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Chapter 1


Torsten





Watching the horizon, I observe the ships in the distance. Ships that carry men the Christians call Heathens. They’re men from Norway, driven by their desire to conquer, raid, and return home with their treasures. With how unprotected the abbeys and monasteries are in this land, it is no surprise they’ve been successful in their raids. If that was my goal, I would do the same as these men, but it is not. I have greater aspirations. 

Gorm approaches, resting his hands in his belt as he observes the ships as I do.

“They are not returning home.”

“No, I received word they attacked the territories of Lindsey and Norwich. There will be another attack. I am sure of it. It’s what I would do.” Looking at Gorm, I gain the attention of my cousin. “Their victories benefit us. King Beorhtwulf has requested a meeting. It is our chance to secure the lands we want.”

Gorm grins as he smooths his hand over his braided beard. “When are we attending this meeting?

“We leave now. Gather several of our best fighters.”

Turning on my heels, I leave the shore and return to our settlement. Our stronghold is not yet what I want it to be. We’ve been successful in trade and in learning their language, yet they call us pagans since we don’t worship their god. Their leaders look down upon us, calling us savages for our appearance and our refusal to accept their laws.

To ensure the safety of my men, we’ve built a settlement near the shore, making it easy for us to escape to the ships if needed, but with how easily we fought back their men and occupied our stronghold, I do not anticipate we will ever need to escape.

After our arrival, I learned why these lands have been appealing to raiders. The country is wealthy, with most of its treasures stored in religious buildings left unprotected by weaponless men devoted to prayer. Yet treasure is only a portion of what these lands have to offer. They are rich in farming soil and much of their own resources.

With the success of our battle to secure our stronghold, the men of this kingdom now fear us. This fear has been worsened by the attacks from the men of Norway, as our appearance is similar. With continuous conflicts within the leadership of Mercia, they leave themselves open to those attacks. It is their fear and vulnerability I intend to take advantage of. I plan to secure the lands my men desire. They want a piece of this wealth, and some have taken local women to be their wives. Those men desire to remain here, making a new home for themselves.

I do not know if I am destined for the same, yet the words of the Goddess return to me as I near the stables—You will be successful when you unite with him.

Here I am, about to meet with the King of Mercia because he needs me and my men. He needs us to align with him against his enemy, the King of Wessex, and the continuing raids of the Northmen in the southeast.

This is what I’ve been working toward... becoming indispensable. There are times my heart yearns for Elizabet and to see my son, but I cannot abandon what we have accomplished here. I cannot forsake all that my men have worked for.

I’ve wondered if Rorik has returned to Valborg and what has become of the two of them. I cannot deny if I was in Rorik’s position, I would claim Elizabet and take her as my own. Yet, the thought of him having her still angers me. Knowing she wants him still pains me. However, neither feels as it once did. As time passed, so did my rage. With each man I killed, that rage subsided. Soon, guilt took its place. With time, guilt turned to numbness, and eventually, all of those emotions drifted away as I found new purpose.

As I ready my horse, I hear Gorm and several men approaching the stables. They saddle their horses, and once they are finished, we ride for town. Later in the day, the scent of chimney smoke, fresh bread, and cooked meats reach my nostrils. After our meeting with the King, my men and I will enjoy these comforts.

As we enter the Berkshire estate of King Beorhtwulf, his soldiers adjust their posture, their backs straightening, their hands reaching for their swords. One of them steps forward on the dirt path, blocking our horses from continuing toward the wooden gate.

“What business do you have here, Heathens?”

Grimacing, I put my hand on my axe, and his eyes widen.

“We were invited by the King himself. Now step aside.”

The soldier gestures to another. “Go inside. Ensure what he says is truth.”

The second soldier runs to the gate, which the men on the other side open for him. We wait an uncomfortably long time for his return. As he hurries toward us, he nods to the soldier blocking us.

“He speaks the truth. The King is expecting them.”

The soldiers escort us, walking alongside our horses as we pass through the gate. After climbing down from our horses, they are taken by a stableman, and we’re escorted inside the castle door. Brought through a great room with tapestries and sconces, I imagine this is the environment Elizabet grew up in. Passing more soldiers standing guard, we near King Beorhtwulf’s throne.

Sitting atop it, he does not look like much of a King. He does not possess the strength I have, nor does he intimidate with his appearance. However, he does possess the arrogance of royalty with his smug smile and a gold crown atop his short, brown hair. Standing next to his throne are two younger men with similar features, and next to them, two women with his likeness.

The taller of the two women catches my eye, her appearance reminding me of Elizabet, and my heartbeat quickens.

“Torsten Vidarsson, I presume.”

My attention returns to King Beorhtwulf. “I am,” I confirm.

“You were not expected until tomorrow.”

“I am aware, which is why I am here today. My early arrival ensures I do not enter into a ploy of your making.”

The corner of his mouth rises. “You are a shrewd man, Torsten Vidarsson. Just the sort of man I need.”

“Let’s get to what it is you need of me.”

“You and your men,”—he gestures his hand toward the six of us—“have proven to be formidable warriors. It is with respect I commend you for your skills in combat.” With my nod of appreciation, he continues. “I no longer see you as an enemy in my kingdom. I see you as an ally. An ally who can reap great reward if you swear your fealty to me, your King.”

My chin rises. “What kind of reward?”

“Lands,” he replies simply. “I will give you and your men land of your own to farm and to create a home.”

Tilting my head, I snicker. “Swearing our loyalty to you as our King is not all that you want.”

“It is true.” Beorhtwulf runs his hand over his dark beard, his brow rising. “The lands will come at a cost.”

With a smug smile of my own, I await him to continue with what I am expecting.

“As a loyal subject of the crown, you may be called into battle against my enemies, and I will demand your allegiance.”

“I am aware of your conflict with the King of Wessex and the unrest from the attacks southeast of here.”

“Shrewd indeed.” Mouth twitching, he studies me. “What is it you want, Torsten Vidarsson?”

“More than lands. I want a seat at your royal table. I want a title of nobility.”

Beorhtwulf sniggers. “You must be born or marry into nobility. Is it not the same where you are from?”

My men snicker.

Licking my lips, I smirk. “Where I am from, you become a nobleman by killing your enemies and taking leadership.”

Nostrils flaring, he goes silent. Turning his attention to his daughters, he frowns. Returning his gaze to me, he grimaces.

“You will marry my daughter, Edith, but in doing so, you must be baptized and accept our one and only true god.”

The taller of the two sisters gasps, and that’s how I know she is Edith. As I observe her dark brown hair and eye-catching face, I am reminded of Elizabet, and it pains me. Fists curling, I shake my head.

“No, I will not marry your daughter.”

“I will.” Gorm steps forward, shocking me. Leaning toward me, he lowers his voice. “Do not deny me this, cousin. I want her.” With a hopeful gaze, he awaits my response.

This is not what I planned, but I will not deny him a woman he so strongly desires and a title for Gorm will still be beneficial in my plans.

“What say you?” King Beorhtwulf’s questions, his brows furrowing in irritation.

With a nod to Gorm, I return my attention to Beorhtwulf. “I will accept lands for my men and a marriage alliance between your daughter and my cousin, Gorm Haraldsson.”

King Beorthwulf raises his hand in the air when one of his sons interjects.

“Silence, Beorhtric. I accept Torsten Vidarsson.” He leans forward on his throne, his expression triumphant. “A marriage alliance and lands, and in return, you and your men will swear fealty to me as your King and aid me in battle against my enemies.”

Glancing at Gorm, then my men, I’m pleased to see their satisfied expressions revealing their approval. Looking back at King Beorthwulf, my mouth curls.

“It is settled.”
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Chapter 2


Torsten





A pounding on my door interrupts the pleasure I’m receiving from Ismere’s mouth on my cock. 

“Sorðinn! It better be important.”

“It is.” Gorm’s voice reveals his anger.

Ismere withdraws, her lips pouty. “Shall I return tomorrow?”

“Yes.”

Pleased by this, she pulls her dress up, covering her bare breasts, her gaze sultry. Leaning forward, she kisses me, and I squeeze her backside. I’ve come to enjoy her company. She’s the only woman who’s been more than a pleasured mouth around my cock since arriving in Mercia.

Gorm pounds on the door once more, and I tuck myself into my trousers and gesture for Ismere to answer the door. She does, and Gorm comes storming in as she walks out.

“What is wrong with the woman?” He gestures toward his home. “It has been three days since our ceremonial union, and she has not stopped crying or praying since. I have been baptized, and we married in their place of worship. Why does this not satisfy her?”

Laughing to myself, I tilt my head as I pour us each a cup of wine.

“This is why you do not marry noble women. They are infuriating.”

Gorm snatches the cup of wine from my outstretched hand as I take a drink of mine. After several swallows, he drops into a chair by the fire.

“I want her, Torsten. How do I get her to want me? What did you do to receive Elizabet’s love?”

With a huff, I sit in the other chair across from him. Staring into the fire, his question forces me to think of her, and it pains me. Her beautiful face fills my mind, and my cock stretches as I recall how incredible it felt to be inside her. What it was like to have her look at me with the intensity of her need. My chest aches at the memories. Grimacing, I swallow the rest of my wine and rise from the chair to refill it.

“I do not know that I ever had her love.”

Gorm snickers. “You’re a fool if you truly believe that.”

“She wanted Rorik from the start.”

“Even if this is true, she had not met you yet. Once she had, did she not choose you?”

With my cup full, I return to the chair. “She chose me out of obligation.”

Gorm stares at me in disbelief. “Too often, you allow your anger to shape your decisions.”

Jaw tightening, I meet his gaze. “Do you want to share Edith with me?”

Head tilting in surprise, his brows knit inward, his grip on his cup tightening. “No.”

“Now you understand. I did not want to share her.”

The fire crackles between our silence.

“You should not have left her as you did.”

Grunting, I swallow more wine, then set the cup aside to add another piece of wood to the fire. “What does it matter now? I cannot sail a ship alone, and I have no doubt Rorik has returned to Valborg and claimed her. It’s what I would have done.”

“What of your son? Do you not think of him?”

The reminder of him tightens every muscle in my body, and a knot forms in my throat.

“I think of him often.” With my heart aching, I finish my cup of wine and go for a third. “You did not come here to discuss my wife. You came to discuss yours.”

Gorm rises from the chair, bringing me his empty cup to fill.

“Tell me, what do I do to gain Edith’s love?”

The two of us return to our chairs. Despite the heartache it causes, I speak of her.

“Elizabet did not fear me. She was full of fight and desire. Edith is a softer woman, and you’re a heathen in her eyes. She fears you’ll harm her. Show her you won’t.”

Gorm nods, the worry in his eyes dissipating. “I’ve never wanted a woman as much as I want her. I’ll do whatever it takes to gain her love.”

Brow rising, I laugh to myself, remembering what that felt like. “Be careful, cousin. That kind of desire is dangerous.”
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Chapter 3


Elizabet





Ahead of us, the village of Grindsted comes into view, smoke billowing from the rooftops. With the sun’s rays falling below the tree line and a long day of riding, I’m pleased to be reaching the village. Next to our horses, Hans sits atop the bench of the wagon, holding the reins of the horses pulling it. Ilsa and Sven are nestled inside the wagon, sitting atop straw and furs. The rest of the wagon is full of goods we’ve loaded for trade. 

Sven puts his hands on the edge of the wagon and lifts himself into a standing position. Looking out at everything around him, he bounces his legs and mumbles happily.

“He’s ready for adventure,” Rorik laughs.

“I believe so.”

Smiling, I watch as Ilsa puts her arms around him and encourages him to sit back down. As we near the entrance of Grindsted, we gain the attention of the villagers. The scent of fish and smoke fills the air, and the owner inside the shop waves as we pass by. Coming to a stop, Rorik and I dismount from our horses. A man approaches Rorik, his blond hair pulled back with leather winding around it. Dirt and sweat are on his brow, and his leather apron is singed.

“What brings you to Grindsted?”

“We’re here to see your Chieftain. I am Chieftain Rorik Vidarsson from Valborg, and this is my wife, Lady Elizabet.”

With an approving nod, he motions for a young man in his blacksmith shop to join us. “Send word to Chieftain Yurdin. He has visitors.” The young man runs off, and the blacksmith points toward an Inn. “You can acquire rooms there.”

“Thank you, friend,” Rorik pats his arm.

The man returns to his shop as the rest of the villagers observe us with curiosity.

Putting my arm through Rorik’s, I bring his attention to me. “Our meetings with Chieftain Skade and Chieftain Arkyn went well. I hope this meeting will be as effortless.”

“I do not know what we should expect. I haven’t met Chieftain Yurdin.” Rorik points to the Inn. “Hans, take the wagon to their stables. Acquire two rooms.”

With a nod, Hans snaps the reins, encouraging the horses forward. As the wagon gains distance, a group of four men enters town, walking in our direction. From the fur on their cloaks, their jewelry, and their authoritative strides, I know these are the leaders of Grindsted, and the handsome one leading them is surely Chieftain Yurdin.

He’s a few years older than Rorik, his reddish-blond beard longer and his matching-colored hair pulled to the back of his head and tied once. With eyes the shade of a sun-kissed forest, he looks at me, his lascivious gaze lingering over me. As nerves tighten in my stomach, I squeeze Rorik’s arm.

Rorik’s eyes narrow at him. “I’m Chieftain Rorik of Valborg. This is my wife, Lady Elizabet.”

With the desire in Yurdin’s eyes, I understand why Harald insisted I be married before traveling, and I’m grateful he suggested it.

Yurdin peels his eyes from my face, admires my breasts, then meets Rorik’s heated gaze. “You’re blessed with a beautiful wife.”

Rorik forces a smile as his muscles tighten. “I am, yes.”

Yurdin brings his attention to Rorik and studies him. The two scrutinize one another, and I know Rorik is already evaluating the man’s strength and reading every movement of his face and body.

“What brings you to Grindsted?” Yurdin asks, breaking the silence between them.

“It’s a conversation best done over mead and meat.”

The corner of Yurdin’s mouth lifts. “That’s the best kind of conversation to have.” Tapping Rorik’s shoulder, he points toward the Inn. “There are rooms there. Once you are settled, the Innkeeper can direct you to my home. I’ll have mead and meat ready for the two of you.”

“I’ll be coming alone.”

This is the first Rorik has suggested he meet with a Chieftain alone. Thus far, we’ve met with every Chieftain together.

Yurdin tilts his head, his smile slanted and his tone haughty. “I insist she join us. Her presence will be a pleasure.”

Rorik gives a curt nod. As we walk away, I glance over my shoulder to see Yurdin staring at me. When he winks, I look forward.

Within a short walk, we reach the Inn, and I look back toward town, relieved to no longer see Yurdin and his men.

“You’ll stay at the Inn.” Rorik opens the door and puts his hand on the small of my back, ushering me inside.

“You will not receive an argument from me. I would rather stay with Sven than be in that man’s presence.”

“Good. I do not trust him.”

“Neither do I.” Putting my arm back through Rorik’s, I bring myself close to him as we walk past the small group of travelers eating and drinking. “What if he is the enemy I was warned of?”

“I’ve considered this.”

“Good, I want you to be ready.” When I think more on this, tension tightens my chest. “Perhaps I should go with you. I do not want you going alone.”

“I will take Hans.”

Arriving at the counter, the Innkeeper dips his chin. “Need a room?”

Rorik shakes his head. “A man traveling with a woman and child acquired two rooms a short time ago.”

“Ah, yes,” he points down the hall. “Second and third doors on the left.”

Rorik gives an appreciative nod. Approaching the first door, the sound of Sven’s giggles is audible. We knock, and moments later, Hans answers, his hand on his sword. Seeing it is us, he drops his hand and opens the door for us to enter.

Ilsa smiles as she sits on the bed, playing with Sven. Removing my cloak, I lay it over a chair, then join them. With Sven’s excited mumbles, I lift him and give him repeated kisses. Rorik removes his cloak, hangs it on a peg on the wall, then takes the chair I hung my cloak over.

Hans pours a cup of water, then hands it to Rorik before taking the chair across from him. “What is it?”

Rorik takes several swallows, then smacks his tongue in his cheek. “I’m considering whether it’s more dangerous to have you travel through the night with Elizabet, Ilsa, and Sven or for us to remain here in Grindsted.”

Ilsa’s eyes widen, her attention switching from me and Sven to Rorik.

“What dangers do we face here?” Hans asks, his tone worried.

“Chieftain Yurdin may be the man Elizabet was warned of. He insisted Elizabet be there when I meet with him. She will not be. You will join me instead.”

With an accepting nod, Hans rises from the chair and adds another piece of wood to the fire.

“When shall we leave?”

“It is best we leave now. The sooner we return, the better I will feel.”

Setting Sven in Ilsa’s arms, I go to Rorik, and he hugs me. As I kiss him, his muscles relax, and he gives into our kiss, deepening it, his tongue meeting mine. When we part, he admires me, caressing my face with his hand.

“Be vigilant until I return. Stay in the room together and keep a weapon close by.”

“We will be fine.”

Lowering his arms, he gestures toward the door, and Hans kisses Ilsa before heading to it. Together, they leave, and I release a breath, worry tightening in my chest.
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Chapter 4


Rorik





As Hans and I enter Yurdin’s home, I am surprised by the activity inside. A man stands in a corner playing a lyre, and the woman next to him watches two couples dance intimately. Yurdin is at a table with a woman in his lap and a cup of mead in his hand. Cupping her breast, he kisses it, then laughs as she giggles. Seeing Hans and me enter, he taps her backside, and she rises. 

“Rorik!” Looking behind me, he frowns. “Where is your wife? We are having a celebration.”

“What is the cause of this celebration?”

“Being alive!” Yurdin exclaims. “Come,” he gestures toward the table. “Have a drink.”

The woman who was on his lap brings two cups to the table and fills them with mead. Hans and I sit, taking the cups of mead she offers us.

“Tell me, Rorik. Are you always this tense?” He looks over at Hans. “Does his gorgeous wife not suck his cock?”

Hans’ cheeks redden.

“That is it! She does not suck your cock!” he yells, and the men and women dancing laugh. “I knew it. A woman as gorgeous as she is does not suck cock!”

Swallowing down the mead, I smack my tongue against my teeth. “Perhaps tomorrow is a better time for us to speak.”

“Nonsense!” His thick brows pinch inward. “I will not have dealings with a man who cannot enjoy the simple pleasures in life.” Leaning back in his chair, he lifts his bare feet onto another chair. “Olaf, Brynhild, show our guests what it is to enjoy pleasure.”

One of the two couples stops dancing and smile, their expressions lascivious. The other couple moves out of the way, joining us by the table. Brynhild, a pretty woman with light brown hair and flushed cheeks, lowers to her knees and removes Olaf’s belt. Withdrawing his flaccid cock from his trousers, she puts it into her mouth, stroking and sucking until the man is aroused and his cock firm.

Yurdin glances over at me, dipping his chin as he grins. I continue watching them, my own arousal stirring as she moans and sucks, and he thrusts into her mouth, taking pleasure from her. The room quiets as their moans rise, and his head falls back as he releases into her mouth.

The woman, I assume is Yurdin’s wife, climbs onto his lap and strokes him.

“You see, Rorik.” He squeezes his wife’s backside, and she bites her lip. “Here in Grindsted, we enjoy the pleasures of life.” He glances at me, his eyes full of lust as his wife continues to stroke him over his trousers. “Bring your wife here to join us in our celebration, or you might as well carry on with your travels.”

Hans looks at me, awaiting my response. I give him a nod. “Have Elizabet join me. Stay with Ilsa.”

Yurdin’s smile spreads wide, and he lowers his legs from the chair as his wife stops her stroking and straddles him. Hans is out the door before Yurdin’s wife brings his cock out of his trousers. Lifting her skirt, she centers over his rigid cock and rides him. Everyone watches the pleasure they take from one another, and my own cock hardens.

Finishing the cup of mead, I pour another and step outside, leaving the echoes of moans behind the closed door.

When Elizabet arrives with Hans, I hand her the cup of mead, then nod to him. “Thank you, Hans.”

Smirking, he leaves us.

“It is not what we expected.”

“Oh.” Taking the cup, she drinks. Hearing music and laughter on the other side of the door, she smiles. “What is happening in there?”

Tilting my head, I shrug. “A celebration of sorts.”

Rapid moans echo behind the door, and her eyes widen. “Rorik?”

“Yurdin insists we join the celebration or continue on our travels. Perhaps we should enjoy ourselves.”

As I take her hand, she blushes. “What should I expe…” Her words trail off as I open the door, and she observes a woman bent over the table, her skirt raised up to her back. As the man behind her thrusts into her, she cries out in pleasure.

“Lady Elizabet!” Yurdin shouts. Rising from his chair, he brings a bottle of mead and adds to what is already in her cup. “I am delighted you joined us.”

With her cheeks reddening, she glances from Yurdin back to the couple. The man groans through his release, pulls out, then lowers the woman’s skirt. Looking directly at Elizabet, the man winks, his mouth curling as he tucks himself back into his trousers.

Putting my hand on her back, I lower it to her backside and squeeze. With my other hand, I lift the cup of mead to her lips. “Drink.”

Glancing at me, the corner of her mouth rises before she drinks, finishing the entire cup.

Yurdin’s gaze meets mine, his expression one of surprise. “I was wrong about her, was I not?”

Chuckling, I take the empty cup from Elizabet’s hand and shove it at Yurdin. With her in my arms, I pull her tight to me, cupping her backside, and smother her lips. Gripping my tunic, she gives me the same passion, and the room erupts in cheer.

The man who was playing the lyre picks it up and starts a tune.

“Let’s dance!” Yurdin shouts.

Elizabet pulls back from me, her cheeks flushed, her smile slanted. “What have you gotten us into?”

Leaning down to her ear, I lower my voice. “Do you want to leave?”

When she shakes her head and reveals a sheepish grin, I smile.

“Let’s enjoy this night of entertainment and pleasure.”
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