that’s proven when he jumps down from his horse and marches to where I stand.

      The crowd steps back, bowing to their king, but he doesn’t appreciate their admiration as I’ve dishonored him in front of his people. I don’t cower, though. I made a choice, and I refuse to take it back, just how he refuses to rescind my marriage to Aethelwulf.

      “I know who he is, Lord Edward. My eyesight is quite fine. I fear yours may be failing you, however. Mayhap you should step away from my father’s shadow once in a while to gain some light.”

      More gasps and Lord’s Prayers are recited as I’ve just told Edward in a nice way to get his head out of my father’s arse, but when what looks like a twitch touches Skarth the Godless’s lips, I revel in the disorder.

      I know what this means, but I dare my father to punish me in front of his legion of adoring fans. He won’t, though. He won’t want them to see him for the monster he truly is.

      “Emeline, is this the man you choose?” he questions, curling his lip in disgust as he looks at Skarth the Godless.

      The Northman merely smirks in response.

      My mother shakes her head, begging I don’t defy him. But I am not her. I never will be.

      “Yes, I choose this man. The Northman.”

      The veins in my father’s neck pop as he attempts to control his temper. Once composed, he gestures with his head toward Skarth the Godless. One of my father’s men unshackles him, and as I sigh in relief, the guard uses the blunt end of his sword to wind him as he drives it into his belly.

      Skarth the Godless flinches but does not fall.

      “No!” I cry, tears filling my eyes. “You cannot do that. You cannot go back on your word.”

      When the guard punches Skarth the Godless in the face, I attempt to help him, but my father grips my chin between his fingers, squeezing hard.

      “I am the king. Therefore, I can do what I please. Guards, taketh him to the dungeons.”

      “No! You cannot!” I continue to fight until my father slaps my cheek so hard my teeth rattle in my mouth.

      The bloodshed should disgust these vultures, but it only excites them further.

      “Let this be a lesson to you all,” my father exclaims. “No mercy toward any Northman, and that includes my daughter, who will be locked away until she can obey orders.”

      This was his plan all along.

      My father knows me too well. He knew my thirst for knowledge would have me choosing the Northman. Therefore, he could make an example out of me. If he can treat his own daughter this way, then let this be a warning to anyone who would dare sympathize with a heathen.

      Two of my father’s guards take hold of me, but I fight wildly against their restraints. “Let me go! A plague upon thee!”

      They pay no heed to my outburst, and I lock eyes with Skarth the Godless for one last time. “I’m sorry,” I cry, insulting my father further by apologizing to a pagan.

      Skarth the Godless opens his mouth, and when he speaks with an accent I’ve not heard before, a calm overcomes me. “It’s all right, hugrekki.”

      Gripping the small gold crucifix around my neck, I pray that he is right. But deep down inside, I know that life as I know it has changed forevermore.
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      Literature is usually my favorite subject, but I can’t concentrate. Being locked away in my chambers for a week is the cause. I know it. 

      “Princess, do you wish to break?” asks Hilda, my tutor. 

      Sighing, I continue to peer out the window, looking out into a world I cannot be a part of because I don’t belong. 

      My brother is in the gardens, once again failing terribly at his swordsmanship. My father needs to realize that no matter who trains my brother, he will never be the warrior my father wants him to be. 

      “Princess?”

      “What will happen to the Northman who Father captured?” I ask Hilda, turning over my shoulder to look at her.

      I haven’t been able to stop thinking about our encounter. What was the name he called me in an accent that intrigued me as much as the foreign language he spoke? 

      “I do not know, Princess, but I assume he’ll be sold into slavery or executed,” Hilda replies softly as she doesn’t want the guards to overhear. “Because he is a pagan, it’s likely he’ll be executed. If he hasn’t been already.” 

      “That doesn’t seem fair. Why must Father base the actions of Skarth the Godless’s people on how he treats the Northman? If I was to be judged by my father’s actions, then Lord have mercy on my soul.”

      Hilda stands up quickly, nervously straightening out her skirts. “You will not speak that way,” she frantically whispers. “To speak that way about the Lord King is treason. Do you want to end up in the dungeons alongside the Northman?”

      I don’t reply because at least I’d have someone to talk to.

      I’m just as much a prisoner as he is. However, our conditions cannot be compared, as I doubt the Northman would be given food or any warmth from the cold. 

      I’m ashamed I would even compare our situations.

      “Princess, your food is prepared,” my personal attendant, Lella, says, knocking on the door. 

      “I’m not hungry,” I call out, not that it makes a difference. If the king wants me to eat, then eat I shall. 

      “Time has escaped me. I’ll return later,” Hilda says with a smile. 

      Gathering her things, she knocks on the door, alerting the guard she’s ready to leave. He opens the door and grants her permission, snickering when I sit taller from the window ledge, hoping he’ll grant me the same luxury.

      He doesn’t. 

      Once Lella places my meal on the table, the guard slams my door shut. I can see his loathsome head through the bars of the small window on my door. The guards may change, but one always stands outside my door, ensuring I’m behaving, but more importantly, ensuring I’m obeying the king. 

      Jumping down from the ledge, I see food is once again a watery vegetable broth. Our food is scarce because the Northmen have pillaged the lands, and the other kingdoms won’t help us. This is why my union with Aethelwulf is so important to my father. It will not only save his reputation but it will also save the good people of Northumbria.

      My appetite is also prisoner, so I walk to the end of my bed, where I drop to my knees, interlace my hands, and look at the wooden crucifix nailed above my bed. 

      “Please Lord, give me a sign to guide me on my quest. I know it’s my duty to serve my king, but how can I marry a man I’ve never met? I know nothing of being a wife.”

      I’ve been briefed on what’s expected, but the concept is so foreign to me that, regardless of my being schooled on it, it’ll always be a topic I will fail. 

      Interlocking my hands tighter, I beg He shows mercy. I beg He shows me the light because I’m drowning in the darkness. 

      If only I could get out of this room…

      The guard—who has relieved the other—outside my door coughs hoarsely, and just like that, an idea strikes. Looking at the crucifix, I don’t know if this is a sign from the Lord, but I don’t question it as I slowly rise to my feet and tiptoe toward my lunch.

      Gripping the bowl, I draw it to my nose and don’t need to pretend that it makes me nauseous because the smell turns my stomach. With bile in my throat, I retch loudly and toss the contents of the bowl onto the floor.

      “Princess?” the guard asks through the bars on my door. “Are you all right?”

      I don’t reply and instead pretend to heave, coughing loudly. “Help me, Lord.”

      Once the key turns in the door, I smile, unbelieving this has actually worked. “Princess, what’s the matter?”

      Hunched over the spilled soup, I peer over my shoulder at the young guard, dribble spilling from my mouth. “I’m unwell. Perhaps it may be…the sickness?”

      Instantly, he takes a step back, crossing himself as he turns a ghastly shade of white when he mistakes the spilled broth for vomit.

      “Prithee, fetch my lady. I must see a doctor. You must be discreet, however. We do not want to alert the palace.”

      When he hesitates, I place a hand to my brow and fake fainting. “Oh, woe me.”

      He catches me, just as I knew he would, which allows me to undertake my plans. He doesn’t question me because he would rather be anywhere else. The sickness is known to infect those by breathing in the same air as the diseased.

      He quickly places me onto the bed, then runs out the door like the devil himself is at his heels. The moment the lock clicks into place and I hear his frantic footsteps echo down the hall, I open an eye to ensure I’m alone.

      I am, which means it’s time to leave this prison once and for all.

      With the key I stole from the oblivious guard in hand, I push a chair against the door and stand on it. I peer out the barred window with caution and almost cry out in relief when I see no guard outside.

      Jumping off the chair, I push it aside and pocket a piece of bread in case I get hungry during the night, then I place the key into the lock. As it clicks over, I look at the crucifix above my bed and make the sign of the cross. “Thank you, Lord.”

      Carefully opening the door, I make certain the hall is empty, and when I see that it is, I quietly close the door and lock it. I place my cloak over my head to shield my appearance and take off down the dark hallway like a thief in the night.

      With adrenaline coursing through me, I head for the kitchen as no one would dare tell the king they saw his daughter escaping out the back door. As I turn the corner, I see two guards outside the chapel where my mother says her daily prayers.

      They’re too busy chatting to notice me, so I press my back against the stone wall and keep to the shadows as I overhear them talking.

      “The Northman is strong,” one of the men says, shaking his head. “He’s as tough as an army of men. Selwyn has tortured him day and night, yet he won’t speak. He won’t reveal where the other Northmen are.

      “The king has finally given orders for his execution. He will not die an honorable death as he will be weaponless. No Valhalla for him.”

      “Valhalla?” the other guard asks, as confused as I am.

      “Aye, that’s where they believe their dead warriors go.”

      “Good. Let’s send them all to hell.”

      Such hatred is a sin, but so is believing one isn’t to go to heaven or hell once they leave this earth.

      The candlelight is dim, so I’m able to slip past the men undetected. As I race for the kitchen, their words play over and over in my mind.

      “No Valhalla for him.”

      The thought of him being condemned to an existence of peril has me stopping abruptly. I wouldn’t wish that fate on anyone. Clasping the crucifix against my throat, I hope He guides me this one final time as I change course and head for the dungeon.

      With my head down, no one seems to notice me creeping through the castle, which is exactly what I hoped for. However, when I reach the dungeon and find it manned by two guards, I wonder if my luck has run out.

      But I haven’t come this far to give up.

      “I’m going to take a piss,” one of them says while the other chuckles.

      “Be sure not to get lost in Lady Beatrice’s chambers on the way.”

      I cover my mouth, muting my gasp as the lady he speaks of is one of my mother’s ladies.

      Straining my eyes to see in the candlelight, the guards are men I do not know. There is a chance they don’t know me either, and it’s a risk I decide to take when one man leaves, leaving only one guard behind. I step out from the shadows and approach him.

      He reaches for his sword, but when I remove my cloak, and he sees I’m a girl, he smirks. “You lost, little one?”

      Good, he does not know me as he would not dare address a princess in this way.

      “I’m here to offer prayer for the prisoners.”

      He is clearly confused as no one but a priest would usually undertake such a task.

      When he continues to stand unmoved, I pull back my shoulders, hinting I’m not going anywhere. “Please open the door.”

      The bars on the metal door allow me to see inside the dark, dank vault behind the guard. The smell of death is unmistakable. And the anguished groans echoing off the stone walls hint that in a place such as this, death is a mercy.

      Being alive down here in these horrific conditions is the worst form of any torture.

      “Hurry prithee, it’s been rumored the sickness may have slipped past the palace walls. I must do my charitable duty and then return to the nunnery for prayer.”

      The moment I mention the sickness, the guard blanches and nods quickly. With one hand over his nose and mouth, he unlocks the large metal door with a brass key. It swings open, and he gestures with his head that it’s now or never.

      Stepping past him, I walk into the dungeon, giving my eyes a moment to adjust to the darkness. The metal door slams shut behind me, frightening me as I am once again a prisoner—but by choice, this time. But as I take a look around, I see that the real horror has only just begun.

      Metal cages hang from the ceiling packed full of emaciated men. Most aren’t moving. The stench is unbearable, and I reach into my tunic for a cotton handkerchief. Pressing it over my nose, I commence my journey along the uneven stone floor as I search for the Northman.

      I’m surrounded by death.

      Corpses of men hang limply from the wall where they remained shackled, even in death. Rats feast on their flesh, and they’ll be indulging for a long while because I appear to be one of the only living souls down here.

      As I continue walking, using the occasional wall sconce for light, I scour the prison cells for the Northman. I know he’s down here as the guard said he will be executed soon. I just need to find him.

      “Northman?” I whisper, my voice echoing off the walls.

      The anguished groans of men echo all the way to my very soul, and I remember the man who begged for clemency as he was captured for merely trying to feed his family. What sort of king is my father for allowing such atrocities to happen within his kingdom walls?

      The farther I venture, the colder and darker it becomes. When will this hellish nightmare end?

      “Northman?” I announce again.

      The men in their cells who are unfortunate enough to still be alive look at me with hollowed eyes. Their spirit has withered and died as they await their painfully slow death.

      “I’m here,” a man suddenly says.

      I freeze, attempting to gauge where the voice is coming from.

      “Come to me,” the voice sounds again. “Please help me.”

      It’s coming from down the path where the darkness is so thick, it robs me of breath. But I force myself to continue because the Northman won’t hurt me. I don’t know how I can be so certain of this, but I just know he won’t.

      As the path becomes a steep incline, I brace the wall for support, which is my error as I’ve strayed too far off course. I am suddenly knocked to the ground, where a putrid, sweaty mass pins me under him. He has one arm shackled to the wall but has somehow been able to free the other, and he uses that arm to his advantage by crudely attempting to lift my tunic.

      “No!” I scream, pummeling his perspiring, bare chest with my tiny fists.

      But my cries are in vain.

      “Scream, little maiden. I love it when they scream.” That voice is the same as the one that called me over. I was stupid to fall for his lies as I should have known the Northman would never beg for mercy.

      The way he stood in line amongst the prisoners was a sure sign he didn’t believe in clemency. This is my error, and now I will pay.

      “Unhand me!” I flail wildly, kicking my legs in hopes of throwing him off balance.

      When he attempts to press his mouth over mine, I rear up and bite his nose. A warmth coats me, and when I realize his blood squirts down my throat, I spit it out, gagging uncontrollably. I want no part of him inside me.

      But when he rips my undergarments, making it clear I may not have a choice in the matter, I know I’ll need a miracle to set myself free.

      With all my might, I fight him, but he’s so strong, and the violence fuels the bloodlust. “I’ll be gentle with you, Princess,” he mocks, indicating he will be anything but.

      Tears spill from my eyes because I am defeated. He knows I am the king’s daughter, but he doesn’t care. However, the fact that I am the king’s daughter has me refusing to surrender. I refuse to prove to my father that I am what he says—a feeble little girl.

      Frantically searching my pockets for a weapon, my fingers come in contact with the key I stole from the guard. Without thought, I retrieve it, and just as the man readies himself to take my maidenhood, I ram the key into the side of his throat.

      His eyes widen before I am showered with his thick, warm blood. My vision is nothing but red as I shove him off me, desperately scrambling backward. Wildly wiping my eyes, I watch in horror as a pair of hands extend from between the bars and grip the man.

      Those hands then slam his head once, twice against the metal bars, splitting open his skull as brain matter spurts from the wound. The man collapses onto the floor but is still strung up to the wall by one arm. He is twitching violently as the hands behind the bars let him go.

      Only when the man stops jerking do I realize what I’ve done.

      “Forgive m-me, Lord,” I sob, shakily getting onto my knees and interlacing my bloody hands. But the sight contradicts the purpose of praying.

      My soul is tarnished. I am a sinner.

      “I killed a man,” I cry, rocking backward and forward, turning my hands over and over. “Strike me down, Lord, for I deserve your wrath. I am a s-sinner. I must repent.”

      Hysterically wiping myself clean, more blood takes its place because no matter how hard I scrub, I can never clean my soiled soul.

      “I killed a man,” I whimper over and over, peering at the now lifeless man feet away. But when I hear a calming voice, I wonder if God himself has pardoned me from my crimes.

      “He was no man. He was a vámr. You didn’t kill anyone. I did. Your conscience is clean. You’re still in favor with your God.”

      “But…but,” I fumble over my words, refusing to accept this pardon.

      “But nothing. His death is my doing, not yours. It’s all right, hugrekki.”

      A calm overcomes me, just as it did when I last saw him. “Skarth the Godless?” I question softly, sniffing back my tears.

      When he doesn’t answer me, I crawl toward his cell, ensuring I keep my eyes focused on him and not the corpse that lies between us.

      He shifts into the light, allowing me to see it’s him, and the candlelight illuminates him in a way that presents him as holy. He is my savior because if it wasn’t for him, I’d be polluted forevermore.

      He is filthy, but the dirt doesn’t look out of place on him. It hardens him in a way I don’t understand. He doesn’t belong in riches or armor. He is a warrior.

      He grips the bars, watching me closely, and I instantly avert my eyes, for staring at a strange man is ungodly.

      “My name is Skarth,” he says, hinting his sobriquet isn’t one he cares for.

      “I’m Emeline,” I reply, still peering at the ground. “Gramercy for your bravery.”

      “Do not thank me for morality.” His comment isn’t unkind, but it’s blunt, which has me realizing Skarth could have allowed the man to rape and defile me as he owes me nothing, but he didn’t.

      He acted how any decent person should. He acted how a pagan would not.

      “You’re to be executed,” I state, waiting for the shock to overcome him. It doesn’t, however. “But I will not allow it.”

      “Thank you, my lady, but I fear the decision is already made.”

      Cocking my head to the side, I take a look at this “heathen” because he certainly doesn’t behave how I thought heathens would. They are rumored to be uncivilized, savage, and cruel, but Skarth speaks with grace.

      “No, I swear it. I will save thee, just how you saved me.”

      “I am indebted to no one. No one will ever own me,” he snarls. It’s clear he’d rather be dead than owned. “I belong to no one.”

      I feel his admission to my very core.

      “You will not be indebted to anyone. Your reputation is infamous, and I plan on using that to save you.”

      “How?” he asks, watching me closely as I devise a plan which will not fail.

      “You are called Skarth the Godless for a reason, and I’m guessing it’s because you are an exceptional warrior?”

      He doesn’t reply.

      “Well, my brother, the king’s firstborn, is not. But you can change that. Teach him how to fight. How to be the most feared warrior in all of the kingdom, and I swear it, you will live.”

      “I don’t fight with Saxons. I fight against them,” he spits, gripping the bars on his cell. “They are the reason my kin are dead.”

      Gasping, I clutch at the crucifix around my throat, sickened to know my people could do that to Skarth’s family. “Then don’t allow their deaths to be in vain. You have a chance to live, taketh.”

      His jaw clenches as he clearly doesn’t like being given orders. Something we have in common.

      “If I can convince the king to spare your life, will you accept?”

      His silence encourages me.

      “Will you accept?” I press harder, refusing to surrender.

      Something passes over him, something I can’t place. There is so much I want to learn from him.

      “Yes, Princess. I will accept…only because I plan on taking your father’s head, as he did to mine.”

      My heart threatens to burst free, but I will my nerves to calm. “Then it is settled. There is no time to waste. I will send word soon, Skarth the Godless.”

      He continues looking at me, an expression of confusion plaguing him. “Why would you help me when you know what I am? I am a Northman. You are a Saxon. We are enemies, and nothing will ever change that.”

      His words of warning only straighten my spine. “Because there is one thing I want from you.”

      He licks his bottom lip in contemplation before nodding.

      “I want you to teach me how to fight. Not with wooden swords but with real steel.”

      “Why would a princess need to learn to fight?”

      “Because like you…no one will own me. I belong to no one.” I don’t elaborate further, but if this marriage to Aethelwulf is to occur, then I won’t walk into war without being prepared for battle.

      Something passes between us, something which will secure Skarth into my life evermore. “All right. I will teach you. But come the time, I promise you, your father’s life will be mine.”

      Extending my hand, I slip it through the bars, meeting Skarth halfway. The choice is now his.

      He peers down at it, his astute blue eyes studying me like I’m a mystery he can’t decode. Regardless, on an exhale, he takes my hand in his, and we shake, cementing our destiny in bloodshed.

      I’ve just condemned my father because I know Skarth will be the one who takes his life.

      Slipping my hand from his, I reach into my pocket and offer him the bread I stowed away. He doesn’t accept, however. Instead, with eyes still locked on mine, he reaches between the bars and rips the key from my attacker’s throat.

      The noise makes my stomach turn, but I don’t let Skarth know how it affects me. If he is to make a warrior out of me, then I need to harden up. He offers me the key—an exchange, as Skarth doesn’t want to owe anyone anything. And for that, I respect him.

      I accept the key while he accepts the bread.

      “Anon.”

      He nods, tearing into the bread with bloody hands. He is savage, and God strike me down, he intrigues me more than he should.

      With the key in hand, I come to a stand and make my way through the dungeon, leaving this hell on earth a changed girl. My cloak conceals the atrocities I committed, and I walk past the guard undetected. The moment I’m free, I break into a dead sprint, a sense of freedom lapping at my heels.

      I was almost raped by a monster and then watched that monster be slain by a pagan. The reality of what I witnessed should weigh me down, but it doesn’t. I only run faster.

      My chamber door is still unmanned. Again, I read this as the Lord intervening. I slip the bloody key into the lock and enter my room with a sigh of relief. Quickly disrobing, I clean myself up and slip into a new tunic.

      The clothes I wore are covered in blood, so I toss them into the fire that warms my chambers.

      As I sit, watching them burn, the door groans open, and I wonder if the king has changed his mind. When I see Aethelred, I think he must have. Otherwise, why is my brother here?

      “I heard you are sick. You look fine to me. I told them you were only doing it to trick them.”

      Rolling my eyes, I continue staring at the fire as I’d prefer to look at it than my idiotic brother. When he doesn’t leave, though, I decide to implement my plan. I’d rather speak to Father first, but he won’t listen to me.

      Yet he will to Aethelred.

      He walks to my window and peers outside. “Do you like watching me?” he asks, back turned.

      “Yes, I rather enjoy watching thee be knocked to your arse.”

      He snickers, and I wonder why he would ask me this. It’s not interested him before.

      “I heard Father talking,” he says while I hold my breath. “He said there’s something wrong with you. He said you’ve not bled yet.”

      I don’t know whether to be relieved or horrified that we’re discussing this instead of where I’ve been.

      “I cry your mercy! That’s no business of yours,” I snap, reaching for a poke to ensure no scrap of evidence will be left.

      “It is my business. You have one job—marry Aethelwulf and bear his sons. If you cannot, then the fate of this kingdom lies solely on me.”

      “Lord help us then,” I mutter under my breath. “The way you fight, Northumbria is condemned.”

      He storms over, gripping my shoulder and forcing me to look at him. “You will not speak to me that way.”

      “I will speak to you any way I wish,” I argue, ripping from his hold. “Maybe if you were a better fighter, you’d have not only my respect but also the respect of the entire court.”

      He is seething, his cheeks blistering a bright crimson. “It’s not my fault Lord Robert is a useless arse.”

      This is my opportunity, and I take it. “What about—” I soon stop, however, shaking my head. “Never mind. You won’t want to hear it.”

      “Tell me,” he orders, placing his hands on his hips as he attempts to assert his dominance, just how I knew he would.

      “What if you had another teacher?”

      He arches a dark brow, indicating he’s listening.

      “Father has captured the most feared warrior in all of England, and he’s going to execute him? Seems rather wasteful to me. Why not exploit his knowledge? Unearth their fighting strategies so when another battle arises, Father’s men will be able to fight back using the Northmen’s own methods to conquer them.

      “He would be a hero in all the kingdoms. And so could you.”

      Aethelred listens closely as he knows what I share makes sense.

      “If the Northman taught you to fight, you would be unstoppable. You would go into battle with Saxon and Northman training. Not to mention, I am certain the Northman has knowledge that would prove useful to you and Father.

      “He knows his people, while we are simply guessing. Father has a subject, one which he can study and use for his gain. But instead, he’d rather kill him because he is afraid. The Northman can be an ally, not a foe.”

      My chambers suddenly become smaller as Aethelred steps forward. He towers over me as he’s had a growth spurt, and the way he looks at me turns my own cheeks scarlet.

      “Aethelred—”

      But it’s too late.

      He strikes my cheek with an open palm. “You will not speak of Father this way. He isn’t afraid. He is the king! How dare you speak otherwise!”

      Stepping back, I cup my cheek, surprised he struck me because he’s never done so before.

      “Father is right; you do not know your place. Maybe you need reminding. On your knees.”

      “Wherefore?”

      But he doesn’t answer my question. Instead, he grips behind my neck and forces me to the floor. I don’t have a chance to fight because he’s torn the back of my tunic, exposing my flesh.

      “Aethelred!” I cry in horror, clutching the front of my garment as I don’t wish for my brother to see any more of my flesh.

      But my screams are in vain because I hear the slice through the air before I feel a sharp sting across my back. I don’t actually believe he’s whipped me with his belt until I feel the sting once again. I try to scamper away, but he shoves me onto my stomach, where he presses his boot into the small of my back to keep me pinned down.

      He then continues to whip me over and over again.

      I count fifteen lashes when my body and soul admit defeat.

      By lash twenty-five, Aethelred tires and the belt drops to the floor with a thud. “We are Saxons. We do not make friends with Northmen. Never speak on matters that your tiny brain cannot comprehend.”

      I don’t cry. I simply stare into the fire, wishing I was burning alongside my clothes.

      Aethelred crouches beside me and whispers into my ear, “Otherwise, next time, it will be your arse I take…sweet sister.”

      Shock stuns me into silence, and I remain quieter than a mouse. He has instilled the fear of God into me, and I cannot stop my tremors.

      Aethelred snickers as he comes to a stand. I wait for more punishment, but instead, he spits on my back and is out the door.

      I lie on the cold floor for what feels like hours as my body has gone numb. I just want to slip into a slumber and never wake because I’ve never felt so defeated before.

      “Princess!” Hilda’s voice awakes me from the safe place I transported myself to, the place which helped me cope with what just transpired. “Can you rise?”

      The truth is, I don’t know.

      She gently helps me stand, ensuring my modesty is covered as she retrieves hot water and some herbs. She then cleans my wounds, hissing at the mess my brother left behind while I remain perfectly still.

      “Princess, I fear these may leave scars.”

      A betrayal tear trickles down my cheek, one which I tried so hard to keep at bay. I wipe it away furiously as crying won’t solve a thing.

      I don’t reply because the scars inflicted on my soul are far worse than any physical wounds. Peering at the crucifix on the wall, I wonder if He is forgiving, after all.
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      I wake to find my chamber door unlocked, not that it matters because I barely have the energy to move. But I don’t want to arouse suspicion, so once I dress on my own—I sent Lella away, not wanting her to see my wounds—I go about my daily routine like normal.

      With my prayer book in my lap, I pray to the Lord, but after yesterday, I can’t help but feel betrayed. What did I do to deserve such injustice? Being born a woman is what.

      Cutting my prayer short, I decide to sit in the gardens as it’s my most favorite place to be.

      Like a good princess, I sit quietly, admiring the greenery as I commence embroidering a veil my mother has insisted I wear once I meet Aethelwulf, which is why I refused to do it. But now, however, I wonder if the meeting will ever take place as I am now damaged.

      My back aches, but I withstand the pain as it’s a reminder of my insolence.

      I’ve tried to be strong, but I’m beaten, and I’ve accepted defeat. There is no place for women in this world. Those who wish to defy end up beaten, almost raped, and threatened to be sodomized by her own flesh and blood.

      Tears threaten to spill, but I sniff them back. I won’t allow them to pollute this happy place.

      That is soon to change, however, when I hear Aethelred laughing with his childhood friend, Raedwulf. The moment I see them approaching, I spring to my feet—ignoring the pain in my back—not wishing to be anywhere near my brother or my father, who follows closely.

      “Good morrow,” Raedwulf says with a kind smile. His father is a part of the Witan and a close confidant to the king.

      I curtsey and attempt to make a quick escape. “God spede you.”

      Sadly, the king’s presence doesn’t allow it.

      “Daughter,” he says with a broad smile. “How fare thee?”

      My eyes snap to Aethelred, who folds his arms across his chest, daring me to divulge to the king how I am. I cannot do that, and he knows it.

      “I fare thee well, thank you, Lord King.”

      “Will you not stay?” he asks me, which stuns me as he’s not asked this of me before.

      “Of course, Father. If this pleases you, then I shall.”

      He nods happily and cups my cheek, again confounding me. “You are kind, just like your mother. And Aethelred has the brawn and brains as I.”

      I wait for him to speak because I have no idea what he’s talking about, but my questions are soon answered when I see Lord Robert lead a prisoner into the gardens. However, he is no longer behind bars.

      Skarth is dressed in a linen shirt and trousers, his feet bare. A prisoner wouldn’t be dressed as my father wouldn’t waste garments on someone who is about to be executed, so this means…

      “Oh, sweet child. There is no need to be afraid,” my father coos, believing my silence is because I am frightened. “The Northman won’t hurt you. He’s here on the advice of your brother. We will exploit him and his knowledge for our gain.

      “He is a Northman. Therefore, he thinks like a Northman. I’ve promised to spare his life, and in return, he will be my loyal subject to do with what I please. He’s now in my service.”
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