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PROLOGUE
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Northumberland, England  1139 AD

“Wolf.”...“I am the Wolf.”...The golden-haired giant dragged filthy fingers through blood-matted hair...“I am the Golden Wolf.”...“Sheriff of Lothian and David’s sworn man...”

Croaked words forced through cracked lips, he felt human again. More than human. Alive. Powerful. Like the warrior he was. All it had taken was a single memory piercing the mental haze for others to break through. 

In a matter of hours, the game had changed. He was Thor, son of Sweyn Sword-Cleaver, the most feared warrior in the lands. The fools who left a dying man to rot in this cesspit were clueless to the danger in their midst.

Wolf...The Golden Wolf...He was the Golden Wolf. The most feared warrior in the land. His captors sealed their fate by hiding the only man their king would give half his kingdom to claim. Laughing harshly, he admitted what they wished they knew. It would have been wiser to kill him while they could.

Relieved the shards of his splintered memory were piecing together, Thorauld Sweynsson prayed to a God he barely knew to remain forgotten long enough to escape this hole. If he didn’t, he was a dead man. The Golden Wolf was much too dangerous to ransom. He would eventually fall to the executioner if neglect and infection didn’t claim him first.

While he would have quickly dispatched a threat like him, his captors chose vindictiveness over wisdom. To allow a warrior of his stature to remain alive invited attempts to free him. Or it would if anyone knew he was here. They didn’t. None of his party escaped the ambush to share their tale.

Scratching another mark in the wall, Thor was fortunate he’d overheard the guards discussing a breach in the dungeon wall that would take several days to repair. One caused by an instability in the ground beneath the foundation which led to a section of stone collapsing from too much rain. While unfamiliar with the dungeon’s layout, he recalled the general direction of that breach from his initial journey to his cell.

At that time, he’d clung to consciousness by a thread until he was dropped on a hard stone floor. Blacking out, he’d roused a few hours later to the clank of manacles and knew he would venture no farther than the chains allowed. He knew as well that his wounds would go untreated and his stomach unfilled as long as he clung to life. Ransom nor survival was part of the plans. Painful, drawn-out retribution was.

However, as he visibly wasted away, his manacles loosened bit by bit. Imperceptibly testing his bindings, Thor was satisfied he could easily wriggle free and spring like a rat from a trap at the appropriate time. Studying his surroundings, he was fortunate that while a place of darkest horrors, this oubliette possessed no walls or cell doors. Just iron shackles and short chains suspending lost souls in the pit of hell. Were he a lesser man, insanity would have claimed him long ago.

Looking to the left, his fate played out in the rotting corpses of three fellow Scots lacking his fortitude. Looking to the right, the dangling skeletons of three unfortunates drawing final breaths long ago testified to the hopelessness of his situation. As discouraging as their death grins were, he refused to accept that his life would end the same way. However, he wasn’t above letting his captors believe he did. Beneath his powerless demeanor, a Wolf calmly plotted actions that played to his strengths and his captors’ weaknesses.

After three long months of festering wounds and deprivation, he was les morts-vivants bound for the shadowland. Right. Leaning against the wall, Thor’s laugh was manic. That sound issuing from the lips of another would signal his rapid descent into madness. He wasn’t any other man. He was the Golden Wolf. He lived for victory. He lived for vengeance. He lived to spill crimson rivulets of his enemies’ blood across verdant soil.

Calming the bloodlust rising within him, he silently vowed to start with the fools taking rabid pleasure in watching noble warriors waste away before their eyes. Fools so lax in their over-confidence that it was preferable to mock and torment dying men than guard their charges. Once that score was settled, he would handle the lord of this impressive demesne. Watching him slowly, painfully die knowing everything he held dear was destroyed before him would avenge the good men dishonorably slaughtered after a truce was called.

In the interim, he would pander to his guards’ foolish assumption that he was a dead man crawling. That his will to live was gone. They weren’t entirely wrong. Or they hadn’t been. He had no reason to live when he didn’t know who or what he was. Now that he did, hell would freeze over before he gave up the fight. He had a life to live and a king to serve. Death was not an option. He would escape this place.

When he did, may God have mercy on de Vescy’s soul...
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Menteith, Scotland 1138 A. D.

Alexandria stared over the moors. This spot felt haunted though puir Eddie never joined her anymore. He’d been laid to rest when the MacLarens fell. As difficult as it was to admit, her unease came more from the royal messenger emerging from the mist than visitors from the other side. Although not his intent, Greggorius’s arrival signaled changes in her life that she wasn’t ready to embrace.

Not when she knew his purpose and didn’t like it. Not when Drummond was at peace and her life was everything she hoped it could be. Yet, from her experience, that was when the bogills appeared. She’d be more surprised if they didn’t.

However, her displeasure wasn’t Gregg’s fault. It was her godfather’s. David was up to something or he wouldn’t send his trusted servant to summon her husband to service. As usual, he wanted his Wolf by his side for the planning and execution. There was nothing strange about that. However, that he’d sent Greggorius on such a menial assignment was.

She’d seen enough of these lone riders over the years to know a herald when she saw one and Greggorius wasn’t just any herald. He was the king’s official messenger. Deciding she needed to find Thor, Alexandria turned from the window to find herself staring into her husband’s favorite golden-brown tunic instead.

“How do you do that?” Sneak up on her without making a sound. “It shouldn’t be possible with how bloody huge you are.”

“No, it shouldn’t.” Thor dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “But my father taught me well.”

“As you are teaching our bairns.” Alexandria resisted the urge to punch a taunt belly for that little trick. “The beasties are as good at sneaking as you are.”

Laughing softly, Thor pulled her close. Glancing out the window, he instantly noted why the woman in his arms was in such a foul mood. She knew as well as he what the man dismounting in their inner bailey signified. Heart racing in anticipation, he was torn by unexpected emotions.

The warrior within relished the coming battle for that was all Greggorius’s appearance could mean. The husband and father didn’t wish to leave his wife and lover...His people or his cubs...However, he was honor-bound to do just that. His king needed him and his bloodlust needed an outlet. While Alexandria soothed the animal within, she had yet to tame him.

“Come, lady, we have a guest to greet.” Thor draped his arm over her shoulders. “Don’t get that look on your face.” He dropped a reassuring kiss on her lips. “We both knew this day would come when I became David’s man.”

While true, this was much sooner than expected. He’d heard no talk of raids on his last visit to court a scant month ago. Not the faintest whisper. He wondered briefly what had changed his sovereign’s mind and knew his questions would be answered soon.

“It would come were you not;” She retorted. “So don’t try to soothe my ruffled feathers with unnecessary truths.”

“Yes, it would.” Thor agreed. “David needs all of his men in the service of Matilda.”

“Aye.” Alexandria agreed. “But that doesn’t mean I like it.”

Shaking his head, Thor laughed. He would never tire of the fire in her eyes. Though Zan’s beauty was undeniable, her resilience and spirit first drew him to her side. Her devotion and love kept him there. Knowing this woman was his greatest strength and his greatest weakness humbled him. Almost losing her when they lost their son taught him to value the life he now had above all else, even duty to his king and country.

“Come, we must go below.” Thor rested his hand on his wife’s shoulder. “Hiding up here won’t make Gregg disappear as much as we might wish it so.”

“You’re right but,” Alexandria rested her hand over his. “Do you?”

“Do I what?” Thor pretended not to understand as he guided her towards the door.

“You know what.” Alexandria halted midstep. “Do you wish you didn’t have to go?”

“Truthfully?” She wouldn’t like his answer. “Are you sure you want to know?”

“Aye.” Alexandria nodded. “The truth.”

“Your husband has no wish to go,” Thor admitted. “To leave you and our babes.”

“But the warrior is chafing for the fight.” She finished for him.

“Aye.” There was nothing left to say. “He is.”

“While I didn’t expect anything different,” Alexandria nodded. “I’m glad part of you doesn’t wish to go.”

“Why would I?” Thor turned her to face him. “While I enjoy a good fight more than most, I am content with my life at Drummond.”

With his bride, his cubs, and his people.

“Good.” Alexandria headed for the door. “Make sure that never changes.”

Shaking his head at the expected response, Thor followed Alexandria down the stairs smirking at every exaggerated sway of her hips. He didn’t need reminding of the pleasures he was leaving behind. His bride was never far from his thoughts. Whether working the fields or on campaign he counted the hours until they were together again. He’d done that almost from the start. Resisting the urge to laugh at the final saucy look Alexandria cast over her shoulder, Thor decided she was a delightfully strange creature.

One he didn’t regret taking to wife though he had questioned his sanity soon after he’d agreed to wed the woman. He could have just as easily snatched that sword from her hand and impaled her with a twist of his wrist instead. However, he hadn’t questioned his sanity in the years since. He now knew only a dalcop would have refused the lady of Drummond or harmed a hair on her head. A fool was something he had never been.

Shaking his head at the man he’d become Thor silently acknowledged that while he’d never lacked female companionship, he never knew what was missing from those relationships. That oversite was quickly remedied when he discovered the illusive “what” in an unwanted union with an unusual woman not to his usual tastes.

Watching his wife head for the kitchen as he entered the hall, Thor noted the royal messenger already seated by the lord’s chair breaking his fast. While his visits were few and far between, Bertie had a soft spot for Greggorius of Grontabricc. Something about his deceptively good looks tugged at her shriveled heart and fueled the desire to spoil him much as she did her lord.

Settling in his chair, Thor glanced at the laden trencher and the filled goblet before the other man. Catching Greg’s eye, he made a loud sound of disgust. That old woman acted like she owned Drummond and everything in it, not just her domain. From what he’d heard, Bertie always had. Maybe that was why he let her get away with her hubris. She was a tough old busard, and he admired strength, even in a woman.

Shaking his head, Thor laughed thinking that while he had to bribe his wife’s cook with bolts of fine fabric to get the same treatment, the king’s messenger boy had but to smile at the stingy old hag to receive her choicest morsels and a goblet or two of his finest wine. While he’d like to inform Bertie that her pretty boy wasn’t just the royal messenger, he was the king’s pet assassin as well, he suspected she already knew. Like him, she appreciated power and strength, even in a man.

“I assume you bear messages from our king.” Ignoring unnecessary pleasantries, Thor cut to the chase. He didn’t need the missive sealed with David’s signet lying on the table beside Greggorius to know the truth of his words. “We are preparing for war.”

“Skirmishing at the least.” Gregg agreed. “If I don’t miss my guess, the king wants you in on the planning.” He nodded in the direction of the letter. “He wants to catch King Stephen by surprise.”

“I doubt that is possible.” While he may not know the exact day David’s warriors would pour over the border, Stephen knew they were coming. “No good ruler is ever caught totally off guard.”

Not that Stephen was a good ruler. Nor a good man for that matter. Stephen of Blois wouldn’t sit on the throne of England instead of Empress Matilda if he were, and he would still be bouncing his son on his knee instead of riding off to war. Not that he minded too much.

The leaving, yes. The fighting, no. He would assuage the blood lust within him in a matter of days. He could then refuse the king’s invitation to celebrate their victory at court and return to his wife and family more at peace for a bit of battle play.

“Tell my liege I will join him as soon as I consult with Lionel and see that my family is safely settled.” He would do all of that as soon as he read the king’s letter and knew the lay of the land. “I should be at the royal keep before you are.”

“I doubt that.” A blonde brow rose in question. “You are the only warrior the king has summoned. He wishes to have your advice before final decisions are made.”

“I see.” Then this skirmish was more serious than just harrying the borders. His king had an objective in mind. One he needed guidance in deciding how best to achieve. Interesting. “Then I will see you at the royal keep as soon as possible.”

Nodding his goodbyes and grabbing the sealed letter, Thor rose to his feet, distracted by the words he needed to say to his wife. While Alexandria knew what Greggorius’ appearance meant, she wouldn’t expect him to leave so soon. There was usually a matter of days, if not weeks, between the summons and the departure. However, she wouldn’t try to stop him either. She knew the ways of a warrior as she was a warrior, too.
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Exiting the hall, Thor broke the seal on the vellum in his hands. Scanning the brief message, he immediately understood his king’s intent and how best to prepare for his departure. He would start by meeting with Alexandria and Lionel. From there, he would alert his men and his messengers they would be needed soon.

While he couldn’t give anyone a definite time frame, he could ensure his men were in peak fighting form when the time came. And he would. They knew the routine: eat well, sleep well, abstain from overindulgence in distilled spirits, and practice battle-play until summoned. When that happened, they’d fight as though their lives depended on it. None of them would survive if they didn’t.

Looking around him, Thor huffed thinking of the whispers he’d heard over the years. Not that he would share, but there was nothing magical about his successes. The secret to his seeming invincibility was preparation, not mystical spells or incantations as some thought. While he wasn’t above dreams and divination, they weren’t common tools in his arsenal.

He’d learned long ago that self-discipline, self-awareness, mental fortitude, and constant practice ensured a good warrior became a great one. His vassals were cut from similar cloths or they wouldn’t be his sworn men. Times were turbulent. When called to service without warning they were always ready. Their overlord expected nothing less and he returned the favor. The Golden Wolf stood by his men and his men stood by their Wolf. Mutual loyalty and constant training were why the Sheriff of Lothian had the best fighting force in the land.

Heading for the kitchen, Thor knew his unhappy mate was hiding so she didn’t have to face what was coming. He knew as well that she’d finished discussing the menu with Bertie hours ago. She was more likely perched on a stool burying her sorrows in toasted bread slathered with fruit spread, crispy strips of bacon, and cider instead.

If he didn’t miss his guess, she’d also had a few nips of cook’s lethal strong ale to fortify her against the words she didn’t want to hear. Stepping into the kitchen, he caught Bertie’s eye and motioned for her to leave. Watching the woman depart to check on Greggorius, he silently rested his hand on his wife’s shoulder. While confident she was aware of his presence before he touched her, Alexandria refused to look at him.

“This won’t help.” Thor drained Alexandria’s goblet unsurprised he was right. “Strong ale is the last thing you should drink when I need your help.” He dropped a kiss on the top of her head. “Here, read this.”

“Why?” Alexandria glanced at the letter in Thor’s hand. “It will only say what I don’t want to see.”

“Are you sure about that?” Thor placed the letter on the table beside her. “Maybe you were expecting the king to send you a personal message in my summons, but I wasn’t.”

“Fine.” Alexandria nodded as she accepted the document. “I wasn’t either.”

Skimming the whole missive, she smiled as she read her godfather’s words at the bottom of the page. While it stated exactly what she expected, his words of open affection and vow to release her husband as soon as the battle was over soothed her ruffled feathers.

As displeased as she was with this latest turn of events, her loyalty lay with her king and Empress Matilda. If that meant putting her husband and her comfortable life at risk, so be it. She would do what she had to do. That was the way of the warrior and of the warrior’s wife. Handing the vellum back to Thor, Alexandria rose to her feet and looped her arm through his.

“It seems we both have work to do.” He needed to meet with Lionel while she needed to raid Bertie’s emergency stores for enough viands to pack for his journey. “Let me know what you and Lionel decide as soon as possible. I’ll need to make arrangements for the extra men.”

Thor stopped midstep and looked down at her. “That won’t be necessary.” He shook his head. “Not yet anyway. As you have already read, I’ll be leaving later today but Lionel will remain. He will see to alerting our vassals that war is imminent. As soon as our plan of attack is decided, I will send you an update with the king’s seal. Check that it isn’t tampered with before you open it. If all is well, do as it says.”

While he knew the king’s messengers were loyal, he trusted no man implicitly. It wouldn’t be the first time a seemingly loyal servant flipped to the other side. While complicated seals were a great deterrent, they weren’t infallible. He’d been on the receiving end of more than one such message. He was fortunate he knew what to look for since he’d been known to intercept and tamper with messages himself in the past.

Nodding, Alexandria knew that a sealed missive would contain her final instructions. While he might not trust any man completely, her husband knew she would only act once she determined the message was real. If events followed the usual plans, she would send messengers alerting their vassals to where and when to meet their overlord. They, in turn, would do the same with their men and so on.

Once the men were notified, they would likely converge on whatever royal residence the king occupied and go from there. Once they amassed enough men, David would lead his army into battle with Thor flanking him on one side and Prince Henry on the other. While there would likely be stragglers joining the fray late, none would be from among Thor’s vassals.

His men understood the importance of being at the right place at the right time. Many still retained their lands because the Golden Wolf and his warriors aided them at that pivotal moment when all should have been lost. That meant they weren’t casual in their loyalties. To their overlord or their king. Alexandria was grateful for that. Their dedication meant greater security for everyone.

“I need to meet with Lionel.” His second in command was likely working with the squires in the north bailey. “I’ll return when I’ve finished.”

“Aye, and once I’ve raided Bertie’s stores,” And received an earful for her trouble. “I’ll be in the sewing room working with the girls on their stitches.” She now had three rambunctious young charges in her care. “When I’m sure they’ve settled down, I’ll leave them in Adela’s hands and retire to our chamber to repair Sweyn’s tunic.”

The one already stretched across her frame. Rather than trust the tiny garment to less skilled hands, she’d decided to mend the tear herself. The outcome would be better for everyone. A smaller replica of one of his father’s, the shirt was one of her son’s favorites. Unfortunately favorite didn’t mean a thing when it came to a rough-and-tumble boy.

Heading for the kitchen, Alexandria pondered everything she would lose if anything happened to Thor. He had brought more to her life than affection and protection. She recognized that now. While unorthodox, their union gave her legitimacy she’d never had. 

One that grew when Thor put Ruthven in her hands. While meant only as an opportunity to rest and recuperate, her exile from the keep where she’d lost so much presented her with a healing challenge instead. One that allowed her to prove herself a worthy mate to the Golden Wolf. 

In the end, no one expected the miracle she and Reina pulled off at the derelict estate. Especially Thor. Ensuring everyone knew the turnaround at his keep was due entirely to his wife and her more unusual attributes caused society to view the crossdressing firebrand with new respect. That he had the foresight to wed such a woman had only enhanced the Golden Wolf’s reputation as well. 

Somewhat unexpectedly, aristocratic parents now clamored to send their sons and daughters to Drummond to foster. While none of them expected their delicate flowers to return riding massive destriers attired in men’s clothing, they did expect them to have insights into running a household most young girls lacked.

She and Reina did their best to fulfill that obligation. If anyone knew how competitive the marriage market was, she did. The MacLarens had ensured she remained unmarriageable until her father’s death forced her to take matters into her own hands.

As much as they might protest otherwise, any lord worth his salt appreciated any edge that made beneficial marital alliances more attainable. While rare in their world, her husband knew many men such as himself who would appreciate a wife who could do more than run their household and birth children. A strong woman capable of leading their men in times of crisis would be a godsend.

Thor knew that firsthand. He had no qualms about leaving their lands in her hands. His men respected her. They would follow her to the death as they followed him. If he ever felt that wasn’t so, Lionel would remain behind to take her place. She expected nothing less. However, that had yet to happen and she doubted it ever would. 

Deciding she had better things to do than dwell on possibilities she’d rather not contemplate, Alexandria prayed Bertie remained in the hall with Greg. The last thing she wanted was to get caught raiding the pantry. She’d never hear the end of it if she did. Looking around, she decided so far, so good.

###
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TURNING THE CORNER, Thor decided he could easily find his wife when the time came. The sewing room and their chamber weren’t that far apart. Right now he needed to talk to Lionel. Catching the other man’s eye, he watched the warrior inspect a final piece of armor before dismissing the pages and squires in his charge.

From his smiles and nods, the boys had done well maintaining their assigned pieces of armor. Thor reached out to pat one blonde head in passing. He was fortunate to have Lionel in his ranks. A deadly warrior in the field, he was an equally talented teacher who took great pleasure in instructing the boys how to be men of both honor and war.

“From the look on your face, I don’t need to ask why Greggorius was outside our gates before the haar dissipated.” Lionel fell into step beside his lord knowing the longer they stayed in motion the less likely it was that anyone would overhear their conversation. “When do we leave?”

“I leave shortly.” Thor corrected his false impression. “The king wishes to take advantage of my tactical skills before the battle.”

“I see.” Lionel nodded. “That leads me to think his objective is in an area you are intimately familiar with.”

“I suspect you are right.” Thor agreed. “Once I know the lay of the land, I will send instructions.”

“In the interim, I know what to do.” Send messengers to their vassals alerting them that war was imminent. “Once you give leave, I will join you with a contingent of men.”

He already knew which men he would choose and which he would leave behind. While he’d prefer leaving their best men to guard Drummond, that wasn’t how his lord operated. He had a system in place that he’d followed for years. One that ensured he always had the freshest warriors at hand. Their best men would be rotated between the keep and the king. The men fighting in the last skirmish would remain behind to guard Drummond while the guards would now fight.

“That sounds like the plan.” Thor stopped and looked Lionel in the eyes. “If anything changes, and it may, you’ll know what to do. I suspect we won’t be fighting together. I have an idea what David’s up to. If I’m right, we will need you leading our men into battle from a different direction.”

“Then I await your instructions.” While he preferred fighting beside his lord, there had been many times when that wasn’t possible. “Until then, I will watch over Drummond in your absence.”

Thor nodded his thanks knowing the man would watch over his wife and family as well. Just not too closely. Where other men would feel threatened by Lionel’s unwavering devotion to their mate, he was grateful for his presence. The story would be different if the warrior were a less honorable man. As it was, he trusted his wife and her ardent admirer until there was reason not to.

“Good.” Thor nodded. “Now I have to beard the lioness in her den. I’m afraid my wife isn’t happy with my coming departure.”

“She has grown used to your presence.”

They all had. His overlord had proven surprisingly hands-on with every aspect of his demesne. His people love him because he wasn’t above joining them in the fields and his family adored him because he adored them. While strict with the security of his estates, Thor was fair and generous to everyone.

He kept his finger on the pulse of his lands and rewarded his people well for their service. Keeping his villages provisioned was a priority. In return, his villagers did their best to ensure his storehouses overflowed to the benefit of everyone.

“Reina won’t be happy when I depart either.” Lionel shook his head.

“No, she won’t.” Thor agreed. “But Reina and Alex know we must fulfill our duties to the king.”

“No matter how they feel.” Lionel stopped by the entrance to the keep. “I will see that your mount is ready when you are.”

Standing in the open doorway, Thor nodded before turning toward the stairs while Lionel headed toward the stables. There was no reason to stop by the great hall. He knew exactly where his wife would be. She’d already told him. Glancing into the sewing room, he nodded to the tittering women before closing the door behind him. As usual, Adela had her charges, and his wife’s ladies, well in hand. They wouldn’t be disturbing them any time soon. There was too much sewing to be done whether they wished to do so or not. 

The thought brought the familiar twinge to his heart. Bridget pretended to hate every moment she spent in the sewing room. He suspected she secretly craved the companionship of the other women instead. Though his daughter's memory was still bittersweet, the darning of the clothes was a necessary evil.

Not only for practical reasons but because it was an opportunity for young ladies to perfect their stitches. Once they did, they could move on to bigger and better challenges like creating beautiful new bliauts. Fortunately, Adela ensured her charges were proficient before they touched the finer fabrics lining Drummond’s coffers. Not a bad idea in his opinion. Some bolts were irreplaceable.

Pushing gently on the door, Thor was surprised when it swung open. In her petulance he expected Alexandria to lock the door against him. While not something she’d done often since the memorable night he’d learned of Siward’s existence, he no longer shattered the door on the rare occasion she did.

He’d quickly discovered her anger burned hot and quick. It was more rewarding to let Alexandria’s moments run their course. She was far more likely to reward him for understanding if he did. Locking the door behind him, Thor saw that Alexandria was true to her word. The tiny tunic stretched on her sewing frame was the one his son had caught on a twig running hell for leather across the heath two short days ago. From the finely wrought stitches already in place, the small tear would be all but invisible when the repair was done.

“I assume you have spoken with Lionel,” Moving the frame to the side, she rose to her feet. “And he is getting your mount ready for the journey.”

While she knew the animal in question would be a seasoned destrier or a courser, she didn’t know which it would be. She did know that the horse he left riding would be the one he rode into battle. However, that animal wouldn’t be Wotan. Not anymore. The main reason was to avoid being readily identified. 

While Thor’s size ensured he stood out in a crowd, several fair-haired warriors of similar height and build had joined the king’s forces over the past year. More would likely come from the Isles in the future. While not something she would admit aloud, Alexandria was grateful for anything that made her husband less of a target as both of those things did.

“I have,” Thor smirked. “And you have assumed right.” But he would take his time about it. “However, Lionel knows I won’t depart without a suitable goodbye.”

“Is that what we’re calling it now?” Alexandria rolled her eyes as she released his locks from the familiar leather thong. “A suitable goodbye?”

“Something like that,” Pulling his tunic over his head, Thor slowly backed her against the wall not surprised when her thighs automatically encircled his hips. “I suspect he will act similarly before his departure.”

Burying his face in her hair, Thor knew that event would come sooner rather than later. He knew as well that Reina would appreciate her husband’s attentions as much as Alexandria was appreciating his. He knew as well that both men would eagerly anticipate being welcomed home in much the same way.

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

CHAPTER THREE


[image: ]


Dragging a hand through his unbound hair, Thor rolled on his side, kissed Alexandria’s shoulder, and rose to his feet. Washing up, he quickly dressed before turning to face his wife. Watching her stretch in a way that left nothing to the imagination, he contemplated succumbing to temptation before dismissing the idea.

If he didn’t leave now, he wouldn’t make it to the royal keep before nightfall, and traveling alone after dark wasn’t wise even for the Golden Wolf. Besides, his king expected him sooner rather than later from the tone of that letter. However, worshipping his wife had already shot that plan to hell. Not that he regretted it. He didn’t. But he mustn’t do it again.

“As much as I’d like to take you up on your offer,” Thor kissed her lips. “We both know I can’t.”

“As much as I wish things were different, we do.” Alexandria wrapped her arms around her sheet-covered knees. “I’ll get the bairns and meet you in the bailey.”

“I’ll be waiting.” Thor grabbed the bag abandoned just inside the door and glanced inside. Just as expected there was a leather flask of ale, a cloth-wrapped loaf of bread, and a chunk of cheese neatly packed inside. He didn’t need anything more. Any clothing he might need for any occasion was already in their clothes trunk at the royal keep. Any weapon he might need was safely locked away in a separate trunk. The keys to both were tucked safely inside the pouch at his waist. “Don’t be too long.”

“I won’t.” Alexandria watched him leave before she quickly dressed and headed for the nursery.

While none of their offspring was old enough to understand what his leaving meant, they would realize their father was gone soon enough. Especially Siward. He was his father’s favorite little man.

No, that wasn’t fair. Thor adored Maryse and Sweyn just as much, but Siward was older. He could do more with his firstborn son than with the other two. That was closer to the truth. Opening the nursery door Alexandria saw that everything was exactly as she expected. Maidlin and Annas were rocking Sweyn and Maryse while Sweyn played with his tiny wooden sword. One day he would be as big and strong as his father. Maybe bigger. She already saw the resemblance between them in looks and mannerisms.

“Thor is leaving for the royal keep.” Setting his toy aside, she lifted Sweyn in her arms. “He’d like to say goodbye to the bairns before he goes.”

“Yes, my lady.” Rising to her feet, Maidlin finger combed Maryse’s fiery hair grateful she wasn’t expected to curtsey at home as she did at court. “Are we going now?”

“As soon as you are ready.” Alexandria smiled. “I don’t know how long the Sheriff will be gone, so we’re meeting him in the stables.”

“Do you want us to go with you?” Copying Maryse, Annas propped Sweyn on her hip. “Or should we follow in a few minutes?”

“We’ll all go together.” There was no reason to do otherwise. “Then we’ll let the bairns play in the South bailey for a while.”

There was nothing they could get into there. While Siward preferred remaining in the stables with the horses, that wasn’t a good idea. He was a bright, adaptable child capable of getting into far too much mischief on his own. Her younger brothers were the same at his age. Walking down the stairs, Alexandria glanced over her shoulder satisfied her nursemaids were taking every step with care.

Respectfully inclining her head in Greggorius’s direction, Alexandria exited the keep and headed for the stables. She would have been offended to know she reminded the royal assassin of nothing so much as a mama duck leading her ducklings down the garden path. Then again, wasn’t that what a mother did? Lead her offspring to safety? Everyone knew there was nowhere safer than in the presence of their father.

Stopping just inside the stables, Alexandria looked around. Her husband was nowhere in sight. Not sure which horse Thor would ride to the royal keep, Alexandria decided her husband must be in a stall farther back.

Unfortunately, there were no stable hands around to ask. They were likely exercising the animals. Seeing several empty stalls, she knew she was right and used the only option left to her. She called out hoping Thor heard her over the snorting and whinnying around them.

“I’m here.” Thor entered the stables from outside. “I saw you coming.” Reaching out, he took Siward from her arms. “Your Uncle wanted to show me the colt he’s training for this guy. He is a magnificent animal. When Siward is ready for his first horse, Heimdall will be ready to be ridden.”

“Heimdall?” While the source was obvious, she’d never heard that name before.

“The guardian of Asgard.” Thor supplied. “And a fitting name for the golden mount that will guard our son.”

Heimdall was a worthy name for the zebra dun with the dark mane and tail. Much as Wotan suited his destrier and Loki fit that mischievous, nipping kelpie his wife called a horse. However, Wotan rarely went into skirmishes anymore. While his old friend had served him well, he’d earned his right to live the rest of his days siring future war horses and training young knights for battle. He would ride his son, Caturix, instead.

As dark as his sire, Battle-King was as formidable and foul-tempered as Wotan on his worst day. However, in his favor, he was a well-trained destrier who relished the battle as much as his rider. When Alexandria asked where he’d heard such a name, she learned that he’d read it on an ancient inscription in Burgundy years ago. The locals had been happy to share that Caturix was the war god of the Helvetti. Locking the name in his memory, Thor had known even then that one of Wotan’s offspring would bear that name.  

“If Angus is involved, Heimdall will be perfect for our son.” Her Uncle had a way with animals of any kind, especially horses. “Are you almost ready to leave?”

“I am.” Thor agreed. “If I don’t leave soon, I won’t arrive at court before nightfall.”

“Then you must go.” Alexandria motioned for Maryse and Sweyn. “However, the bairns wish to kiss their Papa goodbye.”

While he wouldn’t say it, their Papa wished to kiss them goodbye, too. Nodding, Thor ran his fingers through Siward’s long, unruly curls. “Here.”

He handed Siward to Alexandria before he took Maryse from Maidlin. Spending a few minutes talking nonsense to his daughter, he kissed her fiery curls and handed her back to her nurse. He then took Sweyn from Annas and repeated his prior actions.

He couldn’t do anything more. His offspring were too young to understand their father was leaving. Or that he might never return. Draping his arm around his wife, Thor watched Maidlin take Siward from Alexandria before both girls carried their charges away to play. Pulling Alex close, Thor kissed her temple.

“If I had a choice, I wouldn’t go.” Unlike other times, this departure weighed heavily on him. “I would organize a hunt instead.”

“That wouldn’t begin to sate your bloodlust,” Alexandria placed her hand on his chest. “You’ve been a man of war too long to find long periods of peace comfortable.”

“Aye, but I am willing to learn.” Thor realized his words were true. “I doubt there will be an opportunity to come home between meeting with the king and going to war. While I will return as soon as possible, we know I will be gone far longer than we wish.”

“Aye, we do.” Alexandria agreed. “However, we will be here when you return.”

“I know.” While he would die for his cubs, all he cared about was this woman waiting with open arms when he returned. “I will send word as soon as I can.”

“If you can,” While he meant every word, the likelihood of that happening wasn’t good. “That would be wonderful.”

However, the only word she expected was a royal messenger informing her it was time for their men to meet the king at the royal keep.

“I will try.” He would do it, too. Unbeknownst to his bride, he already had a short note tucked in his pouch to be delivered when Greggorius summoned his men. “Now I must go.”

Caturix and the king were both waiting for him. Glancing over her shoulder, Thor laughed seeing his favorite stable boy standing by the massive destrier quaking in his boots. Insides warring, he’d procrastinated as long as he could.

Leaning down, he kissed Alexandria before taking her by the hand and leading her to his mount. Swinging into the saddle, he nodded at his wife before riding through the castle gates. Watching the gates swing shut behind him, Alexandria smiled at the stable boy before heading towards the South bailey.

While her bairns were clueless today was different from other days, she knew better. It was a day that would forever change their lives. She felt this deep inside. She suspected Thor sensed it, too. However, neither of them would admit it. They both knew giving voice to their deepest fears only invited the untenable into their lives.
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Looking at the landscape around him, Thor knew he wasn’t far from his final destination. He’d traveled this route or a similar one so many times over the years that he barely noticed the passage of time.

While his senses were on high alert, he was preoccupied with thoughts of everything he’d left behind. That wasn’t good considering the reason he was making this journey in the first place. While he doubted the king would convene in the war room tonight, he would expect the Sheriff of Lothian by his side first thing focused on the upcoming skirmish. Thor knew he would likely fail his overlord unless he made peace with emotions he’d never felt.

Shaking his thoughts, he contemplated each step of the coming battle. First, he must determine their final target or targets which he couldn’t do until he learned the king’s true intent. Once that was done, he’d decide the most effective means of ensuring an uninterrupted supply chain was put in place. The next step was determining the logistics and military tactics they needed to accomplish their goals. Once the rudimentary decisions were made, the pieces would fall into place.

However, that was only half of the battle. Flawlessly implementing their plan would be much harder. That took a seasoned leader to accomplish. Fortunately, David had one. While the king would lead his men into battle, no one was under any illusions about who the real commander was.
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