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CHAPTER 1
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Ireland, May 1024

Thora Sveinsdottir jerked awake suddenly; her mind slow to follow.  She fought to free herself from the slowly receding violent nightmare to remember where she was.  Her heartbeat hammered in her ears and she struggled to pull in each ragged breath.  Her eyes scanned the murky darkness of the longhouse.  Instead of seeing the images of her nightmare—where the fires that engulfed the homes of her village burned bright against the blackness of that fateful night’s sky—she strained to make out the sleeping figures of the men, women, and children that inhabited this home.  In the meager light of the dying embers in the hearth, she slowed her breathing and calmed her runaway heartbeat as she listened to the sounds of the ones she loved sleeping peacefully.  Gradually, the echoing shrieks of terror and the screams of the dying faded from her ears.

She rolled onto her back and stared at the sliver of sky visible through the smoke hole in the ceiling.  From the pale tendrils of peach and dusky pinks peeking from the east, she knew dawn was coming, and with it another day of training.  Unable and unwilling to go back to sleep, Thora sat up and pushed back her woolen blankets and sheepskins.  Her fingers lingered on the top blanket as tears stung her eyes.  

“Aesa...”  She whispered as the image of her little sister asleep with her blonde head on their mother’s lap, wrapped in the blanket that now kept Thora warm each night played across her mind.  Thora swallowed hard against the lump in her throat and blinked away the tears.  She shook her head to clear away the ghosts of the past and wrapped herself in her anger to guard against the pain of her loss.

Thora climbed from the bench she slept on and skillfully threaded her long, sandy blonde tresses into a series of braids.  Then, she pulled on her loose fitting leather breeches, slipped her heavy woolen tunic over her linen undertunic, and fastened her belt and leather jerkin over her tunic without making a sound.  She slipped her sword through her belt and lovingly touched the hilt.  She reached for her axe and shield before quietly making her way to the door.  She cast a quick glance over her shoulder to make sure she had not disturbed anyone before she slipped through the door and out into the dimly lit morning.

The cool, damp late spring air brushed against her skin, sending a welcomed chill through her body as she made her way along the muddy path between houses to the area used for weapons practice.  She’d have the place to herself today because most of the men had gone on a hunt earlier that week.  It had rained enough during the night to turn the dirt of the well-used practice field into slick mud deep enough to cover the top of her leather boots.  She held her axe over her head with hands at opposite ends of the haft and stretched.  Her lungs expanded, taking in the clean, smoke free air.  She listened, and in the quietness of the early morning, she heard the sound of the river that ran along the south edge of the village.  She dropped her arms to her side and eyed the post across the yard.  With each step toward the post, she allowed her anger to flow freely.  

Her vision shifted as her anger took over.  She no longer saw the simple wooden post before her as her memories transported her back to that tragic night two years ago.  Instead, she saw the armed men running through her village in the dead of night, chasing after the villagers who ran for their lives.  The scent of the burning homes mixed with the metallic stench of blood and burning flesh, filling her nose until she choked on the awful smell.  She was no longer on the practice field.  In her mind, she was hiding under a wagon, helpless to do anything but watch in silent terror as a man viciously struck down her mother and sister from behind before they could reach the wagon.  Thora couldn’t see the face of the man who ran her mother and sister through with his sword no matter how hard she tried.  To move enough to see him would give away her position.  She laid flat on her belly, trying to make herself invisible.  She pressed her face closer to the ground, trying to drive away the smells of the attack with the grass and dirt beneath her.  She pressed her blood-covered hands to her ears, trying to block out the sounds of steel cleaving flesh and bone with a sickening relentlessness.  She squeezed her eyes tight, trying not to see the sight of men slaying women and children against the backdrop of their burning homes.  

Her father’s grief filled shrieks broke through Thora’s attempts to block out the sounds around her.  She opened her eyes in time to see her father rushing toward the man who had just killed his wife and daughter, sword drawn and eyes wide with rage.  Before her father could reach the object of his rage, another man stepped around the corner.  He stuck his foot out and tripped her father as he ran.  Thora watched, frozen with fear, as her father landed with a hard thud on his belly just feet away from her hiding spot.  He quickly turned himself over to his back, but before he could get up, the man that tripped him jammed his sword into her father’s neck.  As his lifeblood soaked into the dirt, his head slumped to the side.  Thora met her father’s gaze.  The corners of his mouth turned up ever so slightly, and he whispered her name with his dying breath.  Her heart shattered into a million pieces at the sound.

As the memory played, muscle memory from months spent training took over as she closed the distance and struck the post with a killing blow.  She then launched into a series of blows, alternating between striking with her axe and blocking with her shield.  With each blow, she saw the silhouettes of the men that killed her family.  As she yanked her axe from the upright, thick wooden beam, her memories receded and she smiled at her accuracy.  Had that been the men, they would be dead and in pieces.

“Another nightmare, eh?”  The deep gravelly voice startled Thora from the appraisal of her efforts.  Her back stiffened and she tightened her grip on the handle of her axe.  She squared her shoulders and turned to face the intruder.  She bit back a retort and forced a smile as she nodded curtly.

The burly man moved closer, placed a beefy hand on Thora’s shoulder, and sneered.  She suppressed the urge to shudder.  “They will pass.  You just have to stop dwelling on the past.”  His words lacked any trace of sincerity.

Thora rolled her shoulder and took a step back, dislodging his hand from its perch.  “How easy you make it sound, Garmund.”

In the pale light of dawn, he shrugged as a smile spread across his red, stringy bearded mouth.  How she longed to throttle that face.  As the jarl’s most trusted friend and warrior, to act on her urges would spell her death.  However, that didn’t stop her from dreaming about burying her axe in his chest.

He strolled over to the post and surveyed Thora’s handiwork.  “Not bad...for a woman.”  She bristled when the last of his words, said lower than the first, drifted to her ears.  “I will never understand why Odinkar ever allowed you to train with the men.  Shieldmaidens are useless anymore.  Why train women to fight when men do the job just fine?”

Thora stood silent, refusing to allow him to bait her into an argument.  He was not worth the ramifications that came with disrespecting the man the jarl held so close.  Garmund knew as well as Thora that Odinkar agreed to allow her to train because she was the only living relative of both her mother and father capable of seeking vengeance for their deaths, and she demanded the opportunity to carry out the task.  It may not have been easy to win the jarl’s approval to train, and she didn’t do it alone.  In the end, Odinkar found it difficult to deny his best warrior’s demand to let him train her.  Thanks to Bjorn’s efforts, Thora had been in training for eighteen months and was skilled enough to keep Bjorn on his toes.

Garmund’s gray eyes raked her over from head to toe and his lips turned into a sneer.  “As if a little thing such as you could ever do more than cook, sew, or give a man children.  There is no way a girl who has seen only nineteen winters can be as useful in battle as a man of the same age.”

Thora’s anger surged, but she said nothing.  She carefully schooled her expression into one of boredom while inwardly she imagined all the different ways she would love to lay this man open.  She couldn’t decide which way was her favorite.  It was a toss-up between cutting him open from his neck to his belly with her father’s sword, or separating his head from his shoulders with her axe.  She fingered the blade of her axe, testing the sharpness.  Her axe may be dull for a beheading after all the time spent training on the post, and it may require multiple strikes to get through the bone, but that was why that option tied as a favorite.  A smile tugged at her lips as she envisioned him lying lifeless in a pool of his own blood.

“What?”  He cocked his head sideways as he eyed her.  His reddish brown hair barely moving because of all the grease.  Thora couldn’t help but wonder when the last time was that the man bathed.

Thora shook her head.  “What do you want?”  If only he would leave her to continue her training in peace.

“Training.”  He waved his thick hand around to the posts.  “I am supposed to see how your training is progressing and teach you some things.  As usual.”

Thora glanced around at the still sleeping village, hoping to see others nearby.  She normally trained with Bjorn, her father’s friend, and a small handful of some of the other warriors, but never with Garmund.  In the year and a half she had been training with the men, Garmund only ever interacted with her when he wanted to test her training—not to help with her training.  Those tests always ended with Thora beaten and bruised because she kept to the rules of training even when Garmund didn’t.  As much as she wanted to defend herself properly and best him, she couldn’t do anything that would harm Garmund, or else she’d answer to Odinkar.  She eyed him warily as her stomach churned.  

“Why now?”  She asked, hoping someone would come along and divert Garmund’s attention.  

Something sinister flickered in his eyes before he quickly masked it.  Thora’s brows drew together.  

“The jarl wants to make sure he didn’t waste the men’s time in training you.  You know that.  Why do you have to ask the same questions each time?”  He stepped around, forcing Thora to turn to follow him if she wanted to keep him in her sight.  “Quit stalling.”

“Odinkar was out here watching me train two days ago and showed no concern then.”  She gripped her axe handle tighter and glanced around the village one last time.  No one was coming to her aid.  Funny how Garmund always timed his tests to when no one was around to witness or intervene.  She brought her shield up to her torso.  Her muscles coiled as each of her senses sharpened.  When he sprang at her, sword drawn, she was ready and quickly deflected the blade with her shield.  Before he could come at her again, she struck him in the chest with the flat side of her axe, careful to keep the sharp edge turned away from his body.  

His eyes widened as he straightened.  “Not bad.”  He muttered as he adjusted the iron sword in his grasp.  

She kept her eyes fixed on his as he circled her, slowly at first.  He took two quick steps to the left before lunging a step to the right.  He moved swiftly for his hulking size, but not fast enough to get around Thora.  She raised her axe and slapped him on the side, again careful to keep the blade from hitting him.

He ran a hand through his beard as he nodded.  “Good.  You seem well trained in anticipating an opponent’s moves.  I wonder how you would do when attacking an opponent.”  He held up a hand and gestured for her to come at him.

Thora shifted her weight and squared her shoulders.  She studied his every move, but never took her eyes from his.  She noted how he left his right side open because he kept his sword raised and away from his body.  It was a risky attack, but one he wasn’t likely to expect.  She took a few steps to the side, making him turn in order to keep her in front of him.  When he went to move his foot, she saw her opening and took it.  She lunged forward, planting the side of her axe head against his ribs while raising her shield to block the sword thrust.

His face turned red and he sputtered with anger.  “I’ll not be bested by a woman!”  He roared as he raised his sword over his head and brought it down in a crushing blow against her shield.  He was no longer holding back as he stepped and swung with precision, forcing Thora onto the defensive to prevent any of his attacks from landing.  She backed away as he reached back for another hard blow and when his sword connected to her shield, the force of the blow knocked her on her backside and sent a shock wave of sharp pain through her forearm.  She gasped as her shield fell out of her now weakened grip, and she was unable to pick it up before he advanced on her again.  

She scrambled backwards, slipping in the mud as she tried to stand, her heart pounded in her chest and her breath labored.  His attacks were calculated, forceful, and fast.  She needed to find a weakness if she had any hope of ending this.  Not that she was free to fight back on the same level as he was attacking her.  Odinkar would have her head if she broke the rules of training, even when Garmund had.  The injustice of the situation grated on her nerves, but she was powerless to do anything about it.  When Garmund gripped his sword with two hands and raised it over his head in preparation for another blow, she saw her chance.  She launched herself from her seated position on the ground and into his midsection.  His wind left him in a rush, leaving him stunned.  She swung her axe, intending to hit him in the face, but he brought his sword up to block the attack.  As he wound his sword around and down to remove the axe from her grip, she fought to keep hold.  She tried to free her axe, but before she could, he brought the elbow of his other arm up and connected with her nose.  Pain erupted in her nose and radiated throughout her face as she fell to the ground.  When she was down, he planted a booted foot hard into her ribs before walking away.  Pain exploded and burned like fire in her side.  The kick forced the air from her lungs and the pain in her side made it difficult to suck it back in.  She stayed on her back, head slightly turned, as she watched him leave.  She concentrated on the flow of warm blood that trailed from her nose and along her cheek until it dripped off just in front of her ear, unsure of what just happened.
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CHAPTER 2
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Thora rolled over onto her side after what seemed like hours, though only minutes had passed.  Thick mud clung to her from head to toe; its coolness seeped into her bones.  Tears burned in her eyes as thoughts chased themselves through her mind.  Was she going to have to suffer this fate until one of them died?  How could she end the next go round without suffering injuries?  She sighed.  The truth was she couldn’t avoid injury.  Garmund would keep coming until he hurt her, because that was his intention.  Each time she put up less of a fight, and she realized now it was in an attempt to get it over with quicker.  

She tried to ignore the pain in her face, ribs, and hand as she pushed herself into a sitting position with her left hand, but it was too weak.  She pulled her knees to her chest and eased herself over onto them as she reached for her axe.  From her hands and knees, she was able to slowly make it into a standing position, but the pain of her nose made her dizzy.  Using her axe to help steady herself until the dizziness subsided, Thora stood in the center of the practice field alone.  She gingerly probed her nose and winced.  She didn’t think it was broken, but she couldn’t be sure.  She flexed her fingers on her left hand, bent her wrist, and then bent her elbow.  Sore and weak, but still movable.  Probably not broken.

She scanned the houses that lined the path.  The sun had not yet broken the horizon, but it was up enough to illuminate the village in a pinkish glow.  The simple wooden longhouses looked to be sleeping, just as the inhabitants were.  No one saw what happened between her and Garmund, but there would be questions.  She pulled the bottom of her tunic up and wiped her face.  Blood.  And lots of it.  What a sight she must have been.  She bent down to retrieve her shield and waited for the dizziness to pass once she righted herself.  She took a couple of stumbling steps before she was able to put one foot in front of the other without issue and made her way to the river.  She left the practice field and crossed through the center of the village, hoping no one was awake to see her.  She breathed a sigh of relief when she slipped into the forest without notice.

Just a few more steps and she could wash away the mud and blood before anyone saw her.  Her cheeks burned with each step as the realization set in that she’d have bruising to explain.  Usually, Garmund kept his beatings to areas covered by clothing.  She followed the small path through the forest, grateful as each step brought her closer to the cool water.

She hesitated when she saw Bjorn bathing in the river.  He couldn’t see her in this state.  She stepped back and decided to go further down the river to clean herself up.  She may not be able to hide forever, but no one had to see her covered in her own blood either.  

She knelt by the water’s edge and splashed water onto her face.  The cool water eased the ache of her nose as it washed away the sticky, partially dried blood on her face.  She leaned forward, took a breath, and held it as she plunged her face into the slow moving river.  She held her face underwater until her lungs burned, grateful for the relief the chilly water provided.

“Why not just go in?”  Bjorn laughed behind her.  Thora jerked her face out of the water, more annoyed at him for laughing than for startling her.  

“Why are you sneaking around in the woods?”  She pushed herself up and turned to face him, hands on her hips.

His eyes widened and his smile faded.  “What happened?”  Concern settled across his facial features as his dark blue eyes skimmed over her face and came to rest on her nose.

“Garmund wanted to test me in the practice field.”  She shrugged, hoping to seem nonchalant.  Being the only woman in training, she refused to complain about unfair treatment.  She needed to prove she could handle whatever was thrown at her, and keeping information about Garmund’s attacks to a minimum was how she did that.

Bjorn, already a tall and broad man, grew to a towering height before her eyes.  His hands balled into fists and the muscles along his chiseled jaw jumped as he clenched his teeth.  “Why?”  There was a seething anger in that single word that made the hair on the back of Thora’s neck stand on edge.  Having been her father’s lifelong friend, Bjorn had always been a fixture in her life.  He and her father were as close as brothers, and he treated Thora and Aesa as nieces.  He played with her and her younger sister, Aesa, or sat by the fire entertaining them with stories of his youth that often involved tales her father would rather he not tell.  When her family was killed, Bjorn took her into his home, made her a part of his family, and had looked out for her interests ever since.  When the jarl tried to deny her ownership of her father’s sword, Bjorn stepped in, claimed the sword, and then gave it to her.  When she demanded to be trained for fighting, Bjorn stood beside her and helped to convince the jarl to agree.  When she had permission, Bjorn worked with her daily, pushing her to her limits and beyond.  Standing there, in the face of his anger that came from the depths of his feelings for her, Thora couldn’t continue keeping things from him.

Thora shrugged.  There was no point in lying or minimizing.  Not to the man who was the closest thing to a father she had.  “I don’t think it was a test.  I think he just wanted to attack me.”

“I will kill him!”  Bjorn thundered, scaring birds into flight from the green canopy of the trees above. 

“No, he is my problem, Bjorn.  You have taught me well.  He won only because I was caught off guard at his sudden aggression.  It won’t happen again.”  She hissed through clenched teeth.  

Some of the fight went out of him.  He raked a hand through his shaggy blond hair and his lips twisted into something that would have been a smile had it not been for his lingering anger.  “How are you?”

Thora started to answer, but was stopped when a scream tore through the quiet morning.  The first scream was followed by another, and then another until it reached a deafening cacophony.  Bjorn’s hand went to his side in an unconscious check for his sword.

“Stay here, Thora.”  He disappeared into the thick underbrush.

Alone with the sounds of horror filled screams flooding through the forest, Thora could not stay where she was.  She recognized the all too familiar sound of a village caught unprepared by an attack.  She’d never forget that sound.  How could she just stand there as everyone she loved fought for their lives?  The image of Skathi’s kind face twisted in fear knotted Thora’s gut.  Bjorn’s wife had accepted her as readily as Bjorn had when her parents died, and was the closest thing Thora had to a mother.

“Not again...”  This time, she had no intention of hiding as her loved ones were slaughtered.  This time, she’d made no promises to her mother to seek shelter and remain safe that tied her hands last time.  She breathed as she grabbed her shield and forced it onto her weakened arm.  She ignored the pain as she tested her arm’s movement.  Slow and jerky, but it would have to do.  She pulled her axe from its place on her belt and ran through the underbrush Bjorn disappeared through moments before.  When she reached the clearing of her village, the sight before her stopped her in her tracks.  What was a peaceful, sleepy village moments ago was now a churning mass of violence and devastation.  Irishmen moved along the paths by the longhouses, going into each house and slaughtering the villagers inside.  Within minutes, the men of the village who hadn’t gone on the hunt rallied and began to fight against the invaders.  

She blinked as she tried to make sense of the scene before her.  Why would the Irish attack them?  Didn’t Odinkar broker a peace with them after the last attack nearly two years ago?  

Her heart hammered against the fear that threatened to root her feet into place.  She watched helplessly as the Irish invaders grossly outnumbered the village’s fighting men.  Across the center of the village, Bjorn and his son, Eilaf, fought side by side against three attackers.  Eilaf, at nineteen years old, was a less mature image of his father.  Already tall with the same blond, shaggy hair as his father, Eilaf only needed to fill out a bit more to equal his father’s hulking size enough to where it would be difficult to tell them apart from afar.  When one of the attackers struck Eilaf in the gut as another moved behind him, Thora bolted into action.  She flew from the edge of the forest to the center of the village in seconds, axe at the ready.  She caught the attacker who had moved behind Eilaf off guard when she sunk her axe into his neck from behind, and the distraction of her entering the fray gave Eilaf and Bjorn the advantage over the stunned attackers.  Bjorn made short work of the man in front of him, as Eilaf finished off the third man.

“Thora, I told you to stay by the river!”  Bjorn’s eyes bored into her as they crept along the path, looking for more Irish.

“I couldn’t stand by and do nothing while this happened again.”  Thora axed a warrior caught unaware by her appearance after coming around the corner of a longhouse.  She was surprised at how easy it was to kill a man.  She was also surprised by how sharpened all of her senses were now that she was in the middle of a real battle and her fear had melted away.  She heard everything going on around her, but rather than all of the sounds overwhelming her, she could focus on what she needed to hear and ignore the rest.  The smell of blood and sweat of those around her filled the air so strongly that she could taste the metallic saltiness.  Everything around her moved in slow motion, giving her time to adjust her movements accordingly.  Her body hummed, every muscle drawn tight and ready to fight the next fight.  

Bjorn grunted in response.  A corner of her lip turned up with his resigned expression.  

“This is what you have been training me for, no?”  

There was no time for Bjorn to answer.  The three of them turned a corner on the main path through the village and came upon a large group of men, heavy in the midst of battle.

Before Thora could assess the situation and figure out what to do, a short man, knocked off balance from his opponent’s blow, slammed into her.  The unexpected contact and sheer force of the man’s fall sent Thora crashing into the side of a longhouse.  She raised her left hand to catch herself, using her shield as a buffer between her and the longhouse.  A yelp escaped her lips as her arm, refusing to support her weight, gave way and she landed against the side of the house face first.  She slid down along the side of the house’s rough lumber exterior, dazed.  

By the time the din of the skirmish penetrated through her pain filled haze, Eilaf was on the ground, a spear jutting from his chest, looking at her with sightless eyes.  Her heart twisted in her chest.  “No!”  Tears threatened to spill over her eyelids.  Eilaf had been as close as a brother to her.  She closed her eyes tight, refusing to give into the tears now.  She shook her head to clear the lingering image of Eilaf’s body.  He fought bravely, and Bjorn would be proud.  The Valkyries would carry him to Valhalla.  When she opened her eyes, she searched for Bjorn.  He was easy to spot.

Bjorn stood a full head and shoulders over the enemy, and his towering rage born from his grief made him appear all the more larger.  He swung his sword with precision, cutting down whatever unfortunate opponent was in his path.  The pain of his loss reached Thora and set her into motion.  She had to get back into the fray.  She pushed herself up, wiped away the fresh flow of blood from her nose, and tried to readjust her shield.  Her arm was too weak to hold the heavy wooden shield.  She had no choice but to let it fall to the ground.  She considered wielding her sword in that hand for all of a second when she realized her arm was in no shape to do it.  She spun the axe handle around in her grip, comforted by the weight of the hardwood haft and iron axe head.  She tightened her grip, drawing strength from the intricate pattern of knots and runes Bjorn had carved into the handle.  He made this weapon specifically for her to use well, and she did not intend to let him down now.

She rushed into the middle of the skirmish, leading with her axe as she chopped and slashed her way to Bjorn’s side.  There had to be more than twenty men surrounding the small group of them.  Thora could not tell which villagers were fighting through the tangle of bodies and frequent flashes of metal.  

“Thora, this is no place for you.  I’ve already lost my son.  You must get out of here!”  Bjorn’s rage gave way to panic at the sight of her.

Thora shook her head as she dodged to avoid a sword thrust.  “I will do whatever it takes to fight for our village!”  Thora countered the sword thrust by cleaving her opponent’s collarbone.  The man yowled and fell to the ground before her.  Thora yanked on her axe to pull it from her opponent’s bone, but it would not budge.  Bjorn weaved out of the way of his opponent, grabbed Thora’s handle, placed a foot on the dead man’s chest, and pulled the axe free in one fluid motion before running his sword through another attacker’s gut.  She would have to remember that trick the next time her axe was stuck.

She moved on to the next closest enemy, who was busy fighting with Beri, the village blacksmith.  Beri was a beast of a man nearly always covered in soot from working at his forge and he made Bjorn look small.  He wielded both a sword and a shorter blade with deadly proficiency.  If not for the three warriors trying to kill him at once, he would have no need for assistance from anyone.  Thora sunk her axe into the back of one of Beri’s attackers.  Her stomach turned at the sound and feel of his ribs cracking and giving way under her axe.  Beri lifted his chin in thanks.  When two more warriors moved in to take his place, Thora pushed aside her nausea and fought with desperation as the odds of winning dissipated.  

She did not know how many men she killed or injured, nor how long she had been fighting.  The Irish seemed to keep coming, no matter how many her small group of warriors knocked down.  Thora’s body tired from the exertion of swinging her axe while trying to defend her left side.  Her muscles cramped and protested each of her movements.  

Out of the corner of her eye, she saw Beri fall with a grunt.  Her body pushed aside its fatigue and rallied for another push as a new wave of desperation set in.  Dying in battle was an honorable way to go, but she wasn’t ready.  She had to find the men that killed her family.  She fought with fury and desperation, trying to clear away the Irish as quickly as they came.  Where was Bjorn?  Had he fallen too?  She bit her lip as she pushed aside the thought.

A searing pain tore through her right side and her axe fell to the ground.  She twisted her head around to find the source of the pain and saw a spear.  She followed the shaft and met the sneering icy blue gaze of an Irishman.  The man made Bjorn appear small by comparison.  She tried to step forward to remove the spear, but her foot slipped in the blood soaked mud.  She fell to one knee, catching herself clumsily with her weakened hand.  Before she could push herself back up, he leaned forward, driving the spear deeper into her side.  The force of his thrust pushed her flat on the ground.  He withdrew his spear with a quick jerking motion that sent a shock through Thora’s body, and then blackness overtook her.
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CHAPTER 3
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A steady drizzle began to fall as the sounds of metal clanging and screams of fear and terror faded, leaving only the muffled moans and groans of the injured and dying.  Galinn surveyed the results of the attack.  Bodies spread across the ground in twisted poses told of their violent manner of death.  The dark brown mud took on a deep reddish hue from the blood that they spilled that day.  He chose dawn for the attack because everyone in the village would be sound asleep, and therefore unable to rise to fight fast enough to repel Galinn’s forces.  While he was right about mostly everyone being asleep, he underestimated their ability to rise to fight.  

One of his men called to him from across the town center.  He scanned the open area between buildings, noting how the four windowless longhouses made up the border of the large clearing.  His men swept the buildings for any inhabitants.  Trian moved across the clearing with purpose toward him.  

“How many?”  Galinn sighed at the tall, stocky man, whose jaw held a grim set.

“Thirty five of ours and fifty of the Norsemen.”

Galinn balled his fingers into fists until they ached.  Thirty-five was more than a third of the total number of men he brought to fight.  He’d expected some losses, but not nearly that many.  He nodded curtly.

“Some of them escaped into the woods.  Should we go after them?”  Trian asked, nodding his dark haired head toward the forest.

Galinn shook his head.  “No need.  They’re just women and children.  We’ll take whatever survivors are here who look as if they could fight.  Leave the women and children.  With their men either dead or captured, there’s little concern for retaliation, but we want the strong ones to prevent the possibility.  And for questioning.”  He glanced around the town center once more and saw only his own men.  “I think we’ve succeeded in scattering the Norsemen.  If any of the badly injured are alive, kill them.”

Trian nodded before walking off to give the order to the rest of the men.  

Galinn stepped over a body when movement by the edge of the town center caught his eye.  He skillfully made his way across the small clearing, careful to avoid bodies and the slick mud.  The blood and mud covered man rolled onto his side with a deep groan, trying to get up.  Galinn stepped in front of the man, placed his boot on his shoulder, and shoved him over onto his back.  “Don’t get up, Norseman or I’ll kill you,” he ground out between clenched teeth, hoping the man made a move.  He stayed his hand on the hilt of his sword, wrestling with the urge to kill the man before him anyway.  His hatred for these people clashed with his morality.  He wasn’t the kind of man that killed incapacitated opponents after the battle ended.  During battle?  Sure.  But not after, unless they were seriously injured.  Still, these were Norsemen.  Was his sense of morality misguided where they were concerned?

The Norseman gave up his attempts to stand.  

“Good.”  Galinn straightened and surveyed the bodies around him, looking for signs of life.  Across the town center, a small movement drew his attention.  He closed the distance between him and the moving muddy heap.  As he got closer, he deciphered the form of a small man lying in the thick mud, but Galinn couldn’t make out if it was one of his men or not.  He bent down and wiped the mud from the man’s barely conscious face.

“Let’s have a look at you,” he mumbled as he continued wiping away mud from the man’s closed eyes.

Slowly, the lids opened and revealed blue eyes still dazed.  As the man focused on Galinn, his gaze changed from uncertain to icy in a matter of seconds.  That told Galinn all he needed to know.

“You’re not one of mine,” he spat as he stood up.  “Well, not one of my men, at least.  You are one of my captives now.”  Galinn turned away from the man, resuming his search for anyone else.  A chorus of shouts rose up from behind the house to his right.  Galinn chose his footing carefully as he made his way toward the sound.  As he rounded the corner of the house, three of his men held a mountain of a man—at
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