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Jomstad, Southern Tavland, April 989 AD 

The Vikings had returned.  

Heart aflutter, Ellisif Horik gazed out over the dark blue ocean where more than a dozen ships 

had come into view only moments earlier. Sails stretched to the fullest from the wind, the 

familiar vessels charged toward the shore, each led by a magnificent creature carved into the 

bow. For years such beasts had driven fear into the hearts of many, but the sight of them 

delighted Ellisif.  

Salty sea air filled her lungs. She pressed her hands to her cheeks. After wintering on the 

far side of the island, the Vikings had come home, and with them, her father and two brothers. 

And Dagr. 

 "I can hardly breathe!" Vevila's bony fingers dug into Ellisif's arm. 

 Ellisif pried her sister's fingers from her skin.  She glanced the other direction at their 

mother who stood rigid beside them, hand pressed against her throat, gaze intent on the ships. 

Ellisif couldn't blame her. Not every Viking would be coming home, nor would they all  arrive 

unscathed.  

 She shook her head to push back the uneasy thoughts. Surely her father and brothers were 

well. Each night before the three women fell asleep, they prayed for the men's safety, and for 

their closest friends, the jarl Guthrum Tostig, chieftain of the southern region, and his son Dagr.   

 The jarl's ship led the way home, standard waving violently in the wind, and Ellisif 

peered at the faces above the shields lining both sides of the ship. She spotted her father, with her 

brothers on either side of him. And nearby stood Dagr, his blond hair waving in the wind, gaze 

intent on the shore as if he were looking for someone. Ellisif felt her breath catch in her throat 

when Dagr grinned and nodded in their direction.  

 Vevila gave a little hop. "There they are!" Her hand waived wildly toward the ship. 

 Several shouts of joy sounded around them, and Ellisif tore her gaze from Dagr to survey 

the other women and children anxiously awaiting the return of their own warriors. 'Twas the first 

time in many years the families of Jomstad had been separated for this long. The winter had been 

a long one for all.  

 Jarl Guthrum's wife let out a great sigh. "The boys are home." 
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 "Now the house won't feel so big," Ellisif's mother said, reaching for her hand. The two 

women had been dear friends for nearly their whole lives and share most everything, including 

the worry of a life without their husbands and sons.  

 The jarl's wife bit her lip. "I wonder how tall the boys are now. Do you think Dagr and 

Keenan have grown much taller while they were away?" 

 "'Tis possible," Ellisif's mother said with a chuckle, "but I think at twenty years of age 

they won't have much more to grow." 

 The noise of the crowd dimmed. Ellisif turned back to the ship where Guthrum stood 

waving his broad sword in the air. Vevila pressed closer, her fingers pinching Ellisif's arm.   

 "We return victorious!" The jarl's deep voice rolled over the beach just before an 

enormous ruckus erupted from the ships. Men shouted and pounded on their shields while 

women cheered and clapped with delight.  

 When the noise died down, Guthrum shouted once more. "Grumsborg has finally 

conceded. For the first time, Tavland is united under one ruler." 

 More shouts and cheers shook the ships. Seconds later, the jarl's vessel hit sand. Several 

Vikings leapt over the sides to pull the ship onto the beach, and then they stilled, watching as the 

jarl disembarked and marched toward the women. With a horn of mead in her hands, his wife 

moved forward to welcome him. The families watched in silence as he took the horn, kissed his 

wife on the cheek, and whispered something in her ear.  

 Ellisif pressed a hand to her heart. Her gaze darted to Dagr who waited behind his father. 

While still thin with youth, she noticed his chest seemed broader against his tunic than when the 

Vikings had left home last September. His blond hair had grown another inch past his shoulders.  

 The jarl took a long gulp from the horn before passing it to Dagr. The beach again came 

alive with noise. The Vikings poured from their ships and rushed toward their families. The next 

few minutes were spent with the family exchanging hugs and congratulations. None of the men 

had been badly injured, although her eldest brother did have a bit of a limp from a knee injury 

he'd received in battle.  

 Finally Dagr stood before Ellisif. While his embrace with Vevila had been full of boyish 

enthusiasm, he pulled Ellisif to his chest with tenderness and held her tight, enveloping her with 

warmth. She could feel his unwillingness when he stepped away, echoing her own reluctance.  
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 Her father clapped Dagr on the shoulder. "We missed the girls' birthdays. Ellisif is now 

seventeen." 

 Something passed over Dagr's expression, and she wondered at the intensity. Mayhap he 

was considering the significance of her age, the possibility of their futures. She felt her cheeks 

warm.   

 "And Vevila is now fifteen," her mother added.  

 "They get lovelier every year." Jarl Guthrum took a turn hugging Ellisif, Vevila, and their 

mother. "Thank you for taking such good care of my Sela." He pulled his wife back against his 

side. "'Tis good to be home. Shall we all head to the house?" 

 "Aye. There is much to discuss." Her father winked at Ellisif. "Dagr and I had plenty of 

time to talk while we were away." 

 Ellisif's eyes flew to Dagr's. He stood still, waiting for the others to trail after his parents. 

What exactly did her father mean? What had they talked of? 

 Families began making their way off the beach to wagons and carts parked along the 

road. Bondsmen hoisted armor and shields from the ship to return them to the proper homes. 

With an arm around both brothers, Vevila gave Ellisif a knowing look and followed their parents 

to the waiting wagon.   

 After a quick glance around the beach, Dagr stepped closer. "I'm glad to be back." He 

gazed down at her, eyes full of an emotion they'd never spoken of, but she had seen it there many 

times before. Even as children, she and Dagr had shared a mysterious attraction. Her mother had 

told her such a connection was a rare gift, and if handled with care, it would blossom into a 

sturdy bond that could never be broken.   

 "I missed you." Ellisif glanced about to be sure her intimate words had not been heard by 

others.  

 "Your father and I spoke of a marriage contract," he said quietly. 

 The heat in her cheeks intensified and she dropped her gaze to the sand. She had often 

dreamed of the moment when she finally came of age. Family members on both sides had hinted 

at the probability. Now, she found herself without words, but Dagr seemed to require none.  

  "He would like us to wait at least a year, maybe two. We'll talk more later, when we 

have more privacy." He lifted a wood plank, no bigger than a comb, his fingers covering the 

runes carved over the face. "I made something for you."  
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 She reached for it, only to find his grip had tightened. Glancing up, she noticed how close 

he stood, how intent his gaze had become on her face. Warmth passed between them, stronger 

than he'd ever allowed before, and her breath caught in her throat.  

 "I . . ." Dagr hesitated, and they both glanced around them at the other families filing off 

the beach. Intimate moments were expected to stay private. When she looked back at him, his 

eyes brimmed with the promise of more to come.  

 Releasing the gift, Dagr stepped back. He turned for the road and she moved beside him 

to follow their families. 'Twas enough just to be near him, to know he was safe and that he still 

cared for her. Her first kiss could wait. They had plenty of time.  

 Ellisif peeked at the letters carved into the wood. Dagr and Ellisif, forever.   
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Chapter 1 

 

Jomstad, Southern Tavland, June 998 AD  

"Dagr, they've taken the beach!" Keenan Horik's feet pounded on the stairs of the monastery bell 

tower just before he burst into the room. "They'll soon be upon us." 

 "Aye, brother." Dagr Tostig snatched two crosses carved from whale bone and shoved 

them into a bag. "Did you get all the silver out?" 

 "Aye. They're taking it to the manor so your father can guard it."  

 "Good. If they burn us down, we won't lose much." He reached for a tapestry from the 

wall, a beautifully woven depiction of the crucifixion of Christ, and rolled it into a hasty lump. 

"The most valuable items are safe, for now." 

 Keenan rushed to the narrow window where war cries continued to pour in from the 

beach below. "They must be Norwegian." 

 "They could've come from Orkney, or Hebrides, or even Dublin. But the question is, 

what do they want?" Dagr studied the sturdy oak ships littering the beach of Jomstad. Through 

the morning fog he'd managed to count twenty-two. From where had they come, and why? St. 

Phillip's monastery, built nearly ten years earlier, had never been raided before. The entire island 

of Tavland hadn't seen a raid in a quarter of a century, so why now? He doubted their small 

monastery would draw such interest. 

 A sniffle sounded behind Dagr and he turned to the abbot, a man who had become a dear 

friend over the past few years.  

 "I just don't understand." Charles shook his head. His eyes brimmed with tears. "We have 

very little silver here. What could they want with us?" 
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 Snatching up the last bag of valuables from where Dagr dropped it, Keenan shrugged. 

"More than half the island's wealth is kept at Lådborg. Why raid a village when they could take 

Lådborg?"  

 Dagr moved for the doorway. "Lådborg is protected by the garrison. An army this small 

could never take it during the summer months. They came here for a specific purpose." Cracking 

open the door, he peered down the stairs. The sound of clubs and axes assailing the front door 

echoed up the staircase. The raiders would climb the tower in a matter of minutes. 

 "We must get Charles out of here," Keenan said. "The ladder is secure, and I see no 

Vikings on this side of the beach. Let's go." 

 "Must I go out the window?" The abbot's voice quivered. 

 "Charles, they'll break down the door at any moment. We cannot use the stairs." Laying a 

hand on his shoulder, Dagr gave what he hoped to be an encouraging smile. "'Tis the only way to 

save your life. They know not that you're here. Follow the beach around to that grove of trees on 

the south shore. Stay there until the ships have gone." Dagr pressed the woolen bag to the abbot's 

chest. "There's enough food here to last a three days. If you cannot get to my father at the manor, 

then head for Valskog." 

 "I never liked heights." Charles gave a shudder. Sucking in a breath, he flung one leg out 

the window and then the other. "Thank you for your help, my lord." Charles lifted his chin and 

swallowed. "May God have mercy." 

 "May God be with you as well, my friend." 

 As Charles's face disappeared, Keenan snatched up the circular shield he'd discarded 

against the wall.  "No need to wait for them to come to us." Keenan withdrew his sword from the 

sheath at his hip.  

 Dagr yanked the axe from the hook on his belt. "'Tis an honor to fight alongside you, 

brother. As always." 

 "Ellisif and Vevila will be devastated if I don't make it back to Lådborg this year." 

Keenan cast a glance at the window. "Should you make it to Lådborg and I do not . . . " 

 They were outnumbered. Many Vikings had yet to rally at the sound of the distress horn. 

The entire village had been caught unawares.  

 "Keenan, it would be my honor to watch over your sisters." Dagr gripped the back of 

Keenan's neck. "Our sisters." 
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 He nodded and then his eyes narrowed. "Shall we do this?" 

 Dagr snatched Keenan's coned helmet from a nearby table and held it up. "You and me, 

brother." 

 "Aye!" Keenan jammed the helmet over his head and let out a fierce scream. Then both 

men hoisted their silver studded shields to their chests, and weapons lifted high, charged down 

the tower steps.  

 


