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      856 CE, Ireland is a land of myth, magic, and blood.

      Immerse yourself in the rugged beauty of Ancient Ireland, a realm steeped in myths, ensnared by magic, and scarred by the clash of swords. A land where Viking marauders and feuding Irish clans bring to life a saga soaked in blood and treachery.

      Step into the fiery spirit of Kaireen, the indomitable daughter of Laird Liannon. When a political alliance forces her into a marriage with her sworn adversary, a formidable Viking, she fiercely resists this unpalatable destiny.

      Striving to banish her betrothed from her beloved homeland, she is blinded by resentment, leaving no room for love in her hardened heart. Can love's gentle warmth penetrate her stubborn resistance?

      Bram, the Viking, is the overlooked younger son in his family, devoid of inheritance or a clear future. Yet, a strategic marriage to Kaireen would secure him a rich land and a powerful alliance, provided he pledges loyalty and brings his warriors to stand alongside the Liannons against all adversaries, Viking or Irish.

      But facing Kaireen's relentless hostility, he questions if this battle-hardened bond is worth the wounds it inflicts on his spirit.

      When a rival laird's death unjustly casts a dark shadow of guilt over the Liannons, Kaireen and Bram must set aside their personal war. As death looms, snarling at their heels, will they discover a shared courage and an unexpected affection strong enough to dispel the encroaching darkness?

      Dive into this intoxicating tale of fiery passion, clashing cultures, and the compelling power of love amidst war. Experience a historical romance that will capture your heart, ignite your imagination, and leave you yearning for more.
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      Ireland 856 CE

      

      “I renounce Father for this.” Kaireen, dressed only in her leine, threw the elderberry gown. She glared at the new dress on the stone floor. “How dare father force me into an arranged marriage to a heathen…an enemy of us all.”

      Was this retribution for her taking leftover food to the hungry?

      “Shame on you and your future children for speaking such.” Her handmaid, Elva, gathered the damask and then dusted off the rushes. “It’s a wonder one of the clim has not scolded you from your hearth for such talk.”

      “No, curse Father for a fool.” Kaireen plopped on her bed and a goose feather floated away. With a huff, she leaned against the oak headboard. Red curtains puffed like a robin’s chest around oak poles supporting her wooden canopy. “Whatever this man has promised him is lies.” Did he not remember the raids and how the Lochlanns swarmed the monasteries? Killing and plundering and worse. “And what about my cousins?” She swallowed hard against the lump lodged in her throat. “They were barely sixteen when raiders kidnapped them…raped and killed them.”

      “God rest their souls.” Elva patted at her white hair twisted in a chignon, underneath a linen head cloth. Strands of white hair poked out the sides of her covering. “But that’s why your da wants this alliance. Use the enemy to fight.”

      Sitting on the edge of the bed, Karieen swung her bare feet against the stone floor. Well, at least so far she had enjoyed twenty years of freedom. Three years longer than either of her sisters. Marriage at such a late age was uncommon, but her father had wanted suitable matches for all of his daughters and they had enjoyed their girlhood longer than others. Many women were given in marriage soon after their first cycle. Why now did her father insist on a marriage for her?

      Her two older sisters had married and expected their second bairns by spring. Neither of her sisters had had matrimonial dreams of love matches. Both were arranged marriages. Margaret was married to an O’Neill—the youngest son of one of their rich neighbors. They courted through the long winter, past the blooming of spring and had an early summer wedding.

      Less than a month later, he roamed other women’s skirts, finding too many others who were willing. Margaret’s irritation was lessened as she was ensured by the Laird O’Neill’s formal letter that no bastard would have a claim to her husband’s land or rights if she were widowed.

      Her other sister, Shay, and her husband did not set eyes upon each other until the wedding feast. All too soon, tragedy ripped them apart.

      Four months ago, her husband was killed in an unexpected skirmish against another clan. Shay refused to admit his death—until his blood-soaked body arrived with his clansmen.

      For days she refused to eat or drink. Her salvation lay in their second child due this month, and their two-year-old daughter. Kaireen feared that without the children, her sister would have wasted away.

      Often Kaireen wondered what her life would be like with a love like Shay’s. A love so strong it threatened her sister’s life . . . or would she prefer Margaret’s marriage, without love and faithfulness?

      “You know your da arranged a marriage within a season.” Elva smirked.

      Kaireen shook her head. “To another landholder.” She waved a hand in disgust. “Not th-this heathen.” She pushed away a strand of her auburn hair from her face. “Their forces choke the town of Ath Cliath, the hurdled ford they call Dubhlinn and across the Liffey River.” And now people whispered of a possible spy in their midst. Shivers went down Kaireen’s back. What if this foreigner, her intended, was the spy? What if he had fooled everyone in her clan?

      Well, she would not have the wool pulled over her head by the likes of a Lochlann. “Many a raid has come from them. Now father wants me as a wife to one of our enemies? Does he not recall what happened to my young cousins?” She clenched her hands into fists, trying to block out the memory of their small, mutilated bodies. They’d been mere lasses. Pretty girls with bright eyes and smiles and no older than fourteen. “No, I will not marry this Scandia-Lochlann.” She snatched the green hazel twig from Elva’s outstretched hand, then scrubbed her teeth.

      When the foreigners had first attacked Ireland, they had been called Gaill. Over time the distinction grew between Gaills, Lochlanns, and Normanni depending on what part of Scandia they swooped down from.

      Elva’s eyes twinkled, reminding Kaireen of the rumors of her handmaid’s uncanny foresight.

      Murmurings rounded their people of Elva making strange things happen, and many often blamed Kaireen’s stubborn refusal to behave as a laird’s daughter should as the cause.

      Kaireen tossed the twig in the fire burning in the hearth. After taking the woolen cloth Elva handed her, she wiped her teeth.

      “You’ve not seen him yet.” Elva wiggled her brows.

      “So?” Kaireen shrugged. “I would like to never see him.” She rubbed her teeth again with the woolen fabric, and set the cloth aside.

      “Well then, would you not like to know if you have a handsome husband?” She waited for her response, but Kaireen scowled at her. Elva chuckled. “I would rather get a good look at him now than the morning after.”

      Kaireen’s ears heated. “I am not marrying.” She shook her head for emphasis. “So there will be no morning, nor night, nor wedding.”

      “If he is handsome, I may fight you for him.” Elva smiled, deepening the wrinkles around her eyes.

      “Welcome to him either way.” Kaireen laughed.

      “Careful.” Elva winked. “Love makes us fall hardest when we have no intention of doing so. Especially if stubbornness or pride is involved.” She fluffed the damask gown. “Up with you now. We cannot have you going for supper in your leine.”

      “With or without my leine, I do not go willingly.” Kaireen rose. She allowed Elva to yank the violet gown over her head. She pushed her arms through and her clenched fists emerged out of the long sleeves.

      She rubbed her pale hands down the front of the pile-weaved material. She squared her shoulders and then slipped on her leather shoes.

      Plopping on her wooden stool, she suffered though Elva fixing her hair.

      As Elva brushed her auburn mane, she fidgeted. Despite verbally refusing to marry this foreigner, her stomach did a flip at the thought that she might lose the battle. All Lochlanns are good for nothing but raping and pillaging! To be safe, she would bring her dagger with her. She tucked the nervousness away as her being hungry and waited for her handmaiden to finish twisting her locks and weaving in the ribbons within her waist-length strands. Then she secured the end with a cloth sewn with pearls. Elva gestured for her to rise.

      Kaireen did so reluctantly.

      “Stand straight,” Elva snapped.

      Kaireen frowned but obeyed. At least Elva was better than her mother’s handmaiden, Rhiannon. Ever since Rhiannon came to the keep fifteen years ago, she had given Kaireen nightmares. Kaireen would have asked the fairies to put a changeling in her place if she had to have her care. Her mother tried to explain why they had accepted her into their clan being that she was an O’Neill, but Kaireen had tuned her out. She did not care where the woman was from or why.

      “And stop scowling or I will throw you out with the chamber pot waste.”

      Her stomach tightened, but she bid Elva goodnight. She hiked up her gown to avoid tripping and then marched along the corridor to the great hall.

      Through her slippers, she felt the cold of the stone floor. A draft of wind coursed through her and she shuddered. She rounded the corner and forced her arms to her sides. She must appear strong and calm. Her arguments would hold no bearing if she could not stop shaking from fury.
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      Inside the banquet hall, the tables were covered with spiced apples, roasted carrots, asparagus, wild duck, quail, and pig. Her father and mother sat next to each other at the middle of the high table.

      Various lords, barons and their wives, along with sons and daughters, laughed at an amusing story her father told. Three hunting dogs scampered around, devouring falling morsels. In a corner lay a fourth dog, shaggier than the rest gnawing on a bone.

      Kaireen strolled to the low table, taking the empty seat on the bench across from her parents. Her favored place on her father’s left was already taken by a stranger with golden hair. The Lochlann stared at her. Kaireen felt the urge to check the neckline of her gown but stifled it. A servant girl refilled his goblet with ale.

      Kaireen glanced back at him. Golden hair cascaded to his broad shoulders. His azure eyes unsettled her. Her breath caught in her throat and she jerked her head away from his gaze. Didn’t the priest say something like “Breton, the devil and dragon, often disguises himself as an angel of light according to the scriptures.” She had no desire to find out from which side of Sidhe, the fairy haven, this stranger sailed from.

      Silently she admonished herself to stop playing the role of a child, though Elva might find him handsome—well, most women would. Women’s benches creaked as they leaned forward to catch a glimpse of the man from across the seas.

      He continued his story that Karieen half-heartedly paid attention to. “But I grasped the sail and we sailed through the eye of the storm,” he bragged.

      The way these women gasped at his sailing story, any moment one of them would faint. Did they forget so soon that he was a Viking? One of many who ravaged their land, sacked their monasteries, and took women and children as slaves? Some of the women were fortunate enough not to be raped, others were not so lucky.

      Her ears burned when the Lochann’s resonant voice told of the fiery red dragon he tamed sailing their coast. Did her father tell him that he had always teased her that it would be easier for him to raise a red dragon than a red-haired daughter?

      Her insides twisted as the Lochlann finished spinning his tale. She would not look at him again tonight. What did she care what his appearance was? She took a sip of wine, glancing at the stranger over the rim.

      He winked at her and she choked.

      The baroness on Kaireen’s left twisted around and pounded Kaireen on the back with her palm. Certain her back would be red from the woman’s smacks, Kaireen assured the woman she no longer needed assistance.

      “What do you think of our country, Bram, son of Ragnar?” her mother asked the Lochlann.

      “Never seen anything so green. Until I looked into your daughter’s eyes which make the trees bow in shame.”

      “Blasphemous.” A flush flooded to the roots of Kaireen’s hair.

      “No, ’tis truth.”

      Her father held his cup in a toast. “To Bram, the first man ever to bring a blush to my daughter’s cheeks.”

      Kaireen glowered, anger filling her.

      The hall rang with laughter. She wished for sap to stick their mouths shut.

      After the laughter subsided, her father cleared his throat. “Now, now. We must control ourselves. Not every day a man gets his last child married.”

      “I am not marrying,” Kaireen interrupted. “And I am not a child.”

      His eyes narrowed, the vein in his forehead pulsed. “Gracious Bram has agreed to stay on with us for a fortnight. Then he will marry our Kaireen.”

      The applause was deafening. She jumped off the bench, glaring at the Lochlann’s smiling face.

      “A fortnight?” she asked, her heart hammering against her breastbone. “Not enough time for me to…he is a foreigner and a Lochlann at that.” Why did they believe it was suitable for her to marry this Viking? She had to have time to figure out how to get rid of him.

      “How much time do you need?” her mother asked in a warning tone. “Never would be too soon,” Kaireen shot back.

      “Enough.” Her father slammed his fist on the table.

      Before the ale spilled, her mother snatched her goblet. Their argument brought whispers through the tables.

      Her father waved his drink and the ale sloshed on the linen tablecloth. “A fortnight was his idea. I wanted you wed tonight.” Kaireen opened her mouth to protest, but his glare caused her to clamp it shut. “Further, you will wed Bram, son of Ragnar, and be happy about it. Or I will have you whipped until your ungrateful hide is stripped from you.”

      Kaireen fell on the bench with a groan. Curse them all for fools. She used the tip of her knife to push her piece of duck around on the trencher. She would not submit, no matter how much her father yelled.

      After they finished the other five courses, her father ordered the musicians brought in. Servants scrambled to remove the tables and benches, making room for the dancers. The high table remained while the servants placed her bench near the back so she faced away from the dancers.

      The baroness continued to eat beside her; it was the subject of many jokes she would not finish her supper until the kitchens were empty.

      Three lute players and a harpist played the round dance song.

      Soon, Kaireen tapped her foot to the rhythm. She watched her father and mother, along with many of the other guests, whirl through the hall changing partners within the lines. The foreigner danced among them.

      The oldest woman grinned as though he were her suitor when he took her arm.

      Rebecca, a year younger than Kaireen, circled around twice in a row with him.

      “It matters not to me who he dances with. Maybe he will change his mind and marry her,” she muttered despite the jealousy flaring in her stomach.

      Poor Rebecca, she had enough to worry about and shouldn’t have to deal with a Viking. Rebecca’s hair, a stringy brown, had been chopped off three years ago. No one knew exactly why, but ever since her bout of sickness, patches of baldness showed through her hair, which refused to grow again.

      Kaireen’s eyes followed him across the floor. He released Rebecca into the women’s line. After he spun, he waved for Kaireen to join him. She whipped her head back to face the table.

      Her skin prickled. She bit her lip, ignoring the irritation that she had been caught staring. She snatched a piece of duck and ate.

      The baroness stood and Kaireen held onto the bench to keep from falling to the floor. The music changed twice while Kaireen brooded about the Lochlann being invited to their table and dancing, but she determined she would not turn around again. How could father and mother forget what his kind had done to her two cousins less than two years ago? Even now, she still recalled their lifeless bodies, the tears in their dresses, and the blood running between their legs. She shivered and crossed herself.

      She would wait until the next song and then retire. Therefore, he would know she was neither afraid nor interested in him.

      Across the room, Rebecca’s laughter echoed. Was the woman pretending to have a good time with Bram? Karieen bit her lip, fidgeting on her bench. Maybe she should rescue her from the heathen. Aye. She stood up, moved to the line, and tapped Rebecca on the shoulder.

      “Excuse me, may I speak with you a moment?”

      “Of course,” Rebecca answered, leaving the line with her.

      Karieen congratulated herself on her smooth rescue when Bram appeared at her side.

      “You’ve deprived me of my dancing partner with no substitution.” His mouth dipped into a sinful pout.

      It would be rude and poor form to leave him hanging in the line even if he was their enemy. Besides her father’s glare promised severe punishment if she embarrassed him again. “One dance. That is all I can promise you.” She reached to take her place in the line and tripped, but his warm hands steadied her.

      “Careful.” His dark sapphire eyes twinkled. She wondered if one could drown gazing up into their depths. “People will think you swoon for me.”

      Her face heated with anger. When the song ended, she tried to jerk away from his grip, but he held her firmly.

      “Let me go.” She looked around for help, but everyone had given them a wide berth.

      They danced around the pair, smiling and nodding as if she and Bram were a happy couple. “Our dance is over.”

      “No.” He led her to the balcony.

      Outside he released her but blocked her path to re-enter the hall.

      The music resonated around them. Leaning against the far wall, she crossed her arms.

      She was two feet away from him, but he was still too close.

      “I thought the air would clear your head.” He cocked his eyebrow, examining her.

      “My head is fine, thank you.”

      “Aye, and the rest of you is fine to look at, too.” His thick dialect chased shivers through her.

      Her hands smoothed her gown. She caught herself and stopped. At seeing his grin, her frown deepened. “I believe it’s improper for you to stare at a lady so.”

      “Would you rather I stare at you on our wedding night?” She opened her mouth to speak, but he continued. “Whilst you are without clothes?”

      “I assure you, sir, we will have no wedding night.” Warmth radiated through her center. Instead of swooning, the feeling only irritated her.

      “You wish to wed during the day then?” He took a step closer. “Very well, daylight will be all the better to see you.”

      Music and laughter from inside filtered through the night air. He stalked toward her.

      She braced for his advances, wondering if she had the strength to inflict enough pain to make him reconsider. Part of her wanted to run, the other part wanted to dare him to move closer. God’s toenails, how could she have forgotten her dagger?

      A breath from her, he stopped. Her heart hammered in her chest.

      His fingers brushed aside a strand of her auburn hair that had slipped from her braid.

      The brief touch sent fire coursing through her. Afraid her legs would give way she pressed her back harder against the wall. He did have a wonderful smile though, with full lips and a small white scar that went from his lower lip to his chin.

      If he kissed her, she would like nothing more than to bite through those lips leaving another scar far worse than the one he already bore. Her dagger would have been enough to keep his lips at bay. Why had she forgotten it when Elva dressed her?

      Best to make him leave, and soon. He watched her for what felt like an eternity. “Sir, you take far too many liberties.” Her eyes darted behind him at the dancing.

      Rebecca craned her neck to see what they did outside the great hall unescorted. “Others—” Kaireen began, but she stopped seeing anger flare in his eyes.

      “I take none.” His mouth firmed. “You are to be my wife. I take liberties with no one else.”

      His voice stung her. He spun on his heel and left her gaping after him.
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      Dawn colored the sky in oranges and pinks as Kaireen strode to the manor’s bathing chamber. Her father had invited many to stay the night, and Kaireen wanted to wash before anyone woke, especially Bram. She smiled. Since she was a child, she was usually the first one awake.

      The sun barely shone over the rolling hills, and there was plenty of time for her to clean and dress before anyone stirred in their beds.

      A fresh green gown and leine draped over her left arm, her slippers in her hand. She carried a beeswax candle mounted on an iron holder.

      The flame flickered across the corridor, elongating her shadow behind her.

      She was grateful to bathe as often as she wished; daily if she desired and had sent Elva ahead of her to prepare the bath. No doubt by now her handmaiden had heated the water and filled one of the huge barrels.

      Inside the room, she set her candle on a wooden bench. Three huge barrels stood waiting. Six people could fit into each barrel.

      As a child, she recollected her family often had guests join them for a public bath.

      Many families offered this hospitality. Her parent’s bathing room was in the middle of the keep, instead of near the kitchens as in other laird’s homes.

      Kaireen saw steam rolling off the barrel next to her. She set her clean clothes on the bench next to the candle. With her finger, she tested the water. Perfect.

      She shrugged from her robe and was about to remove her nightdress when she heard a male voice behind her.

      “The water may have cooled some, but I enjoy a hot soak.”

      She whipped around.

      Bram faced her with a towel tied around his waist. His blond hair was wet and she watched a droplet of water trail his muscular chest.

      She choked down a yelp and snatched her robe to shield her body from his vision.

      “I hope to rid you of your shyness on our wedding day.” He chuckled. “We will have many baths together after we wed.”

      “No. Take your leave or I will summon the guards to remove you.” She backed away, but her legs knocked against the bench.

      Her iron candleholder wobbled. She dashed for the candle, catching the wick and snuffed the flame.

      “Allow me.” His voice made her stomach flip, or maybe she was becoming ill.

      She grabbed her candle holding the wick at arm’s length for him to light.

      At his stare, she tightened her hold on her robe. His hand brushed hers as he touched his flame to her candle.

      As soon as her wick caught, she stepped back. The flame wavered, then straightened. “Are you done? I would like to bathe without a heathen gawking at me.”

      He stood a breath away from her. His presence sent shivers through her. Must be the earliness of the morning, she thought. Her mind had gone daft.

      “Take your bath, my lady.” He waved an arm across the filled barrel ignoring her insult. “And at sunrise, I will meet you in the courtyard.”

      She huffed, regaining her senses. “I am not some servant for you to order about.”

      “If I do not have your promise you will meet me,” —his eyes twinkled with mischief— “then I will wait here while you bathe and dress. Then afterward, drag you outside.” His eyes challenged her to argue.

      She clenched her jaw, refusing to answer. But if the history of his people was to be believed, she could not call his bluff. He might very well remain and drag her outside. Still, she had no desire to meet with him. It would be pointless. She gathered her things, deciding to bathe at a later time.

      “I shall wait here all day,” he promised.

      She paused and gritted her teeth. This whole ordeal was a nightmare. How could she battle a person with whom she had no knowledge? She must learn his weaknesses and exploit them.

      “I take your silence for your consent.” He bowed his head. “I will send Elva as an escort when you have finished.” He drifted from the room.

      Minutes passed as her ears strained for a sound, she checked the hallway, making sure he did not lurk about.

      She disrobed and then stepped into the water. The scent of him carried in the water beneath the lye and wood ash. With the fluid soap, she washed as she grumbled that she did not care what he smelled like. She rushed through her washing—unable to relax.

      Every creak worried her of his return.

      She stepped from the barrel and then dried. Instead of waiting for Elva, she threw on her leine and then her gown.

      Swiftly Elva swept in, carrying a hazel twig, woolen cloth, and a silver comb in one hand, and a piece of red cloth in the other.

      “Morning, my lady.” She handed her the stem. Her words sounded as if she sung her mistress a tune.

      Kaireen snatched the twig, eyeing the silk as if it might leap from Elva’s arm and bite her. Without Elva telling her, she knew the material was a sample for her wedding dress. “Why did you not tell me he was here?”

      “He is a handsome man, do you not think?” She laid the crimson material that was only the size of her arm across an empty bench. “The dye-makers did an excellent shade of red from the kermes. I will start work on your wedding gown today. Be finished before your wedding.”

      “Elva, please don’t avoid my question.”

      “When I arrived to fill the bath, he was already here.” She shrugged. “How was I to know he lingered?”

      Kaireen huffed. But she held no doubt Elva told him she came to heat water for her mistress.

      Maybe she had woken him so he could harass her. “Well, I don’t like being caught unawares. If something
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2) Original or Modified Versions of the Font Software may be bundled,
redistributed and/or sold with any software, provided that each copy
contains the above copyright notice and this license. These can be
included either as stand-alone text files, human-readable headers or
in the appropriate machine-readable metadata fields within text or
binary files as long as those fields can be easily viewed by the user.

3) No Modified Version of the Font Software may use the Reserved Font
Name(s) unless explicit written permission is granted by the corresponding
Copyright Holder. This restriction only applies to the primary font name as
presented to the users.

4) The name(s) of the Copyright Holder(s) or the Author(s) of the Font
Software shall not be used to promote, endorse or advertise any
Modified Version, except to acknowledge the contribution(s) of the
Copyright Holder(s) and the Author(s) or with their explicit written
permission.

5) The Font Software, modified or unmodified, in part or in whole,
must be distributed entirely under this license, and must not be
distributed under any other license. The requirement for fonts to
remain under this license does not apply to any document created
using the Font Software.

TERMINATION
This license becomes null and void if any of the above conditions are
not met.

DISCLAIMER
THE FONT SOFTWARE IS PROVIDED "AS IS", WITHOUT WARRANTY OF ANY KIND,
EXPRESS OR IMPLIED, INCLUDING BUT NOT LIMITED TO ANY WARRANTIES OF
MERCHANTABILITY, FITNESS FOR A PARTICULAR PURPOSE AND NONINFRINGEMENT
OF COPYRIGHT, PATENT, TRADEMARK, OR OTHER RIGHT. IN NO EVENT SHALL THE
COPYRIGHT HOLDER BE LIABLE FOR ANY CLAIM, DAMAGES OR OTHER LIABILITY,
INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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