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        addlepate – idiot

        Álfablót – the festival of the dead

        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)

        jarl – the chieftain of the community

        móðir – mother

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

        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

        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 fourth day of the men’s sojourn on the island

      

      

      “Still asleep!” With her hands upon her hips, Ulva loomed over the man who lay sprawled upon the makeshift bed. ‘Twas near noon, and warmth flooded through the open door of their shared home. “One small knock on the head is no excuse to laze about for who knows how long!”

      Though Signy lacked some hearing, her mother spoke loudly enough for the comment to carry to her daughter’s good ear. Signy didn’t bother answering. Instead, kneeling beside the poor soul, she continued pressing water to his lips, sending up a prayer with each tip of the spoon.

      Please, Freyja, let him open his eyes and see me. Let me hear his voice.

      Since his arrival, ‘twas a ritual she’d performed numerous times each day—sometimes with broth, but mostly with water, gently caressing his throat with each attempt, encouraging him to swallow. She’d done so untiringly, having faith he’d eventually awake. It seemed wrong to be impatient, but she was eager to know what sort of man he was, who was to live with her these coming cycles of the moon.

      Not merely living but giving me a child.

      The thought was both frightening and exciting.

      Her mother had explained what the getting of the child would involve, and it seemed straightforward. Then, her belly would grow until the child was ready to join the world.

      That was something Signy could not quite picture, and her mother had been scant on the details, but perhaps it was for the best. She knew it would be painful, and who wanted to spend time imagining something unpleasant? Better to keep in mind the gift she’d have afterward—her own little girl or boy to sing to and rock and keep safe.

      “I don’t know why you’re bothering!” Ulva made an exasperated sound. “The purpose we require him for doesn’t necessitate him being conscious. Better if he isn’t, in fact! I’ve told you enough times! Your hand would be put to better use down his braies, pumping his staff to a state you might climb upon. ‘Twill take only a few strokes to do the job.”

      “Móðir!” Signy glared at her. “He’ll wake soon enough. I know he will, and then you must trust me to behave as I should.”

      “Pfft!” Her mother folded her arms. “See that you do, and remember what I told you. ‘Tis only his seed you’re after, so don’t go getting ideas about being in love or any such nonsense simply because you think him handsome.”

      Signy gave an inward groan.

      As if I’ll fall in love!

      From what she knew, it was a fleeting emotion without true substance. Hadn’t Cousin Grethe thought herself in love with Signy’s brother, and look how that had ended?

      Sven had abandoned Grethe, just as Signy’s father had cast aside her and her mother. Those supposed ties of love had meant nothing when the men of the island had succumbed to illness, then taken it into their heads that the women were the cause of their woes.

      There had hardly been a backward glance from Sven—not for Grethe nor his mother and sister.

      As for thinking the stranger handsome, there was no denying that he was pleasing to look at, with strong features, curving, full lips, and a beard cut neatly to his jaw. His hair was a few shades darker than her own, falling in thick waves, and he’d a sturdy body, too, as she’d seen while helping her mother remove his sea-soaked garments.

      His chest was dusted with soft hair. Meanwhile, the lower half, leading down toward his manhood, was ridged hard. Her mother had seemed quite impressed by that, gazing there far longer than was seemly, as well as upon what lay between the stranger’s legs.

      The muscles of his arms and back were of a size that her father’s old tunic barely fitted—and he’d been of no small stature. Not that her mother had wanted to put clothes on the stranger at all. She’d said it was better to keep him naked, given the reason for him being there.

      Signy had insisted upon the clothes.

      ‘Twas only decent!

      She’d put her foot down about restraining him, too, at least for the moment—for what purpose could it serve when the man was too weak even to look about him? ‘Twas not like Signy to speak so forcefully, but in this, she was adamant.

      Her mother had appeared taken aback, for only once had Signy steadfastly denied a command. Her father had tried to persuade her into Jarl Einar’s bed, telling her it was the way to make him cast off his wife and take her instead. Her mother had done naught to speak on Signy’s behalf, though she knew her revulsion for the plan.

      Her father had beaten her for it, and Signy wondered if she’d have given in, eventually. In more ways than she wished to admit, it had been a relief when the sickness came, and both Einar and her father had fled the island with the other surviving men.

      But I’m no more a child. I have a voice, and I must use it. For what sort of mother will I be when I’ve a babe of my own if I don’t stand up for what I think is right?

      “Worry not, Móðir.” Signy rose to her feet. “However fair of face he is, I shan’t be losing my head. I’ll do what I must, then Bothild may allocate him to another. I expect nothing more.”

      “There’s some sense in you then.” Ulva nodded. “Only take care to keep the rope nearby. As soon as the fellow shows signs of stirring, he must be tied, or who knows what may befall us.”

      Signy sighed. ‘Twas not as she’d wish it, but there would be little choice in that matter once the stranger woke. Elin was certain he bore no injury other than the swelling above his temple and a few small grazes. To leave him unbound would be far too dangerous. They’d no knowledge, as yet, of the stranger’s temperament, and who could say how he’d react to his new circumstances?

      Ulva scratched her chin. “In the meantime, I’ve half a mind to invite some of the older women to take a turn while he’s compliant. We might ask a favor or two in recompense for giving him a good bathe in between. It could be advantageous…”

      “How can you think such a thing?” Signy recoiled. “I shan’t allow it!”

      “Hark at you!” Ulva pursed her lips. “Were you washed upon far shores and taken captive, would any man treat you differently? Let him be grateful he’s been clothed and fed and given a bed to rest upon. I’ll warrant he’ll make no objection when the time comes for you to ride his pole. A full belly and a welcoming sheath are all men care about.”

      Signy bit back her argument. Perhaps, in this, her mother had the right of it, and the man would happily bed as many women as were willing. Nevertheless, Signy would allow no liberties to be taken while he was unable to speak for himself.

      Ulva was already making for the door. “I’ll set to feeding the chickens. Meanwhile, you know what to do, Signy. ‘Tis time to put aside coyness and lose your maidenhead. It shall pain you a little, but at least you’ll have the charge of how it’s done. ‘Twould not be the case if you were thrown upon your back and rough-invaded, as usually happens.” Ulva gave an indignant sniff. “The other positions are no better. My knees were rubbed raw when first I wed from being forced upon them whenever your father took the urge.”

      Signy cast her eyes toward the heavens. There was no cure for her mother’s plain speaking, but Signy was glad for the most part since at least she knew what was involved in the mating act. She doubted fellow bride Astrid was as well-informed unless she’d already succumbed, as Ulva warned, and had learnt the hard way what it meant for a man to take a woman.

      Signy followed her mother to the threshold. ‘Twas easiest to feign compliance, even if she’d no intention of acting upon the advice foist upon her. “Would Agneta like a visit from you? ‘Twould allow me more time…”

      “That’s my girl.” Ulva turned back, giving Signy’s cheek a little pinch. “You’re in the midst of your fertile time. One good swive on his cock may do the job!”

      However, her approving smile fell. Ulva grabbed Signy’s arm, her eyes widening. Whirling about, Signy saw that the stranger was no longer reclined but was staggering to his feet. With hands outstretched, he stumbled across the room.

      “Where am I?” He licked his lips. “I’ve a thirst on me and a hunger, too.” Grabbing at the edge of the table, he felt his way around, sending bowls and cups tumbling. Curses rained as his shin met with a stool.

      “Stand still before you hurt yourself!” Signy raced to him.

      “Who’s there?” The stranger snapped in her direction and grasped her hands most forcefully. “Some wench brought to entertain us? Light a lamp and fetch me water. Then, we might go outside. A slash first to relieve my bladder before we take a thump against the wall, eh?”

      “What? Nay!” Signy tried to draw back, but he held her fast.

      “See! ‘Tis as I said!” Ulva cried out in alarm. “He thinks only of getting between your legs.”

      “Two, is it?” The stranger turned his head. “One is enough for me, but be swift and fetch the lantern. ‘Tis darker than the pit in here.”

      Signy managed to yank her hands away, and the movement unbalanced the man. He fell forward to the floor, swearing worse than before as his elbow caught the stool.

      “He’s mad!” Ulva shrieked. “A few more steps and he’d have been headfirst into the cauldron. Get the rope. Quick about it!”

      Signy lunged to the side, but the man’s arm shot out, grabbing her by the ankle. With a cry, she tumbled, sprawling beside him.

      “What’s this?” Though his voice was hoarse, he managed to shout. “Hoy there, men! Awake and protect yourselves. These are no sporting wenches but robber women, come to make mischief.”

      Desperate to get away, Signy kicked out and caught him somewhere about the chin.

      “Odin’s fat bollocks!” As the man let loose her foot, Signy scrabbled away. Landing back upon his rear, he nursed his lip, from which ran a trickle of blood.

      Ulva, meantime, had the rope and, in a flash, threw a loop about the man’s neck, then another, twisting them tight.

      He gave a gargled cry, thrashing within the noose, his face reddening as his eyes bulged.

      “Enough, Móðir. Let him breathe.” Signy was terrified that, left unchecked, Ulva would wring the life from the man before they’d had the chance even to speak.

      “Look, I have the poker.” Signy took it up from where it lay beside the fire. “Any violence and I’ll hit him with it.”

      Ulva’s lips crushed to a thin line, but she relented enough that the man was able to take a heaving gulp of air.

      “‘Tis alright.” Signy positioned herself before him, speaking in as calm a voice as she could muster. “But you must listen. You were in a boat. There was a storm, and you washed up here. Do you not remember?”

      “A boat?” The man stared back at her with a furrowed brow, but ‘twas as if he was in his own world. His eyes looked in her direction but did not truly connect with hers. “I do not recall…”

      What had he said about thinking it was dark? Signy frowned. With the door wide open, the room was filled with light. Surely, he must see ‘twas day? Yet his rantings about the lamp seemed sincere. Reaching out, she waved her hand before his face. To her consternation, he did not flinch or even blink.

      “You do not see me nor the brightness of the sun?”

      “The sun? How can I when we’re in the midst of night? If you would only light the lamp, as I asked.” His tone was laced with anger, as if Signy were to blame, playing some cruel trick upon him.

      “The blow to his head has knocked out his reason,” Ulva interjected. “‘Tis plain to see. Either that or the cur is a simpleton who knows not night from day.” She gave the rope another twist.

      “Cease this!” Choking, the man plucked hopelessly at the binds which held him. “I beg!”

      Has the injury near his temple robbed him of his sense? Or of his sight? Do such things happen?

      More curious still that he gives in so easily. If he got to his feet, he might overthrow my mother and free himself. He’s strong, isn’t he? Yet he behaves as if he was already defeated.

      Not so peculiar if all about you is dark, and you cannot make out your assailants.

      “You truly cannot see me? Nor anything about you?” Signy spoke gently, motioning to her mother to relent a little.

      “I see nothing.” The man rubbed at his neck. “‘Tis as if a black cloak has wrapped about me.” He twisted the base of his palms into his eyes, then blinked, turning to each side, but Signy could tell nothing had changed.

      He’s sightless!

      What turmoil he must be suffering, but if the gods have blighted him so, ‘tis surely a judgment upon him. What has he done to warrant such a punishment?

      Signy ventured forward. “The room is bright with sun, and you should be able to see me as easily as I see you. If you do not…”

      “Naaaaay!” The man’s despairing wail came long and loud. His face crumpled, and he slumped to the floor, near yanking Ulva from her feet since she still held the rope behind him.

      To Signy’s horror, he began to bang his head upon the ground, using such force that his brow was soon weeping crimson. His lament grew to a mournful, aching howl.

      Ulva gave a shriek of her own and threw the rope aside. “He’s crazed! Quickly, Signy, hit him with the poker before he kills us both!”

      Signy could not move. She gaped between her mother and the poor wretch, unable to speak.

      “You’re hopeless!” Ulva’s face was contorted with rage. “Give it to me. I’ll do it!”

      Signy clasped the poker tightly, shaking her head. She had no idea what to think or what to do, but she couldn’t let this man be harmed. His sorrow was acute, and she knew what it was to be turned inward with grief, to feel bleakly alone.

      “To Hel with you, then! I’ll fetch Bothild. The others will do what you’ve no stomach for! ‘Twill be your own fault if we return to find you murdered!” Ulva spat the words, heading for the door.

      Signy could only stare as her mother left her, forsaken and desolate.
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      All was ash, without color or hope. Thrust into darkness, Viggo could see nothing, let alone defend himself, and the lamentable women seemed intent on abusing him.

      “What has happened to me?” He beseeched the gods more than the wench who remained with him, and his wail intensified the throbbing in his head, compounding his torment.

      “You’ve lost your sight.” Her voice was soft. “But ‘tis only the shock. Be calm, I beg you.”

      Shock? What did she know of it?

      He heaved in a breath, consumed by his calamity. Had she ever suffered as he did now? Clawing at his face, he encountered the wet warmth that seeped from his brow where he’d mashed his head to the ground.

      So long he’d labored in the black of the pits, compelled to work for another’s gain. It had taken decades to overcome the doldrum his father had created for him and his brothers. Years of sweat grafting in the mines.

      Only recently had Eldberg relinquished his serfdom, paying him a small wage for his efforts. Elberg had even offered to sell him back the land his father had forfeited. Viggo had clutched at that hope—of reclaiming the old farmstead and living with peace in his heart.

      And now?

      His chest constricted. He’d only agreed to join the jarl’s sea-bound mission to raise funds for the farm, but he’d woken to find himself cast into an abyss.

      A boat, the woman had said, tossed upon her shore. His memory was dim, but he recalled pulling upon oars and the waves rising up like a wall. He’d been rowing alongside others.

      Where were they now? Taken by the sea?

      If so, why had the gods spared him? Merely to amuse themselves?

      “Please, don’t fret,” she soothed. “I shan’t let my mother hurt you… nor anyone else.”

      “What does it matter!” Viggo’s wretchedness spoke for him. “I’m useless. No better than a lame animal.” He dropped his hands to his sides. There was no point in fighting. Better that he be put out of his misery than live in such humiliation.

      “No.” The woman entreated. “Not useless. Far from useless. Freyja has sent you here for a greater purpose.”

      He grimaced. “The gods have abandoned me.” Despite his constant efforts and libations, the divine had never been kind to him. He saw no reason for the goddess to have bestowed him with any special intent. The woman said so only to placate him.

      “I know it can seem that way, but the gods are always here,” she consoled. “They love us.”

      Love? ‘Twas an absurdity.

      He’d shared such with his brothers, but they’d passed into the next realm, leaving him to battle on alone. There was comradery among the men in the mines, but that companionship was far from what he’d call love.

      He jolted as gentle fingertips grazed his forearm, tensing at the uninvited touch. When had she come close enough to lay a hand on him, and how had he not heard her movement? If he couldn’t even discern the deeds of one woman, what purpose could he possibly have?

      None. The answer burned in his mind.

      “You’re hurt.” Her voice trembled as though she, too, had something to fear. “I shall nurse you.”

      “I’m cursed.” He loathed his self-pitying tone, but what good was a man without sight? He’d never be able to farm the land nor repay his jarl.

      “Things seem bleak.” She gave his arm a gentle squeeze. “But I pray they will improve. You shall see again, I’m convinced.”

      “Get away from him, Signy!” There was a gruff shout. “He’s a madman!”

      “He isn’t mad. Only injured and frightened.”

      He felt the brush of skirts as she stood, addressing the woman who’d been there before.

      “Is this the one you say is dangerous?” Another female voice came from farther off.

      “He was shouting, going berserk!” said the first. “His bloodied face is the result of his frenzy. He can’t stay here.”

      Other voices spoke, each drowning out the next, although their meaning was clear. They didn’t trust him. They wanted him gone.

      He could hardly blame them.

      He barely trusted himself.

      He was abandoned.

      Damned.

      Burying his head in his hands, he prayed that his end would be quick.

      The shouts grew louder until the younger woman beside him raised her voice. “You shall do him no harm! He was given to me.”

      Given to her? What does she mean?

      It was disconcerting to be spoken of as though he wasn’t even there, but he lacked the will to object. He was doomed, regardless.

      “You mean to care for him still?” A new voice carried over the others, one with the cadence of an elder.

      “I do.” Once more, the young woman beside him spoke. “I accept him on the same terms he was offered to me, Bothild.”

      “Even though he is blind, Signy?” The older woman shuffled forward.

      “His sight shall surely return.” The younger one, this Signy, implored. “Leave him be.”

      “Foolish girl!” If he wasn’t mistaken, it was the same terse voice that had called him mad when he’d roused. “Are you so simple that you cannot see the threat he brings?”

      “Bothild chose me to take him in.” Signy’s voice was filled with resolve. “This doesn’t concern you, Móðir.”

      “Hark at her! She speaks to me as though I’m green and know nothing. But let me tell you, child, I am not⁠—”

      “Enough, Ulva!” The older woman, Bothild, cut short Ulva’s rant. “Signy is right. This man was given to her. If she thinks he’s no danger, then I suggest we allow her the time she needs to complete the task.”

      Complete the task?

      Whether it was due to the pounding in his head, Viggo could make neither head nor tail of the things Bothild said. Why not let this Ulva have her way? Let the true darkness consume him and end this derisible existence.

      “You’re both fools!” Ulva snarled. “If he stays, then I cannot. The gods can decide your fate, Signy. I’ll be with Agneta.”

      “Do as you must.” Signy’s tone had hardened. “I’m content here with him alone.”

      “She wants his staff!” There came a cackle from some unknown woman. “That’s what this is about!”

      My staff?

      Fresh pain splintered his head.

      He’d never been lucky where women were concerned, even when he could see… What woman would want him now he was but half a man?

      “Bind him up then!” Another voice interjected. “Let her have her fun. ‘Twill be easier if he’s unable to move.”

      “Aye. There’s only one part of importance, and it’s capable of rising regardless of the rest of him being trussed up! If young Signy has any trouble, call on me to help. I’ll have him pointing skyward in a trice.”

      More laughing ensued.

      It made no sense to Viggo. Did these women want to kill him or to rut? Had they been the ones to render him blind, all the better to subdue him?

      “Stop this talk!” The kindlier woman spoke again. “He deserves our compassion, and I won’t restrain him. If he’s a threat to anyone, ‘tis only I. He can no longer see. If he escapes, what harm can he do? ‘Tis only himself he may hurt.”

      “It is decided!” Bothild announced. “Signy will stay here with the stranger, and we shall see how she fares. Leave them now. He needs to rest.”

      There were grumbles as the gathering departed. Only the old woman remained, moving close enough that he heard the wheeze in her breathing.

      “I’m here should you need me, Signy. I grant you this freedom with the stranger, but I beg you to take care, and to call for assistance if ‘tis needed. You are precious… to us all.”

      “Thank you, Bothild.”

      What was that in the woman’s voice? Emotion?

      If only he could look upon the scene! To know what was happening rather than having to guess.

      “May Freyja guide you, child.”

      He sensed the old woman embracing her, then her slow-footed departure.

      Were his senses growing keener already in the absence of his sight? Or did he only imagine it was so? Perhaps this Signy was right that he needed to calm himself and gain better awareness of his surroundings.

      He’d spent enough time in the ill-lit mines to know the importance of hearing and touch, relying on his sense of smell to know when the air grew too stale.

      “It’s just us again now.” Signy sighed. “I’m sorry for… the commotion.”

      “What happened to me?” He ignored her apology, trying to force his thoughts beyond the blanket of pain within his skull.

      “Your ship…” Her voice trailed away as though he should already know the rest. “It was wrecked, sailing past our bay. Yourself and five others survived.”

      “Only five?” He could hardly believe it—all those men, strong and skilled upon the sea. Men in their prime, some with families. Men with so much to live for.

      Instead of replying, she touched something hard to his lips. By reflex, he batted it away.

      “A little water.” She drew in a shaky breath. “You said you were thirsty.”

      “Aye, parched.” He leaned forward. Finding where she held the cup, he was struck by the cool softness of her skin. It caught him like a slender arrow in his heart that she did not pull away but let his calloused fingers touch her.

      The vessel skimmed his mouth again, and Viggo supped thankfully at the water.

      “There is more if you want it, and I’ve prepared a little broth. You’ll feel better when your strength returns.”

      Viggo nodded. He’d taken no notice of the aroma of cooking before, but he smelled it now, and his stomach growled. It would take more than broth to cure him of his ills, but he was hungry and infinitely weary. Let the lass feed him if she’d the patience.

      “Shall I fetch it for you?” she asked again.

      Her prompting made him realize his hand was still pressed over hers. Ashamedly, he released her, but she did not move away. Instead, she brought her palm to one side of his face.

      “Don’t be scared anymore.” Her voice was but a whisper. “I’ll look after you… in all things.”

      A rough lump lodged in Viggo’s throat.

      “Why do you care?” He fought the hitch in his voice. “I’m a stranger. I can mean nothing to you.”

      “We won’t be strangers for long, I hope.” Her thumb rubbed lightly upon his cheek.

      The tears pricking behind Viggo’s eyes forbade him from answering.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            
Chapter 3


          

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      His eyes were the most dazzling color, bright like the water in the bay when the sun shone directly above and the tide swept the sea over the pale sands. Not blue exactly, nor green, and filled with shifting, shimmering glints, as if illuminated from within.

      Eyes vibrantly hued and expressive, yet unseeing.

      I cannot imagine how he feels!

      Signy’s heart ached for him. It mattered not that she knew nothing of his life, his family, nor of the place he hailed from. Even his nature was a mystery to her—though it was plain, he was a man of great emotions, which he made no effort to hide.

      She didn’t even know his name.

      Because I haven’t asked.

      We’ve been treating him like an injured beast, my mother calling for him to be put out of his misery, but he’s a man, not an animal.

      She removed her touch from his cheek, instead seeking out his hand. “I’m Signy, and I promise to protect you.”

      He cast his eyes upward, seeking out the face he couldn’t see.

      “And your name?” She gave his fingers a light squeeze.

      He hesitated, as if needing to search his memory to recall who he might have been before his misfortunes began.

      At last, he gave the simple answer. “Viggo.”

      “There.” Signy was determined to be cheerful. “Now we’re acquainted, we can’t be strangers. You’ll be here for a while, so you must be a good guest, letting me make you comfortable until you’re well again.”

      The ridiculousness of the situation was not lost on her—treating a grown man like a poorly child—but it seemed to work, for his crumpled brow relaxed a little.

      She’d scant experience with menfolk, other than living with the rough ways of her brother and father, but here she was, taking charge of what fate had thrown at her.

      Signy applied herself to leading him to the table, seating him with his hands firmly about a bowl of broth. There was no more conversation as he concentrated on raising the spoon carefully.

      The quiet between them gave her another chance to study his features—particularly the softness of his lips.

      This is the man I will take inside my body so that I might conceive a child.

      It was the reason why the shipwrecked strangers had been carried up from the beach and brought into their homes. If consensus had gone against them, Viggo would not be there, but the goddess Freyja had guided the women’s minds, making sure enough of them saw the wisdom of her plan.

      What would come to pass was Freyja’s will, but Signy believed in her own choices, too, and this was hers. There was something about this man, this Viggo, that made her want to be closer to him.

      When he lay with her, in the way her mother had explained, Signy felt sure the union would be fruitful.

      These past nights, in her bed, she’d touched her body, going so far as to push one finger within herself. The sensation was intriguing, though it left her feeling restless in a way she couldn’t describe.

      Viggo’s staff was far larger than her finger, of course. ‘Twas beyond her imagining how it would feel to have his manpart slide between her legs. Her mother had warned there might be pain, but Signy sensed it would feel good to have him inside her.

      “Where are they?”

      The abruptness of his question brought Signy back from her reverie. A look of alarm had entered his eyes again.

      “The women? They are gone, remember? ‘Tis just you and I.” Setting aside the empty bowl, she brought his hands together and wrapped them in hers, wanting to reassure him.

      “Nay, not them! The other men. You said there were six of us!” His expression was intent.

      Signy was uncertain of how to reply. It had been made clear to her, and to the other chosen women, that the men were to be kept separate—from the rest of the islanders as well as from each other. Given the scene that had so recently unfolded, she’d little doubt the rule would be enforced for some time to come.

      “They’re much in need of rest, some wounded.” Signy chose her words carefully. “But they’re safe. Others have their care.”

      Viggo appeared to ponder the explanation. “My jarl is among them, he of the red hair and beard? Eldberg.”

      “Aye.”

      Gods help him, the copper-maned giant was under Hedda’s roof, and she’d been told Hedda would allow none near.

      Just the day before, Ulva and Agneta had tried to take a look at him—for reasons Signy found uncouth, having some wager over the size of the man’s staff.

      Hedda, apparently, had sent both away with a flea in their ear.

      “‘Tis something,” Viggo muttered, as if to himself.

      “Of the rest, I’m afraid I don’t know their names,” Signy added.

      “But wounded or not, you can take me to them?” He looked hopeful. “They can tell me of what occurred, perhaps.”

      Naturally, he’d want to meet with his fellows from the ship to discover who had survived and to clarify what remained clouded in his mind. They might even shed light upon what had caused Viggo’s blindness.

      But it could not be.

      She moved one of her hands to his brow, smoothing away his hair.

      “Such things are not for this day. You must rest, and so must they. Before long, you shall be well, as will your friends.”

      “Nay!” He pushed her hand away. “You mean to keep me here alone as your captive!”

      Signy flinched at his emotion.

      Be calm. He cannot hurt me! If I have any doubt, I need only to make for the door.

      “Hush. You’re merely a guest who must follow certain rules, at least for the time being.”

      “And these rules include you riding my cock?” he spat the accusation. “The others acted as if I were deaf as well as blind, but I heard all. You think to use me like a whore, is that it? You’re the first, then the others have their turn?”

      Signy shuddered. His words were crude, but there was truth in them. He was hers only for three cycles of the moon. After that, another would take him for mating, and likely another after that. He would have no say in the matter, nor could Signy vouch for how he would be treated.

      Bothild had inferred that any of the chosen women might petition to keep her man if they desired a marriage, but that was something Signy would never do.

      She’d seen enough of the wedded state to know that it rarely brought happiness. Her own father and mother had given daily evidence of that, and Hedda and Einar had been no different. She didn’t blame Hedda, but their jarl from the days before The Great Happening had ever been discontent with his wife.

      Had it not been so, he would never have pursued Signy, asking her father for a betrothal, regardless of her personal wishes. Clearly, Einar had cared nothing for Hedda’s feelings. She’d have been forced to make a home with her sister Frida, Signy supposed, or with Bothild, their grandmother.

      No man would have offered for Hedda after the jarl had scorned her in such a way. Not that Signy believed Hedda would have desired another. How could that ever be when she’d been treated so badly?

      Viggo made a sound of disgust. “No answer then? That tells me all I need to know!”

      “You must have faith in Freyja. Whatever happens is by her design,” Signy pleaded.

      “A goddess sends us to our doom, and you ask me to have faith?” He turned away from her.

      Signy hated seeing him so distressed. She’d refused to bind him, but he might as well be chained.

      The shipwreck may be the work of the gods but ‘tis we who rob him of his autonomy.

      “Viggo, hear me.” Signy came around the table, dropping to her knees before him. “I won’t compel you, but it is a child I wish for. In this, I’m at your mercy.”

      Her mind was made up. There would be no forced copulation. Just as Freyja had sent Viggo to her, the goddess would also turn his mind to welcome the mating. Only then would Signy guide him to enter her, as her mother had described.

      When Viggo raised his head, there was a detachment to him, as if he’d lost his fight, and naught was of consequence anymore.

      “You are young, are you not? Someone will take you to wife. Would you not prefer a true husband to care for you and the child? Or are you wed already, and the man has no potency? Is it his wish that you lay with me?”

      A heated shame rose to Signy’s cheeks. “Nay, nothing of that sort.” It was awkward to admit she’d never been wed. The Great Happening had prevented that—with Einar or any other.

      To her knowledge, of the women upon the island, she was one of only a handful who’d never lain with a man. Her father had seen to that, making sure no suitor approached her. He’d had other plans for Signy, whose virginity had been of value to Einar.

      “I have no husband nor wish for one.” The best way was to state things plainly. “You are my only hope, and I shall be indebted to you. ‘Tis with my mother’s blessing, if that matters. She knows I shall never have a child unless…”

      She’d told no lie except by omission. Viggo had dealt with enough revelations for one day. He didn’t need to know, yet, that Signy’s lack of prospects with a man was due to the island lacking any men whatsoever. Or rather, that none had been available until the wreck of the ship, which had delivered Viggo to her.

      “You’ve no father, no uncle, nor brother with an opinion on this?” His voice held a note of disbelief.

      “All are deceased.” Signy did not often tell untruths, but this one came easily. Her father and brother had been alive when last she’d seen them, but they were long gone, and she doubted they’d ever return. Too much time had passed for such a thing to be possible.

      Viggo rubbed his chin. His expression was still despondent, but he spoke with a new resolution.

      “Useless as I am, there’s one part of me that likely works well enough to do as you ask. But we must strike a bargain. You agree to help me with something in return for my seed.”

      Signy’s stomach gave a strange flutter. He was going to do as she asked… willingly! The thought filled her with sudden apprehension, anxiety rippling through her belly in waves.

      “Anything, though you must know I cannot give you your liberty. ‘Tis the one thing beyond my power.”

      “There are more ways than one to free me.” Viggo’s mouth compressed in a hard line. “Once the child grows in your womb, you must promise to aid me.”

      Signy felt a faint nausea, as if she already knew what he was about to say.

      Viggo extended his arm, trembling, seeking her out. Finding her hand, he interlaced his fingers with hers.

      “A sharp knife is all I need, or you may lead me to a high place. Only then will there be nothing more to endure.” The anguish had gone from his expression, replaced by a forlorn emptiness.

      Tears welled in Signy’s eyes.

      She understood what he was asking.
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      “What say you?” Viggo was aware of her kneeling close. Reaching down, he found her hand. Was she looking up at him? The direction of her voice indicated it was so.

      What does she see?

      A broken man without hope? The set of my mouth revealing my misery? My eyes speaking of shame? She must understand. Better to remove myself from this world than remain a burden. ‘Tis the only honor left to me.

      He’d little inclination to father a child—least of all one he’d never see—but if the bargain ensured an end to his suffering…

      Her breathing was audible, each exhalation stirring the air in the small space between them. Strange that he could sense such a thing, but in the prevailing, oppressive darkness, there was only her presence. The rest was emptiness—a void he’d no strength to breach.

      His first thoughts had been of uniting with his jarl, but that now filled him with repugnance. How could he stand before Eldberg, or any other, knowing they’d view him with pity?

      The young woman was yet to answer, and the pause lay heavy. Aware, suddenly, of how tightly he gripped her hand, Viggo relaxed his hold.

      “Do you assent?”

      She made no move to withdraw, allowing her fingers to remain encircled by his.

      “I do.”

      Though her voice wavered, it held enough conviction to assure him that when the time came, she would do as he asked. He would not be forced to live in the darkness—excluded and alone.

      He blew out a breath, the tension in his shoulders falling away. The deal was struck. All that remained was to impregnate her, and the sooner, the better. If she was fertile, it might take only one cycle of her blood to achieve what was needed.

      “Come then.” He pulled her upright. “Release my cock, then sit across my lap with your skirts lifted.”

      “What?” She sounded alarmed.

      “We needn’t waste time.” Their bargain didn’t include sweet-talk to moisten her cunny. If the wench wanted his seed, she’d have to make the best of it. “I’ll harden soon enough. Use your mouth if you want to speed things along, or frig me with your hand, but a good rub of your netherlips upon my length should do the trick.”

      “I hadn’t thought… that is… do you mean to start so soon?”

      His irritation rose at her hesitation. “First, you implore me to the deed; now, you delay. Make up your mind. Am I to pretend soft feelings to prise your legs apart?”

      “No. That is, I don’t expect…” Her voice trailed away. “‘Tis merely sudden.”

      He shrugged. “Your hesitation does nothing to stiffen my staff.”

      “Oh.” What was that timbre in her voice? Hurt? Or bewilderment?

      If she was old enough to ask for what she wanted, she was old enough to take what he gave her. In truth, the thought of her astride his lap was already rousing him. With her legs wide, her sheath would offer a slick entry. He licked his lips, anticipating how it would feel. If he pulled her down by the hips to take him to the hilt, ‘twas a position that made a woman grip pleasingly upon a man’s shaft.

      “You don’t wish for us to…” she paused. “Lie down or to remove…”

      Viggo frowned. Did she want them to lie like summer lovers in the meadow, twisted in some coddling embrace? She’d be asking him to kiss her next.

      But for the sake of getting it done, he’d do as she wanted. With a sigh, he yanked off his tunic, then pulled at the tie on his braies, pushing them downward.

      “Come then! If you’ve a mind for me to handle your breasts, take off your gunna. I’ve no objection.” As if in agreement, his cock, already at half-mast, leapt up to graze his abdomen.

      “As you say.” Her voice came somewhat breathless, accompanied by the rustling of skirts.

      Viggo couldn’t help imagining how she’d look without her clothes. Small breasts and a nimble waist? Once she mounted him, he’d soon find out.

      As to being dark or fair, he hoped the latter, with limbs slender and pale and a light dusting of fur betwixt the thighs. Not that he cared either way. He’d swive a wench regardless of her shape or the comeliness of her face.

      Such things matter even less now. I might picture her as beauteous as Freyja herself.

      There was a grim humor to it. He might couple with a crone and pump as enthusiastically, as long as he kept his hands from roaming too far.

      “Are you ready?” He reached for her, dismayed to grasp nothing but air.

      How can anyone be expected to live like this?

      ‘Twas beyond what any man should bear—this powerlessness! Nevertheless, Viggo steadied himself. He’d pretend ‘twas the midst of night to feel the disadvantage less.

      “I’m here.” She caught his searching hand, guiding him to touch her.

      He found the outline of her hip, tracing the indentation of her waist with his fingertips. Skimming upward, he sought her breast, finding it small and firm as a peach. He didn’t need his sight to locate the bud of her nipple.

      Hearing her gasp, his staff swelled. Blind he might be, but he knew how to ready a woman for the act.

      “Closer.” He’d harbored no expectation, but the stirring in his groin could not be denied. His desire was genuine. He needed the heat of her flesh.

      She obeyed his command, her knee grazing his, and he opened his legs wide, drawing her between them. He encircled her, pulling her soft body into the cradle of his arms, the better to nuzzle her breasts.

      A half-protest left her lips, and she pushed against him, but there was no force in her resistance. As she twisted away, her thigh brushed the heaviness of his balls and the underside of his cock. A moan escaped him, more animal than human, bringing with it the need to mate, to lift her upon his lap and pierce her through.

      He brought his hands round to claim her buttocks and grunted his approval as he encountered two soft, plump handfuls. With one deft movement, he raised her up, closing his legs so hers were obliged to part around him.

      How the temptress struggled! Once her weight was supported, however, he sensed her relax. With her hands upon his shoulders, she leaned close, her breath warm upon his cheek.

      In his mind’s eye, he saw her there, straddling him enticingly, stretched open where he wanted to penetrate. An ache deep within told him not to wait.

      “Take me inside you.” He fought to keep his voice even. “Now, woman!” He needed her to guide him since his hands were occupied.

      Slowly, her fingers trailed downward. ‘Twas torture, feeling her stir lightly through the hair of his chest, brushing the tip of his nipple, before skirting the planes of his abdomen, taking her time, when all he wanted was to…

      “Aaah!” He gave a gasp as she traveled lower.

      At last, she had his girth in hand!

      The span of her fingers did not quite encompass him, but her grip was firm. She gave a squeeze that had him draw a sharp intake of breath.

      Tentatively, she stroked back and forth in a rhythm more distracting than desirable. Nevertheless, some part of him was moved. He didn’t need his sight to know he was hard as iron. She must see it, yet she attempted to frig him, to enhance his pleasure.

      “Enough! I’m ready.” His voice held a rasping edge. “Steer me into your cunny and be done with it!”

      She stiffened, suddenly unmoving.

      Damn it! What does she want? Lover’s words?

      She wishes me to breed with her, naught else.

      My cock hardens at her provocation because I’m a man responding to a female’s caress. It means nothing more.

      It can mean nothing more.

      “Here, I’ll do it!” Easing one hand from where he held her, he brought it to his phallus, maneuvering toward her sheath.

      She wobbled upon his lap, and the movement brought the brush of silken curls to the head of his cock, then the touch of her parted labia. She was wet, even though he’d not touched her there.

      Viggo moaned at the alluring sensation.

      How long has it been?

      He enjoyed the sex act but, of late, he’d refrained from seeking out such company. A foolish abstinence, for his body clearly craved the release. He brought his thumb to her slit, wanting to feel the slick warmth, and she flinched. Nevertheless, her hands fastened upon his shoulders, the nails biting there.

      Ah yes! She’s eager, sure enough. Some women like to tussle, do they not? Scratching and writhing, even as they drive their hips to meet a man’s thrusts.

      Smiling to himself, Viggo rubbed betwixt her folds and was rewarded with another of the woman’s half-strangled mewls. Her thighs tightened around his, and her grasp on his shoulders intensified.

      There was satisfaction in it—having her panting for his touch, knowing she desired him. Her little button of flesh was prominent, and he drew it between two of his fingers, sliding back and forth. The woman liked it, that was obvious, for she was bearing down on him now. It took only the slightest change of angle, and he moved further within her lips.

      The throb in his cock was near unbearable, but he wanted first to enter her this way, to slide inside and crook against the smooth walls that would soon sheath him. Let her feel this penetration first, then beg for him to replace it with what she really wanted.

      With one smooth motion, he pushed the heel of his hand against the sensitive bud and drove two fingers deep.
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      A flash of pain blinded her, but Signy barely had time to react before he rough-handled her again. His strength was so much beyond her own, and his movements sure, taking her by surprise in their swiftness.

      She’d brought one foot to the floor. Little good that had done her. With her legs stretched wide across his groin, the position was too awkward for her to gain purchase.

      His hands, so large and powerful, gripped her hips and abruptly lifted her, then brought her down upon his erectness.

      The tearing pain came again, and Signy opened her mouth to shriek, but whatever sound emerged was drowned by the moans of the stranger. With his head thrown back, he appeared oblivious to her discomfort, wrapped entirely in the pleasure he was intent upon taking for himself.

      “Fuck! Yes! That’s the way to clasp me, wench!”

      ‘Twas all Signy could do to hold upon his shoulders, keeping herself upright as the ruffian jerked her up and down upon his staff, moving her body to the rhythm of his choosing.

      She wanted to shout at him to cease, but the words did not come. Rather, she panted and gasped, pressing harder upon his shoulders. Her exclamations sprung unbidden, wrenched from a place she’d not known was within her. She made no command for him to stop.

      “Hot and tight!” The brute moved his hands to her behind again, giving her cheeks a squeeze. He pulled her down upon his hardness and dragged her forward at the same time, so his manhood brushed her deep inside.

      Signy wanted to cry out—whether from the harshness of what he was doing to her or from some other cause, she couldn’t tell. He was hurting her, wasn’t he? Pushing so forcefully, it surely wasn’t right… except now the first stabbing pain was done, the burning ache that replaced it wasn’t so awful.

      Her mother had warned her it would hurt, but she hadn’t told her it would be like this—with the man tossing her about at his whim, making her limp in his grasp. Nor had she told her of this mating position.

      Didn’t most men like to bend the woman over or to lay her down? That must be easier, surely, than having her like this?

      As if in response to that thought, the man beneath her lurched forward and clamped upon her nipple, sucking and laving with his tongue. With each pull of his mouth, a jolt traveled to the place where they were joined, splintering her in two.

      Her hands were no longer upon his shoulders but twined in his hair, and when he left off to move to her other breast, she was overwhelmed by an unmistakable need for him to fasten upon it.

      His hands guided her, spread upon the cheeks of her behind, but she was moving, too, driving her hips so she was no longer the mere recipient of his thrusts but a willing vessel, enjoying the way his arousal filled her.

      “By the gods, you’re wet! Hot and tight and… fuck me!” He growled against her bosom before gulping down her nipple again, sending a pang so deep, Signy feared she would faint.

      Her position—spread over him—was both wicked and thrilling. She wanted to keep him inside her, moving in the way he was. A mighty throb was centered in the place he’d teased with his thumb, and for the life of her, she longed for him to touch it again.

      She bore down, wanting to rub against him. ‘Twas so strange! What had pained her before seemed easy now. The burning sensation persisted, but it only made her want to move faster.

      “Sweet fuck!” He was rigid as he gasped.

      Signy wanted to keep moving, chasing the tormenting, terrible, wonderful feeling that was building between her legs. She was impaled quite thoroughly, and she wondered at it.

      His eyes, which he’d closed before, flew open. “I’m going to…”

      Signy almost shrieked then, for he uttered a guttural groan and pulled her hard against him. The thickness that filled her jerked and pulsed.

      A dampness already coated her inner thighs, but as he gave forth his strangled moan, she had a sense of flooding within herself.

      At last, his arms sagged to his sides. He was inside her still, but his strength seemed to have left him.

      “Don’t stop!” Signy wriggled her hips, wanting to recapture the actions of those moments before. She’d been fearful when he’d taken hold of her so roughly, but she wanted him to do so now—for him to fasten again upon her hips or her behind and to use her as he had. “Come now. Do it again. I’m quite capable.”

      “You may be, but I’m not. Do you not know when a man is done?” His voice was weary, but there was naught hard in it. “I’ve given what you asked for. You must have felt it, balls deep as I was.” He seemed almost to be teasing her.

      Signy found no humor in it. Why was it that he was allowed to decide?

      “My mother said I’d know when the act was finished, and I don’t think it is.” Signy could hardly believe her boldness, but she was convinced she was correct. Something niggled within her. Again, she thrust forward, then back, wondering if she could persuade him that way.

      However, to her dismay, the part of him that had stroked inside her promptly slipped out. It was a softened thing now, lacking the hardness that had enabled her to move upon it.

      “You’ve had all there will be.” He sounded rather put out, though the amused tone remained. “Come now, Sweetling, you rode me well. ‘Twas as ripe a fuck as I’ve ever had. My bollocks are as empty as a crone’s teat. Surely, you felt my seed rush inside you.”

      Signy wrinkled her nose at his crude language. First, he flung her upon him, shoving his manhood about with barely a by-your-leave. Now, he refused to grant her this little boon. It did not seem a fair way of doing things.

      He shifted her weight a little and gave a yawn. “As bargains go, I can’t complain.” His tone was wry. “Your cunny’s as tight as a virgin’s.”

      “And why shouldn’t it be!” Signy was not usually argumentative, but she was disgruntled and paying no mind to her manners.

      His attention snapped back upon her. “Are you telling me…?”

      “That it was my first time?” Signy retorted. “Do not tell me you were unaware. I did think you might be gentler with me. For that, I offer you no thanks! Now you tell me it’s over when I wish to continue. How are you to put a child in me if you refuse my requests!”

      He seemed stunned. “You hadn’t ever… not at all?” A shadow passed over his features. “Had I known, I would have been less… Or I should have been more...”

      “‘Tis only that… I’m intent on the child!” Signy swallowed. The statement was not entirely true. Somehow, along the way, she’d decided she quite enjoyed this tumbling. “Such a quick coupling can hardly be sufficient. My mother told me I’d be glad when the deed was over. I’m not yet glad, so I must assume there is more.”

      Once again, he appeared lost for words.

      “Here.” She took his hand and placed it upon her breast. “I liked it when you touched me and… used your mouth.” She could hardly believe how brazen she’d become, but knowing he couldn’t see her made it easier to be audacious.

      “And here.” She steered his other hand to the crux of her thighs, pushing his finger between her splayed labia. She hoped she didn’t need to explain further. When he’d rubbed her there, it had come as a surprise and had felt quite different from when she touched herself.

      She’d liked it.

      She sensed he’d liked it, too, caressing her in those private places. It had made him groan, and his staff had been upright. If she could get him to do it again, wouldn’t it revive him, and he might give her another go, inserting himself inside her again?

      Abruptly, he drew back both hands. “I’m not a bull in the field to be commanded to perform.” His jaw set hard.

      Signy knew she ought to leave him be, but her frustration was too great, and she was angered, too. What right did he have to reject her?

      “You made a bargain!” she persisted. “And I say we are not finished.”

      “Ungrateful minx!” He pushed her away.

      The suddenness of his gesture toppled her balance. With a shriek, she threw her arms about his neck, and as if by instinct, his own came around her back.

      For a moment, she was too shocked to speak. Their noses bumped, and her mouth brushed his. Her breasts crushed against the hardness of his torso, and her nipples grazed his chest hair. With her legs so parted, her crux pressed upon his staff.

      She’d never kissed a man, but Viggo’s lips were so close to hers. Her heart raced even more than it had when he’d been inside her.

      She licked her lips. If he but leaned in, his mouth would meet hers.

      In spite of their arguing, she desired it.

      Grethe had told her about kissing—that a man liked to put his tongue inside. Signy had always thought it sounded repugnant.

      Strange that when she was so infuriated, it was what she thought of.

      From inside her, a wetness was dripping such as she’d not experienced before. Was that the seed he spoke of or her own woman’s dew, as was supposed to help with the mating?

      His fingertips skimmed lightly upward, making her shiver with desire.

      And then she froze.

      He was tracing the uneven skin, following the pronounced ridges where her wounds had healed.

      “Did you… hurt yourself?” He explored further, as if to determine where the puckered flesh began and where it ended. “You’re unblemished everywhere but here. What is this?”

      “Nothing!” She recoiled.

      How could she have been so stupid?

      Of course, he felt the unnatural texture of her skin. Naïvely, she’d thought he wouldn’t notice, being without his sight. It was that alone which had given her the courage to remove her clothes.

      She hadn’t bargained on him noticing where she was spoiled.

      Somewhat awkwardly, she slithered from his lap. She’d found her nakedness pleasurable before. Now, she could only think of covering herself. Hurriedly, she threw her undershift over her head, then the loose gunna, fastened at the shoulders. Her belt was harder to locate, having found its way under the table.

      All the while, Viggo said nothing.

      What was he feeling? 

      Disgust? Pity? 

      She couldn’t bear it. 

      A strained quiet engulfed them.

      “What has happened?” He sounded dismayed, as if struggling to understand. “Tell me.”

      But she could not. The past was the past. There was no changing what was done, but nor did she have to speak of it.

      Certainly not with him.
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INCLUDING ANY GENERAL, SPECIAL, INDIRECT, INCIDENTAL, OR CONSEQUENTIAL
DAMAGES, WHETHER IN AN ACTION OF CONTRACT, TORT OR OTHERWISE, ARISING
FROM, OUT OF THE USE OR INABILITY TO USE THE FONT SOFTWARE OR FROM
OTHER DEALINGS IN THE FONT SOFTWARE.
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