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“Nice? You call my kisses ‘nice’?”

He raised his chin with consternation, causing the light from the kitchen fire in the next room to glitter on his long golden hair, which was braided off to one side. “I am deeply offended. Come here, my lady, and let me try again. I promise you, this time I will do better than nice.”

She put her hands out, barring his approach. “Stop harping on irrelevant details, Viking.”

“I do not consider nice kissing irrelevant. A milksop gives nice kisses. A mother gives nice kisses. A lover does not give nice kisses, that I know for a certainty.”

“You are not my lover,” she declared hotly.

“Nay, I am not,” he said. “Yet.”
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Dedication

To all those readers with a sense of humor who relish a hero who can make them smile. And to those women who have their very own rogues ... men who know the value of a wink and a grin, at just the right time ... well aren’t you the lucky ones!

And to my husband, Robert, who made me smile the first time we met. He was a political aide then, and I a fledgling reporter. We were walking into the governor’s office when he did the most outrageous ... well, that’s another story <grin>. Suffice it to say, he’s been making me smile ever since. I guess I’m one of the lucky ones.


Epigraph





And now in Norway

A branch

Of the god’s race

Had grown ...

YNGLINGA SAGA


CHAPTER ONE

BIRKA, A.D. 952

Men! Clueless through the ages! ...

“The king’s manroot took a right turn.”

“What? What root?” Blinking with confusion, Tykir Thorksson lifted his head off the alehouse table and gaped drunkenly at Bjold, the royal messenger.

“And he beseeches your service in correcting the ... uh, problem.”

“Me? Do my ears play me false?” With a brain that felt like a mashed turnip itself, Tykir scratched the fine hairs on his forearm and wondered irrelevantly how the emissary of his cousin King Anlaf, had even tracked him to Birka. And why, for the love of Freyja, would he go to the botherment of the grueling trek from the far northern reaches of Trondelag to this bustling market town on the island of Björkö in Lake Mälar? To tell him about ... vegetables? “Blód hel! I am inclined to take offense. You see afore you a noted warrior and a trader in precious amber. Since when have I become a farmsteader, with knowledge of roots?”

Bjold’s jaw dropped at Tykir’s ferocious overreaction. Immediately, he clicked it shut and, with a snarl of impatience, tried again. “The king’s cock has taken a right turn.”

“His rooster?” Tykir was becoming more and more confused. First vegetables. Now poultry. Next this lackwit would be asking him for help in drying lutefisk.

“Not that cock.” Bjold sniffed huffily, clearly repelled by Tykir’s mead-sodden state.

In truth, Tykir did not often drink to excess. Though he appeared to have a carefree nature, he detested any lack of self-control. He had reason to celebrate, of course, having just returned from a successful trip to the Baltic lands, where his workers had harvested a crop of prized amber for his trading ventures.

Still, this heavy cloud of depression had been hanging over him for days. No doubt it was just boredom. “A-Viking, a-fighting and a-wenching” had long been his life’s motto—leastways on the surface—but somehow those pleasures were fading.

Having seen thirty-five winters, Tykir had garnered more wealth than he could use in a lifetime. He’d lost count years ago of all the beautiful women he’d bedded, but now he no longer felt a youthling’s swift rush of enthusiasm at the sight of every comely wench who came within snaring distance.

Then there was the matter of fighting—a time-honored Viking pastime. From the age of fourteen, he’d fought like a wild berserker in the battles of various kingdoms, like his father afore him—may his soul be resting in Valhalla! But he found himself questioning of late the motives of leaders who called for the rash spilling of blood from their underlings.

Well, there was a-Viking. Tykir had seen adventure in all his trading and Viking voyages. From the Rus lands to Iceland, from the Baltic Ocean to the English Channel, Tykir had visited and revisited, explored and discovered, even conquered. Never did he stay long in one place, though, by deliberate intent. ’Twas not good for a man in his position to form roots.

What else was there to draw a man’s jaded interest? What challenges that he had not already mastered?

Tykir sighed deeply.

“By your leave, Jarl Thorksson, ’tis the king’s other cock I refer to.” Bjold had been rambling on whilst Tykir’s mind wandered. Suddenly, the messenger’s words sank in, and Tykir’s eyes went wide with understanding. Manroot. Cock. He glanced down to the jointure of his thighs and winced in masculine empathy. “The king’s cock did what?”

“Made a right turn. Halfway down.” The envoy thirstily quaffed a horn of ale, then wiped his mouth on his sleeve. He was clearly relieved that Tykir finally understood his message. “Looks like a flag at half mast, it does.”

“And he wants me to fix it?” Tykir gasped out with horror.

“Not you precisely.”

Tykir leveled a glare at the impudent lad. “Who precisely?”

The tone in his icy voice must have caught the lackwit’s attention. With eyes darting nervously from side to side, Bjold answered, “The witch.”

Odin’s blood! ’Twas like pulling burrs from a wolf’s tail, getting a straight answer from the dolt. “Just any witch?”

“Nay. One in particular.” The messenger shifted uncomfortably under Tykir’s close scrutiny.

Tykir rolled his eyes heavenward. “Well, that is clear as fjord fog on a rainy day.” If I were not so tired, I would shake the brainless cur till his rotten teeth rattled for such discourtesy.

Bjold let out a long whoosh of exasperation and disclosed, “The witch with the ‘Virgin’s Veil.’”

Tykir made a low growling sound, and Bjold, with belated wisdom, hurried to explain. “The witch’s name is Alinor ... Lady Alinor of Northumbria. ’Tis she who put the curse on Anlaf’s manpart. All because Anlaf and his hird of soldiers stopped by St. Beatrice’s Abbey in Britain one day last year. The abbey is home to a nunnery where Lady Alinor was seeking sanctuary for a time from her bumbling brothers, the Lords Egbert and Hebert.”

Tykir wondered what would constitute “bumbling” in the mind of this bumbling idiot. But he did not dare ask, lest he face another long-winded discourse. Instead, he focused on Bjold’s other words. “Stopped by? Anlaf stopped by a nunnery? For a bit of raping and pillaging, I wager.”

“And if we did?” Bjold bristled, revealing his part in the marauding band. “ ’Tis neither here nor there whether we were a-plundering or not. I daresay you’ve done a fair share of plundering in your day, too. At issue here is the fact that the witch waved a relic in the king’s face ... a blue headrail, which she claimed once adorned the Blessed Virgin Mary.” He paused, then explained, as if Tykir were a dimwit, “The Virgin Mary is the mother of the Christians’ One-God.”

Tykir fisted his hands to prevent himself from throttling the fool. “I know who the Virgin Mary is.”

“Well, as I was saying ... that’s when Lady Alinor put her curse on Anlaf, threatening, ‘Curse you, heathen! May your manpart fall off if you do this evil deed.’ Well, his manpart didn’t fall off—leastways, not yet—but it took a turn to the right.” Bjold took a deep breath after that long explanation.

“And?” Tykir prodded. “What has that to do with me?”

“The king wants you to bring the witch back to Trondelag, with her magic veil, to remove the bloody curse.”

“Is that all?” Tykir remarked. But what he thought was, A Saxon. Anlaf expects me to stop in the midst of my trading voyage, go all the way to Britain to get the wench, who will no doubt be unwilling, take her back to the Norselands, by way of Hedeby, where I must needs drop off the last of my trading goods, then make my way home to Dragonstead. And all this afore the winter ice sets in. Hah! Anlaf ever was an overbearing lout, even when we were boys. But he goes too far this time. “Nay.”

“Nay? Do you say to your liege lord nay? Where is your Norse loyalty?”

Tykir stiffened with affront. “Hah! Anlaf is no more my liege lord than the Wessex King Edred. You know well and good that Northmen pledge allegiance to a particular leader, not a nation. My uncle, Haakon, is all-king of Norway, and to him alone do I pay homage. Further, ’twas Haakon—then fostering in King Athelstan’s court in Britain and having seen only fifteen winters—who went back to the Norselands on King Harald Fairhair’s death and returned to all bonders the odal-rights to their land. My title to Dragonstead was reaffirmed to me by Haakon and will remain free and clear in my family name for posterity.”

Tykir felt an aching tug in his heart at the mere thought of Dragonstead. If he was being truthful with himself, he would have to admit that Dragonstead mattered more to him than anything. And that was dangerous.

Bjold’s face flamed with the heat of embarrassment, but still he blundered on. “The king thought you might be reluctant.”

“Oh, he did, did he?”

“He said to tell you that you could have Fierce One for a boon if you wouldst do him this favor.”

Tykir sat up straighter. “Anlaf would grant me his prized stallion—the one gifted to him by that Saracen chieftain?”

“Yea.” Bjold nodded emphatically. “The black devil with the white markings on his hooves. That be the one.”

“Hmmm,” Tykir said, despite his misgivings. Still, he resisted. “Nay. I have too much to do afore retreating to Dragonstead for the winter.”

“In that case, King Analf directed me to offer the slave girl, Samirah, as well. The one with the tiny silver bells on her ankles, and the two silver bells dangling from the pierced rings in her ...” He cupped two hands in front of his chest to indicate Samirah’s most noted endowments.

“Hmmm,” Tykir said again, but not because of the slave girl, enticing as he knew her to be. Truth be told, the horse held more appeal. In the end, though, he repeated his earlier refusal. “Nay, I have no time.”

Bjold wrung his hands nervously. “I had not wanted to tell you this, but afore I do ... well, uh, tell me one thing. You are not the type of man who is wont to kill the messenger with bad tidings, are you?”

Tykir drew himself up alertly. “Speak, wretch, or I will slice your tongue from your mouth and send it to Anlaf on a bread trencher.”

Bjold’s face went even brighter. “ ’Tis Adam the Healer,” he squeaked out. “Anlaf holds him as friendly hostage till you deliver the witch.”

“What?” he roared. “How did Adam end up in Trondelag? I thought he was in the Arab lands. And what in bloody hell is a ‘friendly hostage’?” Adam was a young man of no more than twenty years who had been studying medicine these past five years in the Arab lands, where the most noted healers practiced their arts. He was the adopted son of Tykir’s half-sister, Rain, and her husband, Selik, who resided in Jorvik. Adam was like family to him, a nephew by adoption.

“Friendly hostage means Adam will come to no harm. He just cannot leave Anlaf’s court.”

Tykir made a low, rumbling growl of outrage in his throat.

Bjold shriveled under his obvious wrath and concluded in a rush, “It all comes back to the witch and your mission to capture her.”

Standing abruptly, Tykir leaned across the table and grabbed Bjold by the front of his surcoat, lifting him off his bench and half-leaning over the table toward him, knocking horns of ale hither and yon. The boy looked as if he might soil his braies, so afeared was he. “Start from the beginning,” Tykir said icily, “and leave naught out.”

He settled back for what he hoped was not an overlong tale. Especially since his head was pounding like Thor’s mighty hammer, Mjolnir. Especially since he was in dire need of a bath house to rid himself of the fleas that infested his skin and clothing after a long sea voyage. Especially since his good friend Rurik raised his equally mead-sodden head from the table next to him and grinned, silently mouthing the words, “A witch-hunt?”

Rurik had good reason to relish the prospect of a witchhunt. Being godly handsome (second only to Tykir, in Tykir’s not so humble opinion), Rurik wore his long black hair, as well as his beard, in intricate braids. His mustache was a daily clipped work of art. But Rurik’s overblown vanity had been dealt a blow two years past—by a witch, no less—a Scottish witch, who’d dyed a jagged line down the middle of Rurik’s face, whilst he slept, from hairline to chin, with the blue woad of the Scottish warriors. Thus far, Rurik had been unable to wash the color from his skin, or find the wily witch.

Yea, Rurik would be encouraging him to undertake Anlaf’s witchly mission.

Then things got worse.

Before Bjold could begin to talk, Bolthor the Giant, Tykir’s own personal skald—may Odin have mercy!—slid onto the bench next to him. Tykir could not suppress the groan that escaped his lips. He needed a skald almost as much as he needed a witch, especially a skald as tall as a small tree.

But what was a man to do when a fellow warrior saved his life in battle? When said life-friend lost an eye at the Battle of Ripon five years past, Tykir had felt compelled to offer work to the despondent knight. Thus far, Bolthor had tried—and failed—as cook, blacksmith and armorer on Tykir’s northern homestead. Finally, Tykir’s household had revolted at the unpalatable food, burned-down smithy and broken swords.

Tykir gave Bolthor a passing sideways glance, then looked again. Uh-oh! Too late, he realized that Bolthor had that certain dreamy expression on his face that foreboded the verse-mood coming upon him. Too late to escape now.

“Hear one and all, this is the saga of Tykir the Great,” Bolthor began. It was the manner in which all of Bolthor’s sagas began. They didn’t get any better than that opening line, unfortunately.

Rurik’s lips curved upward with mirth. With a hand over his mouth, he murmured to Tykir under his breath, “Hver fugl synger med sitt nebb.”

“Humph!” Tykir said in reply. “Every bird may very well sing with its own voice, but Bolthor’s birdsong is the most unmelodious I have ever heard.”

Unaware of their opinions, Bolthor adjusted the black patch over his one eyeless socket and took a stylus into his huge hand. Squinting through his good eye, he began painstakingly to press runic symbols onto the wax tablet he had set on the table in front of him. ’Twas not the norm for skalds to write down the sagas, but Bolthor’s head was thick, and he often forgot the words to the tales he had composed.

“Methinks a good title for this one would be ‘Tykir and the Crooked Cock.’ Let me see, how shall I start? Hmmm.

“In the land of the Saxons,

An evil witch did fly.

To Anlaf’s proud duckling,

She set her evil eye.

Now, alas and alack,

His furry pet can no longer

Quack ...

Nor with his mate

Fly straight.”

Bolthor paused. “How does it sound thus far?” he asked hopefully.

“Magnificent,” Tykir said, patting Bolthor on the shoulder. Horrible. Tykir barely stifled a grimace of distaste. I hope my brother Eirik never hears of this one. He will fall over laughing, almost as much as he did over the “Tykir and the Reluctant Maiden” saga Bolthor concocted last winter. Somehow, Bolthor’s overlong tales almost always end with me looking the fool. And best that Anlaf does not hear of Bolthor enhancing his wordfame by referring to his manpart as a duckling, or there will be sword dew spilled aplenty.

Tykir scratched his unshaven face and wondered idly if he smelled as bad as his companions. Vikings were renowned for their fastidious nature, unlike those piggish Saxon and Frankish men, who bathed but once a season. Lifting one arm, he sniffed under his armpit ... and flinched.

“How do you spell duckling?” Bolthor whispered in an aside.

“C-O-C-K,” Tykir responded dryly. Let Bolthor figure how to translate the word into the futhark alphabet. That should take a goodly amount of time.

He turned to Bjold. “Proceed,” he directed him with a wave of his hand. “I doubt me I will like your report from King Anlaf, but spare me not even the smallest detail.”

When Bjold finished, at last, a good hour later, a sudden realization came to Tykir ... one that drew a wide smile to his face, overshadowing the anger that lingered beneath the surface over Anlaf’s treatment of Adam. I am no longer bored.

He looked at Rurik, then Bolthor, before announcing, “It would seem we are going a-witching.”

NORTH YORKSHIRE, SIX SENNIGHTS LATER

Here come the baa ... d men ...

“The Vikings are coming. The Vikings are coming.”

“Baaa. Baaa. Baaa. Baaa.”

“Bleat. Bleat. Bleat. Bleat.”

“Ruff ruff, ruff, ruff!”

“The Vikings are coming. The Vikings are coming.”

Whether it be her crying sheep or her barking sheepdog or her shrieking, sheeplike maid, Elswyth, who was approaching with the dire warning of yet another Northman sighting, Lady Alinor had more than enough problems for one day. A most unladylike phrase escaped her lips—something to do with an unmentionable exercise the Vikings, the sheep and the dog could do to themselves, or to each other, for all she cared. ’Twas an expression she’d heard her hersir use on more than one occasion when they were ready to explode with ill-temper. And Alinor’s temper was very ill, and explosive, at the moment.

Hanging on to a tree root with one hand, Alinor was dangling into a shallow gully infested with briars, trying to extricate one of her ewes, Bathsheba, from the sharp thorns with the crook of her long staff. Her mangy sheepdog, inappropriately named Beauty, was yipping off in the distance as it attempted to steer a small flock of straying sheep back to the stone-fenced pastures of the lower dales.

Continuing to bleat his yearnings nonstop was David, a lusty, overanxious ram of a curly-horned breed almost nonexistent outside Córdoba—a bride gift from her last marriage. Ironically, Sheba was in heat, and she yearned mightily for the mating that would produce new lambs for Alinor’s thriving flock come spring, but still the dumb female had felt the need to play games of catch-me-if-you-will with the curly-horned David. That’s when the coy Sheba had landed herself in the briar patch.

Not all that different from human males and females in their mating rituals, Alinor supposed.

“The Vikings are coming. The Vikings are coming.”

“Baaa. Baaa. Baaa. Baaa.”

“Bleat. Bleat. Bleat. Bleat.”

“Ruff, ruff, ruff, ruff!”

Alinor paused in the act of cutting away the branches caught in Sheba’s matted fur, glanced over her shoulder, and groaned at the sight of her kitchen maid rushing toward her over the heather-blanketed flatlands, headrail flapping in the wind and brown homespun kirtle hiked practically to her knobby knees. Elswyth always thought the Vikings were coming, no matter if it was mere wayfarers approaching Graycote Manor from the old Roman road or stray cows from the pastures of Castle Bellard, three miles to the east.

In truth, fighting men from the North had been coming into Britain in droves this past year as news spread of Eric Bloodaxe’s campaign to expel King Olaf Sigtryggsson and regain the crown of Northumbria. Recently he had achieved that goal, thanks to the efforts of Archbishop Wulfstan and members of the Norse nobility residing in northern Britain.

Elswyth’s fears had started a year past, when she had accompanied Alinor to the nunnery at St. Beatrice’s Abbey. Whilst there, they’d had the misfortune to witness a thwarted Viking attack on the good nuns. Alinor had been hiding out at the convent from her twin brothers, Egbert and Hebert, who had come up with yet another marriage prospect for her: Ecgfrith of Upper Mercia, a doddering old lord with one foot in the grave. Actually, Ecgfrith had passed away before Egbert and Hebert even found Alinor at the nunnery. What a birching she’d received for her willfulness! Though she had seen only twenty-five winters, Alinor had wed and been widowed three times since her fifteenth birthday, all to serve the greedy needs of her brothers.

And it would seem her problems were unending, for just yestermorn she’d received a missive from her wool agent in Jorvik, informing her that Egbert and Hebert had been boasting in the market town of a new marriage contract that carried the seal of their third cousin, King Edred—a contract for matrimony between their sister, Lady Alinor of Graycote Manor, and Lord Cedric of Wessex. The sickly king had been plagued by troubles since his reign began six years past. If the Vikings weren’t stirring unrest in the north, his own noblemen—not least of whom her own brothers—were constantly nagging at him for favors.

It mattered not to her brothers that the short, corpulent Cedric was as wide as he was tall. He weighed as much as a horse and was old enough to be her great-grandsire. The important thing to Egbert and Hebert would be the estates Cedric owned, which would cede to a wife, and therefore to them as guardians, upon his death.

Well, Alinor could not refuse the king’s command, but if she never actually received the royal command of her weak-sapped sovereign, how could she be deemed lacking in proper loyalty? Therefore, she intended to be long gone, into a new temporary hiding place, before Egbert and Hebert’s arrival, which she estimated to be two days hence, giving Alinor temporary respite from her brothers’ machinations.

“Come, Elswyth,” she entreated, now that the maid drew near. “Help me free Sheba.”

“But ... but ...” Elswyth protested breathlessly, “the Vikings are coming.”

“And if they are? What is it to us? We have no riches for them to pillage—apparent ones, leastways.” Alinor had willingly given up all the estates deeded to her by three dead husbands, except for this one measly manor in the far north of Britain, precisely so that she would garner no attention from her only remaining family. The fact that she prospered with her thriving wool trade went unnoticed by her brothers since she plowed all the profits back into the sheep folds and hidden chests of gold. Her greatest dream was that one day she would just be left alone.

“But they could ravish us,” Elswyth cried in a horrified whisper.

Alinor had to laugh at that. They would have to be sorry Vikings indeed to feel the inclination to toss the aging Elswyth’s robes over her head. And Alinor had known well and good from an early age that she was not comely to men. With hair of a most garish shade of red and freckles covering her entire body, which was too tall and too thin by half, Alinor held no appeal for the average man ... and Vikings, renowned for their good looks, were reputed to be most particular.

“Elswyth,” she said in a kindly tone, “we are in more danger of being raped by David than any Viking if we do not soon extricate his lady-love from these brambles.”

Grumbling, Elswyth reached forward to assist Alinor, but under her breath she mumbled that famous Anglo-Saxon refrain, “Oh, Lord, from the fury of the Northmen please protect us.”

Road trips are sometimes the pits ...

Tykir was furious.

It had taken him two sennights to complete his trading ventures in Birka, along with some ship repairs, before sailing for British soil. Now, for the past four sennights—twenty-eight wasted, bloody days—he and Rurik and Bolthor had been riding from one end of the British isle to the other, searching for the elusive witch. Vikings were meant to sail the seas, not travel long, bumpy distances on land, atop horses, till their arses were bruised and their moods riled.

And it was all the fault of the Lady Alinor. Rather, the Lady Witch, he corrected himself. An interesting lady, as it turned out. The thrice-widowed sorceress—and didn’t that happenstance of three conveniently dead spouses provoke a thinking man’s suspicion?—owned a dozen wealthy estates across this hellish land, all managed by her brothers, the bumbling twins to whom Bjold had referred. But she chose to live in a poor holding in the bleak, far northern Northumbria, almost up to the Scottish borders ... no doubt to practice her pagan rites in privacy.

Well, the quest was almost over. When they’d stopped at Graycote Manor a short time ago, her castellan informed Tykir that the Lady Alinor was up in the fells tending to her sheep. Tending? Was she engaged in some black rite involving animal sacrifice or such?

The odd thing was the timber and stone keep, with its crumbling ramparts and stockades, was kept neat, but sorely out of date. At the same time, vast fields of cut hay lay drying for winter feed. A dozen cows lowed in a nearby byre waiting to be milked. Piles of harvested turnips, carrots, cabbages and other food items rolled by in heavy carts. It was an ill-kept estate, overflowing with provender. How peculiar!

Well, be that as it may. He cared not if the witch was rich or poor. Soon his journey would be over, and the Lady Alinor would pay good and well for all the trouble she had put him to.

“We must be careful, Tykir,” Rurik warned him.

The three of them rode horses side by side up one fell and down the other, following the castellan’s directions. Lady Alinor’s dim-witted castellan—leader of a scraggly band of troops—had not even thought to question his mistress’s safety in sending three Viking warriors after her.

“I am loath to ask you ... but why?”

“We know not if this witch is a solitary or in a coven.”

Tykir nodded, though he had no particular knowledge of witchcraft, solitary or otherwise. He would have to bow to Rurik’s greater wisdom in that regard.

“No doubt the witch will take on a most beauteous countenance to draw us under her spell.”

“Do you think so?”

“Yea, that is what happened to me, I warrant. Why else would I have let my guard down in a strange country in the presence of a known witch?”

Tykir laughed. “Because the Scottish wench opened her lissome legs for you, that’s why. Because the man-lust is always upon you. Because you think with the rock betwixt your legs, instead of the rock betwixt your ears.”

Rurik lifted his chin with affront, calling attention to the blue-dyed line down the middle of his face—testament to his foolish entanglement with a witch.

“Since we are so close to Scotland, why do you not go in search of the witch? Mayhap you can rid yourself of her mark once and for all.”

“All of last year I spent searching for the wench, to no avail. I refuse to spend the winter months in the Highlands freezing my arse in search of her now. Next summer I will find her, or be damned.”

“I for one wouldst like to know if the old tales are true about witches having a tail they hide beneath their robes,” Bolthor interjected. “ ’Tis said that the only way they can lose the long appendage is by marrying a mortal man.”

“See,” Rurik argued to Tykir, “I was right about witches taking on a tempting form. It makes sense that they would need to be beautiful if they want to snare a man and thus lose their tails.”

“You two would believe anything,” Tykir hooted. “All I know is that I want to be the one to light the fire under this particular witch ... once King Anlaf is finished with her, that is. Then, if I never see English soil, or an English wench, again, it will be too soon for me.”

“There she is,” Rurik said excitedly.

A long, telling silence followed. Finally, Tykir snorted with disgust and said aloud what they were all thinking: “So much for the theory of beautiful witches!”

“Methinks this calls for a saga.” Bolthor was already pulling his wax tablet from a saddlebag, muttering something about “Tykir and the Flame-Haired Witch.” Then he launched into his usual introduction, “Hear one and all, this is the saga of Tykir the Great.”

“How would you like a stylus up your arse?” Tykir responded.

Bolthor just ignored him and began spouting his verse.

“Flames there were

But not of fire.

Wild spume of

Satan’s breath

Spilled from

The witch’s head

To catch the wary warrior,

Though he be grandson of

The great King Harald Fairhair.”

“I saw a fruit that color once whilst a-Viking in the southern climes. ’Twas called an orange, I think.” Rurik spoke with awe on viewing the wench’s odd-colored hair.

Tykir had seen red hair before—they all had, of course. Even the great Odin had red hair. But never had Tykir witnessed hair quite like this. Rurik was wrong about its orange color, though; it was more like bright rust on a metal shield.

“Oh, for the love of Freyja! Is that the devil’s spittle that adorns her, too?” Bolthor shivered with distaste. “Hair like the fires of hell and the mark of Lucifer on her skin ... Of a certainty, she is a witch.”

He was right. The woman was covered with freckles, every part of her exposed skin, and no doubt every other place beneath her drab robes. Her headrail and wimple, which would normally cover the hair of a lady of her high birth, hung ignominiously from a briar thatch just beyond where the Lady Alinor was chasing a ram, who was chasing a bleating sheep.

“Dost see her familiars anywhere about?” Bolthor asked in a hushed voice. “Ofttimes witches use cats as their familiars.”

They all scanned the horizon. Not a cat in sight.

“Perchance,” Rurik said hesitantly, “her familiars are sheep.”

“Sheep?” he and Bolthor said as one.

All of their jaws dropped open with amazement at this incredible turn of events.

But then Tykir came to his senses. “I have ne’er heard of anything so ridiculous in all my life.”

“Me neither,” Rurik and Bolthor agreed.

But they all looked at each other, unsure. If indeed she did use sheep as familiars, she must be a powerful witch. There were dozens of sheep in the area.

“And look,” Bolthor added, “she carries a staff. Everyone knows that a witch carries a magic staff. And a bell and a crystal, of course.”

A tinkling sound came from the neck of the female sheep being swived by the lusty ram. The fine hairs stood out all over Tykir’s body at that affirmation of at least one of the witch’s tools.

They all narrowed their eyes to see if she might be wearing, or carrying, a crystal. They saw nothing but her simple, rumpled gown. No doubt she kept it hidden.

“Do you think she dances naked in the forest?” Rurik wondered. “ ’Tis a common witch practice.”

“Did your witch?” Tykir asked with a grin.

“Yea, she did,” Rurik told him, grinning back. “ ’Twas almost worth receiving her cursed mark to see that exhibition.”

“I’m not sure there would be so much pleasure in seeing this witch naked,” Tykir said. They all concurred.

While they were making these observations, Rurik’s dog was barking wildly, the sheep were bleating, and the nervous horses were neighing. In the midst of this chaos, a mangy sheepdog galloped over the fells toward them, a flock of bleating sheep following behind. Apparently, the sheepdog had noticed Rurik’s wolfhound, Beast, who stood near his horse’s right front leg, trying to appear aloof but pissing trickles of excitement.

The jaws of Tykir and his comrades nigh dropped to the ground with this ungodly spectacle.

Just then, the ram finished his rutting and his sheeply mate escaped. But apparently the randy ram had other ideas. He chased after her, then stopped dead in his tracks, did an about-face and began chasing Lady Alinor, who had been shouting at the two of them to desist at once. When the ram bumped Lady Alinor’s rump with his curly horns, she fell to the ground, rump in the air.

And all three men stared, transfixed, at one particular spot.

Did she have a tail or didn’t she?


CHAPTER TWO

The shepherdess had an eye for good ... uh, wool ...

The Vikings really were coming.

In fact, they’d come.

And they were staring at her posterior.

Lecherous heathens! Bloody libertines! Viking curs! If they dare try to rape me, I’ll pull out my shears, and at least one of them will no longer have the lewd inclination.

Elswyth was whimpering, a continuous “Ooh, ooh, ooh, ooh” of mortal fright. The dog and a half-dozen sheep were circling the whole lot of them, with Beauty yipping an overexuberant dog welcome to the beautiful wolfhound who’d arrived with the Northmen. Meanwhile, David had already mounted the finally docile Sheba, and the look on his face was pure ecstasy.

Alinor would have been mortified if these were anything but Vikings, who probably witnessed such crude behavior all the time in their primitive lands.

“My good men, what do you here on my lands? How may I assist you?” Alinor inquired in the Norse tongue, which was very similar to English. She’d become proficient in the language these past years as she’d negotiated for her wools in the markets of Northumbria, which were heavily populated with peoples of Viking descent.

Now, as she spoke to them, she scrambled clumsily to her feet and put one hand on her hip, trying to strike a casual pose of fearlessness, at the same time adjusting her headrail with the other hand. Except that her headrail and wimple had managed to disappear. Alinor raked her fingers through the disarray atop her head. She suspected that she looked like a flaming, long-haired sheep before the shearing. Truth to tell, Egbert had once told her just that, in a lame attempt at encouraging her to improve her appearance to aid their matrimonial pursuits for her. When her ragged nails kept snagging on the knots in her hair, she gave up. “My manor house is over the fells a short distance,” she informed the Vikings, pointing westward. “If it is food and drink you seek, my steward will offer you and your fine steeds hospitality. We are a poor estate, but you need not fear....”

Her words trailed off as she tossed her hair back off her face and got her first good view of the three Viking men, who still sat atop magnificent black destriers with finely tooled leather and silver trappings. She shivered, but not from the cool autumn breeze, which was brisk and gaining strength. Deadly sharp swords, pattern-welded in the Viking tradition, hung from scabbards at their sides. On their horses were highly embossed shields. All of the men were uncommonly tall and hugely muscled. Jesus, Mary and Joseph! She had to bite her bottom lip to keep from whimpering, just like Elswyth.

All the men wore slim black wool braies and short leather ankle boots, cross-gartered up trim legs. The one on the left was a veritable giant—at least a head taller than the other two, and they were exceedingly long of frame themselves. His white-blond hair hung loose to shoulder-length. He wore a brown wool tunic, belted at the waist and covered at the shoulders with several layers of matching mantles of different length that left one arm exposed, an arm that rested on a long-poled battle-ax, braced now on the ground. He had probably seen no more than thirty winters, but harsh lines etched his face, aging him beyond his years. A black patch over one eye completed the picture of battered soldier.

The Viking on the right was dark haired, and, Alinor guessed, vain as a peacock. At least five years younger than the giant, he stroked his silky mustache. His beard and hair were woven into intricate braids—a habit many warriors adopted to avoid their hair flying into their eyes in the midst of battle—but this Viking’s plaits were interlaced with colored beads. Most interesting was the blue jagged line down the middle of his face, which detracted not at all from his appearance; in fact, some might say it enhanced his attraction. He wore a blue wool tunic, matching his eyes and his face design, but instead of a shoulder mantle, a gray fox skin was tossed carelessly from shoulder to opposite waist, front and back, tucked into a wide belt of tanned leather. The animal that had died for his comfort must have been huge. Reaching down nimbly to the ground, he patted the clamoring dog, cautioning, “Shhh, Beast. ’Tis just a scurvy bitch. Beneath your interest for a quick dalliance, my good dog.” He grinned at Alinor as he spoke, making it unclear whether he was referring to Beauty or to her.

But it was the Viking in the middle—the apparent leader—who caught and held her interest. Alinor’s head had never been turned by a man’s pleasing countenance in the past. It was now.

His long hair was light brown streaked with pale yellow strands, giving the appearance of shimmering gold—the effect caused by the bleaching effects of the sun during many years on the open seas, she would wager. He was older than the rest, possibly five and thirty, and godly handsome. Blessed St. Bonifice! His years sat well on him, indeed.

His hair, too, was braided, but only on one side, where a silver earring in the shape of a thunderbolt dangled from one exposed ear. Dressed all in black—braies, tunic, belt—he was covered shoulder to ankle by a cloak of magnificent wool of the best quality, lined with black sable. The cloak was pinned off one shoulder with a heavy gold brooch in a design of intertwining snakes with clear chrysolite eyes. Hanging from a chain around his neck was an amber pendant in the shape of a star with a bloodred drop in the center.

“Well?” he said, his honey brown eyes taking her measure with icy disdain.

“Wh-what?” He must have been talking while her mind had been woolgathering.

“I said, my lady,” he repeated with exaggerated patience, “é heiti Tykir ... My name is Jarl Tykir Thorksson, and I have not come this great distance for your food or drink.”

She cocked her head to the side. “Why then have you come?”

“ ’Tis for you I have come, Lady Alinor.”

Where’s a magic broom when a gal needs one? ...

“Show me your tail.”

“Ta-tail ... ?” Alinor reeled inwardly with shock. Oooh! She would like nothing more than to take a wooden trencher off the table and whack the thick head of the crude oaf, Tykir Thorksson. His reference to a witch tail was the latest in a series of outrageous remarks he’d made to her since they’d come from the sheep pasture, the first and most outrageous being that he’d come all the way from Hedeby for her.

She was sitting next to him at the high table in her great hall with an iron hand clamped on her forearm, locking her to the arm of her chair. Otherwise, she’d have risen long ago and exited his presence, forthwith. He and his two comrades had refused to leave her out of their sights since returning to the manor house, not even when she’d gone to the garderobe.

“Listen, uh ...” The brute had informed her from the first of his title, jarl, which was one step below a king and similar in nobility to an English lord. He held this rank of the upper Norse nobility, thanks to bloodlines linking his grandsire, the famous, long-dead King Harald Fairhair. As if she cared whether he was a lowly thrall or a high jarl! Or whether he was Viking, Frank or Saxon, for that matter. The man was still a crude oaf. But how does one address a Viking of higher station? My lord? My jarl? My barbarian? “Listen, my jarl—”

He let out a hoot of laughter. “Call me Tykir.”

Nay, a wooden trencher would be too mild a punishment for this one. Better a rock. A big one.

“Well, are you going to show me your buttocks and end these bothersome protests? If you have no tail, prove it ... though I am inclined to believe that a true witch could make a tail appear and disappear at will.”

Despite her efforts at restraint, she bared her teeth and made a low hissing sound of affront.

He grinned.

“If I were a true witch, I would put a spell on you right now and turn you into a toad.”

He laughed. “Be that as it may, I have wasted more than enough time in pursuit of you. I expect to be aboard my longship in Jorvik three days hence. So end your senseless malingering.”

Aaarrrgh! She’d been trying to convince the stubborn blackguard of her innocence ever since he’d told her out on the fells that he’d come to Graycote for the witch who’d put a spell on some Viking king. A likely story! No doubt he was searching for a target to pillage. Well, he’d find naught of worth in her poor keep. Or perhaps he hoped to kidnap her for hostage. Little did he know that her brothers wouldn’t pay even a farthing for her return. Her only value to them was in the bride price they received for her every blessed time they arranged another marriage ... along with the estates that ceded to her on widowhood, of course.

And her aging castellan, Gerald, would be of no hope. She grimaced with dismay as her gaze hit on her supposed protector, leader of her hird of soldiers. He was over there at the end of the high table, nodding off to sleep, and it barely past high noon. These Vikings must think they’d been handed a gift from their heathen gods on viewing the weak protection of her keep. Hah! That was a deliberate tactic on her part. Her prosperous farms and sheep pastures were in sharp contrast to the starkness of her keep, which was well-maintained and stocked with provisions, but with no embellishments or luxurious furbelows, like wall tapestries or silver tableware. If ever Alinor enlarged her timber and stone manor house into a fine castle, Egbert and Hebert would take it from her in a trice. The same was true of her hird of soldiers under Gerald’s leadership. Strong fighting men would just draw her brothers’ attention.

“Look at it this way, you have no children here that demand your presence,” the Viking said.

Huh? She’d been half-attending while the insensitive clod prattled on.

“You are free to leave your estate in the care of minions. Actually, you could consider this a pleasure trip to the Norselands.” He folded his arms and puffed out his chest then, well pleased with himself for coming up with that ludicrous justification for his actions.

“A pleasure trip?” She could scarce keep her voice down to a low shriek. “Wouldst that be comparable to plucking out a person’s fingernails and calling it good grooming?”

“Probably,” he said unabashedly.

She thought a moment. “How do you know whether I have children?”

“Your castellan told me so.”

She was going to have a serious talk with Gerald about his loose tongue. In the meantime, if he could bring up children, then so could she. “What will your children think of you hauling an unwilling woman halfway ’round the world?”

His face turned a rosy shade of red under his deeply tanned skin. “I have no children ... that I know of.”

She arched an eyebrow at his wording. “That you know of?”

“My family or lack of one is none of your affair,” he said icily and put up a hand to bar any further words. “I have been kind to you thus far, Lady Alinor. We can do this nicely, or not. It matters not to me.”

“But—”

“Gather your belongings, I beseech you. Or I will. One way or another, we must be on our way if we are to make camp at Aynsley afore nightfall.”

“But—”

He refused to allow further argument. “Know this, my lady: I promised to deliver a witch to Anlaf, and a witch I will deliver.”

“I ... am ... not ... a ... witch,” she said in evenly spaced words, so the halfwit would understand.

“Prove ... it,” he said, mimicking her pacing.

She bristled. Say nothing, Alinor. Keep your wits about you. A clear head has gotten you out of worse situations than this.

“Everyone knows a witch has a tail,” the lout continued.

“Everyone?” she scoffed.

“Thus I’ve been told,” he said defensively. His wonderfully thick, brown lashes fluttered with uncertainty.

“By whom, pray tell?”

Tykir’s whisker-stubbled face reddened as he pointed ruefully to the side where the one-eyed giant, Bolthor—the world’s most unlikely skald—was imbibing great draughts of mead, mumbling something about, “Hear one and all, this is the saga of Tykir the Great, who met a flame-haired witch-shepherdess ...”

“Tykir the Great?” Alinor asked, unable to stifle a chuckle.

“To straighten a king’s tail

Did the brave warrior come.

To lose her tail

Did the bold witch aspire.

Which tail will win

In this battle of the tails?”

Tykir shrugged sheepishly and shared a chuckle with her at his own expense. She liked that in a man—or woman—the ability to laugh at oneself.

“But you must recognize that this whole situation is absurd. I’m no more a witch than you’re a ... a troll.” Her lips twitched with amusement at that remark. “On the other hand ...”

“Why, you impudent wench! Are you implying that I’m a troll?” He squeezed her forearm as punishment, but not very hard. “In truth, I must needs be honest with you, I cannot help but admire your bravery, though it passes all bounds of recklessness. Has no one ever warned you about tweaking the wolf’s tail?”

“Don’t you mean the troll’s tail?” she asked cheekily.

He laughed. “Too bad you are not a more toothsome morsel. I might have enjoyed tasting your charms on the long journey back to Trondelag.”

His dancing eyes assessed her form in its clean gunna of fine forest-green wool, with a matching headrail. Her wild hair was tucked neatly under a white wimple, but she knew she held no appeal for him. It was the freckles, of course. They repelled most men, superstitious fools that they were. And if not superstitious, then overly concerned with the traditional standards of beauty, like milk-white skin. “Dost think I care if you find me lovely as a goddess or homely as a hedgehog? Three husbands have I buried. The next man, wedded spouse or not, who tries to sample my wares will do so over his dead body.”

The Viking’s mouth dropped open with surprise. Then he slapped his free hand on his knee with appreciation. “Thor’s blood! Your tongue does outrun your good sense. Don’t you know I could pull that talksome appendage from your mouth, slice it off with a mere flick of my sword and roast it for dinner?”

Now, that is an image I do not need planted in my head. She decided to try a different tact. “Dost thou honestly believe in witchcraft?”

“Yea. Nay.” He tapped his chin thoughtfully. “Mayhap.”

She cocked her head, trying to understand how a seemingly intelligent man—well, leastways, not a drooling lackbrain—could give credence to dark magic.

“You must needs understand that the Norselands are harsh and wild, especially the far north where I live. ’Tis vastly different from Britain, even up here in Northumbria,” he explained. “There are times during the summer when there is continuous daylight, and times during the winter when there is continuous darkness. In a land where darkness is a fact of life for long periods of time, ’tis easy to appreciate how my people have a superstitious bent. Out of the deep forest, down from the mountains, up from rivers and fjords they believe that the magical creatures come: the hulders, the nisser, the fosse-grimmer, the nøkker. Witches are naught, compared to this. Oh, I forgot. There are also the elves, the dwarfs and the trolls.” He waggled his eyebrows playfully at the last word. “These are not all bad beasties, though. Some of them are quite playful, spurred by our god of mischief, Loki.

“Further, I wouldst tell you a tale of King Harald Fairhair. An intense loathing for wizards and magic did my grandsire have, despite the fact that one of his sons, Ragnvald Rettlebone of Hadeland, practiced such. In the end, he ordered his other son, Eric Bloodaxe, to kill his own son. Eric did not only that, but killed eighty other wizards as well, for good measure.

“So, yea, I believe in the black arts.”

“Humph!” It was all nonsense, as far as Alinor was concerned. But then a sudden thought occurred to her. This fierce warrior could fight off her brothers with a swat of his hand, if he so chose. What if she went to the Norselands with him, for a short time, just till her brothers gave up on their latest matrimonial efforts? Wouldn’t that be a way of solving both their problems—the Viking would fulfill his promise to deliver a “witch” to remove the curse, and she would escape a fourth wedding?

“Unhand me, Viking,” she said then, looking down to her arm, still pinioned to the chair by his long-fingered grasp. “I would hear more of your mission. Exactly how long would it be afore you could return me to Northumbria?”

“My duty ends once I present you to King Anlaf.”

She tilted her head in puzzlement.

“After the curse is removed, I’m fairly certain Anlaf would send you home with an armed escort, but by then the winter ice would have set in, I predict. So, I would guess you could be home by Easter.”

Fairly certain? Then his other words snagged her attention. “Easter? Easter? That’s six months from now. I can’t be gone for that long. What of the winter weaving? And the spring lambing? And the first shearing? I have more than a hundred sheep to care for here at Graycote.” She gave him a fulminating glower, then concluded, “ ’Tis impossible.”

“You have no choice, my lady.”

Well, we shall see about that. I don’t want to take drastic measures, but I will if you force my back to the wall, Viking. “Tell me again. Exactly which high Viking personage am I accused of cursing?”

“Are there so many?”

Are there so many? Alinor repeated snidely in her head. “No, there are not. I cannot remember even one.” She paused as a quick flash of memory came to her. “Except ... oh, surely you do not refer to that Viking assault on St. Beatrice’s Abbey last year?”

He nodded. “ ’Twas King Anlaf of Trondelag.”

Her forehead furrowed with confusion. “I thought Haakon the Good was king of Norway.”

“Well, yea, my uncle Haakon is the all-king of Norway, but there are many minor kings. My cousin Anlaf is the chieftain or low-king of a region in Trondelag.”

“Your uncle ... your cousin? Kings?” she sputtered.

“At last! Now you understand.”

“Understand? Why, that brute—your cousin—was about to rape Sister Mary Esme.”

He shrugged. “And you put a curse on him.”

“I did?”

“And waved the magic veil?”

“Which magic veil?”

“The Virgin’s Veil. And, by the by, do not forget to bring the blue veil with you. Anlaf will want to see it when you remove the curse.”

Alinor crossed her eyes with frustration. “That blue veil was my headrail, and I was not waving it. It fell off my head in the tussle to get the barbarian off of Sister Mary Esme.”

“You jest.”

“And another thing, I may have cursed the man, but I did not put a curse on him. There is a difference.”

“Dost thou try to befuddle me with words?”

That wouldn’t take much.

“Did you or did you not proclaim, ‘By the Virgin’s Veil, may your manpart fall off if you do this evil thing’?”

There was a long, speaking silence during which Alinor let his words sink in. Her face heated with embarrassment, then, as she asked, with awe, “And did his manpart fall off?”

“Nay, it just took a right turn.”

“It?”

“His manroot.”

“It did what? Oh, I can barely credit what you say. His manpart took a right turn?” Alinor choked with laughter.

“It’s not funny,” he protested, slapping her heartily on the back to stop her choking.

“Oh, yea, it is. But please,” she said, wiping at her tears with the edge of her headrail, “please do not tell me that you and that cloddish king think I would touch his ... root.”

Tykir waved a hand airily. “I know not of witchly rites for straightening a man’s lance. Touch it or touch it not, for all I care. Just remove the spell.”

“And if I cannot do so?”

“There are laws held sacred at the Things—our governing bodies—where witches can be stoned or drowned. If they are bad witches, that is.” He slitted his eyes to study her for a moment. “By the by, are you a good witch or a bad witch?”

“Aaarrrgh!”

“It matters not, actually. I misdoubt that Anlaf would wait for a Thing to be called if you cannot remove the curse.”

“Oh?”

“Anlaf will, no doubt, just lop off your head.”

The fool asked if she had a mood tail ...

“You don’t have to watch me every blessed minute,” the witch sniped at him several hours later.

“Do I not?”

“A big, fearsome warrior like you! What have you to fear from a harmless little female like me?”

You were not harmless from the day you came squalling from the womb, I wager. Seems to me, I’ve heard that red hair and a shrewish temper go hand in hand. Or was that just something Bolthor put in one of his sagas? Enough! I waste my thoughts on nonsense.

“ ’Tis good you noticed my impressive stature,” he said.

Thor’s toenails! The nonsense in my head is spewing out my mouth now.

“How could I not? You block the entire door.”

He was leaning his shoulder, casually, against the open door frame of the Lady Alinor’s bedchamber, his arms folded across his chest. Block was a good choice of word on her part because he suspected she would bolt in an instant if he were not acting as the barrier to her freedom.

He tapped one booted foot with impatience as the wench ... rather, the witch ... or the lady ... arranged a neat pile on her high bed of the garments she intended to take on her journey to Trondelag. Worst of all, there were four blue headrails, and none of them looked magical, or, for that matter, old enough to be the Blessed Virgin relic.

I swear, if she folds that gunna into one more perfect square and smoothes out every single wrinkle, I am going to stuff her belongings in my saddlebags and be done with it. Mayhap I will stuff her scrawny body in there, too, all neatly folded into squarish parts.

Clearly, she was employing a delaying tactic, but for what purpose he could not yet fathom. She appeared to be an intelligent woman ... or as intelligent as any woman could be. She had to know her fate was sealed; she would be delivered to King Anlaf, willing or unwilling.

Still Tykir held his temper in check. A good soldier knew to wait for just the right moment to pounce. Lady Alinor didn’t deceive him. The witch was up to some mischief. He saw the evidence in the nervous fluttering of her fingertips, and this was a woman not prone to flightiness. She had given in too quickly, in the end, to his demand that she accompany him to the Norselands. Being a mite stubborn himself on occasion, Tykir recognized a fellow mule. He grinned to himself at that mental picture, and how the missish Lady Alinor would hate that he put her in that animal category.

She cast him a sideways glance through narrowed, speculative eyes. “Wouldst consider a danegeld?”

“Aha! You think to bribe me now? With what? Mutton?”

She bristled at his ridicule of her precious sheep. On the way back to the keep, he’d noted with amusement that she had names for each of the bleating animals.

“Perchance I could gather together a few coin,” she offered. The furtive cast in her eyes told him clearly that she hid something. Hmmm. Now that he thought on it, the number of sheep and cattle he’d seen on the fells, along with the well-cultivated fields, bespoke a more prosperous estate than exhibited in Graycote’s austere keep or in Lady Alinor’s jewelless attire. Mayhap she hoarded her gold. But for what purpose?

Really, it was no matter to him whether she was wealthy as a Baghdad sultan or poor as a landless cotter.

He shook his head. “I promised Anlaf a witch, and a witch he shall have.”

“All for the sake of a horse?” she scoffed.

He’d told her moments ago about all the trouble he’d gone to since the king’s emissary had come to him in Birka, including Anlaf’s wily inducements to seal the mission. Her scoffing tone irritated him. Whether he’d been barmy or not to take on this mission was his concern, and whether he did so out of boredom or for a fine stallion did not merit her criticism.

“Do not forget the slave girl,” he pointed out in a deliberate attempt to rattle her composure. “The one with the bells.” For some reason, he’d mentioned the horse and the jingling Samirah, but he hadn’t told her about Adam. The less people who knew the better, especially his sister Rain and her husband, Selik. They would go off in a rage if they discovered Anlaf’s perfidy regarding their adopted son. In fact, their rage might cause a whole bloody war over an incident that Tykir could handle by simply delivering a witch.

Her upper lip curled with contempt. “Men are the same everywhere, are they not? It does not matter if they be Norseman or Englishman, men are led by the tail betwixt their legs.”

Tykir was startled by her blunt words and realized that she was referring to his slave girl comment. He was not accustomed to such crudity from a lady, but he forced his face to remain expressionless. “My lady, you exceed yourself. You would do best not to earn my scorn. Speaking of tails, how much trouble does yours cause?”

“I ... am ... not ... a ... witch,” she repeated, a refrain that was becoming tiresome to him.

“I would think it could pose problems when you attend your needs in the garderobe,” he said, as if she had not even spoken. He’d already noticed that she hated it when he ignored her words. “Or riding a horse. Oh, oh, I thought of something ...”

“Now, there is a rare event.”

He frowned at her impertinent interruption. “I am loath to ask, but ... do you have a mood tail?”

He could tell she did not want to ask but could not help herself. “A mood tail?”

“You know ... does it wag of its own volition when you are in a happy mood, like a puppy? And droop when you are in a despondent mood, like when the blood curdles in your witchly cauldron?”

“I find no humor in your foolery.” She bit her bottom lip with frustration. There was something appealing about the woman when her feathers were ruffled, but he just could not see past those hideous freckles. And even though a crisp wimple covered her bright red hair, he knew it was there underneath, just waiting to spring forth. Moreover, she had no breasts to speak of, as far as he could tell. His preferences did not necessarily lean toward the buxom, but flatter than two eggs on a hot rock held little enticement, either.

“Keep your eyes in their sockets, Viking,” she admonished.

Aha! Another feather ruffled. He liked
































































Also by Sandra Hill

THE RELUCTANT VIKING

THE OUTLAW VIKING

THE TARNISHED LADY

THE BLUE VIKING

THE VIKING�S CAPTIVE (formerly My Fair Viking)

A TALE OF TWO VIKINGS

VIKING IN LOVE

THE VIKING TAKES A KNIGHT

THE LAST VIKING

TRULY, MADLY VIKING

THE VERY VIRILE VIKING

WET AND WILD

HOT AND HEAVY

FRANKLY, MY DEAR

SWEETER SAVAGE LOVE

DESPERADO

LOVE ME TENDER


Copyright

This is a work of fiction. Names, characters, places, and incidents are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously and are not to be construed as real. Any resemblance to actual events, locales, organizations, or persons, living or dead, is entirely coincidental.

AVON BOOKS

An Imprint of HarperCollinsPublishers

10 East 53rd Street

New York, New York 10022-5299

ISBN 978-0-06-201900-4

EPub Edition January 2014 ISBN 9780062343895

Version 12202013

www.avonromance.com

THE BEWITCHED VIKING. Copyright © 1999, 2011 by Sandra Hill. All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the nonexclusive, nontransferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, decompiled, reverse-engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins e-books.

Avon Trademark Reg. U.S. Pat. Off. and in Other Countries, Marca Registrada, Hecho en U.S.A.

HarperCollins® is a registered trademark of HarperCollins Publishers.

10 9 8 7 6 5 4 3 2 1

OEBPS/images/9780062343895_cover.jpg
USA TODAY BESTSELLER






OEBPS/images/titlepage.jpg
BE{VITCHED\ﬁIQNG

SanoraHi






