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        “She found herself unimpressed with him, having expected more of the legendary man—Brant. Lord Blackwell. Brant the Gladiator. Brant the Vigorous. Brant the Flame. Brant the Viking Hero. Della snorted in unladylike disgust. More like, Brant the Thorn in my Arse!”

      

      

      

      Lady Della the Cold-Hearted

      Lady Della despises all things Viking. They may rule the land, but they will never rule her. Unfortunately, her father doesn’t seem to agree. To prove his continued allegiance to the Viking king, the Ealdorman of Strathfeld betroths his only daughter to a respected Viking Lord—a warrior whose legendary prowess isn’t reserved for the battlefield. Fighting the newfound craving in her body and the unwelcome fire in her heart, Della must choose between everything she knows to be true and the one thing she never expected…

      

      Lord Brant of Blackwell, the Fiery One

      Lord Blackwell is as fiery on the battlefield as he is in his passions. He has fought valiantly for King Guthrum and has earned the respect of the nobles. When his overlord offers the hand of his beautiful daughter and the right to inherit his lands, Blackwell can hardly refuse. However, he soon discovers that his noble bride is anything but the meek and mild woman he envisioned for his wife. One minute she’s kissing him back, the next she’s swearing to do whatever it takes to dissuade him from their marriage. Can his lust for life and his new bride melt the ice that surrounds her heart? Or will Lady Della the Cold be this warrior’s undoing?
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      Late in the 8th century, Vikings (also called Danes and Norsemen) raided and plundered the English coast. By the end of the 9th century, they were a powerful force that reigned over the Anglo-Saxons, settling and ruling much of England—including Northumbria, York, Mercia, and East Anglia. The Danish King Guthrum wanted Wessex—the only territory left to conquer. Though they fought, no side claimed victory and Wessex’s borders remained intact.

      In 871, King Aethelred of Wessex was mortally wounded at the Battle of Martin only to be succeeded by his brother, King Alfred (known now as Alfred the Great). Even with a new Anglo-Saxon king, the Nordic army was vast and none could predict how young Alfred would fair against them. For those Anglo-Saxons living under Viking authority, it was a hard time. In a land torn by war, ruled over by fierce warriors, it wasn’t wise to change allegiances. Ealdormen (later to be called Earls) were the chief magistrates, leaders of armies, and the highest ranking nobles of the period below the king.

      This period of time is commonly known as The Dark Ages. Though the events surrounding this story are based on the history of the time, the main settings, characters, and situations are purely fictional.
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          STRATHFELD CASTLE, NORTHUMBRIA, 871 A.D.

        

      

    

    
      “Methinks my sire has lost his bloody mind! It would seem this man is truly a barbarian.”

      Wrinkling her nose, Lady Della lifted her chin haughtily into the air, trying to hide her apprehension beneath a composed expression. Under the long skirts of her blue overtunic she tapped her foot, staring across the main hall to where her father spoke to their Nordic visitor. She took a calming breath and then another, doing her best not to let her aggravation show.

      I am a lady, she thought with a feeling of resentment curling through her entire being. I am above him.

      Her fingers worked against her waist in frustration, causing the fine linen of her gown to crumple beneath her hold. She concealed her scorn under an icy mask of indifference. It was an old habit, one she’d cultivated through years of practice. The dirty Viking glanced around the hall, paying her no mind. However, she watched him intently from the shadowed end of the stairwell, taking in his every gesture like a falcon waiting for a sign of weakness—something, anything she could use against him.

      The warrior laughed, nodding in agreement at something the Ealdorman of Strathfeld said. Lord Strathfeld was her distinguished and honored father, though Della was hard pressed to think so highly of him this day. Her irritation deepened as the grating sound of the warrior’s merriment only continued.

      Grumbling under her breath, she said, “We may have to show allegiance to the heathens, but this goes too far.”

      “M’lady,” her faithful servant scolded. Della didn’t take offense to the light reprimand in Ebba’s tone. They had known each other for too long, though not exactly friends, they were as close as a maid and her lady could be. “It’s not yer place to question yer sire’s wishes. He has good reason fer this match or else he would ne’er make it.”

      Della gave the maid a stiff smile. Feigning nonchalance, she stepped out of the shadows to edge closer to where the men talked. Though she strained her ears, she failed to make out a single word they said.

      “Yea, he has his reasons. He thinks by making me wed this barbarian, it will ensure an alliance with King Guthrum in case there is to be another war. With Aethelred so recently in his grave and his brother, Alfred, just named his successor, times are uncertain, especially with Wessex so close to falling under Viking rule.”

      The entire time she spoke, Della kept her eyes coolly on the warrior, taking in every detail of his figure. She found herself unimpressed with him, having expected more of the legendary man—Brant. Lord Blackwell. Brant the Gladiator. Brant the Vigorous. Brant the Flame. Brant the Viking Hero.

      Della snorted in unladylike disgust. More like, Brant the Thorn in my Arse!

      “M’lady?” Ebba tilted her head in confusion, causing her short, black curls to bob as she moved. She imitated her mistress by pulling at her own clean, white apron.

      “Yea, he has his reasons.” Della glanced wearily at the maid, who really had no understanding of politics. The noblewoman didn’t know why she bothered to explain them as she turned her eyes forward once again to her intended.

      The Norseman was dressed as if he’d just come from battle, still wearing his shirt of chainmail. Della was surprised he hadn’t rushed boldly into the hall, brandishing his bloodied sword, calling out Nordic curses to his pagan gods. She couldn’t help but wonder how many Anglo-Saxons the barbarian had killed. By reputation, it was many.

      Della was predominately of Saxon heritage, though not directly related to those in Wessex. Would Lord Blackwell’s anger toward the race be transferred onto her in their marriage? The only reason her father retained his title was because of a single drop of royal Viking blood in their ancestry, from when the heathens had first come to Briton. That and her father had proven himself a loyal and valuable man to his Viking overlords.

      Briton had been ravished by wars for several hundred years, perhaps since the beginning of time itself. Wessex to the south raged against the Vikings to the north. Her Northumbrian home was in the middle of it all, firmly held by their Viking rulers. No matter how she secretly wished victory for the Wessex king, it wasn’t likely her traitorous prayers would be answered. In truth, Della wasn’t sure the Christian God could hear prayers said in a pagan land.

      The world will always be at war so long as men are in it, regardless of my marriage to Brant the Thorn! Della fumed inwardly.

      The barbarian lord nodded as her father pointed up into the high rafters of the main hall. Whatever it was they talked about, it looked to be a serious conversation. Della turned back to her handmaid. “Times mayhap are uncertain, but my cousin, Sir Stuart of Grayson, could well man this keep. Methinks he would make a more likely choice in husband and father to my children.”

      Ebba giggled and Della wondered at the knowing look in the girl’s eyes. “Yea, Sir Stuart is handsome. Would yer sire consider him?”

      “Nay,” Della admitted with remorse. Nay, he thinks naught of Stuart. He is more interested in his political intrigues and an alliance with Stuart is not politically advantageous. He would rather see me married to a murdering, lecherous boor of a Viking than let me find true happiness with a man who would stay out of my way and let me run my keep!

      “It’s a shame.” Ebba licked her bottom lip. “Perchance this Viking husband will not be so bad. It’s rumored he’s good with his sword, both in bed and out.”

      Della suppressed a groan at the younger girl’s crudeness. It was no secret Ebba already had many lovers in her young life. She had never even been alone with a man, except for her cousin, Stuart. They’d been childhood friends, though she hadn’t seen him for many years. She didn’t love him as a woman loved a man, far from it, but he was safe.

      The marriage bed terrified her and wasn’t a prospect she’d been looking forward to experiencing. Della knew if she would’ve been permitted to marry Stuart, he would’ve let her out of that particular marital duty. In turn, she would’ve let him keep as many mistresses as he desired so long as he was discreet and out of her way.

      She determined it best to change the course of the conversation before her fear of the marriage bed was discovered. It was easier to be in charge of men and servants if she showed no weaknesses. Della knew what the men called her behind her back—“Della the Cold-Hearted” or, for short, “Della the Cold”. Long ago, she’d taught herself not to care so long as they showed no disrespect to her face and did as they were commanded.

      “Do you think this Viking has even seen the inside of a keep? I heard it told they sleep outdoors on their ships. Mayhap right next to the cattle.” Della gave Ebba a pointed look.

      “M’lady!” Ebba’s cheeks turned red and she grabbed a piece of her cropped black hair, twirling it around her fingers. She kicked the worn tip of her shoe into the herb-scented rushes that lined the floor. “Mayhap he was just at battle. Mayhap he rode through the night to get here on time.”

      The maid gave a romantic sigh, no doubt believing the whispers of Lord Blackwell being a glorious war hero, a valiant knight-errant. It was said he was a man of distinguished valor on the field of battle and those war-hardened men who fought against him ran at the mere sight of him and his fiery sword. However, Della knew how the scribes liked to exaggerate. Eyeing the Norseman now, she frowned. He wasn’t so frightening.

      Besides, Della thought ruefully, he might scare grown men but he would assuredly meet his match in a woman.

      “Yea, and mayhap you should marry the nefarious barbarian and I could be your handmaid.” Della understood Ebba had no knowledge of the conspiring that ran her mistress’s life. All the servants could seem to understand was the work of their daily existence. Della tried to change that by teaching them the ways of the world, for she believed that everyone deserved to be enlightened. She found most of them didn’t want her lessons.

      Ebba scrunched her face at the prospect of being a fine lady. “Nay, it’s too much to ask. Abovestairs he would break me with his very size.”

      “More like he would stifle you with his odor,” Della noted wryly. Ebba giggled again. Though, the handmaiden had a point. Brant was indeed a big man, even for a Viking.

      “Yea, it’s a sad truth. Lord Blackwell is not known for his cleanly ways.”

      Della stiffened, as the soft words drifted from behind her. The sound curled the hairs on her neck to standing. She’d only changed the subject to keep Ebba from probing too much into her future husband’s carnal appetites. She hadn’t meant for anyone else to hear her barbs—especially not someone with a Nordic accent. Her heart fluttered and she felt sick at being caught, but she couldn’t let her anxiety show.

      Proudly straightening her shoulders, she turned to the man behind her. Heat rose on her cheeks and she hoped he didn’t see it, as she eyed the man who dared to interrupt their conversation. Giving him a chilly stare, it was too late to back down from her viperous comments.

      “Yea, it is.” Her hard tone crackled over them like breaking ice. No one would know it, but the more nervous she became the harder her voice was, the icier her expression.

      “M’lady?” Ebba whispered. Della saw the maid from the corner of her eye, but refused to pull her gaze from the barbarian’s. The servant swayed back and forth, clearly wanting to be dismissed. Ebba gave a cautious glance to the large man and took a step back. “M’lady?”

      “Yea, Ebba?” Della’s head was forced back to look up at the man. His light blue eyes held a rigid formality within their depths, though his words had carried some vast amusement. Della found herself suddenly grateful he wasn’t to be her intended. She thought her fiancé was big, but this one gave her reason to pause.

      “M’lady?” Ebba insisted once more, tugging lightly on her mistress’s sleeve. The barbarian raised an eyebrow and Della’s frown deepened.

      The noblewoman drew her gaze away first. “Ebba, get you to the kitchen and tell Isa about our guests. Mayhap they would like a draught of mead after their travels.”

      “Yea, m’lady.” Ebba gave a small curtsy and scurried away in relief.

      “Do you know Lord Blackwell?” the Viking warrior asked when they were alone. His low voice dripped over her like heated syrup—thick and warm and wickedly sweet. For a barbarian, he was well pronounced despite the heathen accent. He hadn’t moved, but with Ebba gone Della lost some of her confidence. She didn’t like being alone with him.

      She was by no means a short woman and yet this man still towered over her. An unsettled feeling curled in her stomach at his nearness, taking her by surprise. She took a step back to put some distance between them. His mouth twitched up in obvious amusement and she was compelled to run. Not many people could frighten her by their mere proximity.

      I am a lady. I am above him. The words were less convincing than before.

      Purposefully, she gave a slow, dispassionate glance over the length of his attire, refusing to let him know he unsettled her. It was a mistake. Looking at him only made the feelings worse. The flexible chainmail shirt he wore ran across an expansive chest, the heavy links molding into the folds of his muscles. An unfamiliar fire worked its way through her, causing a shiver to run the length of her body.

      Repulsive, Della thought, hoping to convince herself she meant it.

      From the look of his shabby clothing, she presumed he was part of Blackwell’s hird, the retinue of fighting men who served under him. His crossed arms and widespread stance effectively made an unbreakable barricade. Under his threadbare long tunic, she detected his thighs were like the trunks of two large oaks and his arms like their immense branches. It occurred to her if she were to try, she wouldn’t be able to wrap her arms around his upper body.

      Della saw how this man would make a formidable opponent on the field of battle and off it. His hair hung loose, in the typical Viking style, to just below his shoulders with two braids plated into it behind the ears and banded with thin strips of leather. He had trimmed blond whiskers over his jaw. She looked at his eyes, momentarily lost in the clearness of their depths.

      Come on, girl, wake up! He is a lecherous Viking!

      The barbarian raised his eyebrow and an amused corner of his mouth wrenched up higher than before. She grudgingly noticed the attractiveness of his lips under the short beard.

      “Do you know Lord Blackwell?” he repeated. “His manor lies not far from here and you speak as if you are acquainted.”

      Blessed Saints! She chastised herself, annoyed at having been caught staring like a dimwitted fool.

      “Nay. It’s only by his inflated reputation that I know of him.” Her icy features remained purposefully blank, though she was hard pressed to keep the hauteur from her voice.

      The Viking nodded and Della wondered at his unwarranted concern. As he stepped forward, a lock of his long hair fell across his shoulder. The braid on the left side of his head appeared to be a dark shade of red, while the rest of his hair was lighter blond. It reminded her of a streak of fire burning through a golden field of wheat. It was said that Vikings were able to bleach the color from their hair with soaps, though she had never seen it done.

      “Do you ride with Lord Blackwell oft?” Trying to sound uninterested, she turned to watch her father and intended. She decided to ignore the fact that the man to her side wasn’t properly introduced.

      Leastways, mayhap I can discover a few things about my intended.

      “Yea, oft enough,” he answered, his tone serious. “It’s almost like we are the same person.”

      Della scrunched up her nose at his enigmatic words. “And you have fought together in many battles, I presume?”

      “Yea, and sometimes we even sleep by the same row of cattle,” the man whispered mischievously.

      Della paled and refused to look at him. She was about to question him further when she saw her father turn to her with a look of satisfaction. Nodding her head stiffly in the ealdorman’s direction, she acknowledged his interest.

      “Lord Strathfeld is a good man.” The Viking prevented her from asking more. There was a yielding respect in his voice as he spoke. “He has truly proved his worth in battle.”

      “Yea, my father has fought in many battles,” Della said.

      Those battles were the reason for her hasty marriage. He’d fought bravely several months ago at the Battle of Martin, where King Aethelred had been brought low, and had caught the notice of King Guthrum. Together they had formulated a plan to help ensure Strathfeld’s continued allegiance to the Viking clans. Their arrangement was simply to unite the prominent Strathfeld line in marriage to a Viking noble and have male heirs of mixed blood produced to join the people. Her father had readily offered her up to be a political sacrifice. Not only did he seek to assure peace with King Guthrum, but he also wanted to ensure continued loyalty between his manor and the neighboring Nordic manor of Blackwell. So it came to be that she was betrothed to Brant of Blackwell, Viking Barbarian.

      A jarl, Lord Blackwell was one of the few nobles truly descended of pure Norse blood. Generations of raiding and pillaging the land had given way to Norsemen taking Saxon brides and the children of such matches were considered Viking by birth. If her father had been a pure or even half Viking, he would have been Blackwell’s better. Lord Strathfeld was richer and had more land. However, by Viking law, the circumstance of Blackwell’s birth made him more powerful than Della’s father.

      While he is titled, it does not make him noble. He is still naught more than a Viking barbarian, a Viking barbarian who is soon to be my husband.

      Della closed her eyes as a wave of disgust rose in her chest. Taking a deep breath, she steeled her nerves.

      “M’lady has a look of distaste. Do you feel ill?”

      She sensed the man kept his emotions well-guarded and couldn’t tell if he disapproved of her earlier remarks regarding her intended. His stony expression puzzled her. She could usually sense what others were thinking.

      Mayhap he is as displeased by this match as I! It’s likely he does not care for the Saxons as much as I do not care for the Vikings. Mayhap I can convince him to persuade his friend to leave before the nuptial vows are spoken.

      Della turned her most charming smile to her unknowing ally. She ignored his surprise at her sudden change in attitude toward him. “Methinks this marriage between our people is a mistake. Perchance, it is the same for you?”

      The Viking’s eyes narrowed and shot flames in her direction, but he kept quiet.

      Della took his silence as a fervent agreement. “I do not wish to marry Lord Blackwell and it’s obvious you dislike the match as well. Perchance you can whisper a few words of discouragement into my intended’s unsuspecting ears. It would be well worth your while to do so.”

      “And what would these whispers say?” The Viking leaned closer, his face devoid of emotion as he scratched at his beard.

      “They would say I love another, that I would not be faithful. They would say I carry the bastard child of Stuart of Grayson in my belly. They would say aught you would see fit.” Della’s tongue edged the line of her upper lip in nervous agitation. She barely believed the lies spilling from her mouth. But she didn’t care, for they could be disproved when it was discovered she carried no babe. “I care naught what the whispers say of me, only that they meet their purpose.”

      “It would appear that m’lady has little care for her reputation, nor for the reputation of her betrothed, to speak thusly of herself.” The Viking’s lips pressed together into a thin line.

      Was it possible she’d been mistaken in her assessment of him? He didn’t appear as daft as she first assumed and he didn’t seem pleased at her intention to overthrow the betrothment. Jutting her chin up in defiance, she said quietly, “I care naught of his lordship’s reputation. If you are a true and loyal friend to him, you will warn him against me. Do you understand my words?”

      “Yea, I understand.” The Viking lowered his head and leaned his face into hers.

      Anger glowed like embers of fire in his gaze. He didn’t take her veiled threat lightly. Narrowing her eyes, she returned his hard stare, not about to back down now that she’d stated her case. What did it matter if she got along with a barbarian who owed allegiance to her future husband? If this charade of a marriage took place, her first act would be to dismiss the knave at her side and turn him out of the castle. Her heart pounded loudly in her ears as she stared into his steely gaze. Even before the battle of wills had started, she somehow knew she was to be the loser.

      Contemptuously, she withdrew her gaze from his and noticed his fists clenching and unclenching at his sides. Suddenly the size and power of the man before her grabbed hold of her senses and she knew she’d stepped too close to the flame. Taking a hesitant step back, she debated as to whether she should turn and run.

      

      “Do you leave so quickly?” Brant asked in low, exact tones as his future wife backed away from him. He wanted nothing more than to wring the life’s breath from her traitorous, unfaithful throat. Her passionless face gave no emotion away.

      No wonder you are called Della the Cold-Hearted. Methinks you lack all passions, even fear.

      Brant watched the woman’s unwavering composure in awe. She was a beautiful creature, or would be once the ice melted from her features. She looked too young to possess so much self-control, though she was old by marrying standards. He estimated she could be no more than one and twenty years.

      Brant hadn’t meant to overhear her conversation with her handmaid. He’d thought simply to introduce himself, for it was clear she thought his seneschal and good friend, Gunther, was he. But when he caught her cutting remarks about his heritage and cleanliness, he couldn’t help himself. He had teased her to teach her a lesson about gossiping. Though now he saw there was to be no end to her insults. The damned Anglo-Saxons always insulted what they didn’t understand and it seemed his bride was no different. He’d hoped since she was a lady, a position allowed her by the very race she now scorned, she would see the wisdom in their alliance.

      Brant took a menacing step toward her. He usually would be against striking such deliberate fear into a woman, for he knew they were naturally apprehensive of his large size. He always tried to treat womankind with a gentle hand and, after they got to know him more intimately, they never complained. But this frustrating woman wasn’t fearful of him. In fact she seemed damned near indifferent. Could it be the rumors about her were true? Did she truly feel nothing?

      Do you understand your mistake now, little schemer? Brant took another step, closing the distance between them. He noted in grim satisfaction the way her pulse quickened at the base of her slender neck. Nay, you are not immune to my anger, you just shroud it well.

      “Do you leave before being introduced to your future master?” Brant forced a hard smile as he fingered a lock of her waist-length blonde hair. He smoothed the submissive strands gently between the pads of his thumb and his forefinger. She wore a simple blue gown, the fine linen embroidered at the edges as to befit her station. By looks alone, she would make him a good wife—someone warm and soft to hold during the night, someone to slake his desires when they arose. First, she must learn to submit to him. He had a feeling she wouldn’t take kindly to being commanded. Lifting the soft lock of hair to his lips, he kissed it lightly before whispering, “For make no mistake, Lord Blackwell will be your master.”

      “No man will ever be my master.” She snatched her hair from him and threw it over her shoulder in contempt. “And you will do well to unhand me in the future lest I tear off the offending appendage.”

      Brant’s smile widened at her show of defiance. He was going to enjoy taming her obstinate ways. Underneath her icy façade was a fiery passion just waiting to be released. Even through his anger, he had to confess, he was drawn to her unpleasant temperament. And he had worried that his bride would turn out to be an unexciting wife who couldn’t hold his attention.

      “I will not be commanded! Not by my father and certainly not by your fellow barbarian over there.” Della turned her chilly gaze in the direction of Lord Strathfeld.

      “Of that you can be certain, m’lady,” Brant whispered mockingly to her, as he followed her eyes. He felt more than saw the small shudder of apprehension that radiated through her body. A lazy smile settled on his lips, though his insides were kindled in a temperate rage. His future father-by-marriage nodded his acknowledgment as he made his way toward them. Gunther followed closely behind him. Della’s hand trembled as she grabbed the dress at her waist to still her fingers. He turned and gave an agreeable smile to Lord Strathfeld. “M’lord.”

      “Ah! It is good that you are getting on.” Lord Strathfeld nodded worriedly to his daughter, his look of concern belying the pleasure in his words.

      “Argh,” Della huffed under her breath in aggravation.

      Lord Strathfeld raised a brow at her anger and shook his head in disapproval. Leaning into his daughter, he warned none too quietly, “Della, this is no way to act before your intended. Would you have him think you are no lady?”

      Della looked scornfully at Gunther and held out her hand to him. “It is a pleasure, I’m sure.” The words barely escaped her bared teeth.

      Gunther looked at Brant in confusion and then took her hand. He bowed gallantly over it. “M’lady.”

      Brant felt a small pang of irritation as Della moved to Gunther’s side. She took up his friend’s arm and turned a self-important stare to him.

      “Della?” Lord Strathfeld coughed. He motioned to the man whose arm she held. “Have you met Gunther? He will be replacing Edwyn as seneschal here after I am gone. I was showing him the improvements Edwyn made here in hopes that he would see fit to continue them.”

      Brant watched in grim satisfaction as Della turned to Gunther in horror.

      “Seneschal?” she mouthed as she dropped Gunther’s arm. Her eyebrows shot high on her face, adding to her icy charm.

      “Yea, m’lady.” Gunther let her hand slip from him as he turned to Brant, not even trying to hide his amused smile. “Brant, did you introduce yerself?”

      “Lord Blackwell?” Della gasped and turned her head sharply to look at him. Realization dawned in her amber eyes.

      “M’lady.” He bowed and offered his hand to her.

      “Oh!” Della opened her mouth in shock. She jerked away from him as if he were poisonous. “You are a detestable, unspeakably miserable lout! How dare you not reveal yourself to me?”

      Gunther chuckled and soon all the servants in the hall were doing the same. Della turned around in dismay, quickly making her way abovestairs.

      “It would seem you did not make a favorable impression on her, Blackwell,” Gunther said in amusement. “And to think we left the fighting behind us. Perchance you are just too much Viking fer her.”

      “Yea, perchance.” Brant gave a wry smile as he stared at the place his bride’s feet had disappeared from. And perchance the battles have just begun.
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        * * *

      

      “M’lady?” A knock sounded on the door, following the maidservant’s words. “M’lady, it is me, Ebba.”

      “Come, Ebba.” Della sat on her bed with her back to the door and kicked the bottom of her shoes against the nearby stone wall in frustration.

      “M’lady? What are you about?” Ebba eyed her with concern, tilting her head to the side as she investigated the source of the hard thuds.

      Della sighed and dropped her feet to the floor in order to stand. Leaning against the cold stone of the wall, she pretended to look out the narrow slit window. “What news from my sire?”

      “They are done with the negotiations. Lord Blackwell has announced his intention to marry you in front of yer father’s men and yer sire has named him his heir pending the marriage.” Ebba eyes shone with excitement. “And yer husband—”

      “Nay, future husband, Ebba. He is not my husband yet,” Della corrected tersely. And if I can help it, he will never be.

      “Yer future husband,” Ebba amended before rushing on. “He gave yer father the handgeld in good faith. It is said he paid a princely sum fer yer hand. It’s said King Guthrum blesses this match so that the manors of Blackwell and Strathfeld can become one.”

      Della shivered at the maid’s words. She doubted it was truly a ‘princely sum’ Brant paid, for her future husband didn’t clothe himself like he had many coins. Already, she knew Brant would become Ealdorman of Strathfeld upon her father’s death, as well as remaining Jarl of Blackwell to combine the titles. She’d hoped her hasty words of being unfaithful would have dissuaded her suitor. It wasn’t to be. The men had actually gone through with the dealings. The last splinter of hope left her.

      “Begone, Ebba,” Della said dismally into the window. She refused to turn lest the woman see her nervousness. Ebba was a good servant and an admirable companion, but she was still a servant and prone to gossip. Della didn’t want her childhood home knowing the full extent of her displeasure over the marriage, at least not yet.

      “Ah, m’lady?”

      “Yea,” Della finally moved to look at the woman. There was something to the maid’s tone that worried her. It was rare that Ebba didn’t do exactly as told.

      “It is to be a Viking wedding.”

      Nay! How could my father have agreed to that?

      “Perchance I did not hear you?” Her voice croaked and she was sure her heart nearly stopped beating.

      “Yea, m’lady. It’s to be a traditional Viking wedding. Lord Blackwell was insistent on that point. Though, it will be presided over by a Christian priest as well, so it will be binding in everyone’s eyes.” Ebba took a step back.

      By All the Saints! A pagan wedding? A shaking started in her stomach, only to make its way to her heavy limbs. It wasn’t completely unheard of, but she’d just assumed they would follow the local customs. She took a deep breath, mortified by the news. You will not get away with this, Brant the Fiery Thorn!

      “What else?” Della demanded, feeling that Ebba was hiding something from her.

      Ebba shook her head in denial.

      “Ebba?”

      “Naught else, m’lady.” The woman’s voice was weak.

      “Leave me.” Della didn’t believe her, but it didn’t matter. Whatever else there was, it wouldn’t compare to a pagan wedding.

      

      Ebba took a deep breath as she hurried down the hall, away from her angry mistress. Lady Della looked fit to kill at the news of a pagan wedding. All in the manor were well aware of her ladyship’s abhorrence of the Viking people. It was no great secret.

      Ebba ran faster, eager to get away before she could be called back. She’d lied to her lady, but what else could she do? She wasn’t going to be the one to inform Lady Della that Lord Blackwell demanded her maidenhead checked.
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      “Gunther, I’m pleased you have agreed to stay on with me,” Brant said in their native speech. It was early in the day and they were alone in the main hall. He grabbed a wooden goblet from the high table and took a long drink of mead. Smiling secretly to himself, he let visions of Della storming up the stairs brighten his mood. She had a chilly disposition, even more so than rumored, but there was fire hidden there as well, just waiting for the right tinder.

      He looked around the quiet room, knowing it would all be his. Someday soon, if Lord Strathfeld was to be believed. The old ealdorman sensed his time was near. It was always sad when a good soldier and leader passed on.

      Strathfeld’s hall was made of stone and not wood like so many manors were. It once had been a Roman fortress, plundered and then refortified by the Anglo-Saxons, and was now sitting on Norse land. Many of the walls still reflected the old stronghold, making Strathfeld a strange blend of old and new. By all standards, it was impressive.

      “Yea, where else was I to go?” Gunther answered in the same language. He too took a drink. “But with my rich and noble friend.”

      Brant studied the main hall. The room showed the large extent of the wealth he was to inherit along with the title. The nobles’ table sat high before the rest of the long hall, with the other tables and benches lower for the servants, soldiers, and freemen of the keep. On the far end, separated by curtains, were the sleeping pallets for the soldiers. True to Viking style, a large stone fireplace had been built into the middle of the hall, excellent for producing heat, but it did little in the way of light. To compensate, candles made from animal fat and beeswax were placed along spikes in the stone walls. Next to the main hall was the kitchen with a fireplace of its own for cooking.

      He’d already explored much of the home. Abovestairs there was a separate chamber for the lord and lady of the keep, with narrow slits in the floor so one could peek down onto the guests to make sure everything was in order. Lord Strathfeld had informed him that the chamber had never been used and that it was where he wished Brant to stay. There were smaller sleeping chambers—one for Lady Della, one for the ealdorman, and a few for honored guests. There was even a small room for sewing set up with looms and cutting tables. Many homes didn’t have such fine accommodations and often the lord and lady slept in the hall with everyone else. Brant looked forward to the silence of sleeping away from the men.

      Directly outside the kitchen were the castle gardens and a small fruit orchard, and beyond that were the pens for animals to be slaughtered in the fall. The old fortress itself set high atop a motte of earth and rock. It towered a good fifty feet above the bailey. In front of the castle was the bailey yard, which was surrounded by a large wall made of both stone and timber, and in turn was surrounded by a large ditch and wooden palisades for reinforced security. By some ingenious plan, the servants’ chambers were built into the bailey wall to utilize space and to better keep watch in times of conflict. The only way out of the keep was through the front gate and over a stone path that was surrounded by water on both sides. Contained within the inner bailey were the exercise yard, a small chapel, the stables, a couple barns, a few workshops, and a small brewery.

      Brant knew from his travels that the castle was one of the most innovative of their modern age, both in discipline and in design. Lord Strathfeld had taken great care in the planning, utilizing many of the ideas from the southern kingdoms. Brant had been in awe of it since he had first detected its magnificent fortress walls from the distance.

      Setting the goblet back down with a thud, Brant wiped his mouth on the sleeve of his dirty tunic. He was still amazed by how quickly this change in his life had been brought about. One day he fought a war, the next he was inheriting land so vast he could hardly imagine it. He knew the reason Lord Strathfeld sought him out as a suitor for his daughter was because his Viking blood was pure, he had a valiant war record, and he lorded over a small piece of land next to Strathfeld.

      “Yer off to sea, Brant, row back to shore.” Gunther laughed as he patted Brant hard on the back.

      A sharp pain radiated through his body at the friendly gesture, bringing him again to reality. He’d been struck in the lower back a month ago during a small skirmish and the wound still pained him some when disturbed. “Yea, this a good place. Strathfeld’s land will make a good addition to Blackwell Manor. Mayhap we can finally rebuild Blackwell to what it was before my father’s time.”

      “Yea.” Gunther grinned, winking at a passing maid. The girl blushed before hurrying across the empty hall to the kitchen. “It is a good place, this Strathfeld. Do you e’er remember so many pleasing young maids in one stead? If yer new wife does not take to you, you can have many a pick fer a bedmate.”

      Brant laughed in appreciation. He knew well that he could have as many mistresses in the keep as he liked and his new wife couldn’t protest. But he also knew what his unfaithful father’s ways had done to his mother. She’d taken her own life when he was only ten years old. Brant had no desire to flaunt his indiscretions. He secretly wished that he could find some sort of happiness in marriage—even if it wasn’t the fabled love of his people, inn makti murr, the mighty passion.

      Brant shook himself from his deep thoughts and turned to an amused Gunther. “I see much that needs to be done with the fortifications if this place is to continue to be impermeable.”

      “Methought I saw some walls on the east boundary were made of wood. They could be fortified with stone. There are enough rocks lying around to easily do it.” Gunther continued to use the language of their ancestors. A servant came to refill their goblets. Her red hair spiraled out of her head in a disarray of pleasant curls and she had wide green eyes. When Gunther spoke, she stopped, looking at them in confusion. “I do not see why that section was not yet done. Though, it’s said Lord Strathfeld has spent little time here nigh on these last years and that his daughter has managed the keep in his absence.”

      “Lady Della would know little about maintaining a stronghold.” Brant crossed his arms over his chest and stretched his legs before him. The servant didn’t move and he realized she didn’t understand them. He motioned her forward. Without much thought, he easily switched to the Saxon tongue. “Though she does maintain a clean keep.”

      “Nay, m’lord. It’s because of the spirit.” The servant looked at him. “She will come out if the manor is filthy. Have you not heard?”

      Brant smiled at her superstitious ways. “Nay, tell me. Who is she?”

      “The spirit of the Roman lady who lived here when the home was built.”

      “And what does she do?” he asked.

      “She cleans, m’lord,” the servant answered in all seriousness.

      Brant and Gunther laughed.

      “Nay, sweetling, it’s not you we find amusing.” Gunther also switched easily to the Saxon speech as he leaned forward. He touched the young maid gently under the chin. “Methinks you would just let the cleaning spirit work.”

      The maid smiled at Gunther’s charms and swayed back and forth on her feet in girlish shyness. “Nay. It was tried. After a sennight, she tore the manor to bits with her rage and we ne’er tried again fer fear she’d take after us next.”

      Brant chuckled even harder as Gunther nodded in earnestness.

      “It’s a grave thing you reveal to us, sweetling. Perchance, you can tell me more later?” Gunther lowered his voice suggestively. “Mayhap, tonight?”

      “Yea, m’lord.” She curtsied before turning to leave. Gunther let out a belch and pounded himself on the chest. The maidservant glanced back with a small jump, giggling as she scurried off.

      “There has been little need to mind the castle walls. The fighting has been away from here.” Gunther resumed where the conversation had been interrupted.

      “Yea, but it will not always be so.” Brant rubbed the bridge of his nose. Spirits were a serious business. Not that Brant believed in them, but because the people who served him did. “Mayhap our spirit will fix the wall. It appears she has little to do inside.”

      “Yea, and mayhap she’ll get angry at our sloth and tear it down.”

      Brant chuckled and hit his friend hard on the shoulder. “Yea, mayhap.”

      “It appears m’lady does not get much credit fer her work.” Gunther stretched his arms. Seeing a gathering of dust on his sleeve, he patted it from his shoulder with a hard smack. The particles rose into the air and drifted in the narrow rays of sunlight.

      “Perchance, she does,” Brant mused, watching the dust settle.

      Gunther lifted an eyebrow and then shrugged his shoulder. Spotting the informative maid across the hall studying him, he winked, giving her his most charming smile.

      Brant had given his temper a moment to cool after his first meeting with Lady Della. Even he had to reluctantly admit that his bride had a charming vivaciousness to her. Most men would not dare to stand up to him in opposition. He liked the idea of a wife who could hold her own. It meant she would be strong enough to last through hard times. Once he won her loyalty, she would make a great ally. Though he would have to do much to curb that wayward tongue of hers in the future, for it was not right for a wife to holler at her husband in front of servants.

      Maybe she was just nervous, or irate that her father hadn’t asked for her consent before the decision was made. Regretfully, there had been no time for such concerns. He had seen many unhappy marriages because a lady wasn’t consulted before the agreement, not that a consultation would have changed anything. But the gesture often assuaged feminine pride. He would just have to make it right by her on the wedding night, prove that he had some sense of good manners.

      He suppressed a groan at the prospect of the coupling. It had been a long time since he was held in the gentle arms of a woman. Sleeping next to an army of men was hardly as pleasant of a diversion.

      “What was that about earlier? Lady Della did not appear taken with you.” Gunther nodded to a serving wench with black hair as she went abovestairs. He shot her a come-hither smile. “Perchance, you have lost yer charm.”

      Brant watched his friend in amusement. Gunther never stayed in one place long without some company to share his bed. Unlike Brant, who preferred to keep a steady mistress.

      “It would appear m’lady has an aversion to Vikings—something to do with the way we smell and sleep out of doors with cattle.” He sat up and finished his cup of mead in several long gulps and then rubbed his eyes in aggravation. They’d been riding all over the countryside for the last several sennights and had yet to have a day of peace and quiet. He’d hoped that would have changed when he finally arrived at Strathfeld. It wasn’t to be. “Yea, she even tried to convince me not to wed with her. She said she carried Stuart of Grayson’s bastard child.”

      Gunther choked on his mead as he gave Brant a horrified look. “Gods Bones! She did not say that. What if it is so?”

      “I do not think it is,” he answered softly. “Besides, I have ordered her checked by the midwife.”

      “You didn’t!” Gunther’s laugh echoed in the hall as he pounded his fist on the arm of his chair. “Methinks the Lady Della will not take kindly to that.”

      “She left me little choice in the matter. Though, I have yet to tell her father.” Brant let a small smile lift the corner of his mouth. Lord Strathfeld had informed him that his daughter wished to be married to Sir Stuart, but she hadn’t seen him nigh on the last five years. It was too long of a time to be carrying a man’s babe. Unfortunately, he had no way of knowing how many people she’d told her lie to. This was the only way to ensure Della’s reputation and his own.

      “What are you going to do about her aversion?” Gunther’s laughter subsided for a moment as he took a quick drink.

      Brant re-crossed his ankles and adjusted his arms over his chest. “It’s already done.”

      “What?” Gunther’s eyes narrowed in anticipation.

      “I told Lord Strathfeld my ancestors demanded I have a traditional Viking wedding. He didn’t care either way, just so it was done.”

      “You didn’t.” Gunther laughed louder, unable to believe the audacity of his friend. “I don’t believe you. How traditional?”

      “My friend, it is my wedding day. We are going to do it right.” Brant grinned as he imagined the look on his intended’s pretty face as he made her drink from their kasa filled with mead and goat’s blood. He wondered if his dainty bride would refuse and then he thought of the many pleasurable ways he could punish her.

      “No one has used the traditional ceremonies nigh on the past hundred years.”

      “Nay, there are a few tribes to the far north,” Brant answered.  “Besides, the Saxons don’t know that.”

      “Well, m’lord, it would seem someone has just informed yer bride of the change in nuptial plans.” Gunther looked to the stairwell in feigned concern as he settled more deeply into his seat. It was apparent he had no intention of missing the upcoming fray.

      Brant followed his friend’s gaze. Not surprisingly, there was his bride storming across the main hall in their direction. Even in her wintry fury she was lovely. Rushes were kicked up in her rage and the dark-haired servant quickly moved behind her to smooth them down once more. He nodded his approval of their quick attention to detail. It said much of how his future wife ran the keep.

      Or the spirit.

      He knew the moment her gaze alighted on him and felt the chill of her icy stare from across the room. Suddenly he frowned, disapproving of her second public display of anger.

      “Lord Blackwell,” Della fumed at him from below as she made her way up to the high table. Once on the raised platform, she placed the palms of her hands squarely on the table to stare him down. Brant smiled and moved as if to look down her bodice. Della gasped and straightened. Her hands flew to cover what little cleavage showed before fisting stiffly at her sides. He shot her a devilish smile. Her face tightened until it looked as if she might crack. “May I have a word with you?”

      Brant studied her for a second, pretending to ponder his answer. She was an enchanting creature despite the constant icy restraint on her face. Her eyes were the color of prized Viking amber and hair was of the lightest spun gold. Earlier the locks had fallen freely to her waist in waves of pleasing softness, but now she had it bundled tightly to the back of her head and held into place with a circlet of gold chains. He had a feeling it was to keep him from fondling it again.

      She grabbed a fistful of her long blue dress at the waist and held it in her clenched hand. Her foot tapped as she waited impatiently for his answer. He tried not to let his amusement show. Finally, he nodded once to grant her permission.

      Della took a deep breath and lowered her voice. “Perchance I may have a word with you in private, m’lord?”

      Brant hid his delight at her mocking restraint, again pretending to mull her request over in his mind. “Nay.”

      Her jaw dropped and her eyes rounded in bewilderment. It was clear she was rarely refused anything. Bristling as Gunther laughed, she shot a deadly look to his friend. To her credit, it quieted the man’s laugh to a chuckle. She turned her thorns to him once more.

      Brant realized only he could detect the small changes in her emotions. To anyone else in the hall she would appear cool and calm. He watched her mounting fury and wondered how far he could push her before she exploded. Would her passions be as easy to rise between the bed linens? He found it peculiar that he wanted to demand control from her a moment before and now he couldn’t seem to stop himself from provoking her anger.

      She wasn’t as frigid as she would lead him to believe. There was a wealth of passion in her, just waiting to be released. Perhaps, when he showed her the pleasure of the marriage bed, she wouldn’t be so adverse to his presence. Brant suppressed a grin. She might even beg for it.

      
      Della glared at the obstinate man, despising his highhanded treatment of her and thought, You are not Ealdorman of Strathfeld yet, Brant the Thorn, you Viking barbarian! This is still my father’s keep.

      “Must I insist?” She clenched her teeth.

      “Insist all you like, but the answer is nay. I am content where I am.” He looked obnoxiously smug. She watched as he lifted a lazy hand to his beard to scratch at his chin.

      I’ll bet he is infested with fleas, she thought in dismay, and I will have to clean the rushes daily because of it.

      She raised her chin and her voice, not caring that Gunther was there to witness. “Very well, I refuse to marry you. I’d rather live my life as a pauper, scrubbing the garderobes. I care not for you or your pagan customs. Is this clear enough for you?”

      Brant snarled. He shot to his feet, slamming his palm flat onto the high table. “Methinks it’s about time I had a talk with my lady bride.”

      Her jaw dropped as she took a hasty step back. She placed her hands defiantly on her hips and didn’t look away. But, even so, she knew she had talked too out of turn. His dark fury poured from every movement. She cursed herself for again daring to step too close to the flame. He stalked around the table until he was well upon her. His fists were hard balls at his sides, attesting to his ire. Without pause, he grabbed her about the waist and threw her easily over his shoulder.

      “Oomph.” Della felt the wind rush from her lungs as she landed hard against him. He then leapt from the platform like a raging beast to the main hall floor. Della screamed and clutched at his back for support. Much to her amazement, he didn’t drop her. His feet found easy footing in the rushes. Screaming, she demanded, “Let go of me, you oaf. How dare you treat me like this? I am Lady Della of Strathfeld. I am a lady!”

      Brant’s arm blazed a liquid heat into her stomach as he adjusted her on his shoulder. Della dangled helplessly over his back, pressed intimately against the heat of his body. Her waist fit next to his thick neck and he held her steady with one arm wrapped around her upper thighs. Della didn’t move, noting in astonishment how gracefully he walked for a man of his size. Then, hearing Gunther’s hearty laughter, she came to her senses. She pushed her arms on his back and wielded herself up with a cry of fury.

      Brant grunted like he was in pain as she hit him. He stopped at the foot of the stairs and grabbed her butt with his free hand. Giving her cheek a hard squeeze, he warned, “Hold! Or I will likely drop you on your hard head.”

      Della instantly let her arms fall and did as he commanded. A strangely devious and unfamiliar response started in her stomach at his arrogant handling and she felt the familiar way in which his hand caressed her backside. For a moment, the touch mystified her into silence. The heat of his grip sent scorching waves of fire through the two layers of linen she wore.

      Della stiffened as she realized he was carrying her to the bedchambers. Tears instantly came to her eyes and she began to shake. The weight of his hand deepened on her sensitive bottom. Her thighs tightened and she became hot as an unusual throbbing started in her core. She squeezed her eyes shut, preparing to run as soon as she was let down, and prayed her quivering legs would carry her.

      He moved his hand from her backside to push open his chamber door. Then, with a hard jerk, he kicked it shut behind him. The door vibrated with a decisive thud. He carried her across the chamber and effortlessly tossed her onto the feather mattress. Standing over her, he crossed his arms to make an impenetrable barrier with his body. His eyes silently dared her to run.

      Della shivered. Hurrying to her hands and knees, she backed away from her potential ravisher. She dashed the shameful tears that slipped from her eyes. Brant watched her edge to the side of the bed, a look of hot passion on his face.

      “You are naught more than a dishonorable barbarian,” she yelled, terrified by the animalistic way he looked at her. It was like a starving man watching a loaf of bread.

      “And you are a spoiled shrew,” he fired back.

      “Miserable lout!”

      “Aggravating wench!”

      “Heathen!”

      “Battle-axe!”

      “Wretched boor!”

      “Enchantress.” He softened his tone and smiled when her mouth dropped open with no reply. “So, there is a way to silence your foolish tongue. I could quickly show you more effective ways to draw a compliment from your lord husband.”

      Enchantress? Della swallowed uncomfortably. No one had ever said such a thing about her, at least not to her face. She cursed herself for the pleasure she felt at the compliment. “You are not my husband.”

      “Yea, not yet, but I will be soon enough. There are a few things we need to get straight between us if this is to be a happy marriage.”

      She eyed his devilish looks. He still wore the same long tunic he had been wearing earlier, only he had removed the chain mail. His clothes were threadbare and bewailed a want for a woman’s touch. They lacked fine embroidery at the edges and the material was old, not at all fit for a leader of men and the future Ealdorman of Strathfeld. She wondered why the poor quality of his clothing didn’t bother her as much as it should. Or why she suddenly felt compelled to rip the tunic from his chest to see what was hidden beneath.

      “If it is happiness you seek, m’lord, mayhap you should seek another wife. It’s not too late.” Her low whisper sounded ominous. “For you will not find happiness with me.”

      He studied her for a long time. Then, as if trying to be reasonable, he said, “Mayhap, you judge our marriage too harshly and out of turn.”

      “Nay.” She reached to pull at the material that hung from the top canopy of the bed and entangled her foot. “It is you who judge me out of turn. I refuse to be married to a Viking. The whole race of you murderous heathen barbarians can rot. Call me a traitor. Do whatever it is you do, but I’d rather hang than—”

      “I am afraid, m’lady, you have no choice in the matter, for it is out of your hands. You will be Lady Blackwell or you will suffer—”

      “Are you threatening me?”

      “Either you wed with me two days hence or you die a pauper.”

      Della understood instinctively that the man before her wasn’t lying. He would ruin her if she refused him, and not only her. There were a lot of people living in Strathfeld Castle and the surrounding lands, a lot of people who depended on her—Saxon people. No matter what she felt, she couldn’t be selfish. Lifting her chin as she stood on the other side of the bed, she wasn’t willing to be humbled by his threats. “Yea, I will marry you then, but heed my words. It will be rape the night of the wedding and every night thereafter you seek your husband rights. I will never lie with you of my own free will and I will fight you every time you try to take me. My body will not bear you a child. I will seek the help of the midwife if it becomes necessary. If it’s happiness you are seeking, it will not be at my hand.”

      “And you heed me, lady bride. I will tolerate your bad temper no longer. You will treat me with the respect due your lord husband, both in public and private.” Brant moved around the bed and stalked toward her. He backed her against the stone wall and placed his hands on either side of her head. His chest rose and fell in aggravation. “And if you ever try to rid your body of my child, I will be rid of you in the same manner. Only I will not be as kind, for it will be a painfully drawn out death. Do you understand?”

      Della nodded, breathing heavily at his nearness—partly because she’d never been studied as intently by a man and partly because she found herself enjoying his perusal. His heady scent engulfed her senses as she tried to back away from him, tried to bury her body in the unforgiving stone. He smelled of sweat and horses, of mint and the earth, not at all unpleasant like she’d first insinuated.

      “Do not,” she whispered, afraid that he might ravish her to prove his power over her.

      Brant threw back his head in mocking laughter. He glanced down at her breasts and licked his lips as if wanting desperately to taste them.

      “What?” she demanded as her cheeks colored with hot embarrassment. She pushed against his chest. He didn’t budge. “Why are you staring?”

      “I have never raped a woman and I never will. Women come freely to my bed, as will you given time. I will make you plead me for my favors.” He leaned in closer and lowered his voice. His warm breath covered her neck and her chest. Her eyes strayed to his lips. She smelled the mead on his breath, and saw the hard texture of his firm mouth under the whiskers. “I will touch you in passion until you beg for my embrace, nay, the very length of my sword thrusting within you. And when you carry my heir, you will birth him and you will be a mother to him.”

      “Perversion,” Della swore, even as she shivered at the hidden promise in his voice. It was clear he meant what he said. She’d heard of such carnal pleasure whispered by the maids of the keep, but she’d also seen firsthand how unpleasant the mating act could be for a woman. In her mind, the pain outweighed the pleasure tenfold.
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