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BOOK 1 - CELTIC VIKING

In a world plagued with darkness, she would be his salvation.

No one gave Erik a choice as to whether he would fight or not. Duty to the crown belonged to him, his father's legacy remaining beyond the grave.

Taken by the beauty of the countryside surrounding her, Linzi would do anything to protect her father's land. Britain is under attack and Scotland is next. At a time she should be focused on suitors, the men of her country have gone to war and she's left to stand alone.

Love will become available, but will passion at the touch of the enemy unravel her strong hold first?

Book 2 - Celtic Rune

In a world plagued with darkness, she would be his salvation. 
Linzi risks everything when, instead of killing the savage Viking lying already half-dead on her field, she chooses to save him. With her brother gone to war and her father gravely ill, she watches over their home and helps the handsome stranger back to health.
Erik never planned to fall in love with the foreign land under his feet, nor did he think he would ever wake in the arms of a fiery red-haired Scot woman who won't leave his thoughts.
Will passion at the touch of the enemy unravel everything they have spent their lives building?
Fall in love with this Historical Celtic Viking Romance.
Book 3 - Celtic Mann

In a world plagued with darkness, she could be his salvation.

The Vikings are on the verge of losing the battle of taking over the Britains. Their commander was thought to be dead, but is now siding with the enemy.

Erik has been labelled; the Viking who kills his own men. The prince and heir to the throne is in love with a fiery Highland woman. He must decide between loyalty, family and love.
His family and his army are in ruins. He may be the only one who can save them. Yet, the woman he loves could be carrying his child. He must choose between them as he cannot have everything.
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872 A.D.

Somewhere in Northeast England

THE FOG HUNG IN THE air like a monk’s habit, as if never meant to depart from the body. It was impossible to see more than twenty feet in front, or behind, or anywhere as a matter of fact. The British could be standing in the middle of the field, advancing, and neither party would know until they bumped into the Viking army. They’d been awake since dawn, but no one knew what time it was now because the grey clouds would give no hint of where the sun might be. The Vikings were willing to battle and die for this country?

Erik squinted, trying to see through the thick, smoky-grey mist. He imagined the field before him without the fog, the lush green of the grass and surrounding trees. The land stood perfect for agriculture, not battle. He tried to keep his thoughts in check. At twenty he should be home in Denmark, maybe farming but definitely married, with a slew of sons and some daughters. Instead he stood here, in the cold, wet mud of this forsaken country. All his training and education made him an excellent military commander. Except he really just wanted a simple life.

“The men are saying King Halfdan’s going to speak with us. He and his guards are coming up the rear of the hill,” Marcus voiced, bringing Erik back to the present.

“King Halfdan? Who’s calling him that now, cousin?” Erik kept his face blank, though his insides were boiling.

Marcus stood beside him, grinning. “I think ’tis safe to assume the rumor was started by the king himself. He plans to lead this Great Heathen Army to battle.”

Erik searched the small distance he could see in front of him and glared. His body stood erect and it took effort to unclench his jaw. “We are not the Great Heathen Army. It’s the Great Danish Army.” He bit the inside of his cheek, tasting blood. “Halfdan will not lead us today. He’s a man of words,” Erik derided, unable to hold back a snort, “and smart enough not to risk his life to appear heroic in this bloody fog. He’ll do as he always does; talk with the commanders, ride amongst the men, and then hide behind the dog’s tail.”

Marcus sucked in his breath. “As much as you don’t like the man, I suggest keeping those opinions inside your head or the privacy of your tent. I know how you feel, cousin, but there are many who disagree.”

“The man’s a tyrant. His goal is to pillage and conquer as much of England as he can. He has no respect for the people who have toiled to make this land livable. He would prefer to kill and burn them all.” He felt Marcus’ elbow sharp in his ribs even through his chain mail. He’d seen the carnage Halfdan had wrought throughout Europe. Fighting for him was not something he would have chosen.

“Enough! If your father heard you speak—”

“I’m sure he’s turning in his grave. I know who my father was and what he wanted of me. I’m here, am I not? I’m still doing his duty, years after his death.”

“At least try to enjoy it.” Marcus meant well, and Erik was fond of his younger cousin. Marcus had risen through the ranks, of his own accord but also through Erik’s guidance.

Erik also knew only he had the power to speak his mind, and none of the other commanders would challenge him. He may be one of the youngest leaders of the Vikings, but he’d been fighting and organizing battles alongside his father longer than he could remember. He had earned their respect.

A murmur began through the men. Erik heard the quiet talk before those in his line of vision started to form two lines, bending to one knee. Marcus dropped down, his right hand making a fist and covering his heart. Erik reached to settle his brown Arabian mare, rubbing her nose. He would bow to no leader who called himself a king. Their king was in Denmark, safe in his castle.

Halfdan rode in on a large white horse. Erik didn’t understand the white horse. It stood out in battle, like a target. Maybe it would be best if the man stayed at the rear of today’s skirmish. As much as Halfdan loved the fight, he would be marking himself for certain death.

“Erik,” Halfdan intoned, his voice raspy and deep.

“Yes... Majesty?” he added grudgingly. He met Halfdan’s unwavering gaze with no fear. Halfdan’s blue eyes were full of ice and hatred, even as he spoke among his own men. The two were the same height, but Erik was lean, muscular, and all legs. Halfdan was broader-shouldered, still fit, but age had begun to creep up on him. He hid his slight belly behind the full-length fur cape. 

“Are the men ready to fight?” It sounded like he needed to clear his throat, though the man never coughed.

“They are, but visibility’s very limited. The fog seems to stay connected to the ground, refusing to dissipate.”

Halfdan waved his hand as if swatting a fly. “It will sharpen the men’s senses. They’ll have to be thorough; any British man partially alive could kill them.”

“Yes.” 

Halfdan glared at Erik and gave him a once-over. “You’re not afraid to die?”

“No.”

“You’re fearless. Maybe stupid, but the soldiers follow you and that’s good enough for me. Lead the men today, and when the victory is done give me the credit. You’ll be rewarded as per your station. Make an example to the rest of the people in this god-forsaken country.”

Erik rubbed his mare’s neck. The horse snorted and side-stepped. He forced himself to relax and scratched the horse behind the ears, bringing her back toward him. He said nothing to Halfdan.

“The men may loot the nearby town afterwards. They can help themselves to any valuables, food, or cattle.” Halfdan turned to go, but swung the horse back around. He stared at Erik, a dark smile playing on his lips. “They’re welcome to anything, but warn them not to touch the women. Kill them. No touching or gratifying from our men. I’ll put a sword to any of the men who do. We will not weaken our Viking blood with this tainted, dirty race. No breeding, or death by my hand.”

Erik swallowed, his throat now dry in the moist air. Halfdan’s radical beliefs would be impossible to instill in the soldiers. Erik agreed with not touching the women, but for entirely different reasons. They were not part of this war for land. 

In order to prepare for the fight for the British island the Vikings needed men—a lot of men. They took prisoners willing to fight and die for their freedom. Some of the men were decent but most fought for themselves, not their king and country. 

On top of this, the men had been travelling for weeks with more time spent in preparing for battle. They hadn’t seen, let alone been with, a woman in months, and for Halfdan to give them freedom to loot but not touch? Erik would have a bigger battle there than on this field. 

“Is it understood?” Halfdan’s raspy voice showed his impatience with Erik’s lack of response.

“It will be done, Majesty,” Marcus assured, still kneeling by Erik. “I’ll be sure to let the men know, and hold them to their word.” He tapped his sword.

“Good. Get this battle done before sundown. I’ll watch this one from the hill. This one’s easy. Our next battle is critical, and I plan to be fresh to lead the men myself.” Halfdan clicked his horse forward. “Erik, I expect a full report after.” He turned and rode away, the fog swallowing him up.

Erik stood beside his mare, brushing dried dirt off her coat. He felt Marcus rise beside him and spoke, not bothering to look in his direction. “Do not tell the men they are free to loot but not to touch the women till after the fight. Some of our soldiers are short-witted and it will be enough to distract them from their duty. Let the combat finish and then tell them about their next charge.” 

“As you wish.” 

Marcus’ curt reply had Erik turn his head in the direction of his second-in-command. Their mothers were sisters, but they looked nothing alike. Marcus had dark curly hair and brown eyes. Erik’s blonde, almost white, hair stood out on the battlefield like Halfdan’s new horse. 

Erik earned respect and loyalty. He knew his men would never forsake him. Marcus was different. He could command a group of men simply by the threat in his voice. When they played as lads, Erik often believed that Marcus could burn someone alive simply by speaking.

“Don’t be hostile with me, Marcus. I’m still above you.” 

“Fine, Sire. Might I suggest that you learn to reply to your king then, instead of leaving it to me?” Marcus stalked away toward his horse to prepare.

“He’s not my king,” muttered Erik. Lifting his chain mail shirt so it lay properly in place, he checked his clothing and gear. He’d sharpened his sword upon rising this morning. His axe had been sharpened the night before and he’d also attached his small hand knife to the belt. It had been the last gift from his father, the handle engraved by his mother. 

He pulled it from his belt and held the handle, gazing at the knotted pattern and the name on the worn wood. He had been named after his father, Erik Jorgen. He could see the care his mother had taken to carve the pattern. He hoped to one day pass it on to a son. Turning it over, he noticed the red and brown stained into the wood. He meticulously cleaned it after each battle, but years of blood and gore had permanently stained the one side and found its way into the carvings. It brought him back to the situation at hand. 

The scouts had reported very little the days leading up the battle. They could find little information on the British army, almost like they were invisible. It made these grounds very deadly, for both sides. Erik would have preferred to wait, but Halfdan refused to stall any longer. He wanted to move toward Northumbria and capture the shipping town.

Erik glanced around at the other commanders under him. The fog had begun to lift a bit, still thick, but he could now see fifty feet in front of him. It must be getting close to mid-morning. They needed to prepare to advance or another day would be wasted.

A commander walked by, older than Erik by ten years but still under him. 

“Johan, are the men ready to march?”

“Aye, Sire.” He stood erect and faced Erik. “When would you begin?”

“Now. There is no need to wait or the day will be lost. Have the archers in front to hold the ranks. Hopefully, the heat from their fire will remove some of the damn fog. We’ll advance on foot, and leave the horses until they’re needed. Sound the warning. We march in half an hour.” Let the bloodbath begin.
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872 A.D.

The Southern Tip of Scotland

LINZI STEPPED OUT OF the house, dashing away from the shouts of her father and brother. She didn’t need to hear the argument that never ceased to bore her. If her mother had still been alive, she would have swatted both men on the back of their heads and sent them to their chores. There was always plenty of work to be done on the small farm. Kenton, her brother, felt the need to join in the fight to stop the vicious Vikings, but her father argued back that he was needed on the land. 

Once past the stone wall surrounding the house she slipped her shoes on and headed west, toward the sunset. Less than a mile walk brought her to the small hill on the edge of their land. Lifting her skirt, she trudged up the hill and sat down on one of the flat stones near the small burial plot. Her mother, grandparents, and a baby brother who’d died at birth were buried here. She sat facing west, her back to the graves but near her mother’s resting place.

After several long breaths, she let her shoulders drop and hugged her knees. She watched the pink sky, the amber ball making its way toward the horizon.

“Those men will always be boys, Mother.” She often spoke to her while she sat here. “They refuse to listen to me, or each other. Kenton shouts about the need for blood-shed to save our country and drive off the Vikings. Those horrible beasts kill for pleasure. I see his point in fighting for what is rightfully ours, but I don’t want him to join you here on the hill. Let the others fight. When the wolf comes knocking on our door, then Kenton can push his cause.”

Having said the words aloud, she no longer felt the anxiety tightening inside her. She wished she could say the words to her brother. He was two years her elder, nineteen years old, and full of vigor. He needed to find himself a wife to focus his energy. Three girls in town were vying for his attention and Linzi wished he would just choose one and settle down. 

Sighing, she stretched her arms out behind her, leaning back to let her fingers curl around the soft, green grass. She closed her eyes to enjoy the last bit of warmth the sun had to offer before it disappeared. She needed to head back to the house and finish making supper. Her boys, as she called her father and brother, had been working hard in the fields. Spring had come early this year, and with the soil soft from the rain it had the boys hungry by dinner time. That was probably the reason behind their argument: they needed to eat.

Standing up, she brushed the grass from her skirt and blew a kiss toward her mother. Making the sign of the cross, she straightened her shoulders and headed down the hill. She thought about what she’d need to say if the argument still lingered. She hoped they’d be finished but knew that wasn’t likely. Each was as stubborn as the other. 

The house stood silent as she rounded the old stone wall. She smiled to herself, remembering asking her father as a child how old the wall was. He’d simply replied, ‘old as the hills, old as the hills’. It always made her smile when she remembered the look on his face. He’d been so serious, with a slight frown and creased brow. Her mother had shouted from the door that his face would freeze if he kept the look. He had laughed and bounded up the walk to swing her around in his arms. He now had laugh lines around his mouth and forehead to disprove her theory.

Blinking to clear her thoughts, she glanced around the yard and noticed her father out by the horses. He appeared to be giving them a brush down and checking their hooves. Cocking her head slightly, she thought she heard him whistling. He never held a grudge or stayed angry. He fought with intensity, but could walk away and leave the matter until it needed to be dealt with again. Unlike her brother, who couldn’t seem to let things go.

The savory scent of cooking meat brought her attention back to the house. It also brought a rumble to her stomach. She hurried inside and slipped her shoes off by the door. Kenton sat at the table cutting the leeks and peeling a few loose leaves off the cabbage. He tossed them into a black pot every few moments.

“I’ve had enough of leeks and cabbage. I can’t wait to have some broad beans, or even lentils. The east field is almost ready for seeds. Hopefully by tomorrow afternoon we can start planting.” He glanced up and smiled. 

“Are you cutting my vegetables as a peace treaty?” Linzi couldn’t resist asking.

He shrugged as he tossed the last of the leeks into the pot, splashing some of the water out. “My argument is not with you. I just wish he,” Kenton nodded toward the barn, “would allow me to go.”

“Father’s right. You know he doesn’t disagree with your feelings that this land belongs to us. However, rushing out blindly now would only be foolish. The farm needs to be looked after and I need to be fed.” Her stomach rumbled again as if to add a voice. She took the pot and turned to put it on the hearth to boil.

“You do need to eat. You’re tall and too thin. Even that long red hair of yours looks dull. You’re never going to catch the eye of a man if you don’t look after yourself.”

Linzi swung around, feeling her eyes grow wide. “I think you need to worry about your mate-finding before you start criticizing—” She stopped when she saw the smile on her brother’s face and the laughter in his eyes. Seeing an uncut cabbage on the counter, she grabbed it and drilled it in his direction. It hit him square in the chest.

“Ow! I take it back.” He rubbed his chest, by his heart. “That’s going to leave a bruise.”

“Good,” she laughed.

“Who taught you to have such good aim?” He pushed away from the table and stood. He picked the leek up and started chewing on it.

“My big brother. I may be thin, but there’s muscle hidden under this woman’s clothing. Lean and mean.” She checked the pot and, grabbing the handle, she set it away from the fire. “Dinner’s almost ready. Go wash up and tell Papa that he needs to come in as well.” She saw Kenton’s mouth tighten into a thin line. “Be nice,” she warned, shaking the prongs at him.

He raised his hands in mock surrender, the anger leaving his face. He slipped out the back door.

Linzi heard the water from the pump splash into a bucket. She looked out the window and saw her brother’s back facing the house. She slipped into her bedroom and pulled the small chest out of the cupboard in the wash stand. Sitting on the edge of her straw bed, she reached in to take out an ornate sterling hand mirror. Her father had bought it for her mother a million Christmases ago. The silver in the mirror had faded in a few spots, but the beveled metal still showed her reflection. She stared at her brown eyes, the small spray of freckles across her petite nose. She had always liked her lips, similar to her mother’s. The full pink never needed rouge or paint. 

Small benefit, but they made the rest of her face appear pale. The cloudy winter months didn’t help to add any color. Hopefully, the next few weeks of planting would help put some color and hide her freckles. She pulled her dark red hair forward and angled the mirror to see how dull it really looked. Her brother was right. Maybe later this evening she’d cut a few inches off and give her hair a wash tomorrow after planting. No need to do it tonight, as the dirt in the fields would find its way to her face and scalp even with a scarf tied around it. 

She did want to look beautiful. She dreamed of catching the eye of a gentleman one day, hopefully not too far in the future. She wanted a husband and children. She just didn’t know how to find someone she could love like her father had. The boys her age that she knew still seemed young. A few of her brother’s friends were nice, but none dared speak much with her for fear of riling Kenton’s infamous temper. Maybe this summer things might change and she’d get a chance to meet someone special.

Low, angry voices and stomping feet coming from the kitchen brought her attention back to the present. She slipped the mirror back into the carved chest and pulled her hair back to tie it into a bun. She ran the few steps down the hall and into the kitchen. 

The angry voices turned to weather conversation when she entered. Kenton moved to the window and looked into the early night sky. Linzi rolled her eyes at both of them and went to set plates onto the table. She pushed her brother out of the way as she pulled the meat from the hearth. The mouthwatering smell coming from the pork had the two men sitting quietly at the table in seconds. Tossing vegetables onto each plate, she then grabbed the pitcher of ale and set it on the table. 

She swatted her brother’s hand as she sat down. “We need to bless the food before you make a pig of yourself.” She pulled her chair in and said a short prayer of thanks. 

They ate in content silence. The hard work from the day and cool evening air seemed to create an enormous appetite in each of them. The food disappeared quickly. As Linzi began to clear the table, her father poured each of them a cup of ale. He leaned back in his chair. 

“Your friend Darren rode by on his horse when I was out in the barn before.” Her father looked at Kenton as he spoke.

“What did he want?” Kenton took a long drink from his mug.

“He was heading into town, but stopped by to mention that he’d heard that war was breaking out in the south. It seems a large number of Vikings is determined to make a stand again.”

Linzi’s heart fluttered and she spun around to watch her brother. Kenton set his ale down but did not look angry.

“Those beasts are going to massacre the towns down there. Our army is building in the Mercia. They aren’t ready to do battle yet, nor will they be able to reach the south in time.” Kenton shook his head, his chestnut brown hair falling forward to cover his eyes.

“Darren said something similar. Looks like their leader, I think his name is Halfdan, is hungry for bloodshed.”

“Halfdan? Ironic that the Vikings would choose a commander by that name.”

“Darren said that the man already calls himself the King of Britain.”

“Bah.” Linzi couldn’t keep her disgust inside. “King of Britain? Britain has no father. Not from Rome or France or anywhere, and yet this Viking thinks he can step on our land and become our king? Shite!”

Kenton picked up his ale, but Linzi could see him grinning behind his mug. She was tempted to throw hers in his face. That would wipe the silly smirk off it. She had every right to voice her opinion in this house. She opened her mouth to let him know her thoughts.

“Hold your tongue, Linzi,” her father warned. He too had the corners of his mouth twitching upwards. “You’re right to think that way but you’re also a lady, and there is no excuse for vulgar language.”

“Sorry, Papa.”

“Let’s just pray the army in the Mercia stops them. Northumbria is a stronghold that the Vikings will want. That is no surprise. The ports and farmlands are rich for trade and export. I can just imagine what’ll happen if they sack the city.” Her father picked up his ale and gulped down the remaining.

Linzi and Kenton both sat silent. Images of horror ran through her thoughts, and she felt her brother might just be relieved that he hadn’t joined the army— yet.
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“HOLD THE LINE!” ERIK hollered to the commanders under him. They shouted the phrase down the rows to their men. Erik heard his words turn into a murmur as it reached the front lines. He stood amidst the bloodbath and carnage. The men did not need to hold the line for their safety, they were annihilating the English. He wanted the men to stay in rank to avoid more death and let the English retreat. 

Marcus appeared at his side, still on horse. Erik looked up at his cousin as he sheathed the handle of his axe, but kept his sword in hand. Marcus and his horse were covered in brown and deep red blood. Some had dried from the early start of the battle, the fresh still dripping off his boot and sword. Like Erik, Marcus refused to wear a helmet. His hair lay matted against his skull, his locks fighting against the sweat to curl unruly again. A bruise was forming near his right eye.

“There’s no need to hold rank. The British are fleeing as fast as the fog that disappeared,” Marcus called down.

Erik gave a single nod, sweeping the field with a quick glance. “I know. I don’t want my men killing for pleasure. We’ve taken the land and river. It’s the main water supply for the nearby towns. Our—Halfdan’s—goal has been attained.”

“Let the men get the killing out of their system. They’re enjoying themselves.”

Erik grabbed the reins from Marcus. He knew the horse would be startled more by the venom in his voice than the screams of horror rising from the field. “This is NOT your battle. Hold your tongue, or I’ll cut it out for you and place it in your hand.”   

Marcus opened his mouth but swiftly closed it. Erik watched him run his tongue over his teeth as he wavered on the alarmed horse. Erik spoke quietly to the animal until its ears no longer flicked back and its hooves stopped dancing.

“I’ll tell the men to hold their ground.” Marcus pulled the reins from Erik’s grasp and hurried off.

Scowling, Erik watched him ride off and glanced at the soldiers around him. None looked directly at him, but they were no longer killing. Just looting the dead—theirs and ours. 

Finally sheathing his sword but keeping his hand on its hilt, he walked back through his men. He wanted his horse, who still rested at camp, and needed to report to Halfdan. The tents would now need to be moved forward. He needed to find infantry men and select soldiers to stay back to help while others went off to the towns within the radius they had just attained. 

He stepped over several dead British and said a short prayer for each. These men were not soldiers, but farmers and villagers. Unprepared to do battle. They attacked with pitchforks, short swords, and other weak weapons. Their archers had been boys, too young to fight let alone die. He sighed, half of him not wanting to be there and the other half reminding him of his duty and his father’s legacy. 

The battle—or fight—it seemed more of a fitting word, had only taken three hours. Oddly, even after the late start, the sun stood in the sky, slowly making its way toward the west. Shortly after the archers stepped forward, the fog had cleared so quickly the enemy had no time to react. The dissipated fog showed the small count of British who stood against their vast army. 

It had felt satirical when the sun poked through and cleared the skies of grey. Some of the men had said it was an omen, a sign that this battle was blessed. Erik had kept his opinion quiet, thinking that it was a sign for the Vikings to open their eyes.

No longer walking through bloody mud, his boots made little noise as they stepped across the trampled grass. He reached camp and sent a few men with instructions toward the front lines. He then called a young boy to gather his horse. No one else would approach him unless necessary. They never did after battle. He debated entering his tent to wash his hands but decided against, knowing Halfdan would turn the action into fodder for a snide comment of some sort.

Mounting his steed when the boy returned, he kicked her into a full gallop in the direction of Halfdan’s tents. The sooner he spoke with him, the sooner he could gather his troops and let them know Halfdan’s order regarding the women. He needed to get back to the front lines before many of them left. He didn’t want to have to travel into the towns to give personal warning.

Halfdan stood outside his tents, talking to an elder who had once been Erik’s father’s advisor. The older man gave him a warm smile and clapped both hands on Erik’s shoulders once he’d dismounted. 

“Well done, Jorgen’s son! You look like your father returning, and ’tis a welcoming sight.” The elder’s voice came out scratchy but still strong.

“Thank you, my lord.” Erik rested his hands on the man’s forearms but said no more. The look of disdain on Halfdan’s face prevented him from addressing the man by his name or showing the affection he would have preferred to give. He straightened and turned to Halfdan, making a conscious effort to erase all emotion from his face. “The battle was quick and satisfactory. The English were not prepared to fight men of our caliber.”

“Yes, I’ve already heard the reports. Do you have anything else to add?” Halfdan’s voice grated with irritation.

“No. You asked me to personally let you know the result.” He would have added a few other thoughts, but knew better.

“You will address me as Your Majesty,” Halfdan reminded him.

Again, Erik bit back a sharp remark, knowing full well he had authority over Halfdan. It might not be military, however it represented more than that. “I’d like to return to the men to inform them of your orders.”

“Orders?” the elder asked, still standing beside Erik.

Halfdan spoke before Erik could open his mouth to respond. “I will not have our men fornicating with the women of this country. Our Viking blood will not be watered down by this inferior race.” His chest seemed to expand as he stared at the elder.

“I will have my leave then... if it’s all right.” Erik turned, not waiting for Halfdan’s response or the elder’s reaction to Halfdan’s words. He swung onto his horse and headed back the way he had come.

It took less time than he wanted to reach the front lines. The battle finished, men cleaned their swords and weapons as the setting sun turned the sky a shade of pink. A few small fires burned in front of the field. Those in charge of clearing the dead worked in the field behind the men. The British could gather theirs tomorrow in the daylight. 

Erik spotted Marcus with another commander, Johan, near a fire, burning the blood off their swords. Their heads came up as Erik approached on horseback. Letting his feet hit the soft earth, he reminded the men of the order. He tied his mount near their horses and headed toward the next fire to speak to his men.

The reactions were as he had expected. The first group grumbled, but knew better than to argue with him. The second lot included an enormous, burly Viking wearing a necklace of human ears. Erik spoke Halfdan’s order, his hand resting comfortably on his axe.

“Like hell,” the rogue yelled. “I’ve earned my right to satisfy my cock!” The idiot had actually jumped up and now stood inches away from Erik, challenging him.

Erik stood his ground, ignoring the stench coming from the rotting ears, or possibly from the man himself. “You will not touch a woman or child. That is an order.”

The giant laughed, hot breath wafting down into Erik’s face. “I have the right to the spoils of war. ’Tis my right.”

“Find yourself a flagon of ale. Halfdan’s word were clear: Our Viking blood will not be watered down. You sire a child here and Halfdan himself will send an army after you.” 

The man took a step back and looked at the others in the circle, a cruel smirk on his face. “Fine, I’ll find a woman and kill her when I’m finished. I’ll even keep you happy, Master Jorgen, and kill her quickly with my knife. No teasing or torture.” Spittle came from his mouth as he pronounced his t’s, some landing on Erik’s face.

Before the man had time to let his laugh erupt from his lips Erik had his axe in one hand, the man’s groin in his other. Gasps came from the circle but the giant said nothing, nor did he move a hair.

“Is it better I castrate you now? Prevent the wrong head from leading your thoughts?” Erik’s voice split sharper than his axe. He’d not hesitate to remove the giant’s manhood. If it would protect the innocent, he had no qualms about his actions. 

The giant’s Adam’s apple bobbed up and down, however he said nothing.

“Answer me, soldier.” Erik squeezed the man’s bits tighter for emphasis.

“P-p-p-please d-d-don’t.” His voice was now barely louder than a whisper.

“Not so fearless now, when your balls are in my hands, are you? As I said, keep your cock in your pants.” He gave a hard squeeze once more, putting the man out of action for probably the next week. He looked around at the men gathered around them. “This goes for all of you. Don’t disappoint me.”

Most of the men nodded or murmured in agreement. Erik knew the veterans would follow without question and would keep an eye on the new ones. He had no need to threaten them with spies watching and reporting back to him. His men would follow orders and most of Halfdan’s would, too. The crying giant now lying on the ground was example enough tonight.

He stepped over the man and toward the fire, warming his hands in the dancing flame. “Good job today, men. You fought like Vikings. Be proud of the land you’ve taken for our king in Denmark. Enjoy the spoils of the towns surrounding.” 

He glanced once more at the giant still lying on the ground and went back to the man. He leaned down and whispered in the man’s ear, “Don’t ever stand against me again. Next time I’ll kill you before the words have finished rolling off your tongue.” He stepped over the petrified man. Without looking back, he gathered his horse and headed back to his tent to wash up.
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Linzi

THE SUN BEAT DOWN ON the field, sucking away its moisture and making the soil impossible to break apart. It also burned through Linzi’s scarf and heated her head. Her fiery hair acted as a sponge to the sun’s rays. She used the back of her hand to wipe her forehead, and stood to stretch out her tired back muscles. She had been digging in the dirt and planting vegetables since sunrise. 

Shielding her eyes, she looked up at the sun’s position and realized it was well after lunch. Spring had come early this year, but it felt like summer was poking its head out today. It must have known she had a lot of work to do outside and was laughing as she struggled to get it done. 

She glanced at the row across from hers and saw Kenton about a hundred yards back, starting to catch up to her. His strength allowed him to dig quicker and deeper, but his hands were clumsy when it came to dropping the seeds and spreading the dirt. Her father had tilled the field yesterday with the horse, but because of the heat it felt like it had been done a week ago. 

She sighed, and checked to see how much of her row remained unfinished. Another twenty minutes and it should be done. Then she’d go to the house to cut some bread and cheese for lunch. She needed to pour a large pitcher of water also. Just the thought of the cold well water made her swallow and reminded her how thirsty she was. It didn’t help that her tongue felt like it was caked in a layer of dirt as well. Bending over she continued digging and planting, ignoring the moans of her body. Complaining wouldn’t get the job done any faster. 

“How ‘bout I finish your row?” Her father’s voice made her jump, only to wince a second later from the protest her tight leg muscles gave her. “You head back and make some food. I think your brother’s going to pass out. He’s been trying to get a drop from his empty canteen and keeps grumbling to himself that he’ll fill it up when we eat,” he laughed.

She didn’t argue with him. It meant faster time to the well. “I can’t believe this heat. Of all days to have a cloudless day...” She let her words trail off as the sound of Kenton’s voice stopped her. His canteen flew through the air past them. 

Her father huffed quietly and warned the boy, “That temper is going to be the death of you, son.”

“Mock the gods. Why is it so bloody hot?” He glared up at the bright sky. “Not yet summer and the air feels as if hell has come to earth.”

Linzi turned and walked toward the small house, her brother and father moving their conversation away from the stifling heat and onto more appropriate reflections of hell on earth— the fighting in the south. She reached the top of the small hill near the house, cupping her hands over her face to see if she could visualize the edges of Northumbria, the northern tip of the large port city only a short distance from their farm. Why her father had vied for land on the southernmost tip of Scotland was still a mystery to her. Being near the eastern sea ports and enjoying the cool breeze off the ocean would have been her choice. 

She dropped her hands and walked toward the house, her brother and father starting to make their way back as well. Cursing herself for tarrying too long she rushed toward the small structure, knowing they would expect her to have prepared the midday meal already. 

She slipped into the coverage of the modest home, her father having put all he was into keeping them well fed and taken care of. Never uttering a complaint other than the occasional whisper of his longing for their mother. She walked to the cupboard and pulled the cheese from under a small cloth, the darkness of the closet giving the aging treat a place to keep cool. She walked toward the counter and worked to slice a few thick pieces off the larger chunk before working to carefully cut the bread without smashing it. 

“I understand your desire to fight, Kenton, but you have to look at this from my point of view as well. Your sister cannot go without protection until she is wed.” They walked in, Kenton moving toward her and slipping a piece of cheese from the cutting block before she could jab at him with a knife. 

“If this is about me getting married, then please save the lecture. I will try to start going into town more often and hopefully by the return of our Lord I will at least have a suitor or two.” She shrugged, her father’s gaze moving about her face. 

“It will happen when it’s supposed to happen. I’m just trying to explain to your brother that life is fleeting. We have no idea what tomorrow will bring, and if something were to happen to me and your brother was away...”

Linzi reached out and touched her father’s arm, squeezing softly. “I would make do, Papa. I know it’s not proper to be forward as a lady, but I am strong and capable of most things. I agree that Kenton should remain with us, but if I am the cause of that...” 

Kenton cut her off, bringing the conversation to a halt. “You’re not. My lack of training is the issue. I haven’t had a chance to go into town with the other lads as they start to prepare.”

Linzi pointed to the small wooden table across the room. “Go sit and I’ll bring the food to you.”

The men walked over and took a seat as she lay the bread and cheese before them. Three small mugs and a large pitcher of well water and they were ready for the prayer. She looked at her brother and nodded, Kenton huffing loudly. His beef with God was his own, but Linzi often wondered if he were just simply angry over their momma or if something else was eating at him. 

“Bless us, God, and these gifts. Help tomorrow be better than today and wipe out the bloody Vikings.” 

Linzi rolled her eyes, her father’s worn face lifting as he smiled. Their mother would never have approved of asking the Almighty to reach down and smite anyone, but the mood seemed to lighten at the very idea of killing off the dastardly brutes. 

“Have you ever met a Viking?” Linzi asked, reaching for the smallest piece of bread and cheese available. She tried to leave more food for her father and brother most meals. They had worked twice as much of the field as she had earlier. 

“I haven’t, but I’ve heard lots of stories.” Kenton shrugged, shoving a large piece of bread into his mouth and trying to talk around it. 

“Chew with your mouth closed,” her father chided before turning his attention to Linzi. “They are Vikings, a brute force of men from Denmark who care not for life or liberty. They have given in to the taste of victory, the elevation of feeling like a god. They are soulless creatures who cannot be trusted. We should all pray that somehow our brethren are able to defeat them in Midland, but if not, then for sure in Northumbria.”

“What will they do with all the land they’ve conquered?” Linzi asked, sitting back and holding her mug to her chest. 

“They will rule it. They’re killing off everyone as they move through the towns, the streets running with crimson rivers from the blood of the innocent.”

She set her cup down and clasped her hands over her ears, not feeling so brave all of a sudden. 

“Enough!” Her father yelled at her brother as Kenton’s eyes diverted to his lap. 

“Sorry, Papa.” He reached over and tugged on Linzi’s sleeve, a soft smile on his face. She dropped her hands, her heart racing at the idea of what the carnage must look like. 

“Your brother didn’t mean to upset you. There is nothing for you to worry about. We will leave this place far before one of the depraved creatures shows up on our land.” Her father slid closer to her, reaching out and pulling her against his side. He kissed the top of her head. Linzi relaxed against him. 

“They are trained to kill?” she asked quietly, her brother looking at her as he reached for another piece of cheese. 

“Much more than we are, but we will fight because this land belongs to us.”

She sighed and closed her eyes, her thoughts dark as concern swept across her. “I know this is our land and I’d be prepared to fight, too, but how do you defeat the devil?”

“With the light of truth and the hope that God will shine down on us.” Her father patted her shoulder and moved back to his spot, reaching for more to eat. 

Linzi took one last piece of bread and stood up. “I’d like to be excused for a bit. Just want to visit Mother.” Referring to her mother’s tomb, she knew her father would not argue.

He looked around her, trying to avoid making eye contact. “Of course. We’ll meet down at the base of the hill shortly, just look for us.”

She started for the door before pausing, turning to look over her shoulder. “How will I know if I ever run into a Viking?”

“They are vicious men, their eyes full of hate and their words harsh. They would be quite dirty, and wearing furs is a sure sign.” Her brother looked up, his voice soft, the words spoken quickly as if they tasted sour. 

“You’ll never have to worry about that, Linzi. Ease your mind. The Vikings are far south and we will not let anyone get near you.” Her father turned to wink at her before focusing back on her brother, their conversation about him joining the militia picking back up. 

She slipped out into the noonday sun, the heat rolling over her in waves. Lunch had given her a much needed rest, but the afternoon would prove to be hard. They should have begun planting weeks before, the weather being so unpredictable in its willingness to be cold and then hot again from day to day. To plant their crops and have winter rear its head would be devastating. They were only able to survive from year to year because of the prior year’s harvest. Losing their seeds for any reason would leave them without. 

She shuddered at the thought and pulled her scarf from her shoulders back over her head, the crimson strands of her hair dancing before her as the wind blew softly around her. She walked up to the top of the hill, sitting down next to her mother’s grave and stretching her legs out. 

The Vikings sounded like the stuff of nightmares, her visions of them comparable to the images of hell’s demons that their priests had warned of. She had no concerns about whether or not she would be able to tell a Viking from another man, now that her father and brother had warned her of what to keep watch for. The real question was whether the concern of seeing one was valid at all. The men in her life were protective, often overprotective, but one could never be too careful. 

What would she do if one did happen upon their land, or if he cunningly closed in on her in town?

“I’d kill him without thinking twice about it.” She reached over and rubbed the pollen from atop her mother’s tombstone. “I’d ask for forgiveness from the Lord, but I would kill him. For surely, if I didn’t, he would not hesitate to slaughter me.”
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Erik

COLD WATER SPLASHED against his cheeks, his face downturned as he lost focus of the small pewter bowl before him, the liquid stained with the remnants of death. How long had he been fighting? How much longer might it last?

He stood, reaching for a cloth as drops of water rushed down his chin and disappeared under his shirt, the smell of his own stench burning his nose. He wiped at his face before pulling his shirt from him and running the small cloth along his chest and arms. The countryside in Denmark swam before his vision, a smile touching the corners of his mouth. 

He would covet the idea that one day after his duties were fulfilled and the war had ceased, he would find a simple life, a place to dig in and grow roots. Nothing sounded more rewarding than seeing the end of strife and the return of peace among his father’s people, but would that ever truly exist?

Where power beckoned the strongest of men to come and lay hold to its glory there would always be greed and war. To conquer and take was a high like none other, and yet it stained him where he stood.

A long sigh left him as he finished washing up, his fingers brushing through his hair and scratching soft circles as he went. The men would soon be restless again. 

He left his shirt on a small wooden table within his tent, walking out with his
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