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        addlepate – idiot

        Álfablót – the festival of the dead

        Amma – grandmother

        Anne – Turkish word for mother

        argr – term of insult, denoting a man who lacks true manly virtues

        to go ‘a-viking’ – to go raiding/marauding

        braies – trousers

        drukkin – to be drunk or to go drinking

        Faen i helvete! – damn it!

        Freyja – the most renowned of the Norse goddesses, influencing love and fertility, but also battle and death

        fylgja –  a spirit animal, attached to a person

        gunna  –  a simple gown, over which a long apron is usually worn (pinned just below the shoulders)

        Hnefatafl – a Norse board game

        Hjatlands - Shetland islands

        jarl – the chieftain of the community

        meistari – master

        Miklagard – the Norse name for Constantinople

        móðir – mother

        nattmal – late afternoon/early evening meal

        Norns – mystical beings who control the course and span of each life with the threads they spin and weave

        Njörðr – god of the sea

        Ragnarök – events leading to the end of days as we know them

        Rán – sea goddess of death, who collects the drowned in a net

        sennight – seven nights

        skald – a travelling storyteller/bard

        to swive – to have sexual relations

        thrall – a slave (often captured during raids)
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        Six shipwrecked Vikings.

        An island of isolated women.

      

        

      
        Bound and commanded to obey, these men must fulfil every whim of their female captors.

        But when they break free and reassert control, the real power struggle begins.

        Will they win the women’s trust, and can they steal their hearts?
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        The trading town of Skálavík

        June, 962AD

      

      

      Approaching the cave, his skin prickled. The ivy hung thick, almost concealing the entrance on the far side of the forest glade. Nigh two years had passed since he’d sought the seer’s wisdom, and Eldberg wondered if she was still alive.

      The grass had grown tall, and there was no sign of her slow-blinking owl. None of the hearth smoke or cooking either—only damp and a lingering muskiness, the scent of decay.

      He drew aside the foliage, peering through the gloom. The place was inhospitable even with a fire lit; impossible that the crone was there. Not even she could endure this deathly cold.

      He was about to turn away when there came a shuffling sound from farther back than he could see.

      “You have come.” Her voice rasped, as if it had been some time since she’d last spoken.

      “Hildr?” He stepped forward, and the vines fell back behind him, rendering all dark.

      As a flame sprung to life, he discerned her form huddled against the wall. The face she turned up was sunken, sinew over bone, older than any face should be.

      “I’ve been waiting for you.” Her clouded eyes fixed upon him. “Sit. The runes are ready.” She held out the lamp. It was for him, of course. Hildr required no light to see.

      Lowering himself to the floor, he looked upon the twigs and stone, the feather, beak and claws, and the bones carved and smooth.

      Her hand, frail and trembling, came to rest on his, drawing it over the sacred pieces. “Tell your wish to the dark ones.”

      He scooped the fragments and shook them between his palms. There was only one question in his mind—one obsession. He cast them upon the earth.

      As ever, Eldberg saw no pattern, but the crone’s excitement was palpable, her fingers quivering over the broken pieces of bone. Bending close, she sniffed the air above the scattered pieces, then sought for where each had landed.

      “Tell me.” Eldberg was too impatient to play games.

      “The touching claws show conflict, while the upward beak speaks of danger. The bones are isolated. There will be pain and grief. Death. Not yours, though you may wish for it.”

      The cold of the cave enfolded him. Eldberg did not fear making his end on the point of a sword nor the anguish of injury. His scars bore witness to that. But grief he’d endured more than any man should bear. Considering the desire that burned in his heart, the answer filled him with despair.

      “Is that all?”

      Hildr gave a leering grin. “Not all, but you must prove yourself worthy to win the prize.”

      As ever, the old woman spoke in riddles. He’d thought, this time, she might guide him or share something of value. Like the gods themselves, she delighted in tormenting him, and he was weary of tying himself in knots.

      “I told you before, there are many paths. The greatest treasure is within your grasp if you make the necessary sacrifice.”

      “A horse or a bull?” Eldberg made regular libations to Odin and Thor, to Tyr and Loki, too. He’d prospered, for sure, and had lived through what would have killed most men, but what he yearned for still eluded him. The gods were yet to think him deserving of that gift. Or, rather, it had been bestowed upon him—in the form of his beautiful bride, Bretta—only to be cruelly snatched away.

      “Neither.” The crone grinned, revealing her gums. “You’ll know what must be forfeited when the time comes.”

      Eldberg sighed. He’d better things to do with his time than make himself the subject of Hildr’s amusement.

      However, as he stood, she grasped his leg.

      “A journey! You will not return as you were—if you return at all.”
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      Far to the north, from her position high above the shore, a young woman sat alone, stirring the embers of her fire. Though dusk was falling, the birds were unusually quiet and the air still, as if the island was waiting—as she herself waited.

      Staring into the flames, she asked the question which burned most fiercely in her mind. In response, they flickered brightly, and her heart leapt with them.

      A good sign!

      A shower of sparks answered her query, the flames licking with unnatural ferocity before dropping low once more.

      She shrank back. Something wonderful might be coming, but also something frightening and soon. The flames did not lie. Fueled by the gods’ whispers, they breathed their answers.

      They’d warned her before, but she’d been powerless to prevent what had happened. Would it be the same this time?

      She sat until the sun dipped low over the horizon, and the embers of her fire matched its amber glow, dying at last.
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        The island of Høy, ten days later

      

      

      “Hedda, wake up!” A hand grasped her shoulder, shaking her to consciousness.

      The room was dark, but Hedda recognized the voice as that of Elin—getting herself in a commotion about something as usual. Hedda pulled the bed-furs higher. She was far too comfortable to stir and in no mood to pander to Elin’s summons.

      However, Elin shoved her again.

      “There’s something on the beach you must see. Come now. There’s no time.”

      Hedda kept her eyes closed. “Don’t tell me you were collecting seaweed at this hour. Isn’t the day long enough for you?”

      “You know it’s best gathered when the tide is not long turned.” An exasperated sound escaped Elin’s throat. “But forget that. There’s a ship washed up on the cove and men in it!”

      “What?” Hedda was suddenly very much awake. She threw off the furs and felt for her gunna, passing the simple garment over her head. “Is it them?”

      “No, others. I don’t know any of the faces. There are but six, as far as I can tell.” Moving to the narrow slit just beneath the turfed roof, Elin hooked back the animal skin there. Dull moonlight entered.

      Hedda swallowed back the bile that had risen to her throat. The day their menfolk had set sail from the island had been sorrowful for some but certainly not for her. They’d been gone two winters past, but Hedda still sometimes woke bathed in sweat, having dreamed her husband had reappeared with the rest of those sorry excuses for manhood.

      “They’re in a bad way, but breathing… or at least they were when I found them.” Elin helped Hedda find her boot skins, lacing one side while Hedda tied the other.

      “You did right to fetch me.” Standing, Hedda buckled her belt and felt for the dagger she kept sheathed upon it. “If they’re unresponsive, now is the best time to dispatch them.” For good measure, she collected her short axe from where it hung on the wall.

      “Dispatch?” Elin followed as Hedda pushed aside the skins that separated her sleeping area from the main hall of the longhouse. It had once been the domain of her husband, the jarl of all Høy. Hers now, though the women of the island gathered there often, and some of the former thralls bedded down at the other end behind a partition of their own.

      “You can’t mean…” Elin did her best to keep up as Hedda strode toward the dunes above the beach.

      The first glimmer of sun was rising across the water, while the moon was fast disappearing from the opposite portion of the sky. Indistinct, hulking shapes rose from the expanse of sand. The whole bay was treacherously littered with rocks, jagged beneath the surface. If a boat had made it through with nothing but a waning moon to guide them, it was extremely good fortune. That luck was about to run out.

      “They’re helpless.” Elin skittered to a stop in front of Hedda, placing her palms on her chest. “I’ve already told you.”

      “And how long will that last?” Hedda couldn’t help her impatience. Such naïveté irritated her. Just because Elin’s husband had been a decent man, she liked to believe all men were cut from similar cloth. Hedda knew better.

      However, for the moment, she needed Elin to show her where the boat had come ashore. Once the sun had risen higher, she’d be able to locate the vessel herself, but she didn’t want to waste time searching the beach.

      “Alright.” Hedda held up her hands. “I’ll reserve judgment. If these poor curs have been shipwrecked, as you say, they may well need our help.”

      Elin nodded, though Hedda could tell she didn’t altogether believe Hedda’s change of heart.

      “Leave the axe here. There’s no need to wield that in front of injured men.”

      “As you say.” Hedda laid it down.

      Elin hadn’t said anything about leaving behind her other blade, and Hedda kept her knife sharp. If any dispatching was to be done, her trusty blade, Throat-Piercer, was up to the task.

      She let Elin take the lead, sliding down the grass-tufted bank onto the upper section of the beach, then through swathes of glistening seaweed. From there, the going was easier. Elin hastened her pace, making for the western end of the bay. Golden light slanted across the crescent-shaped cove, sending their shadows tall before them.

      As they rounded the last of the larger rocks, Hedda spotted the upturned hull, full on its side. Where the mast should have been, there was naught but splintered wood. She ran forward, drawing her blade as she did so. Even an injured man could be dangerous—more so, in fact. She discerned their shapes tossed upon the sand, some lying half within the boat.

      The longship was shorter than the ones their own shipbuilders used to make, with locks for barely eight oars on either side, though nothing remained of those—presumably lost to whatever wild sea had cast these men upon the shore. Did that mean their number had been sixteen, or more, upon setting out?

      A small pang penetrated Hedda’s hardened heart. Ten lost to the cruel waves? It was a death she’d always feared for herself. The sea surrounded them, but she’d never dared venture upon it.

      She steeled her resolve. Who knew what intent these men had nurtured on making their journey or whether their brothers were indeed all lost? She glanced about the surrounding rocks. Could one or more be hiding and watching her, even at that moment?

      A sudden movement caught her eye as a figure appeared from behind the boat’s hull.

      “Stand!” Hedda brandished her dagger.

      To her chagrin, as much as relief, her sister, Frida, came into view.

      “I’ve searched as far as the headland. There are no other survivors that I can tell.” Frida looked forlorn. “All have gashes to the head and bruising about the face. At least one has broken a bone. Like them all, he was unconscious but moaned pitifully when I moved his arm. Another’s fingers are mangled. There are likely more injuries I can’t see.”

      Elin had caught up. “If they’re bleeding beneath the skin, there’s not much we can do, but we might cut their clothing. It would give us an idea before we attempt to move them.”

      “We won’t be cutting anything unless it’s their throats.” Hedda spun to face Elin. It rankled that she’d gone to wake Frida before herself.

      Elin moved to stand between the boat and Hedda. “You swore you wouldn’t harm them.”

      Hedda made a dismissive sound. “I swore nothing. I said only that I would consider the situation. Now, I have.”

      “You cannot slaughter innocent men.” Frida came to stand beside Elin.

      “What makes you think they’re innocent?” Hedda scoffed. The two were weak as watered milk, and they thought to defy her! “All men are ruled by heated tempers. You want to bring their violence upon us?”

      “You are the one ruled by ire, Hedda.” Elin folded her arms. “You deride our jarl, who is gone, saying we’re better off without him, but you’re just as bad if you act without consideration for what the rest of us think is right.”

      Hedda’s jaw tightened. Of anything Elin might have said, that stung. It was true she tended toward strong convictions and was unafraid to act upon them, but she did so in the best interests of everyone. She was not like her worm of a husband.

      “There is something strange, sister. I feel, here,”—Frida brought one fist firmly to her chest—“that the gods have some hand in it.”

      Hedda pursed her lips. “You and the gods! You invoke them as if you know everything.”

      “‘Tis not true!” Frida spoke with more fervor than was usual. “If only I did understand more, I would know…” She shook her head. “I’ve been seeing signs… in the flames, in the flight of birds, in the entrails of fish even. I know not how to interpret them, for they speak of good and ill, but I believe these men are here for a reason—that the gods have sent them to us.”

      “There may be something in it,” Elin spoke again. “For how did this longship come to be wrecked here? I lay awake a large portion of the night, and while the moon was yet high, I came to sit under the stars. I heard no wind nor saw any sign of storm. Perhaps our watchful goddess Freyja beseeched her father Njörðr on our behalf to search his ocean realm for a ship of valiant men, and he dragged them here.”

      “I also endured a troubled night.” Frida’s eyes were wide. “When I did slumber, strange dreams came, and I woke with the feeling that I had to come to the shore.”

      Hedda gave no reply. Though she derided her sister’s gift, her predictions were sometimes proven right, and there was something uncanny in the circumstance of the wreck. She too had long lain awake and recalled no wildness in the wind.

      “In any case, the decision is too important for you to make alone. We must consult the others.” Elin spoke again. “I shall run back and bring them here.”

      With that, she set off, leaving Hedda alone with Frida.
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      Under Frida’s watchful glances, Hedda made her own assessment of the men. All had a fair age upon them—closer to thirty winters than twenty. One looked older still, a hulking specimen with coppered hair and beard, whose face was marred by livid scarring. She gave his foot a kick, but he did not stir. Still, she kept close by, ready to take action if any should open their eyes.

      Before long, other women appeared over the dunes, making their way across the sands. Their community numbered barely thirty, and a portion had been thralls until recently. Some still lived with their former mistresses, while others had come to reside in the longhouse, where there was plenty of room as well as work to be done.

      Only when a good number of the women had clustered round, peering down at the prone men, did Hedda make her case.

      “You must see the danger,” she concluded. “Or do you wish to be murdered in your beds?”

      Murmurs and exclamations passed through the assembly.

      Elin was prompt to respond. “Hedda, even you must concede that not all men are brutes. Besides which, it hardly seems likely that these sorry souls will jump up and harm us. Look at the state of them!”

      “And how long will they remain like this?” Hedda attempted to meet the eyes of as many women as possible. “Men are not to be trusted.”

      One of the older women, Ulva, spoke next. “I agree they pose a risk. Men are unpredictable. Even my son Sven, for all that I loved him, was too much like his father.”

      She didn’t need to elaborate. All knew her husband, Knud, had been a foul piece of work. By his own vicious hand, he’d rendered their daughter Signy deaf in one ear—and all because she’d refused their jarl’s proposition. To Hedda’s disgust, her worthless spouse had been making advances on the girl. She could only pity timid Signy, whose mother was almost as domineering as Knud had been.

      “I stand with my aunt.” Grethe stepped forward. “When my father and brother died, I looked to my uncle to take me in, but he would have none of it. He even broke off my betrothal to Sven, saying I’d failed in nursing my closest kin through illness.” Her eyes glistened. “A man’s word means nothing. Look at how they abandoned us.”

      “We’ve all endured difficult times.” Frida looked at the women beseechingly. “None understand what caused the curse of the island that took the lives of so many of our men and drove the others to seek refuge, where we do not know. But Freyja has given us her strength, and we’ve survived. I believe these men are her gift.”

      Hedda’s irritation flared. “There you go again, making up whatever you’d like to believe, while telling us it’s the will of the gods. Has one of these half-dead men winked at you? You think Freyja has sent you a husband at last?”

      “Hedda, that’s uncalled for!” Elin spoke sharply. “Any man would be lucky to have Frida as his wife. If one of these poor souls recovers, and Frida wishes it, why shouldn’t she take him to husband? Why shouldn’t any of us? Not all of us hated our menfolk as you did.”

      “Ha! Take a stranger to husband! You’re running as mad as my sister. Why was it that none showed interest in her before? Because her head is in the clouds, always thinking the gods are sending her messages!” Hedda knew it was a low jibe, but Frida needed to stop her nonsense. “She thinks she sees what the future holds, but where was her warning of this?”

      “Your tongue is sour because you know Einar wanted to cast you off and marry Signy.” It was not the sort of comment Frida would usually make.

      “Enough!” The declaration came from Bothild.

      The crowd parted to let her through. Hedda hadn’t realized her grandmother was present. Advanced in years, she rarely wandered far from her own hut. One of the other women must have helped her down the dunes.

      “We aren’t here to listen to your squabbles. Your strength is admirable, but you’re blinded by your past, Hedda.” Bothild’s brow furrowed. “Frida deserves your love rather than your ridicule. You view the world differently, but both approaches have their merits.”

      Hedda’s hands balled into fists as she bit back all she wished to reply on that topic.

      Frida bowed her head to Bothild. “I don’t pretend to understand Freyja’s will, but perhaps she has sent men who are worthy of us, who may offer protection and love and give us children again. If we nurture them to health, they shall be grateful, surely, rather than wishing to betray us. They’re too small in number to leave the island, even if they repair their boat, so they must make a home here.”

      Bothild nodded before looking about her. Her gaze settled on one who stood quietly to the side. “Astrid, what think you? Would you wish these strangers to live among us? Wish, even, for one of them to become husband to you?”

      The shy young woman raised her eyes. “I’m happy as I am, though I miss my father. I never did think to marry, only to look after him.”

      Hedda was losing patience. Astrid spent more time in her little fishing boat—casting nets and laying creels—than she did on land. One might go a whole cycle of the moon and barely see her. Hedda turned again to the women.

      “I say we end this. Do you not value your independence? Let these men make themselves comfortable and they’ll have you at their beck and call.”

      “Well said,” shouted one of the women at the back. “We can tend our own livestock, and the island is bountiful in food.”

      “And what of the future?” countered another. “In ten years or twenty? Without more children, what shall become of us?”

      It was a problem, Hedda knew, but she’d long reconciled herself to the notion that, eventually, the island would become uninhabited, as it had been when their ancestors first discovered it. A handful of youngsters remained, but the only boy among them was little more than a babe in arms.

      A multitude of voices rose, several women speaking at once.

      “Calm yourselves, friends.” Bothild’s voice rose above the hubbub. “This is too important a decision for one person to make, too important even to leave to our council of five. There’s only one way to fairly choose if we are to let these men live.”

      With the stick she carried, she scored a wide circle in the sand, then drew a smaller circle inside.

      “Each of you, find a shell. A placement within the inner circle is a voice for letting these men remain among us, at least for the time being. A shell in the outer ring speaks for quickly ending their suffering. Then we shall forget these poor creatures were ever cast ashore.”

      There were more murmurs, this time of approval.

      Hedda did not delay in picking up her shell and depositing it in the outer ring. She hoped enough of the others would follow her example. However, the shells within the center soon outnumbered those placed beside her own, the margin enough to make the decision clear.

      Hedda turned away in disgust. She supposed they’d be asking her next to help carry the brutes and to secure them in the great hall of the longhouse. If so, it would serve them right for her to follow her instinct and murder them while they slept.

      However, it seemed her grandmother had other plans.

      “The decision is made. If these men recover from their wounds, it will be Freyja’s will. Perhaps she means for them to stay with us always. Perhaps she wishes only to remind us what men can be—for good or ill. In any case, they must be cared for and guarded.”

      One of the older women gave a hoot. “As far as I recall, men are only good for one thing.”

      “I wouldn’t mind taking one in,” rejoined her neighbor, “for the sake of a good bounce on his staff. I might let you borrow him if I don’t wear him out myself.”

      There were cackles at that.

      “There’s an idea. I’ll take the red-haired one—or why not try them all? Keep them a week, then pass them on,” cawed another of the women.

      Hedda clenched her fists. They were fools, the lot of them.

      Bothild smiled. “I’m glad to see such merry spirits, but we mustn’t forget, these men are not beasts. They may have women waiting for them—mothers, sisters, wives even—somewhere far off. In honor of that alone, we should treat them with courtesy.”

      “If they’re Freyja’s gift, she’d want us to enjoy them!” came another shout.

      Bothild raised her hand again for quiet.

      “I propose six of us take responsibility to nurture them to health. Once they’re strong enough, there’s no harm in a little bedding. Perhaps, as Frida says, this is Freyja’s gift, bringing these men to beget children upon us. Without them, we all know what shall happen.”

      “I agree, and Bothild should choose.” Elin nodded. “I trust her judgment.”

      Again, the gathering uttered their support of the idea.

      As unhappy as Hedda was with the situation, at least this plan would avoid her being lumbered with a house of barbarous men expecting her and the other women under her roof to tend to them.

      Hedda wondered what Bothild had in mind. If she gave the men to the seasoned women of the group, they might do Hedda’s work for her, enthusiastically swiving the men to their deaths, broken ribs and all!

      Her grandmother spoke again. “I shall make a match for six of our women—all of childbearing age. You may have four cycles of the moon to claim a child from your man, if that is your wish. After that, the men shall be reallocated, and serve Freyja’s purpose with another. Treat them with respect, but since we know not how their tempers may be, they should remain bound in some fashion… at least until we know them better. If they prove more trouble than they’re worth, we shall take Hedda’s advisement—a humane death.”

      “And if a bond is forged? Are we to pass along these men, mating with them like ewes, only to give them up?” Elin asked.

      “As to whether they’ll make suitable husbands, I shall leave that for you to decide and the men themselves,” Bothild answered. “Hedda, what say you to this? You accept my resolution and agree to obey?”

      Hedda could think of any number of reasons why the plan would fail, but she was willing to bide her time. They’d soon see she was right. She’d lay a wager on a meeting being called before the moon began waxing. These foolish women would soon be asking her advice on how best to resolve the catastrophe they’d set up for themselves.

      Bothild proceeded to call forward the women allocated with the task. The first was Grethe, who looked taken aback, though the slight blush upon her cheek made Hedda think she secretly welcomed the chance. Losing Sven had been a disappointment to her, and she’d more than once bewailed the fact that she’d been robbed of her chance to have a family of her own. She’d likely hope for one of the men least injured, and soon be having her way with him.

      The next was Signy, which was more puzzling, but the girl was young enough that she would do as she was instructed. Hedda could imagine her mother standing over her, egging her on to do her duty.

      Bothild called Elin forward. This also did not surprise Hedda. Elin had enjoyed being married and was naturally subservient, from all Hedda knew of her. Whichever of the men ended up tucked under her bed-furs would likely never want to leave.

      The naming of Astrid was far more unexpected. She shook her head, clearly bewildered, but congratulations rained upon her as she was pushed to join the others at the front.

      Hedda watched with distaste as her grandmother named Frida. Like Grethe, she seemed not displeased. No doubt, it was what she’d hoped for all along. Hedda knew she ought to feel more benevolent toward her sister, but they always rubbed each other the wrong way.

      With a sigh, she looked out to the receding waves. The tide had fallen back almost to its lowest point, leaving exposed the full expanse of the cove. The thin sheen on the wet sand shone brightly under the warmth of the rising sun. Despite the bitterness of her mood, Hedda could not remain unmoved by its beauty. Some thought her unfeeling—Frida for instance—but there were parts of her, deep inside, she preferred to keep buried.

      “Hedda?” Elin’s voice recalled her thoughts.

      She was aware of the other women looking at her. A hush had fallen.

      Bothild was smiling. “You are our sixth, Hedda. Make of it what you will, but know I’ve chosen you for a reason.”

      Hedda fought cold nausea. Her grandmother knew full well that she had no hankering for a man, but she had tricked her. Now, no matter how repulsive she found the prospect, she would have to comply.

      Of course, it didn’t mean she had to like it.

      No man would be sharing her bed-furs.
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        The first day of the men’s sojourn on the island

      

      

      With a hammering heart, Hedda checked the length of sealskin at the brute’s wrists. She didn’t know why his presence caused her to tremble nor why her blood heated at the sight of him, but for some reason, it was so.

      It’s only my loathing, she reminded herself. For him and those who’ve forced him upon me.

      She didn’t want to share her space with the copper-haired intruder, having no desire for him, nor any man, but his mere presence had changed things.

      Not for the better, she brooded. No good shall come of this.

      She’d already seen it in a number of the other women. Mesmerized by the abrupt dose of masculinity that had washed ashore, they’d run to resume their prior subservient roles. It riled her. The women were accomplished in tending their crops and livestock and had been maintaining their shelters. They didn’t need men to survive. Yet many seemed blind to the benefits of being free and independent—not just from the trusses of marriage but the dominance of men. What did they think was going to happen when their newfound guests stirred and found their strength? How many would come imploring her for help before the moon’s next transition?

      Most of them, I’d wager.

      The last thing Hedda required was another man in her life, strutting around and expecting to make the rules.

      She cast her gaze once again over her captive. Fastened firmly to her bed post, the trespasser had not yet woken and was entirely her prisoner. Nevertheless, she once again tested his bonds, giving a sigh of irritation. Guarding him was going to consume valuable time.

      It had already taken most of the morning to carry the men from the beach. Certainly, it would have taken longer were it not for Astrid contriving a hammock-like contraption to transport them, assembled from a small boat sail and poles.

      Additional hands had been required to move the ogre thrust upon Hedda. Taller and more muscular than the others, the man sprawled at her bedside was intimidating, regardless of being bound, bloodied, and unconscious.

      “I trust you not,” Hedda muttered. “Just you remember that, you filthy argr.” Satisfied with the insult, and that he was not going anywhere without her assent, she perched on the edge of her bed. However, she kept her eyes riveted upon him.

      As the community’s healer, Elin had made an initial assessment of his injuries, declaring that none of his bones seemed broken. She believed he’d make a full recovery.

      Hedda snorted. We shall see about that…

      All Hedda had vowed, at Elin’s insistence, was to attend to his head wound, then check for further bruising. She bristled at the thought. To do so would mean removing the remainder of his tattered clothing. She’d no desire to be so close to him, let alone to take responsibility for washing and healing the swine.

      Almost as unsettling was the need to find something for the stranger to wear. Hedda had sworn never to handle her faithless husband’s possessions again. At least one tunic and braies were stuffed somewhere in a chest, though she wished she’d burned the lot and been done with it.

      “Dra åt helvete!” She balled her fists. How dare the intruder come in here, causing such upheaval? Hedda had been content to live out her days without the imposition of a man. Pulling her blade from its sheath, she brandished it above the sleeping man’s face.

      “I could still do it, you know.” Her lips curled. “I could cut your throat, and you’d meet the gods before the others discovered you.”

      It was enticing to wield the power of life and death, but even as she considered the act, her grandmother’s words returned to her, demanding Hedda’s compliance. She rarely cared for the opinions of others, but she respected Bothild. She would do as instructed… for the time being.

      Running her blade through the man’s drenched tunic, she peeled it back, wrinkling her nose at the rising brine-soaked odor.

      “You repel me.” Having finished the job, she flung the garment away. “I cannot think of a single decent use for you.”

      Though as she regarded his naked torso, she knew the statement was far from true. The stranger had muscles in places Hedda had not known it was possible to grow them. She took in his barely covered lower portion, drinking in the tantalizing glimpse of thigh and the generous outline of his manhood.

      A flame flickered low in her belly.

      Stop. She squeezed her eyes shut. Do not think of him that way. Do not think of him at all.

      She’d given little thought to carnality since Einar’s departure. In truth, she’d always preferred to be left alone. Nevertheless, looking upon the stranger’s physique, she acknowledged a stirring of base desire.

      He was larger than any man she’d known, his broad chest covered not only with inked designs but with an abundance of russet-colored hair. Hedda yearned to brush her fingers there, to see if it was as soft as it looked.

      Nonsense. It does not matter how soft his hair is.

      Dragging her focus to the task at hand, she dampened a square of cloth, wiping seeping blood from his head wound. The gash would not knit without a stitch or two. Hedda did not consider herself particularly adept with a needle, but she could do what was necessary. Taking up the slender point of bone, she threaded through the ribbon of animal gut Elin had brought for her use.

      At the first piercing, the man gave a pained mewl. She paused, fearing his awakening, but his lids did not open.

      Best to work quickly.

      Pinching the edges of raw flesh until they puckered closed, she inserted the needle four times before tying off the end of the thread in a simple knot. It would likely heal unevenly—thanks to the roughness of her handiwork—but she rather liked the thought of that.

      In any case, what was one more mark upon such a face? His skin bore a great deal of scarring, especially around his left eye and down the length of his body as well. She brought the cloth to the rounded muscle of his shoulder, touching it to another wound. Caused by an arrow? She was adept with the bow herself, often hunting within the island’s interior. His arms were crossed with the fainter scars of slicing blades. Evidently, the man was a warrior and unafraid of battle.

      Even more reason to bind and control him.

      She acknowledged what she now realized was obvious. His left side was marred by historic burns. Raised welts broke the contours of his body ink, the scars speckling his abdomen and continuing downward. She caught her breath in sympathy for what he’d obviously endured.

      “You really have seen action.”

      Hedda struggled to decide how she felt about that. Scars were unsightly, but she respected those who fought for their gods and their people. The fiend might not be welcome at her door, but it seemed as though he’d overcome struggles of his own to be there.

      “What happened to you?” She worked the cloth across his torso, the hard planes of his body stirring something primal within her. However, the man bound to her bed was her hostage… nothing more. One way or another, he would soon be gone.

      Then why should I not treat him as I wish?

      Strong though he clearly was, he’d taken a blow to the head and was more than adequately fettered. She was at liberty to do as she pleased, and witnessing his well-built form had awoken desires she barely recalled from her marriage.

      A thrill raced through her. What was to prevent her from uncovering the one place she was yet to discover?

      I should not, her thoughts counseled. He’s vulnerable, and it isn’t right. She discarded her reasoning immediately, cutting away the remaining clothing.

      There, sitting proudly between his thighs, as though the organ knew it was on display, was the stranger’s cock—impressive, even in its flaccid state.

      “Should I clean you as well?”

      It was an impish thought, and one she’d never contemplated with Einar. The idea of handling this man, however, made her pulse quicken.

      It was not that she wanted to copulate with him—far from it. She was too old to bear children and frankly, disinclined to even try. Her dominant response to his presence was resentment, but the notion of taking advantage of him while he was bound and unable to assent was alluring.

      What will the other women say?

      “They shall never know,” she answered the unspoken question.

      This moment, like the desire circling within her body, would be for her and her alone.

      Brushing her fingertips along his shaft, her breath hitched, and heat swelled between her legs. She hankered to feel him harden, the way Einar had sometimes when he’d tried to impregnate her. What would happen if she excited the sleeping giant? Tracing her fingers over his sensitive skin, she was silently ecstatic as he grew, his body obeying her silent command.

      Look at the size of him!

      Something about the stranger’s organ utterly captivated her. Taking it in her hand, she rubbed its length, reveling in the way it stiffened. She contemplated how it would feel between her legs.

      “I can’t.” She chastised herself. “I can’t do that.”

      “Do what?”

      Hedda’s heart gave a painful leap.

      He’s awake!

      Knowing green eyes met hers.

      “I…” Her words trailed away as both of their gazes headed south, toward his erection, about which her hand was curled.

      “Do not speak!” Abruptly, she released him. “You’re a prisoner.”

      “And this is how you treat your prisoners?” Tipping back his head, he took in his bound wrists before returning his gaze to pierce her. “I demand to know who has taken me as such.”

      “I'm the leader here.” It wasn’t strictly true, but he didn’t need to know that. As far as he was concerned, she was in charge. "And my name is not for you to know!"

      His gaze narrowed. “Where is your jarl?”

      Typical! He seeks validation from another man.

      “Perhaps you did not hear me.” Leaning close, she met his insolent stare. “You’re a captive. My captive.”

      “In this case,”—his voice, rough and deep, sent an ominous trembling through her bones—“you may resume my captivity.” He gestured toward his arousal. “For it appears the gods have sent me to enjoy it.”
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      “Arrogant oaf!” With blazing eyes, the wench retreated, but only as far as the bed. She folded her arms across her chest, looking down upon him with a rancorous expression.

      Despite his quip that she might continue what she’d begun, Eldberg was far from in a jesting mood. A herd of horses was stampeding through his skull, his mouth was drier than old leather and—regardless of the cock-stand she’d been amusing herself with—his bladder was fit to burst.

      How did he come to be here, tied up like a stuck pig?

      More to the point, where was this place?

      The last he remembered, he’d been sailing northward across open seas when the wind had risen. Storms were liable to come suddenly, but he’d seen nothing like it afore. Such a darkening of the sky! They’d taken in the sail and stowed the oars, relying on the rudder alone to guide them over the fierce swells.

      What else? A glimmer of light beyond the overcast of grey, then a strange mist drifting upon the waves. He couldn’t recall much more.

      He frowned, only to receive a stab of pain above his left eye.

      By Odin’s teeth, he felt rough—as if he’d been drukkin a sennight—and ‘twas not just his head feeling the battering. He flexed his hands, only to feel a bite at his wrists. Whoever had tied them had some strength, for the bonds were tight. From the look upon the wench’s face, he doubted she’d be rushing to free him.

      His thoughts turned to the others. Were they nearby, trussed as he was? “Where are my men?”

      She didn’t deign to answer. The question only seemed to incense her, if the steel in her eyes was anything to go by. Clearly, she didn’t intend to enlighten him, but he needed to know if his Skálavík brothers had survived. The fact that he was bound encouraged him. A lone man was no threat; a longship-full was a different matter. For the time being, he’d do best to play to her caring side. All women had one of those.

      “I’m thirsty.” He licked his lips, which hardly helped, finding them salt coated.

      She took her time thinking about it but rose to pour water from a pitcher. Standing over him, she held the wooden cup, tipping it to his mouth.

      Resting his head upon the side of the bed, he allowed himself a deep sigh. If he were to get himself out of this fix, ‘twould be well to act weaker than she might think him.

      “Nature is calling. If you might lead me outside…”

      “Pffft!” She made a scornful sound. “You think me born yesterday?”

      “‘Tis a handsome chamber.” He let his eyes fill with reproach. “You can’t want me passing water here where I sit?”

      She pursed her lips at that. Obviously, she didn’t want him pissing on her floor. She fetched a pot and crouched next to him, holding it beneath his member. The latter was still pointing halfway to the rafters, thanks to her ministrations. Despite her obvious disdain, she took him between thumb and forefinger, looking away as he let forth his stream.

      Had it not been for the circumstances, he’d have found some small amusement in it—bound naked to a bedpost, at the mercy of a woman. An attractive one at that, regardless of the scowl on her face and the years she carried. He liked them fair and blue-eyed, and this woman was gifted on both counts. She was built well, her breasts pressing firm to the bodice of her gunna. A good sweep to her hips, too; the sort of curves a man could hold on to while delivering his thrusts.

      As she knelt over him, he caught her scent—a natural, earthy tang overlaid with some herb… rosemary, was it? When she rose again, the thick plait she wore over her shoulder brushed his cheek.

      Despite the thumping behind his eyes and his awkward position, which was doing the bones of his arse no favor, he felt the stirring of lust. If he could free himself of his binds, he’d show her what a woman could expect from a man she stripped bare and deposited in her bedchamber. He’d tie her as she had him, exercising sweet torture to discover what he desired to know. That thought sent a rush of blood to his shaft.

      Yes. He’d enjoy that, screwing her from behind while pushing that prettily defiant face into the bed-furs, or he’d wrap her plait about his fist, jerking upon it with each hammering.

      Oh, yes, she’d soon start talking.

      He’d find out where his men were being held and the size of this settlement. The soothsayer he’d consulted in her cave had spoken of treasure. Perhaps that’s why the gods had brought them here. If the women of this place were comely, they’d make a worthwhile prize on their own. Healthy slaves fetched a decent price at Hedeby and Kaupang.

      We’ll fill the boat and be on our way.

      He smiled to himself. This one would make a good bed-thrall once she’d gotten over her haughty airs, and he’d enjoy making use of her until the day came to sell her at market. Some training would be required to ensure her compliance, but it wouldn’t be the first time he’d undertaken that task. In truth, there was little he liked better than bending a spirited woman to his will.

      Fleetingly, he recalled the last who’d occupied him so. For a time, he’d thought himself in love, but she’d betrayed him, putting an arrow in his shoulder for good measure. The wound had troubled him for two winters. If he was honest, it pained him continually, and being fettered wasn’t helping.

      Elswyth—briefly his thrall—had since returned to Svolvaen, but she’d more than once traveled to Skálavík, her bloodline giving her an authority neither of them had foreseen when she’d first fallen captive. As Jarl Beornwold’s only surviving offspring, she had a claim upon Skálavík to rival Eldberg’s own. ‘Twas a shame she hadn’t consented to throw off her milk-sop husband and rule at Eldberg’s side, but he refused to dwell on what he couldn’t change.

      The only woman who’d truly loved him had been Bretta, the bride who’d been taken from him so heartlessly. She was long since bone and ash.

      Eldberg’s captor returned to the edge of the bed, surveying him with a bold stare. No coyness there, judging by the way she was looking at his lap. Let her look. Once their roles were reversed, she’d have plenty of time to make his cock her study.

      He kept her gaze. “I deserve to know what you want from me. You mean to ask a ransom?”

      Her eyes flashed. “I want nothing. Only to see you die and the others with you.”

      So, they were alive!

      In her anger, she was loose-tongued.

      So be it. He’d rile her up a little more.

      “There’s only one reason to keep me bound like this. You want to ride my staff. Wasn’t that what you were about to do when I woke?”

      “Bastard!” With a hiss, she drew a blade from the belt at her waist.

      “How about we remove what you’re so proud of!” Without further warning, she leapt forward, and he felt the flat of the dagger press low on his abdomen. “I don’t suppose it shall be a clean cut, but I’ll do my best. Perhaps then I shall pleasure myself with it—though a poor, limp thing it shall be when it’s no longer attached to you.”

      She wouldn’t dare! Whichever men were in charge here would not sanction such dishonorable treatment of a captive—especially when no offense had been committed.

      “How many times, I wonder, have you forced a woman to take this puny prick in her mouth?” She turned the blade slightly, so he felt its edge. “You might teach me something, for who knows better the technique of sucking a cock than the man who owns it?”

      Eldberg winced. He could not say he liked this turn of events. Nor was his cock puny—though it was probably not the time to argue that point.

      “Alright.” He spoke through gritted teeth. “You had no such intent. ‘Twas some passing curiosity, or mayhap you thought only to awaken me. No doubt you mean now to clothe and feed me, though I do not deserve such courtesy.”

      The humility pained him, but the woman was in the grip of some madness, and he’d no wish to become her victim. Bleeding away his life with his manhood stuffed in his mouth was a death he could not permit.

      He was relieved to see her sit back on her heels.

      “You have the right of it. You deserve nothing. If I decide to clothe or feed you, it will be when I say so. Perhaps, if you were to beg, I might relent.” Her arching eyebrow reflected her conceit.

      Eldberg bit his tongue. He’d never begged for anything, least of all food or clothing. Even when he’d been taken by berserkers as a boy, they hadn’t obliged that degradation upon him.

      “You’re neither cold nor hungry, then?” The woman tossed back her braid. “When those needs grow, you shall plead for my goodwill. Meanwhile, I have not finished with you.”

      Very lightly, she trailed the dagger upward, letting the point tease his skin. Only when the blade pressed over the vicinity of his heart did his pulse speed to an alarming rate. If she were to raise her weight over the hilt, it would take no great effort to pierce him there. She surely guessed his thoughts for she gave a low laugh.

      “A quick end it would be, which I find does not suit me.” She brought the tip to circle his nipple. “I’ve always wondered why men have these. Such a waste, don’t you think?” She looked pensive. “Now, if men were able to suckle the offspring they seed, that would be a boon.”

      “So it would.” His voice did not carry its usual cadence, which annoyed him almost as much as the knowledge that she was contemplating removing that small, tender part of him, in lieu of taking the other.

      She was adept at handling the knife, for its edge had not yet broken his skin. In truth, the touch of its cold blade upon that sensitive nub was curiously arousing, and now that his manhood had received assurance it was to remain attached, it was growing in girth once more.

      It had not escaped his notice that the woman’s breath was quickening as much as his own. Her breasts rose and fell at the yoke of her gown, and there was a flush upon her cheek. Moreover, she’d shifted her position, now straddling his thighs.

      Did she mean to mount him after all? To copulate with him while taunting him with her blade? The thought sent a pounding ache to his groin that surpassed the throbbing in his head.

      She brought a hand beneath his chin. Tipping back his head, she half-circled his throat. “If I cut off this little thing, will you miss it?”

      “You are mistress here.” Eldberg made himself say it since it was what she wished to hear.

      “I am.” She smiled again. “How would it be if I were to cut out your tongue, and those would be the last words you ever spoke?” She shuffled farther upward. With her skirts pushed away to the sides, her damp curls tickled his stiffness. She was hot betwixt the thighs.

      He hesitated before answering. “A tongue can be used for more than speaking—” He did not get to finish, for her fingers tightened about his throat, cutting off the words.

      To his surprise, as she held him there, her face lowered to his.

      She took a soft pull upon his bottom lip. Instinctively, he opened to her, and was rewarded by the lusty sensation of having his tongue sucked into her mouth.

      Eldberg had no idea what the wench was about. Did she mean to kill him or fuck him?

      As she bore down, grinding her mound to the hardness of his pelvis, he wondered if both were in store. He hoped the fucking would begin soon, or he’d expire without help from his wicked tormentor.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 4


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      Crouched over her captive, heat furled at Hedda’s core. The warmth spread, beading her nipples until they grazed the fabric of her gown, the feeling driving her hips forward.

      Yes. Her eyes fluttered closed on instinct. That feels good.

      “If you are to ride it, then do so.” The fiend shoved upward, making her gasp.

      Vexed, she forced her eyes open. His growl had splintered her passion.

      “I shall do as I please. I am, as you say, your mistress.”

      “You are surely something.” His smirk suggested his words were no compliment.

      “Silence!” The urge to use her dagger had waned, superseded by her unexpected arousal, but his irritating mouth had reawakened the impulse.

      “I will not.” His green eyes flashed with defiance. “You’ll have to make good on your word and cut out my tongue.”

      “Do not tempt me.” With a snarl, she rose to her full height. Tossing aside her blade, she took up a nearby neckerchief and spun to face her prisoner.

      “Your tongue may yet prove useful, but I’m weary of your words.” Leaning over him, she flexed the cloth before his eyes.

      “You’re going to gag me?” The fool seemed amused, but he’d soon change his tune.

      Hedda fully intended to follow through with her plan.

      “I’ve found a function for you.” She promptly wound the cloth over his mouth. “And I’ve no need for your accord.”

      The fiend glowered, twisting his head to resist, but Hedda was already knotting the fabric. Falling to her haunches, she resumed her place straddling his thighs, watching with satisfaction as he struggled to adjust to his new predicament.

      “‘Ow ‘are oo!” The thunder in his gaze conveyed his outrage.

      To Hedda’s surprise, she was enjoying her exercise of power far more than she’d expected and swiftly cast aside any misgiving. Why shouldn’t she have her fun?

      “Settle down.” Her tone was joshing as she trailed her fingers through the soft hair of his chest. “Do not make me find a better gag.”

      A low growl bubbled in his throat.

      Did he think to scare her?

      That she would cower and untie him?

      Stripped, bound, and gagged, the man might be mighty, but he was vulnerable now, and she found it delicious.

      Seeing him incapacitated and speechless, her desire had inexplicably grown. The more he struggled, the more she yearned to slide against his rod. Rubbing against his groin, she encouraged the organ back to life.

      Dare she take him inside her? In all her marriage, she’d never conceived a child, but there was a chance, albeit a small one, that this giant’s seed was more potent. Despite her advanced years, the possibility existed, and it was the last thing she’d welcome.

      Nevertheless, the notion of riding him was alluring.

      Her husband had never shown interest in satisfying her, so she’d grown used to eliciting her own pleasure. Now, bucking against the brute’s swelling shaft, she was lost to the consuming demand of her desire. The small bud at the fore of her sex throbbed as she thrust forward, insisting she provide more. Each undulation further fueled her need. As for the cur beneath her, his rasping, muffled complaints only stoked her fire.

      “You are my thrall now.” She panted the insult, his grimace heightening her thrill.

      No doubt he’d taken females as captives in the past, insisting that those women pleasure him. She would do the same—humiliate the fiend by forcing him to gratify her while he remained bound.

      By the gods!

      She loved that he was unable to resist her!

      “‘Ench!” He was trying to insult her, but Hedda was too close to Valhalla to care for his affront. He was hers now. He would have to get used to his new position.

      “I am no wench.” She threw back her head, moving her hips faster. “I am your mistress, and I thank Freyja for this fate! She brought you to me.”

      Hedda had never been the goddess’ greatest devotee. Her sister was the one always offering libations, but such divine sensations could only be created by the gods.

      Gasping at her growing pleasure, Hedda shifted her hands to her bosom, grazing her nipples and teasing the peaks which rubbed beneath her bodice. She’d never so yearned to press the place between her thighs against a man’s hardness.

      Now, looming over him, everything was different. Whatever this craving was, she wanted more of it.

      “Ohhh!” A sudden clenching spasm grasped her inside, consuming her flesh until her very bones seemed to soften. Hedda had been chasing something from the first moment she’d laid hands on the beast beneath her, but she hadn’t expected this… whatever it was.

      For some time, she knew nothing but the tremors that rocked her body and luxuriant warmth enveloping her. For how long she rode those waves, she knew not. As her breathing slowed, she took in her prisoner’s narrow gaze. His eyes bore into her, disgust flashing in his green orbs.

      Climbing from his body, she smoothed down her skirt and turned away.

      What have I done?

      She dared not meet his furious gaze, a sudden sense of shame shrouding her. She hadn’t intended to use him as a means of pleasure. Had she gone too far?

      Perhaps she ought to slit his throat, after all? If she did so now, he’d never have the opportunity to reveal her dishonor. No one would ever have to know.

      “Are oo oud?” His sardonic tone drew her attention. Regardless of the cloth between his teeth, she understood.

      Are you proud of what you’ve done?

      Indignity washed over her. Well, was she proud?

      She’d behaved carelessly, yet she couldn’t bring herself to regret the act. The man at her feet was used to dominating and degrading, but he would not rule her.

      “You’ve served your purpose.” She lifted her chin.

      Her prisoner shook his head.

      “You have complaints?” She looked down at him with disdain. “Then, let’s hear them.”

      Tugging the cloth from his lips, she freed his mouth. His shaft was still rock hard, suggesting that although his head protested, that part of him felt otherwise.

      “What sort of woman are you?” The anger in his voice made some part of her tremble, but she held her nerve. She was prepared for his rebellion.

      “I am more than a match for you!” she retorted.

      Certainly not like the women you’re used to holding in submission!

      She considered stuffing the gag back in place. She didn’t need to listen to insults. Einar had heaped enough of those upon her head, sneering that she was unfit to be his wife.

      “Is this what you intend for me then.” He swallowed at the ignominy. “To use me for gratification.”

      Her brows knitted. She was determined not to admit any wrongdoing.

      “You deserve no less.”

      “You are resolved to torment?” He eyed her accusingly. “To satisfy yourself alone and leave me like this?” He spat the words, gesturing to his erection as his chest rose and fell.

      Hedda let her gaze fall to the battle-scars painting his body. “You shall surely survive.”

      He had no answer to that, but a pang of guilt struck her as she imagined all he’d been through to find himself washed upon their shore.

      Have I been too cruel?

      “You should rest.” The command was as much care as she could manage.

      Motioning to his bound arms, he scowled. “The pressure on my shoulders is too much.”

      Though Hedda hoped her expression remained unmoved, she knew what it was to cede to another’s dominance, and while she relished taking control, she was not without a heart.

      “Perhaps I can loosen your binds.”

      His rising brow was the only indication of his surprise. “It would be appreciated.” As she did so, he stared up at her. “You smell like sex. It is because you are now wet and ready for my cock.”

      “I’m no such thing,” she lied, ignoring his knowing smirk. “Hush now… unless you require gagging once more.”

      She was wary of the brute, but he seemed too tired to fight. Securing the knots once more, she stepped back to assess him. His shoulders were no longer pulled taut by her bondage.

      “There should be more comfort now.”

      “Takk.” He nodded his thanks.

      The glint in his green gaze belied the supposed humility. She saw something darker there.

      Something that goaded her newly awakened desire.

      Something she could never trust.
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      The wench hadn’t the first idea who she was dealing with nor the havoc he’d bring down on her once he was free.

      How dare she treat him like this, worse than the lowliest of thralls, bound and gagged and used as a bed-slave? Worse still, to leave him uncomfortably engorged and unsated.

      Regardless of her torments, it was obvious the woman was desperate for a hard swiving. She might hiss and lash with her claws, but she was ready for mating—and he’d enjoy showing her what that meant once he was towering over her. That time would come… and soon. If he gained her trust, making her think him obedient, she’d forget how dangerous he was. He’d enjoy screwing her—not to mention punishing her in ways she couldn’t yet dream of.

      He stretched his neck to each side, attempting to ease the tightness through his shoulders. With his back propped against the bed, the position was almost bearable.

      She’d left him alone, passing through the curtain that separated this chamber from the main body of the longhouse, but he sensed she’d soon return. She was conversing with someone, though he couldn’t discern their conversation; another woman from the light timbre of the unknown voice.

      There must be others nearby. The solid walls of the longhouse muffled sound but he’d taken note of faint bleating, children’s playful shouts, and a baby’s passing cries. All perfectly normal but for the absence of any voice identifiable as male.

      Where were the menfolk? Away in the fields, out fishing, or on the high seas a-viking? Some, perhaps, but not all. They must be aware of his arrival and that of his men. Someone in authority would want to interrogate him.

      In the meantime, he had no choice but to play along with whatever game his little she-cat wished to play. As for the knife, if teasing him with it heightened her desire, it was no skin from his nose—or at least he so hoped.

      There was mischief in this, as if Loki himself was laughing at the fate spun for Eldberg. His situation was humiliating and frustrating in the extreme, but he did not foresee the wench doing him lasting harm. He’d faced significantly worse perils.

      Time passed, and the meager light that permeated the tiny window tucked beneath the roof began to dim. He let his head drop back upon the bed’s edge, looking up at the vaulted beams dimly visible above.

      How long he dozed he was unsure. Roused by voices, he came to himself again with the unpleasant remembrance of where he was—sitting on an uneven earthen floor scattered with rushes, with both thirst and hunger upon him, besides the dull ache in his head.

      A sharply punctuated discussion was taking place, but once more, the voices were entirely female. Then there was a twitch of the curtain, and his captor entered, carrying not merely a jug but a platter—manchet bread, cheese by the look of it, and some sort of fruit. His stomach growled.

      “As I’m obliged to share not just my quarters with you but the food from my table, I must be recompensed.” She set down the victuals some way off. “How shall we achieve that, do you think?”

      He could think of one obvious way, though her coaxing would be required, for his member now lay in a resting state. It hadn’t escaped him that she said ‘obliged,’ and it went some way to explaining her ill-humor. Her role as guardian had been foisted upon her—by some brother, perhaps. Probably not a husband for she was far too shrewish for the married state. No man could desire to remain wed to a woman so obtuse and provoking. Be it brother or husband, uncle or cousin, they’d surely be outraged to learn how she was carrying on.

      “Nothing to say?” Her tone still held its spiteful edge, but there was something uncertain in her expression, as if she were waiting for him to match her offensive. He understood her better now; she wanted him to rise to her bait.

      “Yours to command, though something to drink would be welcome.” He glanced at the jug.

      “Indeed.” Her lips twitched. “Though I fear I’ve forgotten your cup, and it doesn’t suit me to share my own.” She knelt to untie her boots, as if with no care for his request.

      It was all he could do to bite his tongue.

      However, as soon as her feet were bare, she took up the jug again. Approaching him, she lifted her skirt to the knee and rested a foot upon his chest. Though she was quite tall for a woman, the foot was finely shaped. Moreover, the ankle above it was slender and the leg comely.

      “Open your mouth.” Raising her foot, she brushed his lips with her largest toe. “And do not think to bite me, or you shall soon enough be quenching your thirst… on blood from your own severed throat.”

      How the wench was obsessed with her blade!

      He was not yet ready to call her bluff, though he doubted all the more that she would go through with her threats.

      Accepting her bidding, he allowed her to push her toes into his mouth, which elicited another of her half-sneering smiles.

      “Now you are learning. I think perhaps you should only drink this way.” Her meaning became obvious when she tipped the jug, letting the contents run down her shin and the length of her foot.

      The unexpectedness of it, coupled with the awkwardness of having his mouth so forced open, caused him to choke and recoil, only to have the water stream down his chin and chest.

      “I see we shall need practice.” A mischievous cruelty entered her expression, and she dashed the remaining contents of the jug over his head.

      Spluttering, he cursed her roundly.

      “What a sorry sight.” She tipped his chin upward before brushing back the wet hair plastering his cheeks and across his eyes. “Nothing is going quite your way, is it?” Clearly, she relished every moment of his humiliation.

      Were his hands free, he would grab her about the ankle and yank her off her feet, straight onto her back. Then they would see who was sorry and who would be having their way. A good tanning of her backside would be a satisfying beginning.

      Turning away, she picked up the platter, poking at the contents. Was she planning to feed him like some lap dog? Perhaps from her foot again? It was too much! He would remember every indignity, and she would pay for the insults.

      She was still playing games, evidently, for the plate was put aside again.

      “‘Tis almost time to retire for it has been a trying day, but I shall require some soothing to find my rest. You’re conveniently placed; a ripe opportunity to earn your supper.”

      Here it comes. The wench wishes to grind upon me again, does she?

      What he did not expect was for her to bend over, grasping the hem of her gown and lifting it in one sweep, entirely over her head. The light shift she wore beneath was dispatched in the same manner. Without the least shame, she stood naked before him, letting him feast upon ample breasts and a narrow waist above nicely rounded hips. Her mon’s blondeness made the place look naked as a young girl’s. Considering her age, which he guessed to be beyond thirty, she was remarkably unblemished.

      With a slow, sensuous motion she swept her hands upward over her softly cushioned belly, between her breasts, then over the slope of those high mounds. There she squeezed and circled, lingering over their weight and fullness, as if presenting herself for his delectation. Her eyes did not leave his own, watching his reaction as she kneaded harder. At last, taking each nipple between thumb and forefinger, she tugged the peaks. Even in their taut state, they remained shell-pink, barely distinguishable against the paleness of her skin.

      Eldberg licked his lips. So, she liked breast play. He imagined his own palms covering each firm orb and guiding those pert nipples to his mouth. His cock gave a leap in response.

      Closer, wench. Come sit on my lap, and let me draw your breasts for a suckling.

      As if he’d spoken aloud, she moved forward but made no motion to lower herself. Instead, her foot came again to his chest, then slid up to press hard at his shoulder—upon the very place of his arrow wound. Eldberg couldn’t help but growl, though he knew it would only feed her impulse to torment him.

      With her other foot planted slightly wide, her cunny was now before him, the separation of her legs allowing a view not just of her nether lips but the sliver of crimson within.

      There was only one direction for his eyes—gazing into that place from which all life sprang and to which men wished ever to return. He remained transfixed as she drew down a hand to part those lips, revealing more of the glistening heat. With trailing fingertips, she pressed either side of the fleshy nub, then stroked in circles, as she had upon her breast. Her dew was already visible, slick upon the swollen folds. Her scent, sweet and earthy, was strong in his nostrils.

      There was a place he would happily drink from and take other sustenance besides.

      “I have work for you.” Her voice was husky as she reached lower, dipping her fingers to caress more invasively. “Prove to me you are a good thrall who knows his place.”
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      Her captive’s attention was upon the feast she offered. She could read his anguished expression as easily as she could grind over his broad nose.

      He craved her.

      Longed to devour her in the way she demanded.

      But he loathed the fact she could command it of him.

      Hedda could not decide why the conflict in his green gaze was so compelling, but by the gods, she loved to see it!

      All the day, she’d carried a sense of self-disgust over how she’d ridden upon him. Then she’d been confronted by Grethe and Frida, each looking far too pleased with themselves in a flustered, girlish way.

      It was too sickening.

      She’d wager they were both cavorting with the men under their roofs and thinking they were in love as a result.

      Well, there was no chance of her losing her head in that way!

      The cur before her might have to be endured, but it would be entirely on her terms, and she’d make what use she liked of him.

      As for Elin asserting that she needed to inspect his head wound, Hedda had firmly squashed that idea. Her quarters were private, and Elin would feel her wrath if she dared set foot in them without permission.

      “You can use that tongue for its true purpose, I suppose?” Her mocking tone drew his focus back to her face.

      “I’ve had no complaints.” He stared back in defiance.

      “Good.” She doubted how often a man with such self-importance would have ceded to the sensual act.

      Not often enough.

      With her foot pressed into his shoulder, she tugged upon his hair, bringing his mouth level with her sex. The heat of his breath tickled her sensitive flesh, and for one long moment, their gazes locked. Hedda could tell he wanted her. His swollen organ revealed as much, but still, resistance flashed in his eyes.

      I’ll conquer that!

      “Show. Me.” Spreading her lips with her fingers, she displayed herself to him.

      “I shall wolf you, wench.” He spat the words. “And earn my meal.”

      The brute lunged forward, straining at his bonds. As his face buried between her legs, she was caught off guard. He closed directly upon where her pulse throbbed, claiming it in one greedy mouthful. She gasped at the ferocity of it. Like a babe at the teat, he suckled the tight nub.

      With her fingers tangled in his mane, she rode him, unable to contain her moans as his saliva joined with her wetness.

      “By Freyja’s hand!” She fisted his copper mane. “Give me what I seek.”

      He drew back to lick the fierce knot in a circular motion, and she felt the first warning, a rushing ache. She arched, giving herself over to his worshipping, relentless tongue.

      Bringing her hand to her breast, she pinched her nipple while his slippery caress pushed her toward her peak. Bathed in heat and bliss, she knew only the terrible need to have him lick and tease her where all sensation centered. The intensity was almost more than she could bear.

      The waves swept over her while his mouth continued to devour. Tumbled like a boat tossed upon the sea, she was dragged to the depths before being hoisted again. Were it not for her grip upon his head, her trembling body would have folded beneath the powerful deliverance.

      When she finally removed her heel, she gazed upon his still-moist lips. He hadn’t been lying. He had a capable tongue; her juices upon his face bore evidence to that—and the continuing tremors which yet shivered her flesh.

      “You’ve had your satisfaction.” He gestured to his shaft, its bobbing dance an indication of its own desire. “What of mine?”

      Despite the soaring heights he’d given her, she’d be granting no such indulgence. It was a lesson she was prepared to teach him as many times as was necessary.

      “Be thankful for whatever I offer.” Her tone was scornful as she stalked over to the platter. Finding a long shawl, she draped it around her shoulders, then selected some of the bread. “You are, I assume, still hungry?”

      He eyed the food. “I’d say I merit feeding after taking you to the gods.”

      Pulling the crust apart, Hedda took half and chewed idly. He’d earned the repast, but pridefulness would not be rewarded. She waved the remainder just out of his reach.

      “You shall share my meal just as soon as you beg me for the honor.”

      “You’ve goaded me for hours, wench.” His resentful expression was nearly as delightful as her climax had been. “This is too much.”

      “Too much?” Ripping the remaining bread in two, she ate another portion. “I was sure you’d relish a bite or two.”

      Straining against the bonds, he snarled, “I’ve played your game. Why do you continue to deride me?”

      She laughed callously, consuming the final piece of bread. “Because I can, and it amuses me.”

      “Witch!” His voice was a growl.

      “I am but a woman.” Returning to the platter, she helped herself to another piece of bread. “But one who does not suffer the foolishness of men.”

      “You have an obligation to feed me.” Her captive seethed. “It’s the least I deserve.”

      She supposed he was right. Hedda would be livid if she’d woken bound and been compelled to plead for her supper, but then she hadn’t been foolhardy enough to set sail for foreign shores. The invader would do as he was told.

      She dangled the bread before him. “All you must do is beg.”

      Thunder darkened his gaze. “You shall pay for your impertinence.”

      His frustration only made her relish her newfound power.

      Is this what it’s like to be a man? Always so in control?

      “I don’t believe I shall.” She could not contain the curl of her lip. “But I can strengthen your fetters and quiet your mouth if the mood takes me.”

      “How dare you! You push too far.” He continued to glower. “The gods shall see you punished for this.”

      “Oh, I dare because I am not the one naked in bondage. Now… If. You. Want. To. Eat. Beg.” She punctuated the final words, eager to impress upon him the simplicity of her demand. The man needed to eat, but he’d denigrate himself before she’d meet that need.

      “Please, may I have the bread?” His expression was dazed, as though he could not believe she’d extracted the words from him. Like all men, he was unused to pleading.

      “Call me, Mistress.” She toyed with the bread, ready to eat what he thought should be his.

      His jaw clenched at her new request.

      “Say it or go hungry.”

      The crease upon his brow deepened, his eyes flashing fire.

      “Please, may I have the bread, Mistress?”

      She relished his begrudged compliance. “You may, thrall.” Briefly hovering the bread over his lips, she then lowered it into his mouth.

      “More?” She selected some cheese from the platter.

      “You know I want more.”

      “Then you know what to do to receive it.” Lifting the cheese to her own mouth, she bit at the corner.

      “Please, may I have the cheese, Mistress?”

      The subdued bitterness in his voice, begging for scraps, thrilled her.

      “You are fed at my pleasure. Do not forget to thank me.”

      “Thank you, Mistress.” He spoke through clenched teeth.

      Clasping his jaw between her thumb and forefinger, she held his chin.

      “There.” She spoke gently. “I knew you could do it. For as long as you plead, you shall eat, and once the food has gone, we shall find other uses for you.”
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        The eighth day of the men’s sojourn on the island

      

      

      She was breathing softly. The night was still, and everyone was abed. Eldberg shifted position, attempting to ease the pressure on his aching shoulders.

      How long had it been? Seven nights or eight? No man had come. There were only women’s voices in the longhouse and outside these walls. Sometimes, children.

      His captor told him nothing—maintaining her torment, treating him as her thrall. He was fed and watered by her hand as if he was a dog. Worse, in the way he was kept tied and forced to service her. It was merely his tongue she wanted and his humiliation.

      Kneeling up, he leaned his forehead against the bed-furs. His arse cheeks were as numb as two sides of hanging pork. At least the weather was temperate, or he’d have two shriveled balls to complain of besides. The wench had promised more than once to fetch him clothing, but naught had come of it.

      His head was a deal better, at least.

      The woman stirred with a soft moan. Not for the first time, he wished he lay beside her. ‘Twould be something to stretch out and find proper rest, even better to have her pinned beneath him.

      A sigh and creak told him she was awake. Though the room was almost entirely dark, his vision was accustomed. Sitting up, she lowered her feet to the floor, then made her way to the window. Hooking back the animal skin there, moonlight flooded through, silhouetting her head and shoulders against the small opening. She leaned out, breathing deeply of the night air.

      Half-closing his eyes, Eldberg feigned sleep. It would not do for her to think him watching her. At last, she picked up her shawl and left the chamber. Where was she off to? The privy? She rarely sought that before dawn. Shuffling up on his knees, he rested his cheek where the covers had been thrown back, inhaling her scent.

      He remained so for some while before noticing something beneath the pillow—a dark shape partially revealed.

      Where was she?

      He glanced over at the dividing curtain and listened for any sound of her approach.

      There was none.

      Raising his foot, he nudged the object further into view, and his heart lurched to see it—‘twas the dagger.

      Did he have time to acquire it before her return?

      Swiftly, he maneuvered the knife with his toes, drawing it closer until he was able to take the leather-wrapped hilt between his teeth. Angling the blade, he met the sealskin twined about his wrists, sawing where it stretched between. Several times, the sharp tip pierced his skin, but he ignored the pain. This was his chance!

      When his arms dropped free, he could have shouted in triumph.

      Thanks be to Odin!

      He made do with offering up a silent prayer, all the while rubbing at his wrists. His fingers prickled as the blood fought to return. He flexed them repeatedly, willing them to obey. There would surely be a nightwatch outside, and he might need to twist a neck or two. He’d take the knife, though he doubted his arms had strength yet to wield it with force.

      Crawling, he located one of the woman’s tunics and wrapped it about his waist, twice knotting the sleeves. It offered some dignity and a modicum of protection for his private parts.

      Getting to his feet proved a further challenge. He managed to reach the window but saw there only night sky and far-reaching dunes. He then peered into the gloom of the main hall. Light filtered through a hole far up in the vaulted roof, where the smoke from the fire-pit escaped.

      As far as he could tell, the place was empty, but he kept close to the wall, lest someone be sleeping where he could not discern. The far side of the hall showed him another curtain, dividing a second sleeping chamber, no doubt. He couldn’t leave without inspecting it—for was there not a chance one of his own men was kept in that place, bound as Eldberg had been?

      He shuffled slowly, taking care, until he came close enough to hear the snores of those beyond. Looking beyond the curtain, he counted five women upon simple pallets. ‘Twas disappointing, but Eldberg was convinced his men were here among these people. He could not be the only survivor of his ship.

      Returning to the main door, he prepared himself. The knife he clutched in one raised hand. What he lacked in skill after captivity, he would make up for in having the advantage of surprise. With a great pull upon the heavy wood, Eldberg lunged through in anticipation of meeting with resistance. However, he swiped at empty air. There was no one on the other side.

      No one at all.

      Stepping farther, he found the place deserted. ‘Twas more than strange! Intrigued, he took in his surroundings. Huts ranged on either side of the longhouse, facing the curve of a wide beach torn by rocks. The sea was little more than a silvered thread glimmering under the moon’s brightness, its lonely waves a far-off whisper.

      Was his ship down there, waiting to be reclaimed? Or had it been dashed apart, the wood splintered and scattered? A stab entered his heart at that thought, for such ruin of the ship would have imperiled his men.

      He would not let himself think it!

      He knew he was not the only one stranded here among strangers.

      Eldberg tucked into the shadow at the turn of the wall. From there, he beheld a rising hillside, the landscape densely green. A light breeze passed through, shimmering the leaves. There would be places to conceal himself while he regained agility in his limbs and made his plans.

      From not too far away came the sound of livestock penned behind the longhouse.

      ‘Twas a balmy night—far warmer than was usual, even at this time, not long past midsumor. They’d surely not drifted so much off their course as to be in southern waters. His ship had been headed northwest, toward the scattered Hjatlands, when the storm had descended, and they’d encountered the strange mist upon the water. Besides which, the woman who’d had charge of him was Norse-blooded. Her pale skin and hair attested to that, as did her dialect, which closely resembled his own.

      Eldberg glanced once more across the width of the settlement, but a sudden movement to his left had him jerking back. A slender figure passed out of the hut two along from where he stood, her white-blonde hair plaited long.

      His wench!

      He tightened his hold on the knife. He’d a mind to tackle her to the ground and make her tell him all he wished to know. Only as the woman turned to glance behind her did he see her face, fraught with tension.

      Eldberg breathed out slowly.

      Not her, after all, though the resemblance was very like. He remained as he was while the woman hurried off. Hedda walked with a more confident stride. She was a fearless one for all her infuriating arrogance. This maid looked scared of her own shadow.

      A coincidence, nonetheless, and one that made him ponder. Were the women meeting on the beach this night? ‘Twas not unheard of for womenfolk to have their secret gatherings, especially around the solstice. If so, it presented him with another chance.

      He passed behind the huts until he reached that where the woman had emerged. He would see what he could find.

      Entering the modest dwelling, he had once more to adjust his eyes. A faint glow came from embers in a fire-pit, but he could make out little. A slight tang of horse hung upon the air, though this was surely not a stable.

      A shuffling in the corner caught his attention, and a voice called falteringly, “Frida?”

      A masculine voice, at last! And one whose cadence he would swear was familiar.

      “Gunnar?” Eldberg spoke low.

      “Aye!” The voice came loud, the excitement in it unconcealed. “Who goes there? Be it my jarl?”

      “By Thor and Odin and all the gods!” Eldberg’s heart sprung with joy. Never had he been more pleased to receive a man’s greeting.

      Bending to the fire-pit, Eldberg blew to rouse the flames.

      “How fare you?” He approached the pallet near the wall where Gunnar lay. “Show me your bonds, and I’ll cut them. We must make haste.”

      “Bonds?” The other man rubbed at his eyes. “I have none, and I fare well, but for the wound to my ankle. The lady who houses me has tended it. Another week or so, and I believe I may walk again.”

      No bonds?

      Eldberg didn’t know what to make of that, but it was one less obstacle to taking Gunnar with him.

      “Come. Place your arm about my shoulder.” It would be a struggle, but having found his Skálavík brother, Eldberg had no intention of leaving him.

      Gunnar frowned. “But ’tis the middle of the night, and where is it you wish us to go?”

      The man was clearly suffering from more than an injury to his ankle. Had he a head wound that robbed him of sense?

      “We must escape while we can.” Eldberg crouched beside him. “Who knows when your captor may return.”

      “My captor?” Gunnar seemed greatly confused. “Without Frida and the healer, Elin, I fear I would have lost my foot.” He pushed himself into a seated position. “Though ‘tis a strange place, to be sure. Something happened to the menfolk. Frida won’t tell me what occurred, but they’ve traveled someplace. I know not how many days have passed since their journeying.”

      No men! Good luck, indeed! Though ‘twas an unnatural thing to leave any place without men to protect it, to sow and harvest and fish, not to mention maintaining order. 

      “All the better for us! It shall be easy to take control. If we might act before these men return, all the easier.” Eldberg’s mind whirled. “Tell me, what of our crew?”

      “You do not know?” Gunnar looked pained. “There are but six of us, as were found upon the beach. As for the rest, I cannot say… cast up in some other place or taking their sleep upon the sea’s bed. Frida knows not. Each man is cared for, she assures me.”

      “Does she now!” A fierceness throbbed at Eldberg’s temple.

      Only six? They’d been sixteen on setting out. Bar Gunnar himself, all were seasoned men who knew the danger of a voyage. Still, Eldberg felt responsible. Their journey would not have been made were it not for his fevered desire.

      It was some comfort that Gunnar had been cared for better than he, but who knew how the others truly fared. He trusted not the inhabitants of this place. Knowing there were but five men besides himself also placed a complication. Going by the number of dwellings, they were greatly outnumbered, even if only by womenfolk.

      “What of the boat?” Eldberg feared to hear the answer, for it must be bad if so many of his men had been lost to the sea.

      “Hauled onto the dunes, Frida says, safe from the tide.” Gunnar smiled encouragingly. “There is damage, but it might be repaired.”

      Eldberg nodded, but his hopes were modest. Even if they were to make it seaworthy, six was not enough to man the oars. His thoughts returned to the moment. Though Gunnar seemed content to stay as he was, Eldberg had no desire to be caught in this place—nor to be returned to his former enslavement.

      “This woman, Frida,” Eldberg narrowed his eyes. “She’s bedded you?”

      Gunnar hesitated. “She’s a true maid—such as I never thought to meet.”

      “A virgin, eh? You never did have luck with women!” Eldberg gave him a brotherly thump upon the shoulder.

      Gunnar grinned. “I’ve been bathed head to toe more than once since I arrived, and I’ve no complaints.”

      “Aye?” Eldberg sighed. This Frida sounded soft, as a woman should be—not like that Valkyrie of his.

      “Well, just see your head doesn’t turn too far. Better that the wench falls for you, rather than the other way about. Make her trust you.”

      A plan was already forming in his mind. He must find his other men and ascertain their strength. If they could win over these women, the situation might be turned to their advantage.

      “Rest now.” Eldberg clasped Gunnar’s hand. “And remember all I said. I shall come for you again. In the meantime, find out what you can, and twist this woman to your finger. Each of us must do our part.”

      Eldberg took his leave, slipping out again into the night. He looked down toward the sands. He was keen to see the state of the ship for himself, but it was too risky to venture there. If the women were gathered upon the beach, he would surely be caught—and it would not aid his cause to threaten them with the knife.

      Did he dare look into more of the dwellings to try to locate the remaining four men? Or ought he now to return to his place of captivity, making it appear he’d never loosened his bonds?

      ‘Twas a vile proposition.

      He looked longingly at the forested slope. To take himself there was tempting, but he could not win over his Valkyrie if she found him missing. Desire to punish her gnawed at him, but he would need to temper that need with kindlier seduction. The wench’s loins were already well-heated. With the right treatment, she would be utterly his plaything and he the master.

      His cock stiffened with that thought.

      Glancing upon the hillside again, he noted its lushness—not pines or firs, as grew near Skálavík, but trees with broader leaves and some with trunks tall and bare, topped heavy with fruit.

      A strange place indeed.

      What he’d give to explore…

      His roving gaze caught movement some way up the slope, hair silvered in the radiance of the shining moon and long, pale limbs climbing. The next moment, the figure was gone, hidden by the surrounding greenery.

      ‘Twas his woman!

      If she was alone, what better opportunity to confront her? By the time he was finished, she would be weeping for his mercy and begging him for what she needed.

      He smiled to himself. It would be his pleasure to show her exactly what that might be.
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      I must free myself of these obsessive thoughts!

      Hedda craved release, but she was determined to deal with it herself—away from her captive’s disturbing allure. Away from his growly, raspy breathing, punctuated by the occasional grunt, which only made her think of the sexual act. Away from the highly irritating temptation he presented.

      Pushing through the foliage overhanging the hillside track, she repeated her conviction, determined to make herself believe it.

      I don’t need that arrogant bull of a man with nothing between his ears! I just need peace and quiet to see to my own pleasure, then I’ll be able to think clearly again.

      She’d woken drenched with sweat from lurid dreams. Each night it was the same, her sleep haunted with vivid imaginings of his tongue and of how his thick shaft would feel filling her sex. She longed for him more than she cared to admit, and the awareness gnawed deep.

      Of course, she might wake him, ordering him to satisfy her, but to do so would be to admit the extent of her desire. Was he aware of the obsessive need that drove her? It was a repugnant thought.

      The situation was fast becoming intolerable. She’d survived well enough before the brute had been foisted upon her. He was nothing but an inconvenience, and his proximity was twisting her mind. She would go to Bothild and ask to have him removed. Let some other woman house him, and Hedda would reclaim her sanity.

      Gods help me, but I want him, though.

      She’d soon reach the pool where she liked to bathe. There she’d use her own hand beneath the cool water to quench the flames licking at her insides.

      Coming upon an opening in the trees, she paused, catching her breath. The sea was particularly beautiful tonight, glimmering under a near-full moon. What lay beyond that wide horizon of shifting tides? Other islands, other lands, and other people, such as she could barely conceive…

      She wished she knew more, but the men had never liked to share tales of their journeying—at least, not with the women of Høy. It had always riled her, that secrecy. Their menfolk had liked to withhold knowledge—not just of foreign climes but of their special rituals. Einar had kept it that way, denying the women in as many ways as possible to keep them ignorant of what he called ‘men’s sacred truths.’

      Where were they now, those men who’d abandoned their wives? In some new place with new women to warm their beds, new families and a new life, all thought of this island set aside as a cursed memory? Or were they simply bones beneath the unfathomable waves?

      What did she care?

      Turning back to the path, she scrambled over the last rise, high above the woodland canopy, to where the pool lay sunken, fed by a small waterfall from the craggy ridge. There were many such pools across the hillside, but this was her favored spot. Few came here, preferring other places where the track was less steep, though this was closest to the village as a bird might fly, directly above their dwellings.

      Removing her shift, she stood for a moment, relishing the night air. Then she crouched upon the flat, smooth rock surrounding the bathing spot, and dangled both feet in the water. Sometimes, on hot days, she remained long like this, letting the sun warm her bare skin while the water cooled her lower limbs. It made submerging wholly beneath all the more refreshing, diving right in so that the pool closed over her head—an exchange of light for shadowed silence.

      Tonight, she settled for lowering herself to the next shelf of rock beneath the water line where she might sit comfortably. Hedda dipped her shoulders, letting the water soothe her. With the perspiration of her night dreams and the steep trek washed away, she rested back her head. Closing her eyes, she raised one knee, reaching past her splayed lips to her softest velvet flesh.

      Her strokes brought with them the image of the man tied to her bed—abhorrent yet oddly compelling. She dove deeper, caressing with her fingertips, yet imagining his driving inside her. His body pressed close. His hand hard on her breast, while his cock, insistent, made her body stretch to accommodate him.

      She pictured him wanting her as badly as she needed him. Though she would protest at the roughness of his thrusts against the unyielding rock, she’d gasp and sigh as he held her—not only with his body but with a gaze that pierced her just as brutally, showing her that she was everything he desired.

      Hedda pinched her aching nub.

      Einar had never ignited desire like this. No man had.

      The throb was all-consuming, making her shudder hot and cold. She bit at her lip, ready to surrender to delicious shivering spasms.

      “Well, well, well…”

      Her eyes flew open. The voice was male, deep and rasping.

      Hedda twisted about, but a calloused palm settled across her mouth. She struggled but to no avail, for the fiend’s hold was firm. He slid into the pool beside her, pinning Hedda against the rock.

      “I see my woman is pleasuring herself.” There, lit by the moonlight, was he who she’d left bound in her chamber.

      How did he get free?

      “‘Tis no great surprise.” His tone was wry. “I know you for a carnal wench.”

      How dare he!

      She’d been building to a sublime release before he’d shattered the moment. She hoped her eyes conveyed her anger, for his muffling hand prevented her from venting her fury.

      He grinned. “If you vow not to scream, I shall let you speak.”

      She longed to bite that which gagged her, but the sheer size of his palm made that impossible.

      He pressed closer, and she realized his chest was bare, the hair brushing her nipples above the water. In fact, he was altogether naked, his stiff organ poking her inner thigh. He’d only to shift a little and the fantasy of her imagining would be all too real. He nudged his hip to her thigh, forcing her legs farther apart while his forearm pushed against the inner side of her raised knee.

      Where was her dagger? If she might reach the blade, its point against his ribs would make him think twice about treating her this way. Cursing, she recalled that it remained beneath her pillow. When she’d departed her bed, she hadn’t thought to need it.

      Swallowing, she nodded. She would feign agreement until she could take control of the situation again.

      “I am Eldberg, jarl of my people.” He moved the hand that covered her mouth, trailing downward, bringing his fingers to lightly circle her neck. “I deserve respect and demand that you answer my questions."

      “Demand?” So, he was jarl. That explained his arrogance. All men lorded over women, but this cur had conceit beyond compare. Somehow, he’d freed himself and now assumed he was in charge.

      “Aye, wench, demand!” His voice, so rich, slid into her belly.

      His scarred face menaced above her, his nostrils flaring. His mouth, full and sensual, was close enough that he might force a kiss. She would be helpless against him—a thought that made her strangely breathless.

      Whether she liked it or not—and she most certainly did not—this Eldberg brute was bigger and burlier than she, leaving little choice but to cede to him. Nevertheless, he could whistle for the respect he thought he deserved.

      “What must you know?”

      “We’ll start with your name.” The hand at her throat remained softly teasing, his finger extending beneath her chin, making her keep his gaze.

      Hedda’s heart increased its pace. As much as she hated his crude display of authority, she was quivering at his proximity.

      “You need not know it.” He could posture all he liked. It didn’t mean she had to yield. If Hedda had her way, he’d soon be bound to her bedpost again.

      “You’ve treated me with nothing but contempt.” His voice was a growl. “We’ll see you do better, wench.” A cruel smile curved his lips. “To that end, I’m going to teach you a lesson.”

      Ignoring her squeals, he lifted her over the pool’s edge, clasping her arms to her sides. The water streamed from her body, and he held her there a moment, a wicked gleam lighting his eyes.

      The way the brute was looking at her, his gaze hot upon her breasts, lingering there before dropping lower, she could be in no doubt of his intent. A knot of fear gripped her, but that feeling was mixed with something far stronger. As much as she hated him, if he forced her legs apart to drive his hardness into her body, would she resist?

      Judging by the yearning deep in her core, she knew she would not.

      To her astonishment, instead of laying her back, he flipped her over to face the rock. He rose from the water, dragging her across his lap.

      “Get off!” She fought to escape, scratching at his arms.

      His strength, far beyond her own, soon put paid to her attempts as he clasped her wrists behind her back. Her efforts were rewarded by the slap of his hand upon her exposed backside. She winced at the sudden hurt, her desperate wriggling pausing on command.

      He struck me!

      Hedda couldn’t believe it. Even Einar hadn’t raised his hand to her.

      “A good tanning of your hide will squash your impertinence.”

      “I-Impertinence?” She owed him nothing, least of all her name.

      “You’ve dues to pay for the degradation I endured.” His voice was raspier now, and she was all too aware of the size of his cock, pressed to her waist.

      Another smack landed on her upturned arse.

      “Stop that!” Hedda struggled to free her hands.

      “I don’t think so. You need a man to put you in your place.” His blows caught each cheek in turn. “And your rear was made for my palm.” His laughter rumbled.

      “Your name, wench!”

      As suddenly as the assault had begun, it ceased.

      Hedda lay speechless as his caress slipped between her buttocks, sliding down to explore the moistness of her sex. She attempted to clamp her thighs shut, but his hand forbade it. With the deftness of one well-experienced, he extended a finger. Locating her pearl, he lightly circled it, and to her shame, she found herself pressing back, wishing fervently for more of his touch.

      “Tell me!” His voice was a silken growl.

      Hedda swallowed her moan of pleasure. The bastard had her at his mercy. She was determined not to succumb to his interrogation but could hardly keep up with his approach. His strikes were hateful, but somehow, his seductive teasing was even harder to endure.

      So many times, Hedda had imagined his touch; now, she was compelled to bear it. Tears of frustration pricked in her eyes. He had no right to do this. No right at all! Did he mean to torment her into submission?

      “Why are you so difficult?” Withdrawing his hand, he pinched the underside of her bottom, following the tweak with another of his rough slaps. “You’ve done nothing but deny me.”

      “I fed you.” Hedda intended to spit the words, but they emerged as a throaty gasp. “I tended your wound.”

      “Aye, you kept me alive… only to tease me.” He folded over her, still holding fast to her wrists, and she felt the heat of his mouth where his smack yet stung.

      “What are you doing?” She tensed as he gently bit the rounded orb, letting her feel the potential of his teeth.

      “Discovering you.” He drew the flat of his tongue over her flesh. “Exploring.”

      “Stop that.” She squirmed, then groaned with helpless desire as his fingers found her slit again. He slid two fingers entirely inside. Nothing had ever felt so good. No need had ever seemed so urgent.

      “As you wish.” He withdrew immediately, and she could have cried in disappointment. “I do not seek to give you too much of what you want.”

      He spanked her once more, raining several swift strokes, each harder than the last, until she felt her backside blooming hot.

      “Please.” She whimpered, loathing herself. “Please…”

      “Indeed I could… please you. In return, all I’ve asked is your name.” His palm rested upon her cheek.

      She ground her teeth. “Hedda.”

      “Hedda…” He tried the name for size. “Given the grandeur of your longhouse, I deduce you’re a woman of some importance.”

      “I was married to our jarl.” She almost choked on the words.

      “Was? Where is your husband?”

      She tensed at her error. Of course, he wouldn’t believe she could cope without a husband.

      “He’s dead.” Whether it was true or not, he was dead to her.

      “Dead?” He sounded surprised. “I’m sorry to hear it.” His tone suggested that was a lie. To her relief, he didn’t ask about the rest—why no man had deigned to visit him during his captivity. She didn’t relish giving an explanation, nor had she any inclination to give him an honest answer.

      “And my men? What of them?”

      When she was slow to answer, he drew his hand back between her buttocks, but this time, he pressed to the ring of her anus.

      No!

      Hedda jerked as the pad of his thumb exerted pressure upon the entrance to her tightest place.

      Damn him! Some small part of her rose in dark excitement, but this was a humiliation too far!

      “They’re safe,” she answered breathlessly. She couldn’t believe it had come to this, but her relief was immense as his thumb withdrew. “There are five more, each with minor injuries. Now, will you let me up?” She detested how she had to ask his permission. “Please?”

      Chuckling, he eased her from his lap and back into the water, slipping in beside her once more.

      She turned away, too ashamed to meet his eye. The water, at least, felt cool against her reddened skin.

      What now? If she swam quickly, she might reach the far side first. Once running, she’d be lighter of foot. She could reach the village ahead of him, could awaken the others.

      However, a strong arm about her waist put paid to such plans.

      His breath was warm beneath her ear. “I knew you could be reasonable, and that you and I could be useful to each other.”

      “I’ve answered your questions.” She was aware of his cock nestling against her behind, all too comfortably. “What more do you want to ask me?”

      “Nothing at all, for the moment.” His laugh came low. “I have other things in mind besides talking.”
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      Eldberg ducked beneath the water, letting it pass over his shoulders, then over his head entirely, before emerging again, shaking the wet from his hair. The pool was a good depth, but he’d no trouble finding the bottom with his feet.

      By the gods, it felt good to have the coolness refresh him. Not that his alluring captor had been remiss in keeping him clean. There had been surprising pleasure in having her smooth a damp cloth over his body each morning. Nonetheless, these past days on the hard floor of her chamber, he’d thought wistfully of the deep tub back at his longhouse in Skálavík.

      So, he now knew that the wench was a widow, and if he read her expression correctly, she didn’t harbor much grief over the loss. So much the better! Eldberg had plenty of ideas on how to make her forget this husband altogether.

      As for what had become of the rest of her menfolk and when they might make return, that conversation could wait. He’d other things in mind for the next hour or two. He doubted much coercion would be needed. Once he’d properly had his way with Hedda, she’d soften like butter, yielding all he wished to know.

      So far, she’d responded exactly as he wished, surrendering to his firm hand with both fury and excitement. A lustful and perfect combination!

      With his arm about her waist, he pulled her close, so her lush behind rubbed against his loins. Tucking aside her long plait of hair, he bent to nuzzle her ear. ‘Twas the sort of nibbling tease that made women melt, but his fiery Hedda was having none of it.

      Reaching behind, she grasped his manhood, tweaking it roughly. “Bring that anywhere near me and I’ll break it in two!”

      “‘Twould be a waste…” He brushed his lips lightly down her neck and was gratified to feel her shiver. She hissed and spat like a cat, but he’d soon have her purring.

      In one deft move, he spun her about so that she faced him, blinking in surprise at how quickly he’d altered their position. He let his gaze drop to her naked breasts. A rivulet ran between them while droplets beaded upon each tip.

      A jolt took hold of his groin. The desire to cast aside these small seductions and enter her with one great thrust was almost more than he could bear. Ah, to bury himself deep, to rock and grind while he feasted like a babe at the teat! For too long, he’d only been allowed to admire her form and taste between her legs. The other delights of her body had been left to his imagination alone.

      “Mistress Hedda, all those times you commanded me to tongue you, were you not wishing all along to sample my cock in your sheath?”

      “Hold your crudeness!” she near spluttered with rage. “I desired nothing of the sort!” She was seemingly unaware that her fist remained close to his staff.

      “And yet you still seem interested.” He gestured to her hand, which grazed his enthusiastic cock.

      As if stung, she brought her hand above the water. He immediately clasped it, encircling her wrist and moving his thumb across the delicate skin.

      “Stop that.” Alarmed, she retreated, until she stood with the smooth rock at her back.

      “‘Tis but a touch.” He spoke softly.

      In the moonlight, her eyes shone clear, appearing a lighter blue than he’d discerned in the shadowed longhouse. Small creases at the outer edges marked her as a woman who’d lived enough seasons to learn something of the world. He liked what he saw there—bewilderment, irritation, yearning… overlaid with defiance.

      He continued his caress where the blue veins of her inner wrist were visible and skimmed upward with his other hand. From her waist, he spanned across her ribs until his knuckle brushed the lower curve of her breast.

      “Your heart is pounding.”

       “That’s because I’m…” Her gaze dropped from his to settle upon his lips. She licked her own.

      “Frightened? Excited?” He gave a slow smile. “Aroused?”

      “Angry!” She made a half-hearted attempt to jerk from his grasp.

      “So, you don’t want me to taste your mouth, sweet Hedda?”

      “Absolutely not.”

      “‘Tis a shame for I’ve been told my kisses make a woman’s knees weak.” He gave a feigned frown. “Perhaps you only want my tongue to explore your heated place. Must I lift you out of this pool to kiss you there instead?”

      The look in her eyes was more wanton than worried, though she shook her head fervently.

      He brushed the tip of one rosy nipple before closing upon it with finger and thumb, applying a firm pinch.

      “I shouldn’t lick your breasts nor suckle at them to make your womb clench?”

      Her refusal was lamely whispered.

      He dipped his head, so that his nose brushed the tip of hers. “You’re not convincing me, wench.”

      Eldberg knew how to read a woman. This one’s wit was quick to lash, but deep down, she needed what he was offering. He’d an inkling that a great deal in Hedda’s life was not as it should be. He’d get to the bottom of that, but one thing was for sure. The way to her heart was to make her feel cared for—not because she wasn’t capable, but because she deserved to have someone see to her needs. That way, she could stop fighting so hard to pretend she needed no one. The first step was to give her the physical pleasure she was surely craving.

      He leaned in a little, letting his erection brush her stomach. She definitely trembled at his advance.

      “Whatever you’re planning to do, get on with it.” Hedda turned away, but her angled hip pressed toward him.

      “I assure you I shall.” He brought his lips to her captured wrist, kissing lightly there. “Once you’ve had me inside of you, your thirst will know no bounds, but I intend to savor this first joining of our bodies. A man’s pleasure comes as much from a woman’s quickening as his own, and I’d have you clasp me hard before I give you my seed. Now, I want you to show me how you like to be kissed.”

      “I won’t.” The reply came at once, but she looked at him from the corner of her eye.

      He released her wrist to cup the nape of her neck.

      By instinct, she let her head fall back, exposing her silken throat.

      With laughter rumbling deep in his chest, he brought his lips there, tasting her skin and sucking it between his teeth in the way that would leave marks on the morrow.

      She murmured a half-hearted, “Don’t.”

      “Don’t stop?” He burrowed where her neck met her shoulders.

      Beneath the water, Hedda grasped his hand from under her breast and dragged it upward, arching her roundedness into his palm. Her entire body followed, her soft curves molding to his hardness.

      With a moan, Eldberg hoisted her upward.

      She wrapped her legs immediately about his hips. Making a cradle for him between her thighs, she rubbed herself upon his length, then tugged back his head.

      “Fuck me, you cur!”

      By the gods! For a moment, Eldberg thought he’d spill there in the water.

      She was climbing his body, slanting her mouth to his, and pulling at his lower lip before entering with her tongue. Finding his, she sucked it into her mouth, dominating him with her kiss.

      All thoughts of a slow tease were obliterated. She was needy, and he was desperate to give her exactly what she was asking for.

      Gripping her arse, he plunged. Pushing with the thick head of his cock, he breached her easily, sliding all the way in one burning hot thrust.

      By Thor’s pounding hammer! Yes!

      The furious Valkyrie who’d spent the past week brutalizing him was impaled. He held her upon his staff, reveling in the sensation of her flesh enveloping him. Then with practiced skill, he rotated his hips, grinding his thickness against the plumpness of her mound, pushing the hard muscles of his abdomen against where she was most sensitive, circling and rocking.

      Hedda broke their kiss, gasping, then bumped her pelvis against him, clearly eager for more friction.

      With rough urgency, he retreated, then rammed high. Hedda cried out, but her nails raked his back as he plundered, her slipperiness swallowing him.

      “More!” she commanded before again taking possession of his mouth.

      Eldberg didn’t need asking twice. All the while holding firm beneath her buttocks, he gave it to her deep.

      He approved of her enthusiasm. Passion was supposed to be raw and untethered—especially on the woman’s side. A man had to hold a little of himself back to avoid causing hurt. Eldberg, being stronger and larger than most other men, was all too aware of that.

      By Thor, she was making it hard for him, though—in all the ways!

      So slick and tight, and squeezing his cock, she’d soon be milking him!

      “You want me, wench?” he growled. “Want me to pump you with my cum?”

      In response, she leaned back in his arms, thrusting forward her breasts. Hungrily, he took a nipple into his mouth and fed upon it, confining the peak between his tongue and the roof of his mouth.

      She let forth a half-scream, twisting her hands in his hair, and he felt the clenching ripples of her climax drawing him upward.

      His moan rose along with his seed.

      Sweet, wild Hedda!

      Intense spurts ripped from his body, and he groaned with the aching, terrible pleasure of it, wave upon wave, coming from a place far deeper than he was used to. For a moment, he was blinded, claimed entirely by her body, knowing nothing else. There was only her flesh joined to his.
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      Dazed, Hedda watched him climb from the pool. The hand he held out, she eyed suspiciously. Was it not the same that had reddened her backside? Humiliation washed over her. Her punishment had been forced, yet it had also been thrilling, amplifying her need.

      What’s wrong with me?

      One glance at Eldberg’s intimidating physique answered her question. The man who’d been her prisoner for days looked more like a god in the moonlight. Standing over her now, she could see all of him, every mouthwatering inch of the hardened and battle-worn body.

      He beckoned her again. “Take my hand.”

      She hesitated. Was this who she was now—a woman who yielded? She’d surrendered first to his spanking, then to his cock, and taken intense pleasure from both.

      What was happening to her?

      She’d grown used to giving orders since her husband’s departure; now, she was the one taking them. Had the brute bewitched her? One moment, he’d been her captive; the next, she’d been spanked, shamed, and thoroughly claimed.

      She hated that part of her had reveled in his masterfulness.

      More importantly, she now had little choice but to comply with his wishes. Allowing him to guide her from the pool, she permitted him to drape her nightshift over her head.

      “Am I your hostage now? You think to take control because I’m at your mercy?” She couldn’t conceal her bitterness. As much as her body responded to Eldberg’s, there were bigger issues at stake than her submission to his lustful ways.

      Ignoring her, he retrieved her dagger from where he’d thrown it, surveying the blade in the pale illumination of the moon.

      “That’s mine!” Who was this man to land on her shore and think to take her possessions, as well as control?

      He’s just like the others!

      Despite knowing she ought to fear the knife in his hands, she sensed he wouldn’t use it on her. He pulled on a discarded tunic, though it looked ridiculous draped over his strapping form. It barely covered his arse!

      “You can’t wear that.” Shaking her head, she broke into hearty laughter. “You look absurd!”

      His gaze narrowed, one eyebrow arching.

      Hedda’s heart sped. She might not dread the dagger, but she was wary of his intent. He had a plotting look in his eye that swirled the energy in her belly.

      In one swift swoop, he lunged, throwing her over his shoulder before striding away from the pool.

      “No!” she shrieked, kicking against his muscle.

      “Settle yourself.” He swatted her rump, making her anger flare afresh.

      “Is that all you know—taking what you want by force? You think only to punish me now.”

      He snorted, his fingers grazing the cleft of her ass. “I can think of many ways to punish a wench like you, Hedda—all of them well-deserved.”

      As he strode down the hillside, with Hedda tossed over his shoulder like a bundle of wood, she could do nothing but grit her teeth.

      “Put me down!” she hissed, conscious of how her voice might travel to those sleeping below. “You’ve no right.”

      “Hold your protests, woman.” He squeezed her left cheek possessively. “I’ll soon have you wailing for more.”

      “I loathe you!” Hedda spat the words, unsure if she meant them but certain she meant to make him pay for the mortifying journey. Gripping the flimsy tunic on his back, she struggled to keep her balance against the jarring motion.

      “Ah, you loathe me now.” His laughter deepened. “Yet only a moment ago, you begged me to take you. It suits you, does it, to say I forced you against your will?”

      Hedda had no answer to that.

      It was true she’d craved his staff as much as he’d been desirous of driving it into her. The more disturbing question was why she still wanted him—not to mention how she ought to deal with the brute who seemed set on dominating her.

      “I thought not.” He patted her arse approvingly. “I intend to spend the rest of this night in your bed. We shall sleep together, my arm binding you to me ‘til the morn, but before that, perhaps I shall take you in new and more inventive ways.”

      “You’ll do no such thing.” She struggled to breathe, hoisted as she was over his shoulder. The idea of surrendering again ought to fill her with alarm, but the stirring low between her legs spoke of quite the opposite.

      “I shall do as I please.” As if to prove the matter, he slipped his hand under her shift, dipping one finger between her cheeks. There, he circled her rosette. “We both know how much you enjoy my attention.”

      Damn him!

      She clenched, endeavoring to wriggle away from that perturbingly intrusive finger, but she knew he was right. She was relishing his perverse ministrations.

      As they entered the longhouse, Hedda couldn’t help but quiver, anticipating what he might do next. Even against a man as large as Eldberg, she could land a few good blows, giving her the chance to flee, or she might simply shout out, summoning help from the women who slept in the other chamber. Yet she did not.

      As he gently placed her on the bed, she made no protest. Deep down, she knew why. She wasn’t blind to that he was manipulating her and using her for his pleasure—and, no doubt, planning his escape or worse, his taking over the village. Nevertheless, at that moment, she couldn’t bring herself to care.

      Stripping off the damp tunic, he knelt over her on the bed.

      Instinctively, she scrambled toward the headboard, but he jerked her ankle, pulling her down to meet him. As she attempted to sit up, he whipped the shift over her head, then sent her flat against the covers again.

      He licked his lips. “It’s time you learned how to respect your man.”

      Your man?

      “What do you mean?” She folded her arms over her bare breasts. “My husband’s gone. I belong to no man.”

      He nudged her legs apart. “Were you not paying attention, wench?”

      Wench. There was that word again. She hated the term, but somehow, when Eldberg snarled it, she wanted him more. His brutishness only made her think of the rough pleasure he’d shown her.

      “After your spanking and fucking, you belong to me.” His eyes lit with wicked intent.

      “Wh-What do you want?” She felt a flicker of fear. Glancing at the skins that curtained off her sleeping quarters, she wondered how far she’d get if she fled.

      “I wouldn’t if I were you.” His tone deepened. “I meant what I said. There are worse penalties for wayward wenches than riding my cock.” Reaching for the ribbon of sealskin with which Hedda had restrained him, he held the length aloft.

      It was cut through! With her own knife, she assumed—which she’d foolishly left beneath her pillow.

      “You intend to bind me?” Her heart galloped.

      “I can’t have you running off before I’ve finished with you.” His tone was matter of fact as he peeled one arm away from where she attempted to cover herself and wrapped the sealskin around her wrist.

      “No, I…” Her words trailed away as he secured her other wrist to the first. The sealskin was pliant, but it chafed nonetheless, and she’d made him endure it for days. “No, please. I’ll do as you ask. There’s no need for this.”

      “It’s what you deserve.” Pinning her wrists over her head, he loomed above. “You kept me bound, taunting me, making me beg, demanding I service you.”
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