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The Coast of Ireland 872 A.D.

Tomas was a Viking. He was an accomplished warrior, a seasoned sailor, and the son of Sjurd, head of one of the largest clans in his home of Norway. He had many fine talents; most women could attest to them in bed. He'd left Norway on a longship heading for the coast of a rich, lush country called Ireland.

Shauna heard about the invaders from others along the coast. Many described them as men, some said as tall as trees, who came in longboats, killing, ravaging, and taking land that didn't belong to them. Shauna cringed; her beloved home was the next kingdom along the coast, which was in danger of attack by these marauders.

Shauna, a striking beauty with emerald eyes and raven-black hair, had sworn to protect her homeland. Yet, she finds she is lured by Tomas's captivating looks and warrior physique. Despite her growing attraction, she fiercely resisted his advances, determined to maintain her independence. At first, he treats Shauna with indifference, ignoring her beauty and punishing her for disobedience. He keeps her a prisoner in his bed, his need for her insatiable. And still, she refuses to surrender herself to him completely, fighting him at every turn.

Tomas fights his need and desire for Shauna, but succumbs to it every night. He burns for her, craves her like no woman before her, and surrenders to her will, falling deeply in love. Shauna's love for him flourishes and burns deep, promising him an eternal love born of fire. It will be a fire that will consume them both and erupt into a deep and everlasting love.
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The Coast of Ireland 872 A.D.

Shauna awoke with a start. The room was cold, and the embers in the large fireplace had turned to ash. It was early spring, and still, the cold wouldn’t let go of the land. It hung on with frozen fingers hindering the planting season. The ground was still hard, and the plows tried to cut through the hard ground with no success. Ireland was still cold, yet it didn’t matter to Shauna. She loved Ireland and her lands. The spring would be upon them soon.

Shades of daylight crept through the wooden shutters. Now was a good time to get dressed and get her household up and running. She grabbed a purple velvet robe and opened the large doors to her quarters.

“Ladies,” she shouted, her strong voice echoing through the cold walls of her stone Manor. A nervous, sleepy-eyed young woman came running.

“Mistress, so sorry. I wasn’t aware you had risen.”

“Get one of the men to build up my fire. I need a bath, and then we’ll break the fast.”

“Yes, ma’am.” She went running from Shauna. 

The firewood arrived quickly, and her fireplace was ablaze. Two of her women came in with large metal buckets of water to hang over the fire. When the water was heated, it would be added to the water already in the large metal tub. Before her bath was ready, she opened a sealed letter that had been delivered the night before from her father. He told her to keep her lands well-guarded because the coastal monasteries and estates were under attack. Large sailing vessels with pagan marauding Northmen were ravaging their coasts. He’d come to help her, but his new young wife was with child and not doing well. But he’d send some of his men if needed.

She put down the fine parchment paper and shook her head. Her father had married a girl younger than her, fourteen years of age. He so desperately wanted a son. After Shauna was born, her mother couldn’t give him any more children, and he never went to her bed again. Soon after, her mother passed, and Shauna ran her father’s household.

As soon as Shauna married, he began searching for a new young wife. Men and sons, she pushed the letter aside. When would they learn daughters had value and could run a manor and lands as good as any man? 

Shauna vowed never to marry again. However, she’d replied, taking him up on his offer to send her some of his men. Her father’s lands were inland, whereas hers sat directly on the coast. She’d take whatever help he offered.

She walked to her steaming bath, removed her robes and undergarments, and settled into the tub. She dismissed all but one girl and handed her the wet rag.

“Here, Maude, do my back.”

“Yes, Mistress.”

“Maude, have you heard anything from the farmers up the coast concerning these Northmen?”

“Yes, Mistress, they’re heathens and killers. They show no mercy. They raid our monasteries, killing the priests and monks. These men aren’t Christians.”

“No, they aren’t. We must gear up and make sure we’re safe and can defeat these men if attacked. Today, I’ll talk to my guards.”

“Thank you, Mistress. I hear they do the unspeakable to women and murder children. What kind of man does this?”

“A pagan, a man who believes in human sacrifice. Our druids were such creatures, but now we’ve let go of such barbaric practices.”

“Yes, Mistress, my grandmother still held onto old beliefs. How far we’ve come.”

Shauna lay back in the warm water. Today, she’d start preparing her lands for an attack. Before the sun had time to burn off the morning dew, all her fears would come to fruition as three long ships hit her shores, giving her little time to complete her plans.

Screams erupted throughout her large manor, and bodies ran in all directions. Shauna tried to get the sword from over the fireplace, but didn’t have time to waste, so she shouted orders, trying desperately to save as many of her people as possible.
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Shauna held her heavy skirts as she ran down the stoned stairway, trying to escape the large invaders. All hell had broken loose in a matter of minutes. She dared not look back and kept her eyes focused ahead, trying frantically not to trip on the uneven stones underfoot. She was smaller and fit easily through the winding staircase, which gave her an advantage, and she was fast. But not fast enough.

He wielded a huge broadaxe, a berserker, and was catching up to her. 

“No!” she screamed as he grabbed her thick mass of black hair, throwing her off balance and to the floor. She fell, hitting the stones and scraping her hands, yet she was ready to fight for her life and lands. 

Ending her life at the end of a broadaxe wasn’t the death she sought. As she scrambled around on the ground, her fear encompassed her. She’d just finished reading her father’s letter, and now she was faced with exactly what he feared. He’d warned her that managing such a large estate without a husband was madness. He’d listed several men for her to consider taking as a husband. But she refused them all. 

She’d only been married nine months when her husband fell ill and died. He’d left her mistress of his estate on the coast in Waterford. She promised him she’d ensure his estate flourished if anything ever happened to him. 

She hardly knew him when she was betrothed to the man, but her father had been thrilled. It was a match far above her station. She was eighteen, but she was a beauty compared to most eligible young women. 

She’d been spoiled, and her father had allowed her to stay unmatched because of her beauty. She’d begged him for a match of love, and to her dismay, love never came along. So, when Aiden O’Donnell asked for her hand in marriage, she accepted. Even with her comely face, Shauna would soon be passed over in favor of younger women.

She found she liked Aiden, and he treated her well. He was forty-two and never married. Together, they found a semblance of happiness, and she was grateful, praying she’d soon be with child. But then he took ill, and he deteriorated quickly. Before he died, he sat her down one evening and filled her in on all he’d learned about the recent raids along their coast. 

“Shauna, the raids have begun. They’re Vikings, invaders from land north of us. They’re looking for lands rich in soil and the silver and gold of our monasteries. North Umbria is at risk, and I’ve secured my estates and built up a small army, hoping to fight off the invaders if they venture near our holdings.” She listened in fear. So many monasteries had been ransacked, and the monks murdered. What kind of men would do such a thing? She prayed for God to keep them safe. Five months later, her husband died, leaving her wealthy, without an heir, and mistress of his large estate.

The horror she dreaded began at dawn. She’d no sooner dressed when her hysterical head kitchen maid came running into her quarters. “My Lady, there are ships. My God, they’ve landed outside our door.” 

Bedlam had broken out. People were running in all directions, screams arose from all around her, and she yelled for help, “Run for your lives, grab the children, and for God’s sake, find shelter from the assault!” 

They’d come across the seas in the dead of night in three longships boasting dragon prows. She reacted too late, as most of the nobles along the coast managed to secure their lands. The invaders had already breached the walls, breaking through to the main manor house, and now she found herself running for safety. 

And to no avail, her lands were at their mercy. She wanted to get word to her father. Somehow, she’d find a way. But now she tried to get the sword her father gave her off the mantle wall, but it had been secured tightly, and she’d no time to spare. So, she ran for her life, and that’s when she saw him. 

For a few seconds, she stood mesmerized by the tall, imposing figure a few feet from her. Her eyes raked over him quickly, noting the blond hair that stuck out of the edges of his horrendous-looking helmet. He took one step toward her, and she turned and ran. He yelled something in his language, and then she heard the clang of metal and the thud of boots. He was running
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