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Chapter One

 

Gods forgive me, but I hate him so!

Kadlin stared at the Viking’s back and wished he would be struck dead. He seemed steady in the saddle, but she imagined his mount tossing him to the ground and stomping him until his heart stopped. Perhaps Thor would take pity on her and send a bolt of lightning into the oversized brute. Doubtful. Thor would likely side with the men—her uncle, her captor and the stranger to whom she was to be delivered.

Kadlin and the Viking had left her uncle’s home at dawn, and now, the sun was directly overhead. He had not said a word to her. She thought him big and stupid and surly—just like the bear he was named for. The sun beat down on Kadlin’s dark hair and sent rivulets of sweat into her eyes. It streamed down her back and between her breasts. At every clearing, she thought they would stop and rest, but the stupid “bear” just kept trudging onward. Her thighs ached from squeezing the sides of the skittish pony she rode. The prancing gait was jarring, and the heavy pouch that hung around Kadlin’s waist bounced with every step. Her wrists chafed beneath the rough ropes binding her. Her belly was empty, and her bladder was full. They rounded a stand of spruce, and she heard the sound of rushing water. The need to relieve herself was suddenly urgent.

“Bjorn, I have to stop.”

He growled in response.

Yes, he is a stupid, surly bear.

The path opened onto a clearing that sloped down to a wide stream. The water coursed through a grouping of smooth boulders, causing it to froth and gurgle before flowing into a calmer pool. 

Kadlin’s bladder contracted. “I have to stop now!”

The Viking didn’t turn, but slowed his horse and smoothly dismounted. Kadlin’s horse stopped and snorted. Bjorn walked his animal down to the bank, and it lowered its huge head to drink. The Viking trudged back to where Kadlin waited, squirming in the saddle. He didn’t meet her glare but looped his thick arm around her waist and hauled her down, setting her solidly on her feet. He gathered up her horse’s reins and led it to the stream.

“I’ll need my hands,” Kadlin shouted at his back.

He gave no indication that he’d heard her. He waited until her mount had begun drinking beside his before he slowly walked back to where she stood. She held out her bound hands. Bjorn looked down at her, his green eyes searching her brown eyes. 

“I’m not going to run,” she spat out. “I don’t even know where I am!”

He combed his fingers back through his long, red-blond hair as if considering what to do.

“Would you have me stand here and piss on your feet?” she snarled.

The Viking looked down at his knee-high leather boots. He smirked then reached out to work loose her constraints. As soon as the last knot was undone, Kadlin turned her back to him, unwound the lengths of rope from her stinging wrists and let the coils fall to the ground then hurried into the bushes.

When she returned, the horses had been hitched to a sapling in the shade and the gear they’d been packing was piled at the center of the clearing. The Viking was gone. Kadlin wondered how far off he was and how far away she could get while riding his horse bareback and towing her pony behind. They’d come from the west. If she followed the sun, she could be back to the village before sundown. 

Kadlin swept her gaze over the edges of the clearing then held her breath to listen. She heard only the sound of the stream, the birds in the trees and the soft huffing of the horses. She slowly blew out her breath and crept to where the horses stood dozing in the shade. Bjorn’s animal roused and tossed his enormous brown head with a snort.

“Shhh,” Kadlin soothed and stroked the horse’s broad forehead. 

She reached for the reins, and his eyes widened. He skittered backwards and pawed the mossy earth. Kadlin’s heartbeat quickened. The long black tail began to swish. She realized that not only would she not be able to ride this horse, she was in real danger of being bitten.

Kadlin dropped her hand and began to ease away from the agitated animal. She’d taken two long backward strides before bumping into an immovable mass. She knew before turning that it was the Viking. She spun around and looked up into seething eyes.

“I was only—”

She didn’t bother to finish the lie. The corner of Bjorn’s jaw flared slightly as if he were clenching his teeth. It was no less a signal of danger than the horse’s swishing tail had been. He held a freshly killed rabbit in each hand and gathered both in his right then reached out to her with his left. 

She winced when he grabbed her by her abraded wrist, but he took no notice of her discomfort. He’d already looked away. He yanked her into the clearing and roughly shoved her to the ground. She landed on a pile of bags and blankets and glared up at him. 

With no other way to express her anger, she crinkled her nose and stuck out her tongue. He pointed at her, making it clear she was not to move from that spot.

Bjorn stomped about the clearing, gathering sticks and kindling. He started a small fire, dressed the two rabbits then set them cook on long sticks. When they were ready, he shoved one towards Kadlin, and she crossed her arms under her breasts.

“Eat,” he demanded. “We won’t stop again until nightfall.”

“Oh, it speaks!’” she jeered.

Kadlin wanted to spit on the food he offered, but the roasted rabbit smelled wonderful and her empty stomach groaned. She snatched the stick from his hand and tore into the tender, juicy meat. She moaned in spite of herself. Bjorn took a long drag from a wineskin then tossed it to her. She gulped the sweet honey mead then tossed the skin back to him. 

When she was full, she stood and walked down to the stream then knelt on the sandy shore. After shoving up her sleeves, she washed her face in the blessedly cool water then bowed her head and poured handfuls over the back of her neck. She rinsed her mouth before plunging her hands back under the surface to let the stream soothe her raw wrists. 

The Viking knelt down beside her. She stole a look as he stripped off his tunic and washed. His body looked as if it were carved of wood. His skin was smooth and pulled taut over thick muscles. He washed carefully; first his face then his neck. He methodically swished a mouthful of water then spit onto the sand. 

Kadlin tried to look away but was snared when he began scrubbing his chest and torso. She was mesmerized by the way the topography of his corded arms changed with each movement. 

He turned, caught her admiring him then huffed a self-satisfied chuckle.

Kadlin sneered as she got to her feet and smoothed down her sleeves. “I thought your type didn’t bathe.”

Bjorn shook off his hands and stood. “I thought your type knew when to hold their tongue.”

He slid on his tunic then reached out and grabbed her wrist. “It’s time to go.”

This time her wincing did not go unnoticed. The Viking pushed up one of her sleeves and then the other. He turned her hands over, examining her wrists top and bottom. “Why didn’t you say something?” he thundered.

“Would it have mattered?” she said, pulling away her hands.

“My people are not animals. I am not an animal.” 

“No? But they treat other people like animals! Who but an animal would tie up women like cattle and drag them against their will to be handed over to a complete stranger?”

Bjorn shook his head. “And who but an animal would offer up his ward to pay his debts? Perhaps, your uncle should not gamble if he cannot afford the stakes. The jarl isn’t stealing you. You are his due.”

“And what’s in it for you?” she demanded.

“I am earning my land by trading my services to the jarl. Delivering you will be my final payment.”

The Viking walked back to the fire circle, and she glared at his back. His final payment! She bit back angry tears and followed him. He knelt by his saddle and rummaged through one of the tooled leather bags.

“Please sit down,” he said, without turning. She didn’t need to see his expression to hear the sarcasm in his voice. She sank to the bare ground and leaned back against a rolled blanket.

He knelt beside her, sat back on his heels and held out his palm. She crossed her arms under her breasts and glared at him.

“May I please tend to your wounds so we can continue on?”

She thrust out one hand. He gently laid it across his thigh and yanked the wooden plug from a hollowed antler tine. It was filled with rendered fat that had been mixed with crushed herbs. Kadlin recognized the smell. 

She pulled back her hand. “That’s for horses!”

He placed her hand back on his thigh, more firmly this time. “It’s for wounds.” 

He dipped his finger into the medicine then smoothed it over the puffy red stripes on Kadlin’s wrists. She tensed at the sting of the healing plants. The Viking lifted her hand, bowed his head and blew cool air over the balm. Her body relaxed as the pain subsided. 

While he tended to her other wrist, she looked down at the back of his head. His hair fell past his shoulders and was shot through with strands the color of copper, bronze and gold. Thin, neat braids hung amid the long waves and were adorned with coins, glass beads and tooled metal baubles. She leaned forward and breathed in his scent. He smelled manly, but clean. 

When he’d finished with her wrists, he stood, kicked out the fire then began loading the horses. Kadlin waited until the last pack was secured then held out her arms. 

The Viking shook his head. “I’ll not bind you, but do not make me regret it. Roll back your sleeves so you’ll heal.”

“How kind of you,” she said, smirking. She hoped that her disdain was not lost on the stupid ox.

Bjorn helped her onto her pony. “Not kind at all. I can’t very well deliver damaged goods to the jarl.”

* * * *

Gods, give me strength. Just one more task, and my debt will be paid.

For three years Bjorn had provided meat and cheese for the jarl’s table. He’d fashioned tooled leather belts, pouches and wrist bracers for the jarl’s house staff and boatmen. With each exchange, the man had relinquished another tiny parcel of the fertile farmland. The last bit of land to be released was the most coveted. In its borders was a clear, fast-moving stream loaded with fat brown trout. The fish would help feed him, his workers and his future family, for years to come. He could almost taste savory, fire-roasted fish, and the thought made his mouth water. 

Certainly, the price he paid now would be worth a future of freedom. 

Twice, the Viking had tried to earn his way by sailing under the jarl’s crest, but he was no seaman. His legs had never grown accustomed to the pitch and roll of the ship and his stomach had fared even worse. But all the stumbling and retching he’d endured at sea might be better than his current charge. 

Bjorn glanced over his shoulder at Kadlin. She wouldn’t meet his eyes. He thought delivering this troublesome bundle was surely his most daunting payment yet. She was like a little imp, keeping him constantly on guard for her next bit of mischief. To be fair, the jarl should give him not only the stream but the mountains beyond it too for suffering this nightmare. Her horse was wound as tight its rider, and its skittish prancing caused woman’s big breasts to bounce with each step. Bjorn found it hard to look away. She didn’t wear the modest apron dresses of Viking women. In the summer her kind—the Reindeer People—shucked their layers of skins and furs in favor of woven tunics dyed deep blue and belts ornamented with neat rows of beadwork. Men and women alike wore trousers and leather shoes that curled at the toes. Her clothes seemed as if they were made for someone much larger, and the open neck hung too low. With her wrists bound in front, her arms had pressed her breasts together and he’d been enchanted by the long, tight valley of cream-colored skin that peeked out from the divide in the fabric. His penis jerked, and he chuckled. The old jarl won’t know what to do with all that succulent flesh. Surely, the jarl would have more use for the horse than the woman.

He was sorry that he’d had to bind her hands earlier, but she’d left him no choice. When they’d readied to leave her uncle’s home, she’d come at Bjorn with her fingers hooked as if intent on clawing out his eyes. He recalled the feel of her struggling against him when he’d bound her, and his rod stiffened further. The Viking bit down on his tongue until his eyes watered. He was to deliver the woman untouched. Pity, I would know exactly what to do with her.

****

The fire had died down, and the Viking was snoring softly, his hand still wrapped around the empty wineskin. He’d flung off his blanket, and he lay bare-chested under the moonlit sky. Kadlin’s attention to his carved body was broken by the pain in her own. Her back ached and her thighs felt bruised from the long, brutal ride. 

She didn’t know what to make of the Viking’s description of her husband-to-be, the jarl. He was old, so old in fact that Bjorn believed she’d be a widow before three winters had passed. And if she wasn’t? What if the jarl merely grew older and feebler? With no children to care for him, surely the duties would fall to his new bride. She had seen the old ones at the end. Their bodies folded in on themselves, and every step seemed to pain them. Sometimes, half of their body died, leaving one side of the face drooping and one arm hanging dead and limp with a useless clawed hand dangling from the end. 

Kadlin stared up through the frame of the treetops at the stars shining from the black velvet sky. The pinpoints of light blurred as the tears filled her eyes. She’d been betrayed by her uncle and, she suspected, to no small degree her aunt, who’d never bothered to hide her dislike for her sister’s only child. 

Kadlin had come to them as a young woman, unaccustomed to the wandering ways of her late mother’s people. They followed the reindeer herds, and whole families slept together in hide tents. She hadn’t realized how much solitude had meant to her until it had been stripped away. She longed for the privacy of her old sleeping cupboard and the stability of the strong frame cottage that had been built around it. Kadlin’s father had been a shipbuilder and her mother had seemed perfectly adapted to a more leisurely life than the one she had left behind. But Kadlin had never known anything different, and she had struggled to bend to her adopted family’s routine.  

Learning how to scrape hides, sew clothing, and artfully stitch beads had come slowly to Kadlin and her gaunt, birdlike aunt had expressed her displeasure from the very beginning. Even while Kadlin had still mourned her father, her aunt was loudly muttering about the unfair burden of being stuck with an extra mouth to feed. But her aunt and uncle had plenty to share. For all of his faults, her uncle was a skilled hunter and trapper. They never wanted for meat and there were always enough pelts to trade.

Kadlin suspected her aunt’s complaints had more to do with Kadlin herself. The woman had insisted that Kadlin keep her curls tamed in tight, matronly braids, claiming it was to keep the hair out of the food. And, not long before the Viking had come to fetch her, Kadlin’s aunt had taken to cruelly pinching her below her waist and hissing that Kadlin, “Ate like a cow with hips that were beginning to show it.” Kadlin knew that men didn’t think she looked like a cow and, indeed, often appraised the lush curve of her hips with a feral hunger in their eyes. And the single ones were always more than happy to sneak away with her for a few secret moments. She suspected that her aunt had noticed and that just stoked her hatred. 

Kadlin winced when she remembered the ugly smirk on her aunt’s face the morning the Viking had come to collect her. She’d leaned in and hissed in Kadlin’s ear, “It’s a good thing the old jarl didn’t demand a virgin. He let us off easy.”

A sudden, sickening insight burst into Kadlin’s mind, and she sat bolt upright. She knew that her aunt kept a cache of coins and jewels hidden among the furs she slept on. Kadlin had seen it herself. One night she had woken and spied her aunt sitting beside the fire admiring her shiny stash. No doubt she’d amassed her collection slowly over the years, skimming a bauble here and there from the payments her husband earned by trading with the Vikings. Perhaps, she dreamt of finding a more comfortable life as her sister had. A tiny portion of that treasure would surely have been enough to satisfy her husband’s debt. Clearly, her aunt had seized the opportunity to be rid of her “unfair burden.” Kadlin supposed the pony had been a far greater loss to the bitter old hag. 

Even if Kadlin could escape her fate, she wouldn’t be able to go back to her home, such as it was. She felt like a boat without anchor or sail. She couldn’t go backward, and she loathed going forward. Despair crashed over her and settled like a millstone on her chest. 

The Viking snorted and rolled on his side. Kadlin hugged her knees to her chest and bowed her head, as if making herself small would rein in her galloping thoughts. She looked up to the heavens again and prayed to Freya, or whichever goddess was aware of this insignificant little piece of chattel huddled in a forest clearing. Each breath seemed a struggle as the reality of her future constricted her breast.

The rim of the great sky bowl began to glow with the first hint of dawn. The birds would stir soon, singing their morning song, and the Viking would wake and they would continue this awful trek. They would complete the last leg of the journey that would bring her to her dismal future. 

Over Kadlin’s shoulder, the horses huffed quietly in their sleep. They would rouse soon as well. 

A shuffling sound at the edge of the clearing drew her attention. She turned and saw an enormous, snow-white buck staring at her. She held her breath, waiting for the beautiful beast to startle and crash back into the forest. Instead, the deer bowed its head as if moving to graze, but his shiny black eyes remained fixed on Kadlin. Perched upon one great antler was a huge black raven, and Kadlin immediately recognized the omen.

“Freya,” Kadlin whispered. The raven spread out its wings.

Kadlin stared in rapt attention. The goddess had been watching over her. The stag stepped into the clearing and walked the perimeter stopping at the head of the trail that had brought them in. The raven turned on the antlers to face Kadlin and opened its wings again. 

Kadlin rose, not bothering to look back at the sleeping Viking. She was bolstered by the courage that came from having the goddess lead her. She quietly approached the horses, calmly this time, and Bjorn’s horse did not startle. He leaned his broad forehead into Kadlin’s hand when she reached up to stroke him. She untied the two horses and mounted the Viking’s then walked the them slowly up the trail, following behind the stag. The great animal turned onto a hidden path, and Kadlin followed. The raven cawed, spread its wings then flew off. The sky lightened, and the birds began to sing. Kadlin tapped her heels against the horse’s sides.

She brought Bjorn’s big mount to a trot. She didn’t dare go much faster without a saddle. Her cantankerous pony trotted to her right, occasionally tossing his head against the lead. The stag suddenly charged into the underbrush, leaving Kadlin alone on the narrowing path. 

Her body tensed. She didn’t know where she was going or what she would do when she got there—wherever “there” was. How would she eat? What would she drink? She had been heading away from the stream. 

Kadlin squeezed her thighs against her mount and straightened her spine. The big horse must have felt her demeanor change because he began to toss his head. It seemed the birds were now trilling from every branch. Bjorn would have woken by now and found her gone, and she had barely covered any ground. She knew he couldn’t outrun a horse, but she’d feel much better if she put some distance between her and the Viking. 

The brush closed in, and she had to let out the rope that was attached to her pony so he could follow behind. The twittering of the birds reached a crescendo, and the sharp sounds made Kadlin’s skin prickle. 

A birdsong like none she’d ever heard cut through the din. Three staccato chirps followed by a drawn-out note caused her to tilt her head. Her mount did the same then stopped dead on the path. Kadlin goaded him with her heels, but the horse wouldn’t move. He stood as if waiting and listening. The song was repeated, and this time the horse wheeled around on the narrow path, his step stuttering as his hooves came down in the thick brush. 

“No,” Kadlin cried, struggling with the reins and her pony’s lead. 

The two horses were now face-to-face, and Kadlin felt her panic rise.

Again, three short chirps followed by a long note. The Viking’s horse whinnied and shouldered past the smaller pony, sending it skittering off the path. The lead was jerked from her hand, and Kadlin watched helplessly as her pony crashed through the forest straight in the direction of his home paddock. 

Kadlin gripped the big horse’s halter with both hands and pulled back, pleading with the beast to stop. The animal would not be dissuaded. He trotted back up the path, his gait steadily increasing. Kadlin tensed her aching thighs but knew that if the horse moved any faster she wouldn’t be able to cling to his bare back. Her mount turned sharply onto the main trail, and she began sliding to one side. The trees seemed to rush by, and when the four-note birdsong rang out again, the horse broke into a full gallop, throwing Kadlin off. She thanked Freya when she landed in a thick growth of ferns. She rolled up on to all fours and watched helplessly as the Viking’s horse thundered away from her and toward what she now realized was his master’s whistle.

* * * *

The moment Kadlin heard the hoof beats returning, she considered diving off of the trail and hiding in the underbrush until the Viking gave up and let her go free to live or die, prosper or starve. But she knew he wouldn’t let her go. He wouldn’t stop until he found her, and she was certain he could do so with little effort. He was at home in the forest and could track any animal with ease. Locating a clumsy girl would be easy. 

Instead of running, she stood in the center of the path and did her best to look strong and proud, when she felt only weak and dejected. The Viking’s eyes were ablaze when he caught up to her. His anger showed on his face and in the way he held his body. She was terrified. Even if she hadn’t committed to standing her ground, she would have been unable to flee. She was pinned in place by his glare. His hair was wild from sleep, and he wore only his trousers. His feet and chest were bare. 

Bjorn rode up to her side but did not dismount. 

“Where’s the pony?” he demanded.

“Headed home,” she spat out. 

“You spoiled, little imp! Gods! The jarl will be displeased.”

“Curse the jarl! And curse you too, Viking!”

He reached down, grabbed her upper arm and yanked her belly-first across his lap. Her arms hung down one side of the horse’s neck and her legs down the other as if she were a doe taken down in the hunt. Kadlin’s legs flailed as she tried to reposition herself. Bjorn flattened his palm on her back making it clear that she was not to move. 

“Do not kick my horse,” he muttered.

Kadlin could only stare at the ground passing by as they turned around and headed back. She hoped the slow progress would give the Viking a chance to calm down, but when they’d reached camp and were standing face-to-face, it was clear that was not the case. 



Chapter Two

 

He loomed over her, his hands clenching and opening, his jaw tensing and relaxing as he seemed to fight to gain control over his temper. Kadlin jutted out her chin and held his stare though she was quaking inside. He pulled in a deep breath through his nose then spoke slowly and quietly, taking obvious effort not to shout at her. “You’ve no more sense than a kid goat. Do you have any idea—”

“It’s just a stupid pony!” she interrupted.

He grabbed her shoulders and shook her. “Do you think I’m angry about the damned pony?” he roared. “You could have been killed! You’re lucky you weren’t killed when you were thrown. And there are wolves and bears in those woods that would love to feast on a plump little morsel like you.”

Kadlin thought she heard his rage tempered with genuine concern. For the first time, she felt as if he saw her as something more than a debt marker. His charge was to make sure that no harm came to her, and she had no doubt that he would sooner die than fail. Though she had been terrified during her short-lived escape attempt, the moment he’d found her—as furious as he’d obviously been—she had known she was safe. His strength was her shield. The realization softened her. 

He seemed so proud and determined and unlike any man she’d ever met. The cloud of bitterness and anger that had hung over Kadlin began to fade. She glanced up at the Viking, and it was as if she was only now able to see him clearly. She studied the sharp angles of his face and realized how truly handsome he was. His eyes were as green as the pines, and when she looked into them she felt bared. 

Kadlin drew in a deep breath and his blazing stare dropped to her breasts. His biceps flexed as his angry grip loosened and he began to massage her flesh. The feel of his big hands on her was exhilarating, and the fire in his eyes was even more so. Something deep inside Kadlin stirred. The place between her trail-sore thighs throbbed with a much sweeter ache. She looked over his bare chest and flat belly. The taut skin was cut through with sharp valleys between the muscles. She could not stop herself. She reached out and touched him. She swept her palm over one side of his chest, and the tiny nipple puckered and hardened beneath her hand. She looked up at him. He was staring into her but made no move to stop her. His expression remained stone-like, but his breaths came quicker and she felt his heartbeat galloping in his chest. 

She was emboldened by the knowledge that she had sway over the giant. She glanced down and saw that his manhood had grown hard and pushed out the front of his trousers. The corner of her mouth jerked upward, and she met his gaze again. 

The Viking’s eyes narrowed. His hands still rested on her shoulders. She touched the tip of her finger to his breastbone and began trailing downward. Breaking his resolve became her sole focus. 

When she’d nearly reached the center of his belly, he said, “Stop.”

Kadlin knew that she was playing a dangerous game and the stakes excited her. She blinked up at him with mock innocence while she circled his navel with her finger. He grabbed her wrist and dragged her to the fire circle. He sat down on a saddle and pulled her downward until she knelt beside him. He untied the belt that held her leather pouch and tossed it aside. The place between her legs pulsed and grew wet when she thought that she’d soon be straddling him, sliding up and down on his hard rod. 

Instead, the Viking pulled her across his lap, face-down with her stomach on his thighs and Kadlin realized that he meant to discipline her for baiting him. Her heartbeat thundered and heat gathered between her legs at the thought of it. She felt his erection against her side and understood that he would enjoy the task. He laid one forearm across her shoulder blades then yanked her tunic up and her trousers down until her bare backside was covered only by sky. With no preamble at all, he brought down his hand on one round cheek, and the loud slap stirred the birds from the trees. The sting was immediate and exquisite. She looked over her shoulder at him. Desire blazed through her body and must have shown on her face because his hand came down again and again.

“Gods, yes!” she cried.

His hand remained on her hot skin for a moment. 

“More?” he asked in a near whisper. He was breathless, and she couldn’t tell if it was from the effort of the spanking or the lust it fueled.

“More,” she begged and turned her face toward the ground.

His palm came down three more times, and with each blow, the contact inched closer to her tingling sex. Heat spread across her buttocks and into her most tender place. She didn’t think she could bear another stroke. He raised his arm again.

“Please stop, Bjorn,” she whimpered and realized she was crying. 

He gently laid his palm on her and petted the hot flesh with a feather-light touch. He leaned over and blew on the punished skin. He lifted his arm from her back and reached into her tunic. He fondled her breast as the hand on her backside dropped to the hot, wet place between her thighs. He cupped and massaged the tingling mound while he pinched her nipple into a tight peak. When she moaned, he jerked her to her feet and stood her up in front of him, facing away. He pushed the hem of her tunic into her hands and she held the fabric up around her waist. He blew again, and she shivered. He kissed one burning cheek then the other. 

“Turn,” he commanded.

Kadlin turned around, and her dewy sex was inches from his face. He ran his hands down her thighs, pushing her trousers to the ground. They puddled at her ankles, and she let go of her hem to steady herself on his bare shoulders. As soon as she’d stepped free of her shoes and trousers, he eased her closer. This time when he breathed out a stream of air, it ruffled her curls and caused her hardening little bud to press through the glistening lips. 

“Bjorn,” she breathed. 

He planted a kiss at the center of the curls and moved one hand between her quivering thighs. He slid a calloused fingertip back and forth over the divide of her throbbing lips, all the while kissing the soft mound. 

He parted her flesh and slowly pushed his finger into her at the same moment drawing her hardened jewel into his mouth. He licked at her juices and probed her hot canal. Kadlin’s legs trembled, but she was afraid to move, afraid that he would stop his glorious exploration. 

“So wet, so sweet,” he muttered against her sex.

Kadlin cried out at the vibration of his words. He slid his finger from her and pulled her to her knees before him, her hands resting on his parted thighs. The Viking guided her fingers to the top of his trousers, and she tugged at the worn fabric, eager to see what lay beneath. 

He held her eyes with his until he was free of his clothing then she looked down. His huge rod stood hard, nearly brushing his flat belly. Kadlin licked her lips. She wanted to touch and taste the rigid flesh. She was greedy for it. She reached out and brushed her thumb over the velvety head, smearing it with the bead of excitement that had escaped the tip. She wrapped one hand around the hard shaft, and when she saw that her fingers could barely enclose its girth, fresh juices flowed from her in anticipation. She was enchanted and lovingly traced each ridge and vein. The Viking’s breath came faster now, and the head swelled, blushing to the loveliest shade of purple. 

Leaning forward, Kadlin took the hot plum in her mouth, and the Viking growled. He laced his fingers into her hair and massaged her scalp has she licked and sucked and stroked him. His obvious pleasure fed her, and she took him deeper into her throat. The Viking moaned, hooked his hands under her arms and lifted her mouth to his. 

The kiss was all-consuming. Kadlin was lost in the sensation of his full lips pressing hard against hers and of the scent and taste of her juices. He crushed her against him and pulled her up so he could maneuver his legs between hers. He slid off of the saddle and leaned back against it, lowering her onto his lap so his steely rod stood upright between them, its underside grazing her curls. 

Kadlin ground into him, and their expectant moans mingled on their lips. The place where their bodies touched was now slick with her cream. Kadlin was the first to pull away. Panting, she looked into his eyes and begged, “Please Bjorn. Please!”

The Viking needed no more provocation. He dug his fingers into her still-stinging buttocks and lifted her to her knees. She reached between them and positioned his rock-hard member at her opening. A momentary doubt flashed through her mind as she measured his girth in her hand. Her need and his command obliterated her hesitation. He forcefully pulled down her hips and impaled her onto him, filling her to the limit and causing her to cry out in pleasure and pain. She steadied herself on his shoulders as he guided her up and down in a manic dance. His thickness stretched her opening so that her nub was teased with every stroke. He turned over the reins to her, and she used her knees and aching thighs to continue the feverish pace.

With his hands now free, the Viking yanked her tunic over her head. Her breasts bounced with each stroke. He grabbed them and roughly kneaded the yielding flesh. He sucked one nipple into his mouth while he pinched the other. Kadlin’s attention was torn between the sharp pleasure-pain radiating from her breasts to the aching ecstasy between her legs. She dug her nails into his shoulders, and he sucked harder, causing a white flash of desire to explode in her brain. She moved one hand to the back of his head, grasped his braids and yanked hard. His lips left her breast, and he roared in frustration. She kissed him hard then pressed his face back to her chest, and he slurped in the pink bud again. 

Now, Kadlin’s breathing was frantic, and each exhalation was an audible moan. Her hips moved faster, and Bjorn sucked harder. He removed his hand from her breast and brought it down on her tender behind with a sharp slap. The wave of sensations crashed over her, and Kadlin cried out in release, her body clamping down over Bjorn’s. She squeezed down around him, and felt his wet heat pump into her. 

Spasms rocked her as her focus drifted outward from the place where their bodies met. She slumped against his sweat-slicked chest and nuzzled his neck. He lovingly stroked her back, and she melted under his touch. He pulled her to him then slid his body until he was flat on his back and she was lying against his chest, her legs intertwined with his.

She was beginning to drift off when he spoke. “I cannot deliver you to the jarl now.”

“Why? Because we have lain together? You said the jarl would not want me in his bed. He need never know.”

Bjorn stroked her hair and planted a kiss on her forehead. “No, dear one, I cannot deliver you to the jarl because now you are mine.”

“Is that so?” she whispered against his chest.

“It is so. And I am yours.”

The sound of his voice fell over her like a soft blanket. She would no longer be an unwanted responsibility or an unwelcomed stranger. Her life did not have to be reduced to payment for someone else’s bad decision. In the Viking’s embrace and in his words, she found the promise of a better future. She would belong to him and he would belong to her.

Kadlin played her fingertips over his body. “And what of your debt?”

“I will have to tell the jarl that you escaped, and that will make me responsible for your uncle’s debt, as well. I’ll be at least another year in the old man’s service and will have to sail again as he commands. When I return, I can start my life as a free man. You will wait for me.”

“Oh, will I?” she teased.

Bjorn flipped her onto her back and pinned her arms above her head, catching her wrists in one enormous hand. He kissed her hard then invaded her mouth with his tongue. He pushed open her legs with his own then reached down to massage her bruised sex. She struggled against him, glad that she could not free herself. His rod stiffened again against the soft flesh of her inner thigh.

Oh gods, yes, she thought. His power over her was exhilarating. He pushed his fingers inside of her and ground her hard little pearl beneath his thumb. She moaned against his mouth, and her hips began to buck against his hand. Her body raced again towards sweet release. He read her movements and quickened the pace of his marauding fingers. She jerked her head to the side and called out his name. In a moment, he was inside her, plunging deep into her wet, aching sex. She wrapped her legs around his thick thighs and was consumed in a fury of grinding hips and desperate cries. 

He let go of her hands, and she reached down to grab his glorious haunches. Kadlin was a bundle of shuddering nerves, and she thought she couldn’t bear another thrust, but he pushed into her over and over. Impossibly, her body began to climb again. 

She felt wild and wicked and completely without shame as she demanded, “More, Viking! More—”

He quieted her with another possessive kiss, and they exploded together. 

He rolled on his back and pulled her to his chest. When she had caught her breath and his heartbeat had slowed beneath her cheek, he spoke. “You will wait for me.”

“Yes, Viking, I will wait for you.” She closed her eyes and slid into a fathomless sleep.

* * * *

Her stomach woke her, and it, no doubt, had been roused by the scent of roasting meat. She rolled up on one elbow and watched Bjorn as he crouched naked by the fire, turning the skewered rabbits over the flames. There were four roasting, and she thought she could eat them all herself. It wasn’t until she sat up that she realized she’d been covered by his cloak. She stood and wrapped it around her shoulders. Their clothes were draped over a branch, smoothed out and drying. She smiled when she understood that he’d washed them while she’d slept.

He laughed at her as she walked toward the fire. 

“What’s so funny, you big bear?” she asked.

“You look as though you’ve been well laid, imp.”

“Well laid and starving,” she replied.

He stood and a shiver traveled up her spine at the beauty of him. He peeled the cloak from her shoulders, shook off the dust and draped it on the branch near the drying clothes. He looked her over then took her hand. 

“And you’re in need of a bath,” he said, leading her toward the stream. She looked down at her body. Every inch of skin was covered with sweat-streaked dirt. She reached up and touched her hair, it was a disheveled nest of snarls. He led her into the cool water, and when it reached her breasts, he stopped. He lovingly washed her neck and shoulders, massaging away the soreness in her muscles as he worked. 

“Wash your face,” he said softly. She leaned forward and scrubbed. When she stood again, he washed each arm from fingertips upward, then he turned her and rubbed the grime from her back and hips. He reached around and ran his fingers over her collarbones and down over her bobbing breasts. She leaned back into him, sighing at his touch. She’d never felt more adored. He slid his hands under her arms and walked backward. “Lie back,” he said, and while she floated, he stroked her legs and feet clean. He turned her slowly in the water until the top of her head was against his chest. He massaged her scalp and worked the tangles from her hair with his fingers. Her ears were under the surface of the water, and her satisfied moans sounded far off. She looked up at the bright blue sky and the pure white clouds. When he bent to kiss her, she felt as though she’d tasted Valhalla.

He stood suddenly, and she flailed in the water until her feet found the sandy bottom. The Viking stared at the shore, and she followed his gaze. Her pony stood with his head down, drinking from the stream.

* * * *

They sat naked on their blankets and ate their fill of succulent roasted rabbit while their hair dried in the afternoon sun. They rinsed the savory juices from their hands and mouths then dressed. 

The Viking motioned for her to sit between his knees with her back to him, and he smoothed her hair with a carved-bone comb. He took great care arranging it down her back and around her shoulders. He gathered up a hank from above her ear and twisted it into a thin braid. He pulled one of the beads from his own hair and strung it onto her plait.

“You are mine,” he whispered then kissed the top of her head. 

“Where shall I go?” she asked. When he didn’t answer, she continued. “Where shall I go while I wait for you?” 

He remained silent so she turned and looked up at him. He opened his arms, and she climbed into his lap.

“I don’t know,” he admitted. 

“Couldn’t I stay at your farm? I could work and—”

He shook his head. “When you first see my land—our home—it will be with me by your side.”

“Then perhaps, I could stay in the jarl’s house—as his servant, not his wife. I can clean and sew—”

Bjorn caught her chin in one big hand and pinned her with his stare. “No! He must never lay eyes on you. He may be too old to take you to his bed, but he loves beautiful things. He finances dangerous voyages to search out gemstones. He thinks nothing of sending men to their deaths if it might win him a tiny pearl or amethyst or sapphire. You would be just another jewel to him. I won’t let him take you from me, Kadlin.”

This was the first time he’d spoken her name, and it added weight to his warning. 

“Do you understand?” he asked. She jerked her chin from his grasp and nodded.

“Then where will I go?” she muttered.

“I might know of a place. We’ll ride in the morning.”



Chapter Three

 

They followed the river until just before noon then stopped to eat, water the horses and fill the skins. Bjorn warned her that the next leg of the journey would be much more difficult. They would travel through a dense, ancient forest filled with narrow, horse-hobbling trails and predators at every turn. 

“You must stay close to me and be alert, Kadlin.” 

His warning prodded at her already raw nerves. It was clear that the Viking would do what he could to protect her, but he would be leaving her soon. She had no idea where they were going or what would await her when they arrived. Bjorn had only said it was the home of an old friend that might be willing to do a favor and keep Kadlin until Bjorn returned from his voyage. “You will have to earn your keep,” he’d added. Kadlin had said that that was understood.

The air was hot, humid and still, and Kadlin’s clothes clung to her skin. Across the river, dark storm clouds had begun to gather over the tops of the trees. With the air as heavy as it is, any storm will be violent. As soon as the thought crossed her mind, a rumble of thunder rolled through the sky. Kadlin shrugged forward at the sound. The pony tossed his head, and Kadlin stroked his neck and shushed him. 

“The storm is not feeding his fear. You are,” said Bjorn.

“What does that mean?” Kadlin snapped.

“Your worry is traveling down the reins. Be strong and confident. Don’t react to the thunder. He is following your lead, so lead him, woman!”

Kadlin bit back her response because she knew he was right. Anyone who’d been around animals knew that, but she was embarrassed to be caught in her deficiency. She didn’t want Bjorn to think she was some foolish girl. 

The terrain had turned swamp-like, and they had to ride out farther from the riverbank to find solid ground. Kadlin concentrated on an air of confidence even as the storm gathered. The Viking had shed his tunic, and she followed behind him, watching his muscles move beneath his smooth skin. He’d unsheathed his sword and was using it to push back the tall cattails that grew between the shore and the trail. 

He stopped and tapped the top of a tall stone with the blade. 

Kadlin rode up beside him and leaned in to look at the marker. She read the inscription aloud, “‘‘In memory of Astrid, daughter of Arne and Hilda, a most skilled and clever girl.’ Did you know her, Bjorn?” The Viking shook his head. “Never heard of her. The stone just shows where to turn.” He led his horse away from the monument and headed for the tree line. 

Directly across from the memorial was a narrow gap in the trees. The mouth of the trail was grown over with grasses, but once they stepped under the shadowy canopy, the path became clear and it was wide enough for the two horses to walk abreast. It was much cooler here, but the chill that ran over Kadlin’s skin was not from the temperature. 

The forest quickly grew denser and darker, and her head jerked at every noise from the underbrush. Her pony’s ears pricked up, and she focused on relaxing her body and mind. She stayed close to Bjorn and stole glances up at him sitting confidently on his tall mount. She noticed that he barely moved his head, but his eyes never stopped searching their surroundings. Rain pattered on the leaves overhead, but few drops made it through to the riders. Soon, it stopped altogether. The thunder moved away from them, and Kadlin began to relax.

“Where are we—”	

Bjorn held up his hand to stop Kadlin’s question. His eyes were focused on a spot in the trees ahead. Her body tensed again, and her heart pounded in her throat. The Viking reached forward and slowly retrieved his bow and an arrow from the saddle. His horse stood as still as a statue while Bjorn raised his weapon and pointed it at the edge of the forest to his right. 

Kadlin held her breath, waiting to see what beast would emerge from the shadows. She heard the creak of the wood when the Viking pulled back the string against his thick antler thumb ring. 

The moment the deer stepped onto the path, Bjorn loosed his arrow. It flew straight into the doe’s heart, and she crumpled to the ground. Bjorn slid from his horse and tossed the reins to Kadlin. She watched as he gutted the deer, rolled it over to drain then hauled it back to his mount. The horse didn’t stir while the Viking draped the carcass over its shoulders. 

“This should smooth the way with your host,” he said, swinging back up on his horse. 

Kadlin wondered about their destination even as the path widened and the underbrush gave way to more purposeful plantings. Fruit bushes heavy with berries larger than she’d ever seen lined the sides of the trail. 

The horses stepped into a large clearing. The trees had been cut back to allow the sun to shine on a lush vegetable garden. The neat rows ran up to a tiny cottage, its window boxes overflowing with herbs. 

“Who lives here?” Kadlin asked. 

“Someone who can help,” he answered. 

The door of the cottage opened, and a tall, thin woman emerged. As she stepped into the sunlight, Kadlin realized that she was quite old. Her brown hair was streaked with silver and fell in a thick braid down her back to her calves. She stood erect and moved lithely, which had given her the illusion of youth. 

The woman nodded at the travelers as if not at all surprised by their appearance in the forest. She had a large knife in her hand, and though no malice showed on the old woman’s face, Kadlin felt a knot of alarm gather in her belly. 

“I’ve been expecting you, Viking,” the old woman said. She nodded towards a low wooden trough near a stone well. “The water is fresh.” 

While the horses drank, Bjorn hauled up the bucket from the well and filled the dipping gourd. Kadlin sipped the icy water and watched the old woman turn her back on them and walk around the side of the cottage. Bjorn gathered the doe by the feet and followed. Kadlin trailed behind. The old woman laid the knife on a long wooden table then turned to set a caldron over the fire burning in an outdoor hearth. 

She looked at Kadlin. “Are you his woman?” she asked. 

“She is,” said Bjorn. 

“I was asking her, Viking. Well, are you his woman?” 

Kadlin didn’t pause. “I am. My name is Kadlin.” 

The old woman nodded. “And I am Grima.” 

Bjorn bent over the doe and without turning to look at him, the old woman spoke, “Mind the hide, Viking. I have use for it.” 

Bjorn worked carefully separating the deer’s skin from its flesh. The woman took the skin from Bjorn and laid it over a long, smooth log on the ground, fur side down. Kadlin shifted awkwardly, not knowing what to do. 

The old woman reached into a large pouch tied onto the belt at her waist and pulled out a flint. She passed it to Kadlin. “Scrape it clean, girl. My knees are not what they used to be. I can get to the ground just fine. It’s getting back up that’s becoming a challenge. It’s a good thing I don’t run with those Christians, eh, Viking?” 

Bjorn chuckled then severed the deer’s head with a smooth swipe of his blade. He brought down the knife again and split the skull down the center then carried halves to the caldron, which now bubbled over the fire. With his small dagger, he pried out the brains and plopped them into the boiling water. 

Kadlin knelt beside the skin and dragged the sharp stone over the surface, gathering the bits of flesh and fat in a pile near her knee. She worked quickly and carefully, having scraped many hides. When she finished, she folded the skin in on itself and carried it to the large timber frame she’d noticed at the edge of the clearing. Bjorn joined her, and while the brain boiled into tanning fluid, he made small slits around the edge of the hide and helped her stretch it in the frame with long leather cords.

“Come lift the pot, Viking,” the woman called. 

Bjorn pulled the caldron from the hearth, using a scrap of leather to keep from burning his hands, set it down in front of the stretcher then returned to the butchering table. The woman wordlessly passed Kadlin a hand mop fashioned from a stick with rags tied to one end. Kadlin soaked the mop in the brain and water mixture and rubbed it into the hide. She knew that the liquid, and the smoking to follow, would make the skin soft and pliable. 

Grima took a slab of meat from Bjorn and set it over the fire to roast. The two worked in silent harmony, and Kadlin wondered at their connection.

* * * *

The three dined at a rough-hewn table in the shadow of the cottage. After they had eaten their fill of roasted venison and root vegetables, Bjorn stood and held out his hand. Kadlin laid her fingers in his and let him lead her from the yard onto a narrow, winding path into the forest. 

They walked wordlessly for nearly a half hour before the dense foliage opened onto a huge, perfectly round clearing. At the center of the circle was an enormous weeping willow, its wispy branches creating a verdant skirt that brushed the ground. Bjorn drew back the curtain of leaves and led Kadlin inside. 

She gasped at the size of the secret room. The living walls soared high above their heads and gave the space an eerie green glow. Close to the ground, the massive trunk split off into three arms, creating a rough throne.

“This is where Grima found me,” Bjorn said. “I was near death, wounded in a battle I can’t remember. I don’t know who I was fighting for or what I was fighting against.” 

A thousand questions sprang to Kadlin’s mind, but she held her tongue and listened.

“She made a litter of birch branches and had her old horse drag me back to the cottage. Every step jolted me, and I roared at the pain. Grima said I sounded like a bear in a beehive, and so she gave me my name. All summer, she fed me and tended to my wounds. When I was strong enough, I worked to repay my debt. In the fall, I tilled a new garden plot, cared for her animals, stocked her woodpile, re-thatched the roof and kept meat on her table. I stayed through the winter, and in those long nights, I dreamed of having my own home with fertile fields and strong livestock. In the spring, I struck out to find the place I’d conjured in my mind. The land that was destined to be mine is only a half-day’s ride from Grima’s cottage, but it was owned by the jarl. I placed myself in his service in exchange for my dream. Until I have paid him his due, the land will not be fully mine. I possess nothing but my horse and what we can carry.”

Kadlin squeezed his big hand. The questions she had tamped down came rushing out of her, “What of your life before you came here? Where are you from? Who are your people? Who are you?” 

Bjorn guided her fingers into his hair above his right ear. She felt a long, thick scar on his scalp. “There was no life before I came here. Who I was and where I came from bled out of me and fed the roots of this tree. I was reborn here.” 

Kadlin swept her hand down the side of his face and traced his square jaw. She brushed her thumb across his lower lip, and she saw his eyes flash. He gathered up a length of her hair and yanked her head back. When she opened her mouth in surprise, he covered it with his own. His tongue plunged against hers, and she whimpered in anticipation.

He pulled away and glared down at her. “I have labored for years to earn my land, but there is nothing I want more than you, imp. I wish to possess you.”

“You do, Bjorn.”

He wound her hair more tightly in his fist, and she was immobilized. “I want to care for you, and I want you to trust me in all things. I want you to give yourself over to me completely.” 

Kadlin trembled. Her face and throat flushed. Her nipples and sex tingled. “I am yours, Viking.” She reached out to touch his face, and he let loose her hair and stepped backward. 

“Bare yourself to me,” he said quietly. 

Kadlin hesitated. 

“Do as you’re told,” he growled. 

She ignored the command in his voice, sensing that the game would be much more interesting if she did not immediately comply. The Viking’s eyes narrowed, but she thought she saw one corner of his mouth twitch upward.

“What are you playing at, imp? You will do as you’re told or the flesh of your sweet, round backside shall pay the price.”

Kadlin’s heartbeat thundered in her ears. She stood still even as the cream gathered between her nether lips. Bjorn stepped in front of her and yanked the belt from her waist. The pouch fell to the earth with a thud. She didn’t comply even as he pulled her tunic over her head, tossed it aside, then yanked down her trousers, letting the fabric fall in a pool around her ankles. 

He stood back again. 

“Step free of the cloth,” he demanded. 

She stood naked and unmoving as a stone, setting her jaw in defiance. 

He stormed back to her, bent her at the waist and pushed her under his left arm, pinning her to his side. Her buttocks jutted outward, and her thighs were slippery with her juices. He held her that way for a long moment before his palm came down hard. The sting radiated down to her wet mound. Three more times he spanked her tender flesh, moving closer to her throbbing center with each stroke.

“Enough?” he asked, and she heard the passion in his voice.

“More!” she pleaded.

“When I’ve finished with you, imp, you’ll beg me to stop,” he hissed. 

Her sex was sodden and quivering as he delivered three more blows. When she thought she couldn’t bear another, he flattened his palm on her burning skin and petted her punished flesh. She clung to his muscular thigh as he stroked ever closer to her pulsing divide. 

Without warning, he plunged his fingers deep inside her, and she stifled her moan against his trousers. She felt her slick opening clamp down against his rough invasion, and she pressed back against his hand, trying to force it deeper. Her pulse quickened, and each breath escaped her as a feral grunt. 

As abruptly as he’d begun his assault, he halted. She cried out at the loss. He pulled her upright and jammed his fingers into her mouth. She sucked hungrily at the musky sweetness that covered them. 

He pulled away from her. 

“Pick up your clothes and spread them out there,” he said, pointing to the seat created by the willow’s divided trunks. Her legs wobbled as she did what she was told. “Sit!” he commanded, and she wriggled up into the wide yoke, wincing as she did. 

She reclined against the middle finger of the tree, and he stretched out her arms and laid her palms against each of the outer pillars of bark. 

“You will not move unless I allow it,” he whispered in her ear. He kissed her hard, and the moment his tongue met hers, she forgot herself and wrapped her arms around his neck. He stepped back, and she immediately put her hands back in their place, but it was too late. 

“You’ve a short memory, imp. I see I shall have to help you.” 

She remained motionless as he yanked his dagger from its sheath and cut long lengths of willow boughs. He jammed the blade into the bark then made quick work of tying her wrists to the outer trunks. She squirmed against the bonds, and a ball of fear and excitement gathered in the pit of her belly. 

He appraised his work, and her nipples puckered as his hungry gaze swept over her. 

“Now these,” he mused, roughly squeezing her inner thighs. 

Bjorn slid off his tunic and his vest. He made slings of willow ropes, looping them under her knees and padding them with his garments. He tied the free ends of her bonds to the tree, spreading her legs wide. She felt the nectar drip from her exposed nether lips. It flowed freely as she watched him pull off his boots and trousers. 

He stood before her, and her eyes were fixed on his engorged shaft. She licked her dry lips. He held up a wineskin and shot sweet mead into her parched mouth. He let some dribbled down her chin, throat and chest, and her nipples plumped as the honeyed wine flowed over them. He tilted the bag and filled her navel then positioned the spout lower and squeezed the wineskin forcing out a jet of sweet liquid onto her cresting pearl. Kadlin pressed her head back into the tree trunk and moaned. 

The Viking tossed aside the skin and leaned in to kiss her. “Mm, these lips are so sweet I can’t wait to taste the others.” When his hardness grazed her thighs, she struggled to move forward, but her bonds restricted her. He must have felt her squirm because he moved his lips to her ear and whispered, “So impatient, imp. You will have my shaft. And you will have my mouth and my hands. I will wring every last drop of pleasure from your succulent body until you beg me for rest. When I ride off tomorrow, I will be your sun and your moon, and you will crave no man but me.”

Kadlin wanted to tell him that that was already true, but before she could speak, he dropped his head to her chest and sucked a mead-soaked nipple between his hot lips. His fingers worked the other breast, and she whimpered with need. He licked a path down her chest then slurped the wine from her navel before continuing downward. While his breath ruffled her curls, his fingers fluttered between her thighs. 

A jolt of pleasure coursed through Kadlin’s body when Bjorn pulled one of her secret lips into his mouth. He drew hard on it, and the sensation traveled into her most tender place. When she cried out, Bjorn pushed his fingers inside of her and moved his tongue to the engorged button. He sucked and teased the pulsing bundle while stretching her open. A wave of ecstasy crashed over her, and she cried out under the canopy of leaves. She shuddered and tried to bring her legs together, but they were bound tight. Bjorn was merciless. Tears of overwhelming pleasure streamed down her face as he continued to manipulate the aching flesh. 

“Please, Bjorn! Please!” she begged, not certain if she was pleading with him to stop or carry on. Her words dissolved into unintelligible noises as the next wave built. The only movement allowed her was the twisting of her head, and she shook it wildly as she pressed back into the middle trunk. At the peak of her pleasure, he reached up with his free hand and pinched hard at her nipple. A scream of exquisite desire filled the clearing, and her quivering wet walls clamped down around his fingers. He kept his lips pressed between her legs until the spasms that racked her body subsided. 

Bjorn stood and snatched up the wineskin. He held it to Kadlin’s lips, and she gulped until her thirst was slaked. He checked the bindings at her wrists and ankles. “Are you in pain?” 

She shook her head, and he kissed her tenderly while he massaged the taut muscles of her arms and legs. The loving touch was like a magic balm, and she closed her eyes as her tension unwound. His lips brushed lightly over her face, and he moved his hands to her breasts. The moment her nipples hardened beneath his palms, she felt his kisses grow harder. 

When he was at her ear, he whispered, “You will crave only me.” 

Her eyes flew open, and he sucked hard at her neck. She was amazed to feel her desire flare anew. He stretched her wide with his fingers and teased her tingling nub with his thumb. He pulled his mouth from her neck and stared at her, his hands still playing between her legs. As she neared another peak, she realized that he meant to watch her squirm, and she squeezed her eyes shut and turn away.

“Open your eyes!” he demanded. “I will watch you quake, and you will watch me make you quake.”

“Bjorn, please,” she whispered.

“You will not be ashamed with me, ever. Open your eyes and look at me.”

She did, and the greedy lust on his face consumed her. Hot cream dripped from her, and she heard the slurping of his fingers plunging in and out. She struggled to keep her gaze fixed on him as the waves of sensation overtook her. 

“Yes! Yes! Yes!” she cried, her slick channel clamping down on his hand.

Kadlin’s breath hitched as though she’d been sobbing. Her sex felt puffy and tender. 

“Must I stop?” he asked. He pulled his fingers from her body and rubbed her wetness over his erection. He grasped the rod at its base and slid the tip up and down over her glistening curls. He concentrated the movements over her slick jewel, and she rolled her head from side to side. 

When he pressed against her opening, she didn’t think her swollen flesh could accept him. Pinching hard at both of her nipples, he pushed slowly into her. Her raw inner walls measured every inch of him until he was buried to the hilt. She watched his beautiful face contort with concentration as his thrusts quickened. 

Her arms ached and her legs began to cramp. 

“Please release me, Bjorn.” 

He remained inside her while he reached up, yanked his dagger from the tree and cut free her bonds. He stuck the blade back into the bark, and she wrapped her arms and legs around him. She was desperate to touch and taste his skin, and she groped at him, covering him with kisses even as he continued to thrust. They found their release together, and her face was wet with tears when she declared that he was her sun and her moon and she would always be his alone. 



Chapter Four

 

The Viking had been gone for a fortnight, and every idle moment found Kadlin missing him more. During the day, Grima had kept her busy tending the goats and chickens and weeding the garden. Kadlin had learned the name and purpose of most of the herbs that hung drying in the shed behind the cottage—aniseed for coughs, feverfew to ease the sting of insect bites and borage for melancholy. The old woman had explained which plants could be used to dye cloth and how to achieve the most vibrant colors. Kadlin’s hands and mind were occupied when the sun was shining, but when darkness fell, her longing became a crushing weight. 

Each evening after supper, the two women would sit quietly on a bench in the yard. Grima would smoke her pipe, and the sweet smell of the smoldering herbs calmed Kadlin. 

On the fifteenth night of her stay at the cottage, Kadlin kicked off her slippers and dug her toes into the cool dirt. 

“I wonder if he’s sailed yet,” she mused. 

Grima blew out a stream of smoke and looked to the heavens. “The moon is waxing. They’ll set sail when it is full in three, maybe four days.” 

Kadlin traced lines in the soil with her toe and tried to conjure up Bjorn’s handsome face. 

The old woman stood suddenly. “Go pull the cloths from the drying line, girl. A storm is coming.” 

Kadlin looked up at the stars glinting in the cloudless sky. “But the night is clear,” she said. 

A moment, later a loud crack of thunder sounded in the west.

* * * *

The storm howled outside, and Grima pulled a glowing twig from the hearth to light the oil lamps. By the dim light, she and Kadlin worked together to fold the long strips of dyed cloth. 

When they’d finished, Grima passed the neat stack to Kadlin. “Put these in the basket behind my loom.” 

Kadlin carried the fabric to the back corner of cottage and placed it in a huge basket. She ran her fingers over the tight weave, and when she realized it had been fashioned from willow, she remembered her time with Bjorn under the tree, and a tingle gathered between her legs. She closed her eyes and wished she could feel his touch again. 

A thunderclap shook the cottage and jarred Kadlin from her reverie. When she opened her eyes, she noticed something glinting on a small shelf above the basket. She reached out and touched the cold, smooth surface of a small bowl. She lifted it and was surprised by the weight. It was as slick and shiny as glass, but as heavy as stone.

“It’s a scrying bowl,” Grima whispered in her ear. Kadlin jumped and the vessel fell from her hand. The old woman caught it before it hit the floor. 

The knot of energy that had spun between Kadlin’s thighs now settled with a sickening twist in her abdomen. “Are you a seer, Grima?” 

The old woman turned without answering and carried the bowl to the center of the cottage. She placed it on the worn table and settled on the bench. “Fetch me the water pitcher and a lamp, girl.” 

Kadlin placed the items in front of Grima and sat down on the opposite bench. Grima tipped the pitcher and filled the bowl. She moved the lamp so it cast a pool of light over the surface of the water. “What would you know, girl?” 

Kadlin wrinkled her brow. “I don’t understand.” 

Grima stared at her. “The bowl would not have found you if you didn’t harbor a question.” 

Kadlin looked down at the scarred tabletop, afraid to voice what was in her heart. After a long pause, Grima cleared her throat, and Kadlin whispered her thought. “When will he return to me?” 

“Have you anything from your man?” 

Kadlin found the long braid that hung above her ear, pulled the amber glass bead from the end and passed it to the old woman. Grima closed it in her fist, shut her eyes and breathed deeply before dropping the bead into the water and placing her palms flat on the table. She bowed over the scrying bowl and sat motionless, staring into the reflective surface. 

The storm raged outside, and the air in the cottage seemed charged as if lightning had struck nearby. The hair on the back of Kadlin’s neck rose, her scalp prickled and her limbs felt heavy as lead. Fear bubbled up from deep inside her chest, and she wanted to tell the old witch to stop, that she didn’t want to know what the future held. 

Before she could form the words, Grima looked up from her divination tool. Something in her gaze was not right. She seemed to look right through Kadlin. 

“If he sails under the jarl’s crest, he will never return.”

* * * *

Dawn revealed bits of roof thatch littering the muddy dooryard. The pony twitched his ears while the women outfitted him with enough supplies for the two-day ride. Grima laid a bony hand on Kadlin’s shoulder. “Keep north, and you will come to the red rune stone by nightfall. Camp there tonight, and at dawn, ride east. You should reach the village before tomorrow’s sunset.” 

Kadlin nodded. 

The witch dug into her purse and pulled out a small pouch on a long leather thong. She tied it around Kadlin’s neck. “This will help Odin find you so he can watch over your travels and keep you safe. And if that doesn’t work…” Grima disappeared around the side of the cottage and returned with a yard-long pole with a square of deer hide lashed to one end. The old woman untied the cover to reveal a double-sided axe. “If the amulet doesn’t work, this will.” 

Kadlin turned the blades in the early morning sun. It was etched with scrollwork like she’d never seen. 

“It was from an Eastern traveler,” Grima explained. “He was my lover until he turned into a brute and beat me.” 

Kadlin knew the shock must have shown on her face. “If he was such a brute, why did he leave you with this beautiful gift?” 

Grima shrugged her narrow shoulders. “He didn’t put up much of an argument once I’d lopped his head off with it.” A wicked giggle filled the yard, and Kadlin realized it was the first time she’d heard the old woman laugh. 

“Now mind the blade, girl. It’s still plenty sharp.” Grima replaced the cover and slid the long handle under the saddle straps. Kadlin swung smoothly onto the pony’s back and smiled at her benefactor. “Thank you, Grima.” 

“And what will you do when you come to the end of this mad journey?”

That very question had kept Kadlin awake all night. She looked at the kind old witch and blinked back her tears. “I will win Bjorn’s life by paying the jarl his due.”

* * * *

The sun dipped below the tree line over Kadlin’s left shoulder, covering the narrow trail in black shadows. It would be dark soon, and she’d seen no sign of the red rune stone that would signal the next leg of her journey. 

The woods seemed to close in on her, and she worried that she had ridden past marker. She was not even sure that she was on the right path. At times, it had been so overgrown that it seemed to disappear entirely. In the worst spots, sharp branches tugged at her trousers and tall ferns brushed the pony’s belly. Soon, she would not be able to see well enough to go forward, and yet, she couldn’t spend the night in the dense forest. There was no place to lie down, let alone start a fire.

 As the darkness gathered, she strained to detect movement in the foliage at her sides. Every rustling leaf and snapping twig sent a jolt of fear up her spine.

A loud crash to her right caused every muscle in Kadlin’s body to tense. Her pony must have felt her reaction because he stopped short. Something very large moved through the underbrush. 

Kadlin felt frozen. She forced herself to move and reached down to grab the axe. She tugged at the handle, but it wouldn’t budge. The noises grew louder, and she thought she would faint from the fright. She tugged again at the axe handle, and it finally slid from the straps. She trembled, and her fingers couldn’t make purchase on the leather cover. She jerked her head from side to side, trying to find an escape route. There was nowhere to turn, and so she sat still and waited for her fate. She cringed, drawing her shoulders inward and squinting in the direction of the noise. She waited for the bear or wolf or whatever slobbering beast that would fly onto the trail and rip out her life. 

When the huge white stag stepped onto the path, Kadlin could not comprehend what she saw. The animal regarded her for a moment then turned and walked away. His snowy hide shone in even the waning light. 

She slid the axe handle back into place and urged the pony forward. The stag stayed a few paces in front of them, and Kadlin gratefully followed him like a beacon. Surely, this was Freya, come to show her the way again. 

It was almost full dark when a glow of dusky light shone through the buck’s antlers. Kadlin cried out in relief. The stag bounded off the trail, back into the forest a moment before her pony stepped into the wide clearing. At the center of the space was a huge red stone, taller than a man, and she could just make out the sharp angles of the runes in the setting sun. 

Kadlin dismounted, unburdened her pony and tied him to the edge of the clearing where he immediately bent his head to eat the tender grass. She set her gear in the shadow of the monument and quickly made a small fire. She drank from her wineskin and had a meager dinner of tough, dried venison. Before closing her eyes for the night, she added another log to the fire to keep away the predators. The long, fearful ride had drained her body and fatigued her mind. She was fast asleep as soon as she laid down her head. 

She was up at first light. The fire had burnt out, and she chewed mouthfuls of jerky while she loaded the pony. The path east was broad and clear, and she thanked Freya for seeing her safely through this first leg of the journey. She set off on the trail, grateful for having survived thus far and wondering what this day, and especially the evening, would bring. Tonight, she would face her uncle’s debtor. She would deliver the jarl his due. And if the gods saw fit, she would win her lover’s freedom.

* * * *

By the time the sun was directly overhead, Kadlin smelled the salt in the air. The trees to her left grew sparser. An hour later, the earth to the north dropped away to a low, sheer cliff, and she heard the waves breaking on the shore. The trail dipped up and down along the coastline until she traveled at the level of the sea. The water was a cold gray and seemed to go on to the end of the world. It was not yet sunset when she saw the first sod house ahead. Cattle were penned in neat corrals and rows of fish hung drying on tall racks. 

As she rode, the houses came closer together. The belly of the sun was just touching the horizon when she led her pony into the little village. The buildings were in neat rows along wide roads that radiated out from a huge stone well. Children chased one another between the homes, and it took Kadlin a moment to realize that there were no adults outside. 

A group of boys caught sight of her and threw down the sticks they’d been using for make-believe swords. They ran up to her, and she stopped her pony. 

A tall boy with long, light brown hair was the first to speak. “Who are you?” he demanded. 

“I am Kadlin. Who are you?” 

“I am Ulf, son of Gunnar.” 

“Ah, Ulf, ‘the wolf’. A strong name for a strong Viking.” 

The boy puffed out his chest. “What do you want?” 

Kadlin bit back a smile. It was obvious that this boy had been put in charge, and he was taking his job very seriously. “I am looking for the jarl.” 

“Are ye friend or foe?” he asked, squinting up at her. 

“I’m friend. But if I were foe, I probably wouldn’t tell you, now would I?” 

The other boys laughed and jostled their leader. “Shut up, ye sons of whores!” he thundered and shoved the nearest boy into the dirt. 

He squinted back at Kadlin. “What’s your business with the jarl?” 

“I come bearing gifts. He’s expecting me.” 

The boy looked her up and down. “You’re a pretty one. What kind of gifts could you have for the jarl?” 

“It is a secret. If I spoke it aloud, I would ruin the surprise, and the jarl would be very disappointed.” 

The boy crossed his arms over his chest. “He’s busy.” 

“Busy with what?” 

“They’re celebrating the voyage.” 

Kadlin’s stomach knotted, and the threat of tears pricked at her eyes. “They’ve sailed then?” 

Ulf rolled his eyes. “No, you daft woman, they’ve not sailed yet! They leave in the morning. They’re celebrating tonight.” 

Kadlin huffed out a breath of relief. It was quickly replaced by an overwhelming sense of dread at the task before her. “Good. Where will I find him?” 

Ulf set his fists on his hips and glared up at her. The boy who’d been shoved to the ground stood and knocked the dust off of his trousers then pointed down the road. “They’re in the great hall.” 

Ulf wheeled around and pushed the boy back down. Kadlin nodded her thanks and clucked the pony forward. She heard music and bawdy laughter and followed the sound to a long, low building. Huge double doors were propped slightly ajar, and the smell of roasting meat tumbled out with the raucous din. 

Her heart thundered in her ears when she slid off of her mount. She smoothed her hair and straightened her tunic. She pulled back her shoulders and drew in a deep breath. Gathering the pony’s reins in one hand, she yanked open the door with the other. She stood dumbstruck for a moment, unable to move. The great hall was a riot of sights and sounds. Men and woman danced and groped at each other, and some even rutted half naked in the far corners. Rows of tables lined each side of the room, and at the far end was a dais with an enormous carved chair facing the door. 

Kadlin fixed her eyes on the tiny wan man perched on the throne. He leaned on one of the ornate scrolled arms looking out on the chaos and seemingly bored stiff. His skin was nearly as gray as his thin scraggly hair, and he appeared as frail as a bird. 

Kadlin bit down on her inner cheek and tried to summon her courage. This must be done. It is the right thing. She only hoped that this little wisp of a man could be reasoned with. 

With one more deep breath, she stepped onto the rough stone, leading her pony behind her. She felt the revelers stop one by one and bore their eyes into her. The music stopped, and the great hall fell silent except for the clop of the pony’s hooves on the floor. 

She kept her eyes fixed on the jarl, and when he finally saw her he sat up straight in his seat. “Well, what have we here?” 

“Kadlin!” Bjorn shouted from behind her, but she didn’t turn. She focused only on the jarl and her mission. 

She led her pony to the foot of the dais and concentrated on speaking clearly. “I am Kadlin, niece of Ivar. I have come to pay you your due.” 

“Kadlin, no!” 

She clenched her jaw at the sound of Bjorn’s tortured voice. 

The jarl waved his hand, and she heard scuffling behind her. She continued to stare forward. The jarl looked over her shoulder and jerked his head back. Two men wrestled a struggling Bjorn onto the platform and held him in place at the jarl’s side. 

The old man appraised Kadlin with a lecherous grin on his face. “So, Bjorn, your escaped charge has found her way here herself. She is a succulent jewel, isn’t she?”

Bjorn dropped his head to his chest, and her heart nearly broke at the sight of it. 

“Please, jarl,” he said, not looking up. “You do not want this one. She is headstrong and will bring you no end of trouble. Let me sail for you. I promise I will bring back the most beautiful treasures for you or I shall die trying.” 

“Ah, so that’s what you’re playing at, Bjorn. You want her for yourself.” 

Bjorn looked up at him. “No, not at all. I was glad to be rid of her. I want to call that land my own, but I would not feel right paying my debt with such a liability.” 

The jarl rose slowly from his seat, wincing as he took each shaky step towards Kadlin. He struggled down from the riser and limped to where she stood. He was a hand’s breadth shorter than her, and she thought she must outweigh him by half. 

When he reached out and slid his dry fingertips over her face, she ground her teeth together until her jaw ached. She concentrated on slowing her breath as his hand traveled downward over her throat and into the front of her tunic. He wrapped a claw-like hand around her breast and squeezed hard. Tears of humiliation sprung to Kadlin’s eyes, and Bjorn roared in outrage. Two more men joined the others restraining him. 

The jarl didn’t turn but smirked at the ruckus behind him. “Such soft flesh could make even my old stick hard,” he said. 

Nervous laughter filled the hall. Another ferocious growl came from the dais, and Kadlin saw one of the men pull back his fist at the level of Bjorn’s jaw. 

“Stop!” she screamed. She leveled her stare at the sneering jarl. “Let us make a wager.”

When the laughter finally died down and the jarl had caught his breath, he shuffled back onto the platform and slumped in his chair with a wheezing cough. “A wager? What do you have in mind, girl?” 

Kadlin felt all eyes on her. “I will wager that I can show you treasure such as you have never seen. And if I am correct, I will hand over the treasure, and you will release me and my pony and consider Bjorn’s debt paid.” 

The jarl chuckled. “I’ve seen plenty of sweet cunts. I can’t imagine yours is any more of a treasure than the next.” 

She waited for the fresh round of laughter to subside. Her voice cut through the last fading sniggers. “Are you afraid to accept my challenge?” 

The hall fell silent. 

“Afraid? Don’t you see this is a bet you can’t win? No matter what you show me, I can just say I’ve seen better, and you will lose.” 

Kadlin glanced at Bjorn, and he shook his head, his eyes pleading with her to stop this madness. She bowed deeply then straightened and pinned the jarl with her stare. “I am also wagering that you are a man of great character, and you will honestly assess what I present.” 

The jarl leaned forward. “And when you lose?”

“If I lose, you will own me and my pony and you can do what you like with him,” she said, nodding to Bjorn.

The jarl clapped his hands, “I accept!”

Bjorn sat slumped forward on riser. It seemed a colossal struggle for him to even raise his eyes to see the wager play out. Kadlin walked to her pony and drew out the long axe. She carefully unwrapped the sheath and carried it to the jarl. She turned the blade in the light to show off the exquisite filigree. 

“It is very rare. It comes from the East and can sever a man’s head with a single swipe,” she said. 

The old man leaned forward and studied the gleaming etched surface. His shoulders began to shake, and Kadlin wondered if he was having some kind of fit. It wasn’t until he sat back hard in his chair and howled that she realized he was laughing. When he had finally composed himself, he wiped his eyes and gestured to the long wall to his left. Kadlin turned, and he lost himself in laughter again. Hanging from the wall were ornate swords and shields, and at least a dozen long-handled axes identical to the one Kadlin held in her hands. 

“Well, my dear, I don’t know who you think you are,” he wheezed, “but I can quite honestly say that I have seen such treasure. Now, why don’t you pull down those trousers and let me have a look at my reward?” 

This time the laughter was deafening, and Kadlin had a sudden urge to swing the blade and lop off the braying ass’s head. Instead, she laid the weapon at his feet and waited patiently. 

When at last it was quiet, she cleared her throat for attention. She stood and faced people in the hall. “I am Kadlin, daughter of Olav the shipbuilder, granddaughter of Sven the shipbuilder, great-granddaughter of Valdemar the shipbuilder, and great-great-granddaughter of Trygve royal shipbuilder to Queen Kunigunde across the sea, who paid him handsomely.”

Kadlin pulled open the purse hanging from her belt and drew out a soiled cloth. She unwrapped it and lovingly removed the small crown. As she’d done a thousand times since she was a child, she ran her fingers over the smooth gold interior and swept her thumb across the dozens of gems set on the surface. She lifted the coronet over her head for all to see then turned to face the jarl. She held the treasure under his nose and turned it so the light danced off of the tourmalines, pearls, amethysts, and sapphires. 

The jarl’s mouth dropped open, and he looked up at Kadlin. He held out his hands, palms up, as if asking permission. She handed him the crown and took a step backward. There was shuffling in the hall as everyone leaned in to see the treasure. 

The jarl nodded to the men surrounding Bjorn, and they stepped away from him. “Feed and water her pony and stable it for the night. At first light, you will ready her mount and his, as well. I need two men to gather a dozen of my finest sheep from the pasture and drive them to Bjorn’s land.” 

He turned to Kadlin and smiled. “You, my dear, are a much better gambler than your uncle.”

* * * *

The street was lit by the torches the entourage carried as they all paraded from the great hall to the jarl’s home. Kadlin walked behind Bjorn and the jarl and strained to hear their hushed conversation. As she watched her man’s confident stride, her heart swelled. She had done it! She had won their freedom. They’d been invited to spend the night as the jarl’s guests, and in the morning, she and Bjorn would ride off to begin their life together. 

The jarl’s house was by far the grandest in the village. A fire blazed in the huge open hearth at the center of the great room. The Viking and the jarl immediately took their places at one of the long tables and fell into earnest discussion. Kadlin presumed they were working out the transfer of property, and she moved to take a seat next to Bjorn but was headed off by a short, stout woman with a broad face and ruddy cheeks.

“I’ll show you to your bed, dear,” the woman said, wrapping a fleshy hand around Kadlin’s wrist.

“But, I—”

Kadlin was struck silent when Bjorn glared up at her. Her stomach lurched, and she tried to read his expression. He turned away without bidding her goodnight, and she let herself be led to a sleeping cupboard at the rear of the house. She lay back on the soft furs, her body bone-weary, but her mind spinning to make sense of Bjorn’s reaction. 

If only I could touch him.

Concentrating on the popping fire and the murmur of the men’s voices, Kadlin tried to ignore the aching need that consumed her. Come to bed, Bjorn. Come lie with me. 

When the benches finally scraped back from the table, Kadlin’s body tingled with anticipation. At sound of the Viking’s heavy footfalls coming near, Kadlin grew wet. She couldn’t wait to have his hands and mouth on her and to feel him deep inside her. She knew she would have to work hard to keep quiet once their bodies met. 

When he stood beside the bed, she shifted toward the wall to make room for him then rolled on her side to watch him settle. He stretched out on his back beside her, and in the dim light, she saw him lace his fingers behind his head and stare up at the ceiling. Her gaze traced the strong, sharp angles of his profile. So handsome. The thick muscles of his bent arms bulged. So powerful. His bare chest rose and fell with each breath, and she longed to explore the hard valleys and sculpted ridges of his torso. She squirmed at the building tension that bundled between her legs. 

When he made no move to touch her, she reached out and laid her palm on the tight, warm skin of his chest. He pulled one of his hands from behind his head and laid it over hers. Hot juices flowed from her the instant his fingers made contact. Her heartbeat pounded in her throat, and she licked her lips to prepare to meet his. 

He lay perfectly still for a long moment, and she felt she would burst from anticipation. At last, he slid his fingers over the back of her hand and grasped her wrist. He firmly laid her arm against the side of her body, released his hold on her then turned onto his side with his back to her. 

Kadlin was immobilized by grief. She swept her gaze over his broad back, silently begging him to roll over and love her. Finally, she turned toward the wall and buried her face into the furs so he would not hear her weep.



Chapter Five

 

The sound of the surf receded as they rode away from the coast. At noon, they stopped at a small spring to rest and water the horses. Bjorn passed her a cloth bundle and took one for himself. The jarl’s housemaid had prepared them each a cold lunch of bread, berries and dried venison, which they ate in silence. Bjorn had not spoken to her after she’d won their freedom. She’d spent a restless night lying beside him in the jarl’s house, close enough to sense his body heat but feeling a world apart. 

When they’d finished eating, Bjorn snatched up their food bundles and walked back to the horses. He was shoving the cloths into a saddle pouch when Kadlin reached out and touched the tan skin above his leather bracer.

“Bjorn, please speak to me.”

He wheeled around to face her and looked as if he were struggling to maintain his composure. “Mount your pony. I want to be home before sunset.”

Kadlin tightened her grip. “Why are you so angry?”

He jerked his arm away. “I told you not to come!”

“I had to. Grima said you would not survive the voyage. She saw it.”

“Ha! Grima! Yet another headstrong fool. I am plagued by willful women!”

Stung by his coldness, Kadlin felt her pain turn to anger. She planted her fists on her hips. “What does it matter? All is well now. We are both free and—”

Bjorn grabbed her by the upper arms and shook her roughly. “You stupid imp! Did you not see the way he looked at you? Didn’t you hear the vile things he said? What if he had not accepted your bauble? What if he had taken you from me?”

Kadlin winced, and he released her. She dropped her gaze to the ground. “But he didn’t. I was only—”

“You disobeyed me! Yet again!” he roared.

* * * *

They rode west in strained silence. Kadlin reined her pony so that he trotted slightly behind Bjorn’s right hip. She stole glances at his stern profile. The Viking sat tall and rigid on his mount. He stared straight ahead but seemed to look at nothing. Tall spruce loomed up on either side of them, and the trail began to rise. 

When they reached to top of the hill, Bjorn halted his horse and his shoulders seemed to relax. Kadlin pulled her pony up beside him and followed his gaze. They stood at the rim of a lush, green vale. Steep hills formed the sides of a roughly round bowl of land. The bottom was flat with a wide stream winding through the far edge. An expansive farmstead was laid out below with crops in neat rows, a long sod-roofed house and half dozen outbuildings. Hogs wallowed in a round paddock while goats and cows browsed near the outer edges of the farm. A dog barked, and two men looked up from their work between the crop rows. They stood and waved at Bjorn. He returned their greeting, and Kadlin saw a wide smile overtake his face. 

A large, jet-black dog bounded up the hill, barking madly and wagging his curved plume of a tail. Bjorn swung smoothly from his horse and crouched a moment before the exuberant bundle of fur bowled him over and covered his face with slobber. 

“Floki, you mangy cur! Off of me now, stupid beast!” Bjorn scolded, though his laughter gave away his delight. The Viking wrestled with his pet and scratched roughly at the long, shiny fur. He grasped the thick mane of hair just below the dog’s pointed ears and dragged its snout to within an inch of his own face. “Did you keep all in order while I was away?” 

Floki barked as if confirming that he’d been doing his job. 

Bjorn stood, knocked the dirt from his trousers and remounted his horse. 

Floki turned to Kadlin as if noticing her for the first time then bounded to her side. He sniffed at her ankle before leading the way back down the hill. The two men from the field, and one other, met Bjorn at the bottom of the trail. He climbed down from his horse, and the four exchanged greetings and sound back-slaps. While the workers gave concise reports about the state of the farm, three women emerged from the longhouse and joined the group. They were dressed alike with long linen shifts over which they wore brightly-dyed aprons, the shoulder straps fastened with heavy broaches. Around their waists were leather belts hung with pouches, keys, knives and other implements that clattered when they walked. 

Kadlin remained on her pony, watching the reunion and awaiting introductions. 

When Bjorn offered none, one of the women, a lanky blonde, took the initiative. “I am Agata, wife of Finnr,” she said nodding to the nearest man. “The dark-haired one is Marget, wife of the tall one, Drengr. And the freckled one is Gudrior, wife of Rafn.” 

Kadlin answered with only her name, not sure how else to identify herself. Bjorn offered no clarification, so Agata turned to him. “Will you bathe before supper?” He nodded. Agata then turned to the dark-haired woman. “Marget, bake another loaf for supper.”

“No,” Bjorn said. “Not just another loaf. Prepare a feast.” He finally acknowledged Kadlin with a nod in her direction. “And find her something to clean wear. There will be a wedding tonight.”

* * * *

The sun had dipped low in the west when Kadlin and Agata walked naked into the sauna. Bjorn was already inside, sitting on a low bench, scrubbing his bare skin with a boar-bristle brush. He glanced up as the tall blonde grabbed another brush and began cleansing Kadlin from head to toe. 

Kadlin held out her arms and displayed herself to the Viking. When Agata had rubbed clean every inch, she gathered up a bundle of birch branches and slapped them against Kadlin’s skin. The slight sting was deliciously invigorating, but much less so than the heat in Bjorn’s stare. She concentrated on keeping her face expressionless, but need pulsed between her legs when a hungry smile tugged up his lips. 

There will be a wedding tonight.

Agata reached outside the door and hauled in a bucket of cold water. She dipped in a chamois and rinsed off Kadlin’s tingling skin. Agata passed the cloth to Kadlin so she could wash between her legs. Kadlin looked up and found the Viking staring at her. 

“Leave us please,” he said quietly to Agata. 

When they were alone, Bjorn patted the bench next to him, and Kadlin sat. He stood in front of her, and she watched his manhood stiffen. She reached out to touch him, but he caught her by the wrist. “Not so fast, my impatient imp,” he said. 

He picked up the bucket in one hand and tilted back her head with the other. He poured cool water over her hair and leaned in to rub it clean. His hard shaft pressed against her breast, and she moaned in frustration. He laughed then poured more water over her head. “Soon, my love. Soon.”

“After the wedding?” she asked.

“Yes, after the wedding.”

“And if I refuse?” she teased.

He set the bucket on the bench and knelt down in front of her. “Would you disobey me again?”

She stroked his hair. “No, never again.”

* * * *

The four women gathered in Bjorn’s chamber at the rear of the longhouse. The room was neatly kept and outfitted with small tables, benches and stools. The wide bed was set on a low frame with carved poles at each corner, and the pallet covered with layers of plush furs. A door to the outside was propped open to let in the breeze. 

Marget laid a basketful of field flowers on a table near the door and settled in on a hide-covered stool. The others combed the tangles from Kadlin’s damp hair, and as they plaited small hanks into braids, her mind flitted back to the amber bead she’d left in Grima’s cottage. Agata and Gudrior rubbed scented oils over her skin, and Kadlin gave herself over to their ministrations, comfortable in her nakedness even among these strangers. 

Marget wove the flower stems into a crown. “Have you lain with him yet?” she asked. 

Kadlin answered with a raised eyebrow and a wicked smile. 

Gudrior giggled. “It’s a wonder you can sit then.” 

Agata swatted at her freckled friend, and Gudrior shrugged, “You know it’s true! Not an animal in that barnyard can boast such a piece.” 

“Aye,” said Marget. “The first time I saw him step from the sauna, I thought an eel had latched itself to him! Thank the gods that we all sleep at the front of the house so we won’t be able to hear her yelp!” 

The women laughed and Kadlin basked in the warmth of their easy friendship. 

“Arms up,” Agata said and slipped a soft, purple linen shift over Kadlin’s head. An apron dyed deep blue followed. Agata fastened the shoulder straps to the front with two heavy brooches. 

Gudrior dangled beautiful chains between the pins. On one necklace hung a gleaming silver Thor’s hammer. “There,” she said, “Now you are a proper Viking woman.” 

Marget placed the crown of flowers on Kadlin’s head then carefully arranged her hair over her shoulders before kissing her on the cheek. “Lovely.” 

The other women offered their kisses and compliments then led Kadlin to the mirror. The sight of herself dressed for her wedding in foreign clothes and surrounded by strangers overwhelmed her. Only a month ago, she could not have dreamed of this moment.

The sound of panpipes broke her from her reverie. 

“It’s time,” whispered Agata.

* * * *

A ring of torches surrounded the dooryard, and Bjorn stood at the center, facing the setting sun. He wore trousers and a loose tunic the color of cream. A purple cloak, the same shade as Kadlin’s shift was spread over his broad shoulders and fastened at the throat with a heavy chain suspended between two large brooches. His thick forearms were covered with tooled leather bracers and tall fur boots were laced up to his knees. His sword hung from his hip. Long, thin braids were arranged in his wavy red hair and adorned with coins and beads. 

Finnr stood in the shadows with his panpipe and played the last note of his song as Kadlin reached her groom. The others gathered around them, and she was unsure of what to do next. Bjorn looked beyond her shoulder and smiled, and the three other couples stepped backward. Kadlin turned and followed their gaze then stared open-mouthed as Grima entered the circle. 

The old witch reached out to Kadlin, fished a thin braid from above her ear and slid an amber glass bead onto the end. “I wouldn’t have been able to see the nuptials if you hadn’t left this behind,” she said with a wink. 

Kadlin gathered Grima into a hug. “I’m so happy to see you,” she whispered. 

Grima patted Kadlin between the shoulder blades then extricated herself from the embrace.

“You’ll need these,” Grima said, passing a large braided gold band to Kadlin and its smaller mate to Bjorn. 

“Your sword, Viking,” she said. 

Bjorn withdrew his sword from its scabbard and held it in his left hand with its tip pointed to the ground between him and Kadlin. He balanced the ring on the end of hilt and focused his gaze on his bride.

“Bjorn, do you swear to love and honor this woman, to share with her all that is now yours and to protect her always?” Grima asked.

“I swear it,” Bjorn said and tipped the sword handle to Kadlin. She lifted the ring with her right hand and slid it on the heart finger of her left. 

Bjorn held the sword upright again. He nodded at Kadlin. She took the hilt in her left hand and balanced his wedding band on the end.

“Kadlin, do you swear to love and honor this man, share with him all that is now yours and turn yourself over to his protection always?” Grima said.

“I swear it,” she said and carefully tipped the sword to him.

Bjorn slid the band on his left heart finger then wrapped his hand over hers. Grima grasped them at the wrists and slowly pushed downward until the tip of the sword disappeared into the soil. She drew a strip of cloth from her pouch and wrapped it loosely around the couple’s hands, capturing the sword handle inside. Each of the witnesses stepped up in turn and repeated the rite until they’d created a colorful nest of ribbon. 

Grima stepped back to Bjorn and Kadlin and touched the bundle. “With this handfasting you are bound to one another. The friends that have gathered here offer these strips of tightly woven threads as their promise to uphold, honor and support your commitment to each other.”

Grima began unwinding the ribbons. “But, even as you are bound by your own vows and the good intentions of these witnesses, you must remember that your union is only as strong as your love for one another, the fullness of which lies ever secret in your own heart.”

When the last of the bindings had been removed, Bjorn’s hand remained over Kadlin’s, and she thought she would never be able to fully express the love she felt for him.

Grima stepped back and lifted her hands to the sky. “Odin, guide them. Thor, keep them safe. Freya, fan their love and bless them with children.” 

She touched their shoulders. “Bjorn, sheathe your sword, and kiss your bride. Now, we celebrate!”

Kadlin was barely aware of the cheers from the others. The center of her universe was the place where her husband’s lips met hers.

* * * *

The torches had burned low, and the full moon had climbed high above the revelers. A bonfire had been built over the spot where Bjorn and Kadlin had promised themselves to one another. All had eaten their fill, and the wine cups were kept full. Grima had retired to a pallet in the longhouse, and the others had dragged Bjorn’s great armchair into the yard. Bjorn held court with Kadlin cradled in his lap while they watched the celebration. The women had sung sweet love songs, and Finnr had played his panpipes throughout the evening, stopping only to swig mead. As the night wore on, the men took over the singing and the lyrics became bawdier. 

Bjorn’s arm was around Kadlin’s back and he stroked the side of her breast with his thumb. The men began singing about storming the castle with a battering ram. 

“And he rammed at the door and he rammed at the door and the whole castle shook when he rammed at the door.”

They raised their voices and cups when they sang, “rammed.” 

Bjorn joined in and jerked his hips with the words. Kadlin felt him harden against her thigh, and her sex tingled and grew wet. 

When the song ended, the drunken guests lost themselves in laughter. The men grabbed their wives, kissed them hard and groped them without shame.

Bjorn squeezed Kadlin to his chest and whispered in her ear, “Will you come to my bed now, wife?” 

She answered with a hard kiss. The Viking stood and led her into the house without saying goodnight to the others. Grima was snoring loudly from her pallet by the door, and the sound nearly drowned out the laughter from the dooryard. 

By the time they reached the master chamber, Kadlin was only aware of the pounding of her heart. Bjorn closed the heavy door, and Kadlin looked over the room. It glowed from the flames of a dozen small lamps. The sweet scent of herbs and flowers filled the air. Aromatic bundles were scattered about, and the tall bedposts were hung with garland. 

Bjorn removed his cape then wrapped his arms around her and pulled her against his hard body. He kissed her tenderly then stood back and lifted the crown of flowers from her head and tossed it on a stool. He followed the long braid behind her and rolled the amber glass bead between his fingers. 

“Let me look at you,” he said, sitting back on the bed. With shaking hands, Kadlin opened the brooches and let the apron fall to the floor. Her shift followed, and she stood naked before him. Her skin tingled as his gaze swept over her. The look of adoration on his handsome face warmed her. She crossed to him and stood between his knees then unlaced his bracers and boots and dropped them beside the bed. She pulled off his tunic then he stood and stepped out of his trousers. 

Kadlin took a step backward and appraised her magnificent man. The lamplight etched dark shadows in the valleys between his muscles, and she traced each line with her gaze. The trail of hair extending down from his flat navel shone the colors of bronze and copper in the flickering light. It fanned out and was thickest between his sculpted thighs. His erection rose from the curls, and Kadlin’s juices flowed when she remembered how it filled her so completely. 

When he made no move to touch her, she reached out to him and stroked his face as if committing each nuance to memory. She caressed his jaw line, then his neck, the rise of his thick shoulders and down his hard arms. She moved her hands to his chest, and when she brushed over his nipples, he closed his eyes. His belly was tight and divided into symmetrical rows of muscle. She traced each furrow before finally taking his hardness in her hands. 

He groaned then bent to kiss her. She wrapped her arms around his neck, and he lay back on the bed, pulling her down on top of him. His hands roamed over her back while his tongue probed her mouth. She drew up her legs until she straddled him and moved her hips so that she could feel the underside of his shaft sliding over her slick, hardened bud. He kneaded her round backside then rolled over, pinning her beneath him. While he teased her wet opening with his erection, the Viking lifted his upper body and stared down at her. Kadlin slid her hands down his back and grasped his hard buttocks. 

“Love me, Bjorn,” she whispered. 

He pulled back his hips and positioned the thick head over her opening. “I do love you, Kadlin,” he said and then pushed forward. 

He filled her slowly, stretching her inner walls as he advanced. When his pelvis was pressed fully against hers, he rocked side to side, massaging her sensitive pearl between them. 

Kadlin rolled her head against the furs. “Ah. More. Please, more,” she begged. 

He drew back his hips, and she yanked him into her again. Each stroke was ecstasy. Hooking his arms behind her knees, he spread her legs wide, and the tempo of his thrusts increased. Heat rushed into her sex, and she felt herself racing towards completion. 

He lowered his head and sucked hard at one nipple, and that was her undoing. She cried out at the exquisite balance of pleasure and pain, and her hot sheath clamped down around him. Releasing her nipple, he crushed his mouth on hers and growled against her bruised lips as his seed spurted into her. 

He lay atop her while his breathing slowed then he rolled onto his back, taking her with him. She nestled against him with her cheek on his chest and drifted off to the sound of his beating heart. 

* * * *

When Kadlin woke, most of the lamps had burned out and their bedchamber was nearly dark. She stroked the Viking’s chest, and he flexed his arm, pulling her close. 

“Was that coronet the only thing you had from your family?” he asked.

“Yes.”

 “How long did you carry it with you?”

“For a very long time. After my father died, I kept it with me always, hidden from everyone.”

“I am sorry then that you had to give it away.”

Kadlin propped herself up on her elbow. “I didn’t give it away. I traded it for our freedom.” 

Bjorn brushed his knuckles along the line of her jaw. “Still, I am sorry. I have no recollection of my family—nothing before Grima found me under the tree. At least, you had something to remember your past by, and now—because of me—that’s gone.”

Kadlin pulled herself up his body and kissed him tenderly. “Oh, Bjorn, don’t you understand? I, too, was reborn under that willow. My life before you was only loss and loneliness. You have delivered me.” 



Epilogue

 

The first weak light of dawn was seeping over the frost-dusted fields, and Kadlin stood in the doorway looking out over the sleepy farm. The animals would wake soon, and they’d have to be tended to, but this time was hers alone. 

She brushed the hair back from her face then followed the braid down to the tiny amber bead. Despite the chill air, a cozy warmth spread over her body. Trailing her hand over her breastbone, she twisted the tiny protection amulet that hung around her neck and offered up a silent prayer of thanks for Grima. She swept her hand down her body and rested her palm against the growing swell of her belly. 

Out in the barley field, a herd of deer was browsing for the tiny grains that had escaped the harvest. At the center of the group was a snow-white buck. The ghostlike animal raised his head and looked in her direction. When their eyes met, the child inside of Kadlin stirred, and she smiled. His name will be Hjortr—the stag, Kadlin thought. 

She was so intent on the beautiful buck in the field, that she didn’t hear Bjorn rise from the pallet. He wrapped a thick arm around her, pulled her into his body and kissed her neck. He bent to rest his chin on her shoulder, and she leaned into his warm cheek. Bjorn laid his hand on top of Kadlin’s, and their tiny one fluttered in her womb. 

“Your stag is back,” Bjorn whispered, and she knew that he too watched the herd. Kadlin nodded. 

He rubbed his hand over her belly. “If it is a boy, we should call him Hjortr.”

 Kadlin turned and wrapped her arms around his neck. “That is a good idea, husband.” 

Bjorn crushed his mouth against hers, and when he pulled away, his eyes were blazing. “Come back to bed, wife.” 

Adoration and desire washed over Kadlin as the big Viking led her by the hand to the fur-covered pallet. 

Gods watch over us. I love him so.
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Red Charlie is the scourge of the sea, the devil himself, so imagine Jackson Shaw’s stunned disbelief when he recovers from a drunken night of revelry and discovers he’s married to the infamous pirate captain. Furthermore, he did not acquit himself with much sexual finesse on his wedding night. Now he wants to redeem his mangled pride, but a few nights in Red Charlie’s arms will make him forget about pride…


Charity, known to the world as Red Charlie ever since she was abducted by the same bloodthirsty pirate who killed her parents, relaxed her guard for one night and was ushered into a hasty marriage with a man who mesmerized her. But when the bridegroom mistakes her for a whore on their wedding night and expects her to perform sexual acts she knows nothing about, she runs away. But there’s no running away when Jackson captures her pirate ship and refuses to return it unless she spends two weeks as his wife, with all that entails.
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Accused of treason by his own father, Prince Philipe of Chevudon finds his flight to safety cut short by an arrow to the shoulder. There is only one person to whom he can turn for help, the only woman he ever loved, the only person he ever truly betrayed…


Following the destruction of her home and family in a fire that left her horribly disfigured, Johanna has lived a life of hardship and pain. When her lost love comes to her, wounded and on the run from his father’s guard, she cannot turn him away. But she cannot forgive him either.


Can a prince who was once a beast earn back the love he cast aside?
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Desperate to help her sick aunt through another brutal winter on their meager farm, Molly Cambridge will do anything to survive. Even if it means becoming a courtesan at the scandalous Harmon Manor. To catch the eye of a wealthy benefactor, she must learn the art of carnal pleasure from a resentful Marquess. Yet her traitorous heart cannot resist the handsome tutor that harbors secrets that may destroy them both. With attempts on her life and time running short, love is a luxury a courtesan can ill afford.


Bored with the spoiled, decadent lifestyle of the infamous sex society, Lord Devlin Harman has little time for courtesans and their cunning wiles. Blackmailed into tutoring an inexperienced courtesan, he is determined to show the farm girl the error of her ways. However, a unique beauty exists beneath the mud-stained rags, causing his jaded heart to melt and his flesh to burn for her touch. If she does not become the chosen courtesan at the mistress auction, he must marry a devious aristocrat by spring. Can he let Molly be a courtesan to gain freedom from his marriage contract? Or will he sacrifice everything for a farm girl?
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