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        Many millennia ago, a group of Vikings raided a village. As fate would have it, this was the wrong village. It was home of the mighty witch Freyja.

      

        

      
        Calder was one of these Vikings. He and his brother lead this band of large, tattooed men with their gruff ways. They've found that one of the villagers' guests has a wealthy husband and can bring a healthy ransom. An amount of silver that will provide great wealth to these Viking fighters.

      

        

      
        Brenna can't tell her captors that she won't be able to secure a single piece of silver. Holding her for ransom is pointless. When one of her captors decides that he wants her for a night's pleasure, she's stunned to discover that another saves her. A huge man with tattoos, wielding an ax comes to her defense. Now she's beholden to him.

      

        

      
        When Freyja returns to her village to find that the men have been slaughtered and the women and children have been taken prisoners, she renders a punishment that lasts an eternity, and creates two new breeds of beings that will roam the earth in perpetuity.

        She also puts Brenna in a difficult decision of choosing love over duty.
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        Northlands. Many millennia ago.

      

      

      The first thing that struck Brenna was the pounding in her head. It hurt so badly, she didn’t want to open her eyes. She pressed her fingers against the beating drum that her world had become and was surprised to find a sticky wetness.

      That sensation caused her eyes to fly open.

      She stared at her fingers as if they’d grown heads.

      Blood?

      Brenna sat up and surveyed her surroundings. She was in a cell with a thick wooden door and metal bars across the windows.

      She rose to her feet slowly. The pounding in her head was joined by dizziness. She reached for the table but miscalculated. She lurched into it, face first, and clipped her temple on the corner, then sent the chair reeling into the table’s legs with a crash.

      Clutching her forehead, she stayed in the tangle of furs on which she’d been lying.

      Furs?

      There were no furs like this in her home.

      Then—

      It came to her; this wasn’t home. She was visiting cousins in the north. But this wasn’t the guest hut she’d been staying in. No, not at all. The thick door. The bars.

      What happened to her head?

      “It’s about time you woke up, royal one.” A male guttural voice came from nearby, one with an accent different than the one she’d grown up with.

      She glanced in the direction of the speaker and found a fearsome sight glaring at her from the barred windows in the wooden door.

      “Who are you?” she whispered.

      “They call me Halvar,” he growled. His scowl grew more ferocious. His face had blue paint, or perhaps tattoos, scattered about in patterns that drew attention to his hair, shaved on the sides, long on top and plaited close to his scalp. His brows were drawn, his lips curved down in a sneer. A wild beard hid the bottom half of his face.

      “They call me—”

      “Oh, we know who you are, my lady. Brenna. The one who will fill our coffers.”

      A feeling of dread filled her, and she fought to retain her composure. This barbarian had clearly taken her captive. What happened to the rest of the village? To her cousins? To all the others?

      “What do you mean?” she dared to ask, though fear threatened to close her throat.

      The door rattled; it was being unlocked. Then it swung open.

      Halvar appeared even more fierce than before. Furs enhanced his broad shoulders. His arms held more tattoos—intricate designs that spoke of a foreign culture. His eyes were a light blue color, but the irises were ringed with a golden hue.

      Then another figure stepped in.

      Another man. Just as large, just as fear-inspiring. His face also bearded, but trimmed. His hair, a dirty blond cropped short on the sides, longer on top and was also braided.

      The second man’s eyes were also blue, but not the light color of Halvar’s. His eyes were a dark azure, ringed with the same golden flames. He wore no shirt, and a light blanket of even darker blond hair covered his chest.

      But his eyes were different. There was something in them.

      He looked directly into her gaze, and for a brief second that seemed to last an eternity, she was captured in that stare, unable to look away, unafraid.

      “Halvar,” the newcomer said. “Are you frightening our guest?” He had an accent, just as the first one who had spoken.

      At first, his voice was mesmerizing. A deep resonance, entirely male, one that matched his chiseled countenance.

      But then it struck her.

      Guest?

      “If I am a guest, then I’m free to leave,” Brenna asserted, spearing him with a look that dared him to contradict her.

      Halvar laughed, a deep sound that boomed in the small area and made her flinch.

      “Calder, my brother,” Halvar said, still speaking in Brenna’s language. “I think she needs to be taught some subservience.”

      Halvar reached for his loins, his large hand grasping between his legs.

      Brenna gasped at the size of what he gripped, though hidden beneath his clothing. She backed up, crawling like the crabs the traders occasionally brought in for dinner, reaching for the wall behind her.

      The newcomer—Calder, Halvar had called him—raised his fist and planted it in Halvar’s bicep with a resounding smack. “You’re scaring her. We agreed. She’d be untouched.”

      “You agreed, brother.” Halvar crossed the space between them swiftly, quicker than Brenna would have thought, and bent, seizing the fabric of her tunic and wrenching her to her feet. Then using his other hand, he rent the fabric, ripping it clear to her waist.

      Brenna squealed. One of her hands flew to cover her breasts while the other sought to raise the now shredded tunic. “Animal,” she hissed.

      “I’ll show you an animal,” Halvar raised his hand.

      Even more quickly than Halvar had moved, Calder was now standing next to him, his large hand wrapped around Halvar’s wrist. “Fine then, I agreed. And we lead this tribe equally.”

      Halvar released a growl and whirled on Calder. “She’s a married woman. It is not as though we have to return her untouched. And her father is a lord, her husband a chieftain. Someone will pay her ransom.”

      Calder jerked Halvar around to face him. “I said no.”

      Halvar’s growl was low. “There are plenty of others.” He stomped off.

      Brenna regarded the man in front of her. “Thank you,” she said, her voice low.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      Calder studied the woman before him. Her pale, faultless skin, red hair, and eyes of dark green. He fought the urge to return his gaze to the creamy rose-tipped breasts he’d been given a glimpse of when Halvar had ripped her tunic.

      Taking a blanket from the floor, he wrapped it around her shoulders. “I’ll have one of the women bring you a change of clothing. You’d be better off not tempting my brother again. His lust is only surpassed by his pride. Women do not reject him.”

      “I’ll reject him with my dying breath,” she hissed.

      Calder laughed softly at her spirit. “Do not worry, lady; you’ll be returned to your husband very soon. He will pay the ransom for a prize like you.”

      He’d almost said beauty. He gritted his teeth against that. He was not here to befriend her. She was a captive. She’d provide enough ransom to pay for several ships they’d lost in a storm a month ago.

      “My husband—”

      There was something in the way she said the words that caught his attention. He appraised her face, flawless, high cheekbones. Eyes wide set. Perhaps not flawless, but he found it to be sheer perfection.

      “What of your husband?”

      She shook her head and turned away, wrapping the fur tighter about herself.

      He’d have sworn he saw a tear slip from those eyes.

      Deep in his chest, his bear growled.

      Calder ignored the bear. He’d been born a shifter, and his bear was a part of him. His bear was him, and by the same token, he was his bear. And yet…

      He and his bear hadn’t always agreed.

      But at this moment, he found he wholeheartedly agreed with the sentiment his bear was making known. Both of them were attracted to this woman.

      He should do as Halvar wanted to do. Plant his root deep in her body to get her out of his head.

      He’d been there when Halvar knocked her on the head. Calder had watched over her for three days while she’d lain unconscious, her breathing shallow and her face pale.

      In the middle of the night while all others slept, he’d sat next to her in this very cell and run his fingertips across her high cheekbones, her plump bottom lip, and thin upper lip.

      He’d wondered about her name, wondered much about her. Was she a mother? Was she happy with her husband?

      While she was unconscious, she didn’t speak, didn’t call out the name of any man. Wouldn’t she have called out the name of her husband if…

      He pushed those fruitless thoughts away. He should not have spent those nights watching over her. He should not have let his bear begin to have feelings for her.

      Yes, he should rut to get her out of his system. But he wasn’t sure that would do it. He’d only want her more, he suspected.

      She turned to face him. “What of the others? From the village?”

      “What is your name?” he asked.

      “Brenna.”

      “Brenna,” he repeated, liking the sound of it as it rolled off his tongue.

      “The others? The villagers?”

      He clenched his jaw. She would not like the answers, of that he was certain. “The men fought bravely.”

      Her eyes widened. “You killed them?”

      “They died in battle.”

      She threw herself at him; her hands beat on his chest. Her fur had fallen, her breasts bounced with every strike she laid on him.

      “You miserable—you barbarians. You killed all the men? The fathers? The sons?”

      He grabbed her arms by the wrists and held them down, then pulled her against his chest, still holding her hands captive.

      She struggled against him, deep sobs escaping from her chest.

      He put his other hand on her head and let her cry, but refused to release the tiny hammers of her fists, certain they’d be on the attack again.

      Finally, she sucked air in deeply and then dropped her head.

      A gasp told him she’d discovered she’d lost the blanket covering her breasts, and the plump mounds were against his bare chest.

      “If I release you so you can cover yourself, will you stop the assault?”

      She nodded, her tearstained cheeks rubbing on his chest.

      He let go of her hands. She swooped down and pulled the blanket over her chest swiftly.

      “What of the women in the village?”

      “They did not perish.”

      “Did they leave? Are they free or are they captives like me?”

      Calder ran his fingers over one of the two braids on his crown that ran the length of his scalp then cascaded down his back. “They did not leave. And they are not captives like you. Not exactly.”

      She chewed on her bottom lip, reddening it, making it look as though it had been freshly kissed. “Then exactly what are they?”

      “They are here to serve us. They belong to us. You, Lady Brenna, are for ransom. As the visiting daughter of another chieftain—a chieftain from a wealthy area—and the wife of a chieftain, you will garner much silver for us.”

      “My husband—” Again she stopped short. This time she shook her head. “I’ll need to take a bath. I’m filthy. I smell.”

      “There is no one to attend to you or bring you hot water here,” Calder told her. “Tomorrow, you bathe in the river. Under guard, so that we do not lose a precious one like yourself.”
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