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      “Take a Norse God, a beautiful heroine and add a dash of time travel, and you have the makings of a great novel by Sandra Hill…A sweeping dramatic tale of timeless love.” —The Literary Times

      

      “Only the mind of Sandra Hill could dream up this hilarious and wacky scenario. The Vikings are on the loose once again, and they’re wreaking sexy and sensual fun.” —RT Bookclub Reviews

      

      “Few authors can fuse erotica and drop-dead humor like Hill.” —Publishers Weekly

      

      “Zany scenario and over-the-top humor…engaging characters to care about, passion, love, and a happily ever after. Don’t miss it!” —Romance Reviews Today

      

      “…sometimes I was even laughing out loud, but of course that is what I expect when reading a Sandra Hill story…a wonderful book that successfully mixes romance, adventure, and humor.” —FreshFiction.com

      

      “A well-told story, funny and heartwarming. Ms. Hill has created characters who will stay with you long after you close the book. This is a time travel that shouldn’t be missed.” —The Paperback Forum

      

      “Sandra Hill has truly captured the lifestyle and language of medieval times. The story allows the reader to immerse herself in the spirit of the day. Her prose eloquently develops the fragile relationship between two people who have given up all hope of love…This enchanting work is worth reading again and again.” —I’ll Take Romance Magazine

      

      “Trademark Sandra Hill is filled with lots of humor, some of it laugh-out-loud fun. She has that magical touch when it comes to creating heroes who are warriors but have a vulnerability that appeals to readers.” —RT Book Reviews
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        This novel is dedicated to book lovers everywhere.

        In an age of computers, eReaders, iPods, high-tech video games, Blackberrys, GPS devices, and smart phones that can do everything except bake bread (and maybe that is coming soon), the gurus would have you believe that books are going out of style, that one day they will be relics of the past.

      

        

      
        Bah! Humbug!

      

        

      
        That’s nothing against eBooks or even reading books online, but is that anything like having an actual book in hand? Curled up in bed, in the tub, in front of a fireplace? The joy of opening to that first page? The excitement of staying up all night because you couldn’t put the book down?

      

        

      
        My best friend, who is a firm devotee of ebooks, says I am a dinosaur. She enjoys reading from her Kindle no matter if she is in the doctor’s waiting room or in bed. I suspect I will be converted soon, too.

      

        

      
        So, I applaud all the modern technology and am thankful that my books are in those formats, as well as print. God bless books and the people who read them!
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        Testosterone made her do it...

      

      

      She had no one to blame but herself.

      Joy Nelson, a seemingly intelligent woman with a master’s degree in psychology, about to start a doctorate program at Yale, had made some dumb choices in her life, mostly because she had spent way too much of her twenty-six years competing with her three older brothers or doing incredibly stupid things after being egged on by the Three Muska-dopes, as she’d called them.

      But this one beat the cake.

      And it broke her heart thinking about why she’d done it.

      Here she was in mud up to her eyeballs on San Clemente Island, one grueling year into her training program to become a female Navy SEAL. And doesn’t that fall into the category of “What was I thinking?”

      It all began when she was about twelve years old and well on her way to her eventual five foot ten, towering over all her classmates. What girl in the throes of puberty wants to have boys looking up at her, making tall jokes? Not to mention three older jock brothers, Matt, Jerry, and Tom, who were not shy about their observations, even after they had gone on to be an Air Force pilot, Wall Street hotshot broker, and NFL football player, respectively.

      Also, it hadn’t helped that she had curly red hair. Bright curly red hair. Think Orphan Annie but not so cute.

      “I dare you” had been a common refrain around their house. And “I double-dog dare you” had been the worst challenge of all to a little girl trying to keep up with three young Rambos.

      “I dare you to climb that tree,” her oldest brother Matt had challenged her. “The one outside the principal’s office.”

      The jerks had even taken pictures of that incident, and loved to bring them out on the most embarrassing occasions. Her hanging from the limb, Barbie underpants exposed, with Mr. Clemmons yelling up at her.

      “I dare you to try this hair toner,” Jerry had suggested one day. “My girlfriend says it will give you gold highlights.”

      Her hair had turned green. There were photos of that disaster, too.

      “If you want to lose your butt.” Tom had suggested. Who knew I even had a butt then? “…why not try competitive weight lifting...you know, body building? I double-dog dare you.”

      She did, and in the process gained some manly shoulders and lost most of her breasts. No kidding! No boobs. Luckily the boobs came back once she quit body building. But she still had a butt.

      They were still laughing over that one.

      Well, two of them were.

      While her brothers had excelled in sports from elementary school through college, she’d felt compelled to do the same. Therefore, she’d been an all-American tennis player, softball pitcher, basketball forward, and marathon runner. For every trophy they won, she earned two. She didn’t have to be a psychologist to understand the subliminal dynamics that had been going on there.

      Despite all the teasing and competition, they had been the best brothers in the world. In fact, they pretty much raised her, even before their dad, an Army lifer, died when she was eighteen. Their mother had passed years earlier of cancer when Joy had been only eight.

      Matt especially had been her anchor, filling in when their father had been away on duty billets around the world. Matt had been the one who’d explained menstruation to her and purchased her first pads. He’d been the one whose shoulder she cried on after being dumped by her first boyfriend. He’d been the one who told her about birth control and warned her about fast boys and their smooth lines—from experience, no doubt. He was the one she called first with good news or bad.

      But she was getting ahead of herself.

      Fast forward to her twenty-fifth year, and the day that changed her life forever. And, yes, it was related to her brothers.
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        O, brother, where art thou...?

      

      

      Joy was an intern at the Meadows, a psychiatric clinic in rural Pennsylvania, about to finish up her last group therapy session of the day. With her master’s thesis completed and approved at nearby Penn State, she would be moving to New Haven in two weeks for doctoral studies at Yale.

      The group today was one labeled Self-Esteem: Only You Can Determine Your Worth. Although the facility included adults and children as young as five, on both an inpatient and outpatient basis, those here today were all young teenagers...three girls and one boy.

      “So, Cindy, tell us how you’ve done this week.”

      Cindy, a fifteen-year-old recovering anorexic, replied, “I gained two pounds.”

      “Well, that’s good news.” Joy applauded, encouraging the others to follow suit. “But you don’t appear happy.”

      “I’m getting fat.” Cindy sank down into her folding chair as only a teenager could and pressed out her lower lip, sulkily.

      If only she could see herself as others did. Little more than a skeleton.

      “What’s your total weight, honey?”

      Cindy’s gaunt face bloomed pink. Reluctantly, she revealed, “Ninety-eight pounds.” When she’d been admitted two months ago, she’d been dying at an alarming eighty pounds.

      “You know you can’t be discharged until you’re up to a hundred and ten? You’re five foot seven, for goodness’ sake. Even at that weight, you’ll still be slim.”

      “I’ll look like a pig,” she disagreed.

      “Remember my promise. If you get up to one hundred and two before I leave in two weeks, I’ll bring a makeup consultant in here to show you just how beautiful you are. I’ve seen her case of samples. Wow!”

      Cindy’s face brightened. Was there ever a teenage girl who didn’t love makeup?

      “I think you look good,” Andy Barlow said from Cindy’s other side. They were sitting in a small circle in her office.

      Cindy flashed him a glare of disgust.

      Which of course embarrassed Andy, who was one screwed-up sixteen-year-old. The product of sexual and physical abuse from a young age, he was addicted to cocaine and into tattoos, which covered most of his body.

      “Cindy! You know better than that,” Joy chided.

      “I’m sorry,” Cindy told Andy.

      But, of course, the damage was done. Andy got up abruptly, knocking over his chair, and rushed from the room.

      “I’m sorry,” Cindy repeated to the rest of them, tears brimming in her eyes.

      Joy brought the other two girls into the discussion then. Alicia, a high school sophomore who continued to blame herself for being gang-raped at a party, and Larise, who was failing academically in senior high, despite having a very high IQ, no doubt due to some undisclosed home issues. She’d been caught cutting herself on more than one occasion.

      Joy was concluding the counseling session when she glanced up and saw two of her brothers standing in the doorway.

      “Jerry? Tom? What’s up? You told me you couldn’t make it for graduation.”

      After the girls left the room, giggling at the sight of the good-looking visitors, they came in, shutting the door behind them, each giving her a big hug and a kiss.

      She smiled, not having seen them in person for months.

      Her brothers did not smile back.

      “What? What’s happened?” Fear suddenly riddled her body. Light-headed, she leaned against a chair. “It’s Matt, isn’t it?”

      Jerry nodded and tried to take her hand.

      She shoved the hand away.

      “Tell me. Is he dead?” Oh, God! Please don’t let him be dead.

      “No,” Tom said. “He’s not dead.”

      But he said it in a way that was not hopeful.

      A sob escaped her throat before she even knew the details. She knew, she just knew it was going to be bad.

      “His plane was shot down over Afghanistan. Chuck Wiley, his copilot, died on impact. Matt was taken prisoner. He...” Jerry’s voice broke, and his hazel eyes misted over with tears. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d seen any of her brothers cry.

      Tom was in just as bad shape, she soon realized.

      “And?”

      “The pictures...Al-Qaeda has him, and Al Jazeera is showing pictures. Oh, honey, they’re bad.” Jerry opened his arms, and she went into them.

      She didn’t ask for details. Her imagination was providing enough.

      “They want us in D.C. in case there’s news,” Tom told her a short time later. “We already went to your apartment and packed a bag for you.”

      Later that night, they got the news. Captain Matthew Nelson was dead.

      Joy, screaming hysterically, was immediately given a sedative that knocked her out. Just before she surrendered to unconsciousness, she wondered how she was ever going to face a world without her big brother. How?

      In the middle of the night, she awakened, disoriented. She was in one of the two bedrooms in their hotel suite. Her brothers must be asleep, finally. She’d heard conversations and doors opening and closing for hours as she’d awakened, then went back to sleep, over and over throughout the day and evening.

      Groggily, she made her way to the bathroom where she rinsed out her mouth and took two Tylenol. Slowly, she walked into the living room, which was empty.

      As if drawn by a magnet, she made her way to a laptop sitting on the coffee table. Logging on, she came to a news page. And there it was, an announcement of Matt’s death. A team of Navy SEALs had apparently gone in to rescue him, but they’d been too late.

      The picture she saw broke her heart. Amidst a handful of armed men, crouched in a firing position...Navy SEALs, she assumed...was one particular SEAL carrying her brother. He wore a BDU uniform, and his face was cammied up, but through the black paint could be seen a single tear track stemming from haunted, dark blue eyes.

      She would never forget that poignant image.

      And it would change her life forever.
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        I double-dog dare you...

      

      

      For the next two months, Joy succumbed to a mind-numbing grief. Giving up her slot at Yale. Rarely leaving her bed before noon. Becoming obsessed with the picture of the Navy SEAL carrying her brother. Playing Matt’s old country music CDs. And she didn’t even like country music.

      As a psychologist, she recognized all the signals. The grieving process was taking over her life. Academically, she was well-acquainted with all the counseling steps necessary for her to begin healing, but emotionally, she was still not ready. Her brothers were probably just as grief-stricken, but they were back to work and managing to handle the stress. At least on the outside.

      “What are you two doing here...again?” she asked when there was a knock on the door late one night.

      “We’re here to intervene...I mean, we’re gonna do an intervention,” Tom said.

      “Whew!” She waved a hand in front of her face. “Just how much booze did you consume before coming up with this lame idea?”

      “It’s a kick-ass idea,” Jerry disagreed, blowing an equal waft of liquor breath her way.

      Turned out their goofball version of an intervention involved Vodka Stingers, photo albums, and Matt’s hokey collection of country music CDs, which they’d also been playing, apparently.

      “I want to meet him,” she told her brothers finally.

      “Who?” Jerry slurred.

      “That SEAL,” she replied, taking out a computer printout of the TV photo.

      Toby Keith was belting out “How Do You Like Me Now?” while Jerry and Tom studied the picture.

      “Remember how Matt used to sing along with that song?” Tom reminded them.

      “That, and ‘Save a Horse, Ride a Cowboy,’” Jerry added.

      “Yoo-hoo! Earth to bozos,” Joy said, waving the picture in front of her brothers. “I want to meet him.”

      “I don’t know, squirt,” Jerry said. That’s what her brothers had always called her. Some oxymoron! “The SEALs don’t like any publicity.”

      She shrugged. “I need to ask him some questions...and to thank him.”

      “It’s not necessary. He was already given some medal,” Jerry said.

      “I don’t care. You want me to straighten out? Fine. Set up a meeting so I can meet the guy, dammit.” She turned to Tom. “You know people who know people, Mr. Important Football Player. You can do it. I dare you.”

      Tom said something Important Football Players should not, a clear sign to Joy that she had won this challenge.
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        Anchors aweigh, my dear, or some such nonsense...

      

      

      One week later, she, Jerry, and Tom were sitting in Commander MacLean’s office at NSW, the Naval Special Warfare training command center in Coronado, California. Apparently, some high muckety-muck in the Navy was a football fan, and Tom was one of his favorite players. The admiral had pulled some strings.

      “This is highly irregular,” the commander was continuing to argue, even after he’d sent for Lieutenant Luke Avenil, better known as Slick. Joy had learned on one of her Internet searches that all of the SEALs had nicknames, some more colorful than others, like Whiz, Shark, Easy, or Spider. “SEALs operate as teams,” the commander continued to complain. “No individual is responsible for the success or failure of a mission.”

      “I know that. It’s just that I need to put a face and a voice to my brother’s rescuer,” she started to explain.

      “With all due respect, ma’am, there was no rescue, just a recovery.”

      She bristled. “His body wasn’t left behind. As far as I’m concerned, that’s a rescue. In any case, as I was saying, I need to meet the man who carried my brother out of that hellhole. It will give me some closure.”

      “No offense, Ms. Nelson, but giving civilians closure, or any other psychobabble, is not my responsibility.”

      There was a sharp rap on the door.

      “Enter,” the commander snapped.

      In came a good-looking, dark-haired man in his mid-thirties, wearing a uniform and heavy lace-up boots, his Navy SEAL trident pin, known as a Budweiser, gleaming on his shirt, along with a bunch of stripes and badges that probably had some significance. His dark hair was cut military short in a style known as a high and tight, and he was very buff. He stood at attention until “At ease!” was barked out by his superior officer.

      “Lieutenant Avenil, these folks have asked to meet with you. Jerry and Tom Nelson, and their sister, Joy Nelson,” the commander said.

      Lieutenant Avenil shook hands with her brothers, his eyes flickering for a second at seeing the famous Tom Nelson. While they were standing, she remained seated in front of the desk.

      “The young man you rescued in Afghanistan was their brother.”

      Lieutenant Avenil’s eyes connected with hers. The same haunted, dark blue eyes she recognized from the picture. She couldn’t help herself. She rose, walked over, and hugged him, whispering against his ear, “Thank you.”

      She could tell by the stiffness of his body, as well as his flushed face, that her gratitude embarrassed him. But then his arms wrapped around her waist, his hands giving a quick, soothing caress of her back, as if to show he understood.

      “It’s my job,” Lieutenant Avenil said.

      After that, the commander excused himself and allowed them time to visit more casually. They all sat down, and the men pulled their chairs closer to her.

      He told them everything about the mission, from the moment they were called up, which he referred to as “boots off the ground,” and on their way to the “insertion point” in the Middle East. They “put down” a half-dozen “tangos” to get into the stronghold—tango was the Navy SEAL term for terrorist, she learned—but her brother had been dead on their arrival. Lieutenant Avenil was able to tell them that Matt had been clutching a cross on a gold chain.

      Joy choked up again. She’d given him that as a gift last Christmas.

      Before they left, she asked Lieutenant Avenil, “Why do you do this?”

      He seemed taken aback by her question, but then he replied, “There are a lot of bad people in the world, and if I can eliminate even one of them, then I’ve made a difference.”

      “A lot of men signed up after 9/11, didn’t they?” Jerry remarked.

      Lieutenant Avenil nodded. “There were SEALs before 9/11, of course, but the need is greater today because...”

      “...because terrorism is growing,” Tom finished for him.

      “Big-time,” Lieutenant Avenil agreed.

      “I wish there was something I could do to make up for Matt’s life.” She laughed, then kidded, “Too bad the SEALs don’t take women.”

      “The SEALs don’t, but the WEALS do,” Commander MacLean inserted as he reentered the office, then went on to explain that Women on Earth, Air, Land, and Sea was a female version of SEALs. “There have always been female military attached to the SEAL teams, but now they work with SEALs as equal partners.”

      “I don’t know...female SEALs?” Jerry said.

      She punched him in the arm. Jerry enjoyed goading her feminist leanings, and he had old-fashioned protective emotions about the “fairer sex.”

      “For a long time, the military, all branches, resisted having women soldiers. A lot of them still do. Myself included,” Commander MacLean admitted. “Researchers tell us that a woman of twenty has the lung power of a man of fifty. And they’re not as strong, generally speaking. But mostly it’s a nightmare trying to manage a sexy young sailorette in a base full of horny men.”

      Tom and Jerry chuckled.

      “But they’re here, right?” she argued. “Women in the military?”

      “Yep, and they’ve proven most of the naysayers wrong.”

      “Yourself included?” she inquired sweetly.

      “Definitely.” His somber face relaxed into a grin. “You’d have to meet my wife, Madrene, to know why that was a politic answer.”

      “C’mon. I’ll take you to the grinder where one of the WEALS classes is working out today,” Lieutenant Avenil offered. “BUD/S, the latest SEAL training class, is just about finished.”

      They gave their thanks and said good-bye to the commander.

      “BUD/S?” Tom asked as they followed Lieutenant Avenil down the corridor.

      “Basic Underwater Demolition/SEALs,” the lieutenant explained as they exited the building. “In the old days, SEALs were primarily in the water; in fact, they called them frogmen or webfoot warriors. They’re everywhere today, though...air, land, sea, but they kept the name.”

      The grinder was an asphalt area surrounded by several low buildings, almost like the exercise yard of a penitentiary. In the distance could be seen huge gray Navy warships lined up near the Naval Amphibious Base at the other end of Coronado. To one side was the cold blue Pacific Ocean, shimmering under the early morning sun, which would be relentless by afternoon. She could also see the red-tiled roof of the famous Hotel del Coronado, where she and her brothers would be having lunch before heading back home.

      After spending a half hour watching two dozen women getting the most incredible workout on everything from climbing a high cargo net to gazillions of sit-ups, Jerry remarked to Lieutenant Avenil, “These women look especially fit. Are they, like, super-duper athletes? You know, wonder women with supersonic parts?”

      Lieutenant Avenil laughed. “Nah. They have to be in good shape, of course. SEAL candidates do, too. But the program will hone them into the types of bodies they need. And, no, that doesn’t mean muscle-bound masculine females. Don’t tell anyone I said so, but some of them are pretty hot.”

      Her brothers looked at her in a funny way.

      She recognized the look.

      “Oh, no!” she exclaimed.

      “I dare you,” Jerry said.

      “I double-dog dare you,” Tom added. “Think of all the fun.”

      Ha, ha, ha.

      “And, really, I bet there would be tons of opportunities for you to use your psychology skills.” Tom was on a roll, or so he thought.

      “The commander’s sister is a Navy doctor assigned to the teams here in Coronado,” Lieutenant Avenil contributed.

      “A Navy SEAL psychologist…or is that Navy WEALS? Wow!” Tom batted his sinfully long, dark lashes at her. “Wouldn’t that be weally great?”

      “Just super, Daffy Duck.”

      “You could psychobabble the enemy to death.”

      “Tom, you are so not funny.”

      “It would be a breeze for you,” Jerry promised, barely able to stifle his smile. “You’re in great shape...except for your butt.”

      He ducked when she tried to whack him a good one.

      So, that’s how, a year later, she was here on San Clemente Island with a group of equally brain-dead WEALS wannabes. You could say hers was a classic case of Private Benjamin meets Stripes. At the moment, they were engaged in survival training. The goal was to evade the enemy...i.e., Navy SEAL instructors with sadist personalities and testosterone oozing out the yee haw. Her hiding place was under a slight ledge over an almost dry streambed...i.e., mud. The mosquitoes were the size of mothballs, the mud smelled, and she was pretty sure that was a spider in the long braid she had tucked under her cap.

      Just then, Master Chief Justin LeBlanc, a Cajun SEAL better known as Cage, leaned over the ledge above her and drawled, “Peekaboo, darlin’,” just before shooting her with a big yellow paintball.

      In the butt.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Two

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Trelleborg, 955 AD

      

        

      
        Men will be boys, always...

      

      

      Brandr Igorsson stood with hundreds of his Jomsviking comrades-in-arms, surveying the ritual initiation of six men into the brotherhood.

      “Keep an eye on my brother Frode,” his best friend Torkel said, his chin raised with pride. “Only sixteen, but there is no more fearless youthling in all the Norselands.”

      “Like you were, Tork?” Brandr grinned. He and Tork had joined the elite band of far-famed warriors, together, more than ten years past. In truth, they had been fighting men for closer to twenty years, since their selfsame thirteenth birthing day. In more battles than he could count, they had fought side by side, watching each other’s backs.

      “Just like,” Tork agreed, humility never being one of his virtues.

      Horns of ale were raised as a wave of shouting erupted around them...cheers of encouragement and hoots of ridicule. A large neck-ring of turf had been cut from the ground in such a way that two of the sides were still intact. In various places underneath stood sharp spearheads. Those men about to swear fealty to the Jomsviking brotherhood were in the process of crawling from one end to the other beneath the grassy blanket, their blood mixing with the Trelleborg dirt.

      When they had all completed this task, they dropped to their knees, Frode included, grinning with self-satisfaction for having survived, despite blood dripping from their arms and backs and chests, their faces marked with grass and dirt stains. Egill the Fearless, their leader, strode toward them with a stern glower on his bearded face and demanded the oaths of loyalty, not just to him as chieftain but also to their fellow warriors. Each promised to avenge all other Jomsvikings as a brother. None must ever give voice to fear. No man could be absent from Trelleborg for more than three days without permission. No women could be brought into the all-male, monastic-style garrison. Plunder would be shared by all in the warrior community.

      The fortress, which could house twelve hundred men, sat on the west coast of Sjaelland, between Kattegat and the Baltic Sea, atop an enormous circular earthwork, with high double-timbered ramparts filled with earth, which were manned at all times. The stronghold was divided into quadrants by two roads that crisscrossed, leading to four openings, with gates that could be dropped in an instant if they were attacked by foemen. Below lay the palisaded harbor town where ale and wenches were available aplenty, for a coin.

      Tork picked up a wooden bucket of water and dumped it over his brother’s head.

      “Hey!” Frode shook his head like a shaggy dog.

      They were better able now to examine the boy’s extensive injuries, which had been Tork’s intention. A deep slice on his shoulder, cutting through the leather tunic and flesh. Several cuts on his legs and a vicious wound on one forearm.

      Tork touched the latter and said, “This one might need stitches.”

      “Nay.” Frode gave his wound an admiring glance, then grinned. “Methinks it will make a great scar to attract the maidens.”

      Laughing, the three of them made for the seaside opening.

      The youthling chattered the whole time, even though in most ways he was a man now. That fact was proven when he teased them, “Let us go down to the village and celebrate. Mayhap I can find a wench or two to swive, whilst you two ugly brutes may have my leavings.”

      Tork reached out to punch his brother, but Frode ducked, and Tork’s fist met only air.

      ’Twas then that Brandr noticed the longship entering the harbor far below. Oh, there were dozens and dozens of longships and knarrs and barges already anchored and some beached for the winter, but none carried this particular flag. A white bear rampant against a black background edged in red. It was Brandr’s family crest.

      As they got closer, the hairs stood out on the back of his neck with every creak of the oarlocks, and he exchanged a worried look with Tork, both sensing that something must be amiss.

      They soon found out.

      It was his younger brothers Erland and Arnis, sixteen and twenty years old. How odd! And they were in charge of a longship...one of the many family longships, but this one manned by a shiphird, or sea army, of a mere thirty men. Even more odd! And a scraggly band they were, too. Beyond odd! Alarming!

      On anchoring, then jumping onto the wharf planking, his brothers hugged him in greeting, then nodded at Tork and Frode, whom they had met as visitors at Bear’s Lair on many an occasion.

      The first thing Erland did was complain to Brandr, “Frode has become a Jomsviking? You told me I was too young.”

      “You are too young.” In Brandr’s experience, some males were men at sixteen, whilst others did not mature ’til much later. Erland was of the latter type.

      Arnis thumped his brother on the shoulder, causing Erland to stumble. “Lackwit! Dost forget why we are here?” Then he turned to Brandr with a grim expression on his face. “We bring bad news, Jarl Igorsson.”

      Jarl? “What? Me?” he nigh squawked. Those standing hairs on his neck were now waving a warning to him. There could be only one way that the odal right of jarldom would pass to him. Through his father and three older brothers.

      Which was impossible.

      It had to be.

      Arnis put a hand on his arm in sympathy.

      Sympathy?

      “They are all gone.”

      He closed his eyes for a moment, trying to digest what Arnis was saying. “All?”

      Both Erland and Arnis nodded.

      “The Sigurdssons came in the night,” Erland explained. “Killed and maimed everyone in sight. Father, his wives, all but your mother, and concubines. Plus, our brothers Vidar, Bjarn, and Sveinn. Our sisters Maeva and Gerda are dead, along with their babes. Housecarls, cotters, everyone slaughtered. Arnora and Kelda survived, no doubt because they were too old to be of any use.” Arnora was Vidar’s mother, and Kelda was the longtime cook at Bear’s Lair. “In truth, hardly anyone was spared by the whoresons, except Liv, who was amongst a handful of women taken captive.”

      Tork and Frode gasped with horror. A soft cry of pain escaped Brandr’s lips, which soon thinned with fury. The Sigurdssons and Igorssons had done each other great scathe over the years, but naught like this.

      His sister Liv was only thirteen years old. It broke his heart to think of what horrors the impish girling must be experiencing at this very moment. Last time he heard, she had not even had her first monthly flux.

      It hardened his heart to know of the blood that had been spilled and all the more blood he would now be compelled to spill. There would be a virtual flood of sword dew. “And you two...how did you escape?”

      “We were off to Birka, trading furs for winter goods,” Arnis told him.

      Bear’s Lair was a remote northerly estate, rocky and cold, not conducive to farming. But bears abounded, huge brown creatures, and up near the Arctic region, the prized white bears. “Two days late, we were,” Arnis continued, his voice raspy with emotion, his blue eyes glazed in remembrance of the horrors he must have seen. “Not that our presence would have made a difference. We learned from the few survivors that the Sigurdssons came with a hird of two hundred strong.”

      “How many men are left?” Tork interjected. His good friend would be returning with him, Brandr knew, without his asking for help.

      “Three dozen able-bodied, another three dozen injured but will recover, the gods willing, and another dozen crippled for life.”

      “Hrafnasueltir!” he exclaimed and spat on the ground. “Raven starver, that is what Sigurd is. A coward. Less than a nithing.”

      Tork took Frode by the elbow and led him back toward the fortress. “Looks like you will be blooded in battle sooner than expected, brother. Let us see how many Jomsviking warriors will join us in this good and noble cause.”

      Brandr would not be surprised if a worthy hird would be at the ready within the hour to travel back with him to his estate, or what was left of it.

      How could his life have changed so, in a matter of minutes? This had been a good life for him, a middle son. He had been contented. Well, no more.

      Taking out Flesh Biter, his favorite pattern-welded broadsword, tears welling in his eyes for the first time since he was a baby, Brandr stabbed the weapon into the ground with a roar of fury and proclaimed with a loud cry to the high heavens, “This I swear afore Thor and all the gods. We will be avenged!” His throat clogged for a moment before he repeated hoarsely, “We will be avenged!”

      The howl that followed was like that of a crazed wolf.

      That was the day Brandr Igorsson turned berserker.
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        You could say they were G.l. Janes, or more likely, G.l. Jokes...

      

      

      “Quack, quack, quack!”

      “A-ten-shun!”

      “Let’s see a little more waddle, duckies.”

      “A-ten-shun!”

      “Move it, move it, move it!”

      “If they walk like ducks, and quack like ducks, they must be...Navy WEALS.”

      These were among the taunts hurled at Joy and five other women early that evening by SEALs or SEAL trainees returning to the grinder from the chow hall.

      When one of the women muttered something disparaging about their manhoods, Cage burst out laughing. “Now, now, sweet thangs. Doan get yer feathers ruffled. Like my maw maw down the bayou allus sez...”

      “You are so-full of it, LeBlanc,” the repulsive Frank Uxley, appropriately nicknamed F.U., said as they walked off. “Screw your maw maw.”

      “I beg yer pardon, dickhead. How would you like it if I said that about your grandmother?”

      “I don’t have a grandmother, asshole.”

      “Born under a rock, eh, cher?”

      The women, all wearing Navy-issue shorts, T-shirts, and boondockers with heavy socks pulled up and folded over, just like the men, were being punished with gig squad in front of the officers’ quarters, a Navy method of punishment for infractions too trivial to merit ringing out but too serious to overlook. Mostly, it involved them doing duck squats, a humiliating exercise in which persons squatted down as far as they could go without toppling over, then walked back and forth like a bunch of idiots...duck idiots. It wasn’t a punishment reserved for the women, though. The SEALs were the ones who made gig squad famous.

      Sweat poured off of Joy in rivulets, and it soaked her hair, which had been pulled into a neat, high ponytail this morning but was half-mast by now.

      And, really, all the five of them had done was laugh when Instructor JAM...aka Lieutenant Jacob Alvarez Mendozo...ordered them to do another five-mile run on the beach. That following on not only a previous jogging rotation, but a full PT cycle around the various implements of torture on the grinder’s obstacle course, like the Cargo Net, the Skyscraper, the Slide for Life, the Wall, the Weaver, and the “Dirty Name” log evolution.

      While SEALs were required to build up their endurance to six-mile swims and eighteen-mile runs, the standards were lower for WEALS, but not by much. Unbelievably naive in the beginning, she’d figured that if she could withstand “drownproofing,” where trainees were dropped into a pool with their wrists and ankles tied together, the rest was sure to be a breeze. Hah! More like a hurricane. And don’t even mention Hell Week.

      The day she’d started hand-to-hand combat training had been an eye-opener, as well. But then, she should have been prepared when she’d seen the padded walls of the room and a bald Marine the size of Godzilla waiting for the female trainees with a maniacal gleam in his eyes.

      Joy had been in WEALS training for a year now, and had earned her preliminary WEALS trident badge, but she felt like a newbie. There was so much to learn, and every bit of it was damn hard. Not just the physical exercise, either.

      Commander MacLean walked up and loomed over her.

      She continued to duck walk.

      “Petty Officer Nelson!” he shouted, about breaking her eardrum. He always shouted. Really, the man didn’t have a normal tone of voice. And when he wasn’t shouting, he was spouting goofball inspirational sayings, like, “A peacock who sits on his tail is just another turkey,” or his favorite, “Join the Navy, travel the world, meet interesting people, kill them.”

      His shout surprised her, about causing her to fall backward. She immediately jerked to a standing position, her arms stiffly at her sides, staring straight ahead.

      Joy could have opted for officer candidate school when she’d first enlisted in the Navy’s WEALS program, but she’d declined, wanting to get into action ASAP. Not that being an officer would have made her training any easier. And she would still be answerable to Commander MacLean.

      “In my office. Oh eight hundred. Tomorrow morning. Don’t be late. Resume rotation.”

      “Uh-oh,” she murmured to her fellow duck squatters. “Why me?”

      “Never a good idea to be singled out,” Dottie Ellison agreed, huffing as she spoke. “Jeesh! My hamstrings are killing me.”

      “Pain is your friend,” April Abramson reminded them of that notorious SEAL motto.

      “The commander must be wearing off on you, girlfriend.” Dot laughed and spouted another dumb-ass SEAL motto, “The only easy day was yesterday.”

      “I’ll tell you the one I like,” said Candy Williams. “If something is hard, it must be good.”

      “If something is hard, it must be attached to a horn dog Navy SEAL, if you ask me.” This from Kathy Billings.

      They all laughed then. A bunch of laughing ducks. Jeesh!

      “Anyone want to go to the Wet and Wild later?” Dot asked. The Wet and Wild was a bar where single Navy personnel hung out, especially SEALs and WEALS. A good place to pick up—uh, meet—guys.

      “Yeah, I’m about due to get lucky,” Candy responded with a grin. “All work and no play and all that, y’know, is making me a very dull girl.”

      “Tell me about it. I ain’t had some since God was a child,” Kendra Black added.

      “I’m game,” the others joined in.

      Except for Joy, who had been celibate for a remarkable two years now after a long line of failed relationships with full-of-themselves, good-looking men. And she wasn’t missing it at all.

      Well, hardly.

      Maybe the answer was to find a homely man, or at least one who wasn’t in love with himself.

      “Give me a break!” Joy was amazed that she could talk and duck walk at the same time...an indication of how far she’d come, she supposed. Being a competitive athlete, even a short-term body builder, had in no way prepared her for the rigors of Special Forces training. And all this extreme exercise hadn’t reduced the size of her butt one iota. Still, she was in good shape; her deltoids and obliques and quadriceps had been honed to the max. “A warm shower, a five-thousand-calorie pizza, and ten hours’ sleep. That’s the closest to an orgasm I want to come...and I mean that literally.”

      They all laughed then.

      “I think you’re afraid that one of the big bad SEALs will hit on you,” Candy said.

      “I’m not afraid of those jerks.” Joy liked men, even SEALs, but casual sex was not her thing, and she hadn’t had an opportunity in like forever to develop a romantic relationship, no matter the kind of man. After Matt’s death, she wasn’t in the mood for casual anything.

      Some psychologist she was! It was obvious that she had serious commitment issues.

      “You haven’t had a date since we started training a year ago,” Kendra pointed out. “Maybe you’re afraid of yourself...that you’re so hot for it that you might jump a few male bones.”

      She grunted her opinion. “Don’t be silly.”

      But then Dot hurled the magic words. “I dare you to come.”
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        If it’s wet, and it’s wild, it’s gotta be good, or bad, in a good way...

      

      

      As it turned out, there were only four of them who ended up at the Wet and Wild that evening, after taking a shower and long nap: Joy, Dot, Kendra, and Candy. April and Kathy had blind dates with a set of twin Navy top guns, arranged by a mutual friend. Bunk chatter later tonight should be interesting.

      Of the four of them who entered the bar, cringing at the ear-splitting blare of Trace Adkins’s “One Hot Mama,” only Candy, a self-proclaimed wild child, went through the politically incorrect T-shirt spraying device at the door. Who cared that the rest of them had to pay a cover charge? Joy wasn’t about to give a bunch of horny men reason to get hornier. Candy, on the other hand, considered it one of her major goals in life to turn on all of the male species.

      The male-female ratio was about three to one, so the four of them were surrounded by testosterone the minute they entered the bar. Luckily, three of the full-fledged WEALS they’d come to know well were sitting at a table on the far side of the bar and waved an invitation, thus allowing them to escape the crowd, a mix of all services but mainly Navy, including some SEALs. There was Terri Evans, a petite redhead with green eyes that always seemed to be dancing with mischief; Donita Leone, tall, black, stunningly gorgeous, a former Olympic swimmer; and Marie Delacroix, a Cajun ex-Marine who’d joined WEALS after her father was killed in the Twin Towers.

      “Hey, ladies, how’s training going?” Terri asked after they sat down.

      The four of them groaned.

      The waitress showed up and hitched a hip, not bothering to ask what they wanted, her attitude saying it for her.

      “You have to try one of these,” Terri suggested, waving her drink in front of them. “It’s called a Dark and Stormy.”

      Joy had never heard of that one before. “What’s in it?”

      “Good rum, preferably Bacardi Gold, cracked ice, ginger beer, and lime to balance out the sweetness. Yum!”

      Joy laughed. “A little too exotic for me, although I do like the name.” Turning to the waitress, she said, “I’ll have a Sierra Nevada pale ale. And a menu, please.” Growing up in a family of men, Joy had learned to appreciate a good beer.

      The rest of them ordered drinks, and they all decided to share two supreme pizzas and a double order of hot wings, heavy on the celery and blue cheese.

      “So they’re still working you hard,” Donita remarked.

      “Like horses,” Kendra answered, then laughed as the band segued into Toby Keith’s “Whiskey for My Men, Beer for My Horses.”

      Donita ignored Kendra pointedly and asked Joy, “Were you able to improve your timed miles with those exercises I recommended?”

      Donita had a love/hate relationship going with Sylvester “Sly” Simms, a former GQ underwear model, of all things. Kendra loved to goad Donita by flirting with the black SEAL, and Sly flirted right back.

      “Actually, I did improve,” Joy told Donita, “but still not good enough. I’m not sure God intended women to run so fast.”

      They all grinned.

      “Unfortunately, God failed to tell that to the Marquis de Sade instructors,” Terri said.

      “When I was back home on the bayou for a little R & R over Christmas las’ year, my brother asked me why my thighs were so muscular,” Marie said in her deep Southern accent. “After I whacked him upside the noggin, I tol’ him it was from doin’ a rodeo on so many Navy men. He actually believed me. Talk about!”

      “I think special consideration should be given to us short people. Our strides are so much smaller,” Terri added. “But Commander MacLean just laughed when I told him so.”

      “Speaking of sadistic instructors...” Donita was staring at the entrance where a group of SEALs had just entered. It was a funny thing, but when out in public, the SEALs tended to stick together and were easily recognizable by their extremely buff physiques. It was like a secret brotherhood kind of thing, she supposed. They’d seen and done things only they could share. Active duty WEALS were the same way.

      The SEALS noticed them and immediately headed their way, and they soon had three tables pushed together.

      Slick pushed a chair up next to her and gave her a quick, brotherly hug. “How ya doin’, toots?” Slick had taken on the role of big brother to her, almost as if he was reluctantly replacing the brother he had failed to save for her. And no doubt about it, he considered her a penance at times. Slick was single and determined to remain that way forever, due to an ex-wife who was continually raking him through the courts for more divorce money, or maybe just to piss him off.

      “Just dandy, if you don’t count my sore feet, aching muscles, and lack of sleep.”

      “In other words, the usual.” Slick grinned. Especially handsome with his dark, brooding good looks, contrasted with deep blue eyes, he was in his mid-thirties, old for a SEAL, but since 9/11, special forces of all military branches were in such demand that the rules had been relaxed. He was not dating anyone in particular, as far as she knew. Probably commitment phobic, thanks to the continual bad experiences with the divorced wife. Joy’s relationship with him was purely platonic.

      “Do you ever ache anymore when you exercise?”

      “Every day.” The SEALs were required to follow complete BUD/S training workouts whenever they weren’t on a live op.

      “Oh, that’s encouraging.”

      “I hear the commander has a special assignment for you.”

      That got her attention. “Really?”

      He ducked his head. “Oops. Guess I jumped the gun.”

      “Okay, spill. What’s the assignment?”

      “He didn’t say anything to you?”

      “Just that he wanted me in his office tomorrow morning. I figured I was in trouble for something or other.”

      “You aren’t in trouble...unless you consider a live op in enemy territory trouble.”

      “I’m going operational?” she asked excitedly.

      “Uh, I can’t discuss it with you.”

      “Will you be part of the operation?”

      “Possibly.”

      “Well, that’s good then. You’ll watch my back.”

      He smiled at her confidence in his protection and squeezed her hand. “Whenever I can, babe.”

      They all plowed into their food, ordered more drinks, then clapped and shouted out their opinions as Cage and Marie, to the rhythm of Brooks and Dunn’s “Boot Scootin’ Boogie,” did what could only be described as a combination Cajun two-step and dirty dancing. After that, half the place seemed to be up and dancing to that old Chuck Berry classic, “Johnny B. Goode,” with everyone enthusiastically singing the refrain, “Go, Johnny, go!” Cage and Marie were good, really good.

      Slick asked her to dance, halfheartedly, but she told him she wasn’t in the mood for tripping the light fantastic. She could tell he was relieved.

      Geek, a Mensa-IQ SEAL with a boyish demeanor belied by a wicked grin, asked Candy to dance. Geek liked to give the impression of being a bumbling, inexperienced hayseed, but he’d been the one to help set up a hugely successful site on the Internet called penileglove.com. Enough said! A short while ago, when someone asked what his latest project was going to be, he’d answered that he was writing an essay for a book of philosophy about women. His section was going to be on how to determine the kind of sex partner a woman would be by the way she ate her food. At that point, the men said, “Sweet!” and every woman at the table stopped chewing. But, hey, look at him out there on the dance floor. Those hips knew what they were doing. Wild Candy had to work hard to keep up.

      JAM, or Jacob Alvarez Mendozo, was once a Jesuit priest, or at least studying to be one. She’d bet her one and only pair of Jimmy Choos that there was a story there. JAM led Dottie out to join the others. His dancing was much more sedate.

      Terri was yakking away at Scary Larry, who never even batted an eyelash or took part in Terri’s one-way conversation. He probably figured Terri would go away if he ignored her. No way! According to the grapevine, Terri had made a vow at one time that she would get laid by Scary Larry, eventually. Different tastes!

      Then there was Sly, who stared at Donita for a long moment, then asked Kendra to dance. The jerk! Donita raised her chin haughtily, but Joy could see that she was fighting tears. In fact, Donita quickly rose and made her way to the ladies’ room, probably to get herself under control.

      “Well, that was pleasant. Not!” she commented to Slick.

      “Give the guy some credit. He’s crazy mad in love with Donita, but she can’t make up her mind whether she wants him or not.”

      Joy’s left eyebrow rose a fraction. It wasn’t like Slick to listen to or pass on gossip.

      “I’m just sayin’.” Slick took a sip of his beer, then exclaimed, “Oh, good Lord!”

      Approaching their table was a statuesque thirty-something woman with flowing ebony hair and a creamy complexion. It was Slick’s ex-wife Barbara, who had moved to Coronado recently, much to Slick’s chagrin, and was working in an aerobics studio owned by one of the SEALs’ wives.

      “Barb, what the hell are you doing here?” Slick asked right off the bat.

      Barb flinched but sat down on Slick’s other side. “Just slumming.” She reached over and took a sip of his beer.

      “That figures. Since when do you drink beer?”

      “I learned from the best.”

      It took him a moment to comprehend that she meant him. “You’ve got to be kidding. My bank account is empty, thanks to you. What could you possibly want from me now?”

      She didn’t say anything, just stared at him.

      And Joy realized in that moment that all the litigation this woman had filed against Slick over the years was just an attempt to gain his attention. She didn’t want his money. She wanted him. A clear case of aggression transferal.

      Joy got up to leave them alone. Walking outside to the parking lot and then into an adjoining park, she sat down on a bench. All of a sudden, she felt very lonely.

      Sometimes she didn’t think she was healed at all. Maybe she was just kidding herself that she’d entered the third phase of her grieving process. Maybe she’d never left step one and was just repressing her outward signs.

      Looking up at the starry sky, she wondered, as she often had in the past year and more, if her brother Matt was up there watching her. Laughing at all her efforts to prove herself, once again, in a man’s world.

      Sometimes it was debatable whether it was her brain or her heart that was splintering apart.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When good men go berserk...

      

      

      Today was the day. Today the madness would end.

      Brandr stood at the top of the rise, staring down into the valley at the last of the Sigurdssons who were camped in tents and hastily erected timber and sod huts. Dawn was just rising, and women were beginning to stir the fires. There would be no stealth required in the fray today.

      For three months now, Brandr and his comrades-in-arms had wreaked vengeance on the miscreants in a wave sweeping north of Bear’s Lair, through all of the Sigurdsson holdings. He was most impressed with how his unseasoned brothers, Erland and Arnis, had proven themselves as fighting men. In time, they would make great warriors, mayhap even Jomsvikings, if they chose. Through spring and summer, Brandr’s troop had trudged on, awash in sword dew, knowing months-long darkness would soon be biting at their heels. He must be back at Bear’s Lair soon to prepare the keep for the bitter cold winter ahead.

      Brandr’s hird was sixty strong, including thirty Jomsvikings who counted as a hundred when it came to combat skills. Thus far, they had only lost five men, and another three were gravely wounded. But the Sigurdssons and their followers...ah, they had fallen like sheaves of wheat afore the scythe. The ravens of death resembled black clouds in the skies over this northernmost Hordaland, feeding on the carrion. So much blood had Brandr shed, so many bodies had he sent to Valhalla!

      Joining him today were Jarl Tykir Thorksson of Dragonstead, a neighbor from south of here, along with a full dozen of his hirdsmen. Tykir had been a good friend for many a year, and now he rode at Brandr’s side as a good and faithful comrade-in-arms. He was especially grateful knowing that Tykir left behind his wife Alinor and their baby Thork to join him in battle.

      But Tykir was not the only one to send soldiers. King Thorvald of Stoneheim had sent men, as well. Although Thorvald had no sons, only five daughters, he spared him a full dozen warriors led by the far-famed Rafn, soon to wed one of Thorvald’s daughters once she was of age, so the rumors went.

      Forseti, the god of justice, had been at their backs, while Thor, god of war, had guided their sword arms, and now...well, now it no longer felt like a hero’s mission. Brandr did not regret the carnage. His vengeance was justified. Still...

      Would he ever be the same?

      Did he want to be the same?

      Nay, he was a berserker now. The bloodlust was imbedded in him. Rage and fury thrummed through his body with an endless rhythm, especially when in battle. Even when at rest, a blackness shrouded his soul. He knew his own men feared him at times, especially his brothers, who gazed at him betimes in horror at what he had become. Those had been the moments when his arms and chest had dripped with his foemen’s blood, spittle foaming at the sides of his mouth like a rabid beast, and still he had roared for more.

      Tork, whom he’d appointed as his hersir, came up to him and looped an arm over his shoulders. They were both dressed for battle with padded undertunics, hauberks of flexible chain mail with attached coifs, and tight, thick chausses and cross-gartered leather boots, helmets, and Jomsviking shields with the embossed battle raven. Whetstones had sounded through the night as men sharpened swords, battle-axes, and knives. Archers had prepared their longbows and arrows.

      “The men are ready,” Tork told him. “Do we strike at dawn?”

      Brandr nodded.

      “And do we spare the women and children, as before?”

      “Yea. In fact, today we spare any who are weaponless.”

      Tork frowned. “A bear can do great harm even without sharp teeth. Have a caution, my friend,” Tork warned.

      “Always. We will decide later if those remaining pose any threats. Mostly, they will be sold into thralldom, as before, except for those women and children that our men choose to keep, or those with particular talents. A blacksmith, for example, would not be turned away, nor a leather worker, which we sorely need. Remember, no battlefield rape, or death will be the penalty. And all plunder shall be shared.”

      “As you wish.” Tork recognized, as he did, that some of the men resented being forbidden the slaking of lust on enemy women, but it was a tiny bit of civility in an uncivilized world that Brandr insisted upon before the berserk rage overcame him.

      A short time later, Brandr walked with careful silence over the dewy ground toward the men in battle gear who were moving into a tight svinfyklja or swine wedge...a triangular formation whereby the point faced the enemy. They brandished fierce weapons of all kinds, some in leather helmets but most with cup-shaped metal ones with nose and eye guards, even neck flaps, carrying round wooden and brass shields, only a few in chain armor, like him and Tork. They would be on foot rather than horseback because of the rough terrain. Usually, a chieftain let his men form a shield wall around him, but Brandr insisted on leading the point forward. When they were ready, he raised his right arm high, one of his hirdsmen raised the bear flag, an archer sent up the arrow of war, and Brandr howled like a wolf, then shouted, “To the death!”

      Tork joined in, yelling, “Hew them down! Death to the Sigurdssons!”

      “Luck in battle!” many of the men hollered to each other, followed by loud war whoops.

      And Brandr began the chant that they all picked up, “Vengeance, vengeance, vengeance!”
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        The sins of war brought one blessing to him...

      

      

      Many hours later, they had set up camp far from the stench of battle. Corpses and hacked bodies littered the once serene valley. Vultures were already at work.

      The last of the Sigurdssons were dead, including Gorm One-Eye, head of the Sigurdsson clan, who had taken Brandr’s sword through his black heart and wore a blood ring around his thick neck. At the end, Gorm had taunted him with the way in which he had tortured his family before killing them. “Your mother’s thighs were white”—Gorm had smiled at him through rotted teeth—“and then they were red.”

      Later, Brandr had put a blood eagle on Gorm’s back, hacking the ribs open from the back along the spine, then reaching in to pull the lungs out, like wings. It was a horrid practice, long put aside by many Vikings. His only excuse was that he had still been in a berserk rage. Also, Gorm had already been dead by then. Usually the victim suffered alive through the process.

      Though hours had passed, his ears still rang with the sounds of battle...the clanging of swords, the whistling of arrows, the slap of leather, grunts, and death cries. His broadsword had nigh sung with magic today. A killing magic.

      Weary beyond imagination, he yearned to sleep the winter through. But there was too much to do.

      After a fine meal of fire-roasted boar, ale and mead were being inhaled like air as the men made merry, bragging of their brave feats. ’Twas the way of warriors after battle.

      “The captives,” Tork reminded him as he drew him toward the tent where four dozen men and women huddled, their hands tied behind their backs. Already tied about their necks with leather thongs were thrall pendants with the runic symbols pronouncing, “I belong to Brandr,” never to be removed without permission on pain of death. Toddlers and very young children sat at the thralls’ feet, tears staining their mud-streaked faces.

      Brandr noted that six of the women sat off to the side, apart from the others, who had been fettered with their hands behind their backs and linked by a thin rope to each other, like beads on a necklace. Two of the six held babes in their arms. He assumed these were ones handpicked by some of his men as prizes of war. Whether they took them home as concubines or thralls, they would not be treated too badly, if they accepted their lot.

      He and Tork stepped before each of the captives, one at a time, and decided whether they would go to the slave marts in Hedeby and Birka or be kept as thralls back at Bear’s Lair. None would go free.

      To one of the young men who could be no more than eleven, he asked, “Your name?”

      “Leif.”

      “Could you swear fealty to me and all the Igorssons at Bear’s Lair?”

      The boy did not hesitate. “Yea, I could. Gorm forced me to fight for him, lest he kill me mother.”

      “And your mother?”

      He nodded toward the woman beside him. She could be no more than thirty, but she looked sixty, so harsh were the lines that worried her face.

      “These two, back to Bear’s Lair,” he said.

      Soon he was at the end of the line, where a young girl stood, her blonde hair lank, her face gaunt to the point of starvation. A brief glance at him before she swept her lashes downward showed eyes glazed with a dimwittedness that could have come at birth or through vile treatment. One eye was blackened; no doubt she did not follow orders well. What could he do with such a starvling? No one would buy her in the slave markets, and what good would she do them at Bear’s Lair, except as another mouth to feed?

      But then he noticed something. Two things, actually.

      The girl was heavy with child. For Thor’s sake! Another Sigurdsson snake being bred.

      Of a sudden, she stared at him, steady, and his knees nigh buckled.

      “Brandr? What is amiss?” Tork inquired from his side.

      “Oh, my gods!” Erland said at his back, immediately followed by Arnis’s choked out, “Is it...?”

      Brandr could not speak over the lump in his throat and his pounding heart.

      It was his sister Liv.

      She was scarce fourteen now, and she was hugely pregnant.

      And she did not recognize him.

      Still, with tears misting his eyes, Brandr took her up in a tight hug that surprised both of them.

      “Shhh,” he kept murmuring. “Everything will be all right now.”

      But would it be?
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        You want me to become a sex what...?

      

      

      “You’re going operational at oh six hundred on Thursday...to northern Germany,” Commander MacLean said.

      Joy stood at attention before his desk in the SEALs command center at Coronado, blinking with surprise. She’d come this morning, knowing she might be given an active assignment, thanks to Slick’s hints, but she’d never thought it would be so soon. “Yes, Commander, sir.”

      “You’ll be part of a team of six SEALs. A black op. Very covert.”

      “Permission to speak, Commander, sir?”

      “Granted. Stand easy.”

      “Will I be the only woman?”

      He nodded.

      “Why me?”

      “We had someone else. WEALS Ensign Linda Collins, but she discovered she’s pregnant and plans to ring out.”

      Joy knew Linda and that she was going to ring out, but she hadn’t known why. “I repeat, why me?”

      He gave her a full-body look, head to toe and back up again.

      She was wearing Navy requisition shorts, T-shirt, and boots. Her hair was pulled off her face into a tight French braid. She wore no makeup, nothing to attract attention. “You’re best suited for this particular mission.”

      She frowned with confusion. “I’m not nearly as skilled with weapons as some of the others, and there are full-fledged WEALS available.”

      “You’ll be infiltrating a white slave ring.”

      “Huh?” Well, that didn’t sound very professional. I might as well as have said, “Duh.”

      “Prostitution isn’t the usual SEAL field of interest, is it?”

      “Not prostitution. White slavery. In fact, it’s being run by some fringe Arab terrorist group.”

      “Arab terrorists in Germany?”

      “Pfff! They’re everywhere now. Anyhow, in this particular mission, they’re providing sex for bombs.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      “I wish. Apparently, some of these nutcase extremists are offering sex slaves to their loyal followers.” He tapped a pencil on the desk, then elaborated. “You’re mission essential, Nelson. We need you to infiltrate. And we need to engage the enemy in the act.”

      “Ah,” she said, beginning to understand why he’d said she would be well-suited. He must be referring to her boobs. They weren’t large, but they appeared so because of her thin frame. “There are sexier women than me.”

      “Sexy isn’t the best qualification. That would be too obvious. You’re unusual, and it’s not just your...uh, attributes. Your red hair, for example. You would attract interest right off the bat.”

      “I beg your pardon. Unusual? Is that supposed to be a compliment?”

      “You’re tall, for another thing. Some men, especially in foreign countries, like big women.”

      “Big? Now I am insulted.” She was just waiting for him to say that some men were turned on by big butts. That would be the last straw.

      “These aren’t regular sex slaves that they’re offering. They’re...um, exotic.”

      She raised her eyebrows at that. Me? Exotic?

      “This is a duty billet, like any other,” he emphasized, letting her know she had no choice.

      Tell me another one! “You can’t be serious. When was the last time you were sold as a sex slave?” Immediately, she regretted her question, knowing full well it was breaking every military rule in the book to address a superior officer in that way.

      His ruddy face flushed with a combination of embarrassment and outrage at her blatant breach of conduct.

      She was saved by the bell...or rather, by a tap on the door.

      “Enter,” the commander barked.

      In sauntered six of the SEALs she would be working with. She’d met them all previously.

      One after another, they greeted her, “Red.”

      “Hey, Red.”

      “How ya doin’, Red.”

      “What’s up, Red.”

      “Lookin’ good, t’day, Red.”

      Joy hated the nickname they’d given her, but when she protested, they used it all the more.

      Omar Jones was half-Arab, half-American. He would be giving her instructions on the culture she would be entering.

      The Cajun SEAL, Cage, winked at her. She lifted her chin haughtily, never having forgiven him for paintballing her in the butt. He just laughed.

      The Viking Torolf Magnusson, Max, was the only one married among the bunch. His wife Hilda was a real sweetie, even though some of the SEALs referred to her as Hilda the Hun.

      F.U. leered at her, as usual. She flashed him her Drop dead, dipstick! look.

      The mysterious and darkly brooding Italian, Kevin Fortunato, or K-4, could leer at her any time he wanted...which he didn’t, darn it. Apparently he was still in mourning, even after five years, over a wife who had died of cancer.

      And the handsome, equally aloof Slick, her buddy.

      “Lieutenant Avenil will head this mission,” the commander told them, then stood. “I’ll leave you to it, Slick.”

      After he left, Slick told them, “We have five days to put this together before deployment, and a lot of prep is needed before that. Are we in this together?”

      “Hoo-yah!” they yelled, jacked up with enthusiasm. But then, they weren’t being sold as sex slaves. On the other hand, they would probably get a kick out of that.

      She had an awful feeling that this was going to be another in a long line of “What was I thinking?” decisions. But she had six well-trained SEALs to watch her back.

      What could go wrong?
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        He had a funny feeling...

      

      

      Winter was fast approaching, the fjords would soon be frozen over, and still Erland and Arnis had not returned from their trading voyage. Eight sennights they had been gone, and Brandr was worried.

      “I’ve sent men down the fjord toward the sea on the lookout for Dragon Wing and Wind Biter,” said Tork, who was now his chief hirdsman, having chosen to give up Jomsviking, just as Brandr had. They truly were brothers-in-arms, if not of blood. “If their longships are in distress, we will know shortly.”

      “I daresay those two dolt heads dawdled in Hedeby too long
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