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 CHAPTER 1

Norwich, England, 1004

She felt the world slip away as she ran. Her chest
ached with every rushed, ragged breath. She lifted the skirt of her
gray dress and jumped over a body. There were many but she focused
only on one. The far side of the fortified wooden wall was on fire.
Its heat scorched her slender shoulder as she ran past. She stopped
as she reached him and fell to her knees. She reached a shaky hand
and touched his chest. She didn’t recognize the screams as her own
until the movement and chaos around her died.

A man knelt in front of her and touched her
hand kindly.

Her eyes lifted to his hand. It was
splattered with blood which had started to dry. Her eyes followed
his muscular arm upward to his green eyes. The green was the color
of spring moss. Long, sun-streaked blond hair which fell to his
shoulders had been tousled by the fight. He wore a recently trimmed
beard which was a several shades darker than his hair. His long,
slightly crooked nose looked as if it had been broken long ago but
there were no other visible scars. He was the most impressive man
she had ever seen. She knew immediately he was more at home on a
battlefield than anywhere else. At another time, perhaps another
place, she would have found him attractive.

“He died a good death,” the man said, his
voice deep and rough.

“Did you kill him?” She gasped with the pain
of grief and asked, “Did you kill my father?”

“No. What is your name?”

“Erienne.” Her shapely brows pulled together
in confusion, realizing she could understand him and asked to
confirm, “You speak our language?”

He nodded and said, “Erienne, you need to
go.” He stood to his full height, and looked down at her. “This is
no place for an English woman.”

She glanced around, finally taking in her
surroundings and stood. She barely reached his chest. Her wet eyes
roved over the doom and she wiped away the tears roughly. She was
in the middle of a battlefield. In the distance, her city burned.
Plumes of dark smoke turned the sky gray. Ash had begun to fall,
stinging her nose with the burnt smell. What had been a field ready
for harvest the day before was now the center of violence. He was
right; she didn’t belong with the blood and bodies, though as she
looked back to the city, she didn’t know where to go.

Erienne looked longingly to her father then
inhaled sharply, and stepped away. The fighting had stopped, each
side separating. Her kinsmen had their backs to what was left of
the wooden wall which surrounded her small sacked city. A few
archers lined the ramparts of a portion that hadn’t burned. She
crossed the few feet between the invaders and her people. The steps
seemed weighted.

“Your ruler is dead,” a raider called out.
“Victory is ours!”

Erienne stopped and looked incredulously at
the man. He couldn’t just let her mourn. She stood near the middle
of the groups and glanced back to her people to see her brother
step forward. He was two years younger but several inches taller
than herself. She had heard rumors of the viciousness of the
raiders. She feared for her brother now that their father was dead.
Their father had been the Duke, Regent of Norwich and she didn’t
know what they would do to her brother. She marched to him and
placed herself between him and the raiders.

“Look! He needs a woman to protect him,”
someone yelled out.

Her brother shoved her aside. Erienne tripped
over a body, landing hard on her backside.

“I don’t need a woman for protection.”

She shifted and accepted an offered hand. She
stood with help, holding it tightly as she took a large stride
back, away from the body. She noticed the green eyes again as he
helped her once more. She dropped his warm hand immediately and
smoothed her gray dress, pushing a long, dark curl out of the way.
She turned and looked at her brother. “John,” she started.

“Stop!” he snarled, pointing at her.

There had always been animosity between them.
With their father’s death she was sure they could set it aside, and
tried again, “John, father wanted…”

“Stop talking!” John commanded. He looked
away from her, pointedly ignoring her. “The Duke is dead,” he
shouted so everyone could hear. “I am the rightful Regent of
Norwich, and I say we do not have to fight. Tell me what you have
come for.”

The man who’d claimed victory took a step
forward. He was massive, just as the man who had comforted her. She
caught movement in her peripheral vision and saw the green-eyed man
move to stand close by. “We come for gold, and slaves.”

John smiled; it emphasized the baby roundness
of his youthful face. A curl of his long, dark hair caught in the
smoky wind. “An offering then,” he said. “For peace between us, I
give you my sister, the Lady Erienne.” He gestured to her.

Erienne felt everyone’s eyes turn upon her
and she asked, “What?”

“As a wife or a slave. I have no preference
for one over the other.”

“I am not an object for you to trade, John,”
she snapped angrily. She bore into him with a glare. She had to
find out and demanded to know, “Is this because of the horse?”

The new Duke looked directly to her and said
flatly, “Yes. It still hurts.”

Erienne gasped with boiling rage.

“I don’t want another wife,” the leader said.
He looked to the man standing next to her and asked, “How about
you, Geirr? A new wife to warm your bed?”

Geirr smiled charmingly and shook his head
with a laugh. “No, Steinn,” he said. “I don’t need a wife to warm
my bed though she is beautiful. The blue of her eyes is
appealing.”

“A slave then?”

Geirr shrugged with an attractive smile.
“Slaves are useful.”

“Its settled then, she is yours,” John said
with a fiendish smile.

Erienne silently raged at her brother. She
was nobility just as he was. Not a slave. Never a slave. She
glanced around needing to act. Her future was going from bad to
worse the more they negotiated. Her eyes fell to Geirr. He held a
bloody sword; she knew she would never be able to get it from him.
On his hip was a dagger sheathed in crafted leather. She lunged for
it, yanking it free. She instantly gripped it with both hands.

Everyone stepped back as Geirr stepped
forward.

“You’ve lost something, Geirr,” Steinn
joked.

Geirr frowned and waved the comments away as
he stared at Erienne. “Give that to me,” he commanded, slipping his
sword back into its sheath to free up his hands.

“No!” She spun on her heels and yelled at her
brother, “You ass! Trying to give me away!” She stepped for him
then stopped abruptly.

The world erupted into chaos around her. An
archer let loose an arrow and it slammed into Steinn’s chest. The
dagger fell from her hand as he drew his sword to his chest. He
fell as she watched, transfixed. Erienne couldn’t break the
connection, no matter how desperately she wanted to turn her eyes
away. More arrows crashed around her and she screamed. Massive arms
enveloped her, lifting her from the ground as everyone fanned out,
running in multiple directions. The fighting began anew.

Erienne couldn’t breathe and elbowed the man.
He groaned as she felt the hard connection to his ribs. Her feet
hit the ground and she ran. She immediately realized she was
running in the wrong direction, away from the city. She cried out
as she slammed into the ground, knocked from behind. She gasped,
unable to catch her breath. She scrambled to her feet and felt a
strong hand twist around her ankle, pulling her down again. She
lost her breath as a massive weight jumped on top of her.

“Stop! Moving!” Geirr grunted.

An arrow slammed into the ground near their
heads, and Erienne screamed into the dirt.

He covered her head with his arm and snapped
beside her ear, “I’m trying to save you!”

“What a coincidence!” she growled. “I’m
trying to save me too!”

“Why are the archers shooting at you?” he
demanded to know. He stood, and she gasped for a quick breath. He
instantly pulled her up from the ground as if she were a
feather.

“They are shooting at you!” she snapped.

“They weren’t a few minutes ago, not until
brother gave you away!”

“Augh!” She was left completely insulted then
screamed as another arrow hit the ground beside her.

Geirr grabbed her boldly; binding his
muscular arms around her chest then lugged her away from the
violence.

Erienne squirmed as he carried her, unable to
put her feet on the ground to run. She kicked and clawed but he was
too massive, had too much control over her small frame. He took her
further from the city wall which promised her safety and home.

Geirr held her to him, his arms banded
tightly around her heaving chest as her back pressed against him.
He ducked into a wooded copse and stopped. He turned and watched
the fire leap onto Steinn. His head fell with regret; it was not
the funeral he would have given. At least Steinn had his sword.

Others followed into the wooden copse and
started asking questions in a language Erienne didn’t understand.
She began screaming, and he clamped his hand over her mouth.

“Ew!” Geirr said with a smirk, pulling his
hand away from her mouth.

“What?” his companion asked. “She bit
you?”

Geirr laughed and said, “She licked me!”

The man pointed to Erienne and said,
“Stop!”

“No, you sack of donkey…” Her head snapped as
he slapped her. Both hands tensed around Geirr’s forearm, and she
held on as stars exploded in her head.

Geirr’s arm tightened around her, holding her
as he stepped back. “Ulfr, enough,” he cautioned. Geirr turned her
in his arms, pushing her long hair from her face, and she looked
up. His green eyes caressed her and he smiled subtly as he asked,
“Are you hurt?”

She shook her head and tried to keep back the
tears. No one had ever hit her before. She had been bumped and
bruised growing up as she played but never struck intentionally.
She tucked herself into Geirr’s arms as he spoke with the raiding
party.

His grip slipped and he released her. She
inhaled deeply and tried to form a strategy for escaping. His hand
slid down her arm, and he settled on her elbow. She glanced around
the group of men. Whatever they had decided, it seemed a unanimous
decision. He started towards the woods, and Erienne gasped with
realization. They weren’t heading towards her home. Rather, they
were heading away from it. Definitely in the wrong direction for
her liking. “I want to go home,” she demanded, trying to keep up
with Geirr’s long strides.

“Walk,” he said.

She walked quickly or risked being dragged by
the raider. She yanked on her arm, testing him. His grip tightened,
and she grimaced. She couldn’t keep pace and tripped. He pulled her
up and forced her to march. She knew where they were heading but
the sight of the rocky beachhead was more than she could stand.
Panic raced through her, giving her shivers. She surveyed the
ships. Two low, open wooden ships moored beside each other. He
stepped onto the rocky beach, and she backed away, pulling against
him as hard as she could. He stopped and looked at her.

“No!” she said sternly. “No! I am not going
with you.”

“Yes.”

“No! Leave me here! I will find my way
home.”

He bent and grabbed her by the hips, lifting
her over his shoulder.

She screamed as he walked towards the ships.
“No! Geirr! No!” She fought him with all of her strength as he
stepped into the rolling surf.

He stood beside the wooden boat and handed
her over its edge. Someone else grabbed her pulling her onto the
ship. She was instantly dropped to the deck. Her breath rushed from
her with the collision, and groaned.

Geirr grabbed hold of an oarlock and hauled
himself over the longship’s edge. As soon as his feet hit the deck,
he yelled instructions. He wanted to leave as quickly as possible.
He glanced down at the beauty and smiled. His smile quickly faded
with the realization that his brother had passed onto to Valhalla.
He watched her sit and rub her shoulder. She looked up with powder
blue eyes, so clear he was sure he could see the paradise in them.
“Do you swim?” he asked.

She shook her head no.

He glanced around as the men settled into the
seats and began to row the ship away from the shore before his eyes
fell back to her. “Sit where you are,” he ordered. “Stay out of the
way.”

Erienne pushed herself further back and
grabbed the main post for support. She scooted onto her knees and
risked a peek over the edge. She held on tightly to the rocking
ship and watched quietly as the land she called home began to get
smaller. She could pinpoint her city from the huge gray, smoke
clouds which rose high above the land. She whimpered at the loss of
her home, feeling its loss as deeply as that of her father’s. She
let go and turned, making herself small as she pulled her knees to
her chest, tucking her dress around her. Her eyes fell to Geirr. He
sat in the closest seat, rowing. They stared silently at each
other.


 


 CHAPTER 2

The ship rocked hard in the waves, and Erienne closed
her eyes. She groaned as the ship moved again. Her mind felt as if
it were the ocean itself, turning and rushing in every direction as
they rowed further from shore. She opened her eyes but couldn’t
focus. Nausea swamped her and she clamped a hand over her mouth. It
didn’t help, her stomach turned.

Geirr left his seat and crossed to her
quickly. He seized her from the deck. Erienne yanked her thin arm
away. He grabbed her side, her arm and pulled her to the side of
the boat. Every fear ran through her thinking he was throwing her
over the edge. He knew she couldn’t swim! At first glimpse of the
black water pounding against the side of the boat Erienne retched.
The smell of the ocean was too strong. His grip on her arm released
as her stomach did over and over. He pulled her hair back and she
continued to heave. She panted with the exertion and groaned with
her stomach’s upheaval. She heard him shout and a moment he handed
her a wet cloth. She inhaled deeply and set the cool cloth to her
face. He pulled her gently back onto ship and she collapsed onto
the deck with a groan.

He squatted in front of her and pushed a
stray dark lock of hair from her face before he asked, “Are you
better?”

Her eyes closed and she felt every movement
of the ship again. Her eyes snapped open. She needed to keep from
being sick again. “Help me up,” she ordered.

He grabbed her beneath the arms on the sides
of her chest and pulled her to sitting. “You will get used to it.
We travel home.”

Her brows pulled together with confusion as
she asked, “Why? Why go home when you accomplished nothing.” There
was no value in all of the killing she had witnessed. She pressed
the cloth to her face again then spoke, “You have no treasure to
take home or slaves.”

“Your city was never about gold or slaves.”
He squatted in front of her and said, “It was for revenge.”

Erienne frowned with confusion.

“The ruination of your city was vengeance for
your foolish king and his massacre of my people and my jarl’s
sister.”

“What is a jarl?”

He frowned and said, “My king, my ruler. You
understand?”

“Of course,” she snapped.

He paused then said, “Don’t worry, pretty
Erienne. Your city was the last and most important on our journey.
We have accomplished much during this trip.” His eyes lazily grazed
over her. “And as far as slaves, I think you are worth a
thousand.”

She threw the cloth at him, landing in his
face.

He pulled it aside with a laugh.

“I am not a slave,” she said.

He stood, and she scooted back to a post. She
leaned heavily against it and tried to calm her stomach. “You think
you are not a slave. I know you are definitely not a wife.” He
wiggled his eyebrows and asked, “Something in between?” She froze
with the implication. He laughed, and walked away from her.

Erienne watched the men work. For a time,
they rowed. Once she could no longer see the outline of her
country, she turned from the empty horizon and watched them set the
sails. She had never seen it done. She had never been on a boat
before. Her father had told her that boats were for working, for
fishing, that she didn’t need to be on one. She glanced at the blue
horizon and truly wished her father had allowed her to learn to
swim.

Erienne watched Geirr talk with several men
at the far side of the ship. They all seemed to have a specific job
to do. Each was efficient in his duties. Geirr walked to a wooden
barrel and scooped a crafted metal cup into it. He walked back and
knelt in front of her. He offered the cup and asked, “How are you
feeling?”

She took it and drank the water. She hadn’t
realized how thirsty she was, having been surrounded by water that
was undrinkable. She did know that about the ocean. She pulled back
from the cup and said, “I’m better.” Her eyes lifted and she said,
“I want to go home.”

“Why do you want to go home?”

“It’s my home.”

“Do you have a mother to return to?”

“No. She died years ago.”

“A sister? Some loved one?”

“No, I only have my brother.”

“I saw you try to kill your brother.”

“I wasn’t really going to kill him, maybe
just hurt him a little.”

He shrugged, the smile he wore faded. “Your
brother gave you away. If you go back do you think you would be
welcome?” She started to say something but he cut her off, “Do you
think he would not give you away again?”

“I don’t know why he did that.”

He looked at her and accepted the cup as she
handed it back. “I think you do know, Erienne. Your brother gave
you away because of something you did to him.”

Her lips pressed together and she turned her
head away. She didn’t want to tell a raider about the horse.

He stood and said, “You don’t have to tell me
but understand, you are not as welcome in your home as you think
you are by the new Duke, besides, there is no city to return to.”
He walked away but there was only so far he could go on the
ship.

When night had fallen a new world opened to
Erienne. She had never seen so many stars. They seemed endless,
from one horizon to another until she couldn’t decide where the
night sky and the ocean met. She pulled her dress and chemise
closer around her legs. She wasn’t dressed to spend the night
outside, let alone on a journey across the ocean. She leaned
against the wooden wall of the ship and tucked her arms around
her.

Geirr carried something towards her and
Erienne tried to become smaller. She didn’t want anything from him.
He knelt in front of her and offered her something to eat. Her
pride fractured and she took the food.

“How did you cook food?” she asked through
bites.

He handed her another cup of water and
replied, “We have a small fire. In the metal pot.” He smiled and
reassured her, “Well tended, of course.”

She returned her attention to the food and
ate enthusiastically. She licked her fingers clean and drank the
remainder of the water before handing back the cup. “That was
good,” she declared.

He smiled and said, “I will tell Olaf. He
cooked it for you.” He walked away and she saw him pick up a piece
of meat from the small fire. He talked with a man who tended the
fire and she assumed he was Olaf. He was solidly built, well
rounded through the middle. His blonde hair was braided back. Geirr
popped the piece into his mouth. She wondered if they came from a
land of giants with so many big men.

Erienne grew tired as the night dragged on.
She tucked herself into her small space on the ship and tried to
stay warm. She closed her eyes on the worst day of her life and
tried to forget.

“Come close,” he whispered.

Warmth surrounded her and Erienne moved
closer to it. A strong hand took her legs and moved them across the
warmth. The hand moved slowly from her legs, across her backside
then up her back and pressed her closer. Erienne startled awake
with the movement. She sat up and found herself wrapped in a
blanket, her legs draped over Geirr’s legs. A blanket fell from her
shoulders. He was leaning back against the ship’s frame.

“Relax, Erienne.”

She glanced around, most of the men were
sleeping but several were still working, guiding the ship to the
far away land.

“I’m trying to keep you warm and get some
sleep. Lay with me. We can keep each other warm.”

She looked back and regarded him. “You are
not an honorable man.”

He laughed heartedly and said, “I promise I
will not harm you. I don’t rape women.”

She frowned and said, “I don’t know what that
is.”

He looked at her, slowly up and down then
asked, “How old are you?”

“I have seen seventeen harvests. My birthday
is soon, in a few days.”

“A harvest baby. A time for celebration.”

Her eyes dropped. She felt he was mocking
her. Her father had been planning a celebration for her. She had
been looking forward to wearing her new green dress and the baker
was going to make a beautiful cake. That wasn’t going to happen
now.

“Come close,” he said softly. His hands
reached for her. He pulled her to his chest and tucked her in. He
dragged the blanket around her shoulders again and tucked her legs
between his trying to keep her warm. “I may be a raider, but I did
not pillage your city, I did not cause violence to any of the women
nor did I kill your father.”

She sat up, just enough to look into his eyes
and asked, “Are you trying to tell me you’re a nice man?”

He smiled and pulled her close again before
he said, “Yes.”

She leaned against his muscular chest and
tried to close her eyes. She listened to his strong heartbeat
adding to the gentle sounds of the surrounding ocean. He pressed a
kiss to her head and she sighed relaxing into his warmth and his
promise of being a nice man.

Days passed and everyone fell into a routine
except for Erienne. She was stuck. She longed for some accident of
navigation which would see her returned home but knew none was
coming. The men snapped at her if she walked too close to something
or touched something she shouldn’t. She resigned herself to the
small sphere of space that was her new home. Everyone seemed to
agree this small circle was the place she belonged. She was in no
one’s way so long as she didn’t stretch her legs.

Ulfr walked by and kicked her feet in
passing. She grimaced and snatched her feet back. He smiled and she
glared. The ragged-looking man had dark hair that he kept shaved on
the sides. She wished him a painful scar along his face to match
the cruelty she knew he was capable of. She would never forget he
had hit her, and she immediately hated him to the depths of the
ocean around them. She didn’t speak the language but she understood
what he was saying. She wasn’t welcomed; she was to stay put.

She learned to hate the endless ocean. Time
had never passed so slowly. Another day lapsed as she watched the
crew from her circle. She saw Ulfr coming and wanted a fight. She
was well aware he was a solid foot taller but it didn’t matter.
Anger built to the breaking point, her breaking point and she
shoved her feet out as he passed.

He tripped and the small world encompassed in
the ship exploded. Erienne hopped to her feet as he fell. He caught
himself and jumped back for her, spewing foreign words of hate. She
screamed, telling him of all the things she hated about him and the
god-awful ship.

He shoved her back a step. Erienne’s focus
narrowed and she stepped forward putting all of her righteous anger
into a shove of his chest. She knocked him back a step. He stopped
and looked at her. She was slightly impressed with herself, right
until he drew his arm back.

Geirr grabbed Ulfr’s fist, and twisted it
away. There was a flurry of foreign words. He stepped between them,
and Erienne took another step back. Geirr dropped Ulfr’s hand and
turned for her. She panicked. Fear mixed with spent anger, leaving
her terrified.

“Do not ever do that again!” he shouted at
her.

“I’ll do whatever I want!”

“No! You won’t! You are not a free woman! You
are not my wife! You are not royalty anymore!” He stepped closer.
“You are my slave. You will learn your place!” He grabbed her
shoulders and spun her around. Erienne gasped with his sudden
movement. He yanked at the knots of her dress bindings. “You will
do as I say, for however long I say!” He spun her back around.

Her eyes were wide with terror. All of the
men were staring at her. Her vision suddenly darkened and she
screamed realizing he had pulled her dress up over her head. He
tossed it aside leaving her in just her thin chemise. She clamped
her arms over her chest.

“If I say so, you will stand here all day
letting these men look at you!”

Erienne panicked, looking at all of the men
as they looked at her. The gray world thundered around them as her
raging heart nearly broke through her chest. She turned her eyes
away from the men, away from Geirr. Her arms dropped, and she
ran.

Her slippered foot took the last solid step
then she jumped. She screamed beneath the water as a thousand
knives of cold stabbed her. She thrashed about; unsure of which way
was up. She broke the surface and gagged, retching. The salt water
burned her mouth, her lungs. She sank into the darkness of the cold
water and held her breath. Her fingers threaded helplessly through
liquid unable to pull her to safety. Her arm pinched with pressure,
and she was pulled up. At the surface, she gulped again. Geirr was
in the water with her. Rain pelted them as she thrashed about
wildly.

“Stop!” he yelled.

She couldn’t. Fear overwhelmed her. She was
drowning!

He hauled her to him, and she threw her arms
around his neck. He grabbed an arm of hers and pulled it back. He
gasped for a breath then said, “Stop, you are going to drown me!”
His arms went around her waist and he hauled her closer. She
wrapped her legs around his waist and held on quietening her body
as she clung to him. “That’s good,” he said. “Don’t move, just stay
still.”

She nodded.

He turned in the water and said, “You hold
onto me and I’ll swim for the ship.”

She nodded, her teeth chattering with the
cold.

“You can’t move!” he warned. “I need to be
able to swim.”

She nodded again.

“That was very foolish, Erienne,” he scolded.
He began to swim, lying on his back, keeping her partially out of
the water. “The water is too cold. There are sharks.”

“Wha…what’s a shark?” she asked through
chattering teeth.

He looked awkwardly down at her and answered,
“A shark is a giant fish that eats people.”

“A fish?” she gasped. “That eats people?”

“Yes, fish as big as a man.”

Her mind went fuzzy with the realization she
was in the water with fish that eat people.

“Erienne?” He stopped swimming and looked at
her again. “Don’t do it,” he said sternly, “don’t faint.” Her eyes
fluttered closed and she fainted. A curse slipped from his lips. He
shifted her up, further onto his body and held her tightly to him
with one arm. He swam for the ship using his free hand.

She came to as Olaf reached over the ship for
her. He pulled her up and set her on the deck. Several men reached
for Geirr and helped him back onto the ship.

Erienne coughed painfully. Her throat and
chest were in agony as she continued to cough.

Geirr panted beside her, catching his breath.
A moment later, he inhaled deeply and said, “Don’t ever do that
again.”

“Never!” Erienne shook her head and said
quietly, “Never again. I’ll never do that again.”

Geirr reached across the deck and grabbed the
blanket. He threw it on top of her. Olaf said something to him and
Geirr looked up, into the storm clouds that poured down upon them.
Erienne didn’t have the energy to argue or move. She laid down
where she had been set and slept as exhaustion crept over her.

Geirr shook his head and sat for a long
moment watching her sleep. Olaf was right. The god of thunder was
unhappy with his decision to humiliate her in front of the men. He
wanted her to learn her place but now he’d angered a god over his
treatment of her. He reached for her and spread the blanket over
her sleeping form. He wouldn’t let that happen again.

Erienne woke warm and comfortable, more than
she had been in days. She grimaced as she swallowed. The pain in
her throat was almost unbearable. She sat up and pulled herself
away from Geirr’s warm body. He was sleeping, a blanket wrapped
over their bodies. She looked down and saw she was still wearing
only her shift. Lying next to him, the delicate material was too
thin for her liking. She realized if she had been wearing every
piece of clothing she owned wouldn’t be enough with a man like
Geirr around. She gently removed herself from the blanket and his
body. She didn’t want anyone’s attention. She looked around for her
dress. She saw it next to the fire container that Olaf was
faithfully manning. She crossed her arms over her chest, and walked
directly to her dress. Her bare feet were cold on the wooden deck
sending shivers up her body. She smiled subtly at Olaf and he
nodded to her clothes. She donned the dress quickly, appreciating
its warmth as she pulled it down and in place. She couldn’t work
the bindings in the back and looked to Olaf.

He made a spinning motion with his hand, and
she smiled. She took a step back, closer to him, and pulled her
long, dark hair out of the way. He pulled the bindings tight. She
glanced over her shoulder and saw he had made a bow near her waist
for her and she smiled in appreciation.

He said something and she looked at him
unknowingly. He stabbed a piece of meat with a small dagger and
handed it to her. He pointed to the water bucket. “Thank you,
Olaf,” she said. She nibbled on the meat as she walked to the
bucket. She got herself a cup of water and drank it quickly, easing
the stinging in her throat. She took another cupful then returned
to Olaf and sat beside him.

He said something to her and she listened
carefully, trying to understand the words. He smiled and patted the
frame of the ship. He made a gesture of two fingers. She asked, “We
have two more days?”

“Yes,” Geirr said, coming to stand beside
them. “Olaf gave you a dagger? Obviously, he doesn’t know how
dangerous you are with one of those.”

“So funny,” she said dryly. She finished her
meal, and carefully offered the dagger back to Olaf. He accepted
with a smile, and she smirked at Geirr.

Geirr took a piece for himself and stood
eating as Erienne finished her cup of water.

She returned it to the bucket then walked
past the men to her place on the ship. She wrapped the blanket
around her shoulders and sat. She intently tried to comb the knots
from her long hair with her fingers.

Geirr came back and sat down beside her. He
asked, “So, no more jumping into the ocean?”

Erienne looked at him and shook her head.
“No.”

“You’re going to be good?”

“You don’t have to worry about me and water,
if that’s what you’re getting at.”

“We have two more days at sea. Can you manage
it?”

“I have to, don’t I? I don’t have a choice
but to.”

He stood and agreed, “That’s right.”


 


 


 CHAPTER 3

It was at first light that Olaf stood over Geirr and
touched his shoulder. Geirr sat up taking Erienne with him. Olaf
spoke with him briefly before walking to each man and waking them.
Geirr rubbed a hand over his face then looked to Erienne and said,
“Land.”

Erienne sat up immediately and wrapped the
blanket they had shared around her shoulders. She moved to stand
but stayed in her sphere. There was so much activity she tried to
stay out of the way. By full light she watched as they skirted the
coast. She got her bearings and knew they were heading south. The
ocean water lapped against dark gray stone but amazingly vibrant
green trees spouted and grew tall above the stone. The land was
mountainous, snow covering the upper portions, before the mountains
disappeared in the heavy mist.

Geirr walked back to her and said, “We will
reach our home soon.”

“What do I do?”

“Stay by me,” he said. He stared at her for a
long moment feeling the weight of her innocent blue eyes then
added, “Don’t speak if someone speaks to you.”

“I don’t understand the language.”

“I will speak for you, if needed.”

She didn’t like the idea of a man, any man,
speaking for her and dropped her eyes from his. He was right and
she knew it, though hated to admit it. If someone asked her a
question in their language she couldn’t answer. If they spoke
English to her then she could answer but really didn’t know if she
should.

Geirr’s hand warmed her lower back, and she
looked up. He pointed to the land and said, “That’s my uncle’s
home. Do you see it?”

She searched the landscape and found it, far
up the stone cliff. A wooden house was visible between the foliage.
The wood seemed to take on the color of the darkened earth, making
it barely visible from her vantage point. The wooden home had a
thatched roof which gave it a more defined shape. She could see
people moving around the property.

“We’ll go there later,” he said before he
stepped away.

Erienne watched children run around the
property. One waved and she held her hand up in greeting. The child
ran back towards the house and she dropped her hand, hoping the
people would be as friendly as the child.

She watched as the landscape seemed to break
apart allowing for a large lake to appear. The sails were lowered
and the ship was allowed to slow. A bustling village rimmed the
edge of the lake creating a harbor with several wooden docks.
Horses pranced around large wooden pens. Wooden houses were nestled
next to each other. Behind them was a long house, bigger than any
she had seen before. People seemed to pour out of the homes and
congregate at the edge of the dock, waiting for the arrival of the
ships.

The ship stopped next to the dock and shouts
of joy came from the crowd. Erienne clasped the blanket around her
shoulders tightly. She had never felt so alone, such an outcast in
her whole life. She couldn’t understand what anyone was saying or
shouting amidst the activity. She didn’t know any of the people
except for the men on the ship whom she had spent weeks with. The
men exited the ship and greeted their loved ones, clasping each
other in tight hugs with huge smiles on their faces. One by one,
the treasure boxes were removed.

Geirr walked the empty ship and came to stand
in front of her. “This is my home, Erienne,” he said. “These are
good people. Just as good as your own. In time, this will be your
home. Forget the other existed.”

“Erienne.”

She turned downheartedly from Geirr to find
Olaf. He held out his hand, and she stepped away from Geirr. With a
shaky hand, she took the one Olaf offered. He clasped her hand
tightly and Geirr gently held hips, lifting her out of the boat and
onto the dock. Olaf dropped her hand and gave her an understanding
smile before he walked away and disappeared into the energetic
crowd.

Geirr stepped out of the ship and took her
hand before they began to move along the dock. He stopped and she
stopped. He looked at her feet and asked, “Where are your
shoes?”

“I lost them in the ocean.”

He nodded and they continued on. She felt
small next to him, frightened by the strangers, the spirited crowd.
They followed the boat crew as the men carried the treasure away
from the docks towards the long house she had seen as they arrived.
The dirt was cold beneath her small feet but she tried not to
notice. She skirted a puddle then fell back in step with Geirr. He
entered the long house with her at his side.

A large rectangular stone fire pit was
centered in the middle. The thatched roof had a hole above it which
allowed smoke to escape the building. There were numerous tables
and benches, filled by people. He stopped next to a large vertical
beam and tucked her beside it. He leaned close and said quietly,
“Don’t move from here. Don’t talk with anyone, Erienne.”

She nodded and glanced around, sinking
further back against the wall of the building. She wanted to melt
into it. He’d warned her twice. He’d given her the impression of
danger, though she didn’t know what or who it was.

Geirr shook his head and walked away from
Erienne. He needed to convince the jarl to let him keep her or she
could end up anywhere, with anyone other than himself. The thought
of losing her angered him though he couldn’t understand why. He
found his way to his shipmates and helped them open the treasure
boxes.

“Welcome!” the jarl announced as he took his
seat. The jarlkona, his queen, sat beside him. The king was an
older man with graying, long hair and a stout nose. He wore a dark
green tunic and woolen pants of the finest quality. The queen was a
dark-haired beauty who was much younger than her husband. Jewels
and gold hung from her ear lobes and around her neck. Her dress was
a deep purple which enhanced her beauty.

“My king,” Geirr said, standing beside his
men. “We have come back with treasure from the far away land. We
have lost some of our men to the great hall of Valhalla including
my brother, Steinn.”

Erienne’s head snapped up. She knew the name
Steinn.

“Your loss is a cause for honor,” the queen
said.

“Thank you, my queen.”

“Their departure is a reason for celebration.
They go to the gods! We will honor them with drink and song,” the
jarl said. “You have succeeded. You bring home much gold. And the
city has been sacked?”

“Yes, my jarl. It burned before us. We have
brought honor and vengeance for your sister’s death. We also
brought a slave,” Geirr added.

“Just one slave?”

“Yes.”

The jarl nodded thoughtfully. “What do you
want from this trip? You and your men may have any of the treasure
you wish, Geirr.”

“I want the slave. I need one to help tend my
house. As for my men, they may take of the treasure.”

The jarl agreed and the
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