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      London and New York were among the first to sink. Berlin and Mumbai quickly followed.

      In the past, cities were built close to the sea to have access to resources and trade. Now, their locations became their downfall.

      What had been predicted to take years, decades even, happened in a few months. When the permafrost in the Russian tundra melted for the first time in tens of thousands of years, billions of tonnes of methane were set free. The gas rose into the atmosphere and caused a bigger greenhouse effect than all the CO2 that humans had produced since the industrial revolution. Climate change was set on steroids. The ice caps melted rapidly, and the sea levels rose.

      Britain sank. All that is left now in the North is a group of islands that were once the Highlands of Scotland. Most are fenced off and isolated. When the Drowning happened, society collapsed. Bankers and politicians were no longer needed. That was thirteen years ago, and I hardly remember it.

      Today, we become farmers, craftspeople, cooks, mechanics. And healers, like me. There are no universities left, so instead of doctors we now train as healers. It's a new form of medicine – actually, an ancient one. Back to the middle ages. No x-ray machines, no sterile surgeries, no antibiotics besides the few bottles that we have left. Instead, I'm learning about herbs, roots and flowers that could help treat my patients. Our island's only surgeon is trying to teach me what he knows, but without labs, computers and robots to rely on, he's struggling. I don’t know what’s going to happen once all the doctors trained in the old world have died.

      I’m an anomaly. On Salvation Island, you’re expected to leave school at 14 and contribute to society. And if you're a girl, you're supposed to marry. And birth children, as many as possible. Until now, I had been spared from that. But not anymore.
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      Last night, my uncle told me that I was going to marry Marcus. He didn't ask me. It was a statement. What he decrees is done. Even if it's marrying his niece off to the highest bidder.

      Somehow I had convinced myself that this day would never come. That he would see my medical training as a bigger priority than increasing the island's population. Not that it's all about that. No. A woman is precious - for the man who owns her. Giving me to a man means my uncle will get something in return. Power. Influence. Loyalty. And apparently, that's more important than having a healer to care for his people. At least I'm not a child bride. I got to wait until a week after my twentieth birthday to be given the good news. Lucky me.

      Sometimes I wish I had cousins that he could impose his wishes on, then maybe I’d be left alone. But he never managed to father any children himself. Perhaps I should be happy about that.

      Yesterday evening, after he told me, he locked me in my room. It doesn't have windows; my uncle is too clever for that. He knows I wouldn't stay if I didn't have to. Besides our shared blood there's nothing that binds me to him.

      There are very few people who have been allowed to leave the island. Usually men who found a woman somewhere else, and who promised to send back resources. Sometimes they even managed to swap for a woman from a mostly female island. Not every place was as predominantly male like ours.

      And then there were the people who left without permission. I know of only two: George was in his late forties and become my uncle's main adversary. He didn't agree with his way of ruling the island. George wanted a democracy rather than tyranny, but of course my uncle didn't like that way of thinking. So one night George disappeared, taking one of the boats. We found his body washed up on the beach a few days later. I still don't know if he left and capsized, or if he was killed. Knowing my uncle, I almost suspect the latter.

      The other person to escape was Julie. As a child, I looked up to her, even though she was only a few years older. But to me, she was perfect. She came up with the most amazing games, and wasn't above playing a trick on the adults. My parents had died not long before, and she showed me the love and kindness that I thought I had lost. When I got older, she became my friend. We did everything together. My uncle didn't like it; I think he disapproved of me being seen running around freely rather than being the demure little niece he wished he had. He restricted the time I was allowed to play more and more, but whenever I managed to sneak outside, I would seek out Julie.

      When she turned sixteen, however, my uncle announced that she was to be married. She refused. Her mother did, too, but as a woman, she had no say in it. Julie's father had died during the Drowning, and as a single mother, she was the lowest of the low.

      My uncle decided to indulge the men of the island by organising an auction - with Julie as the prize. Ten men bid on her in the most humiliating ceremony I have ever witnessed. She was standing on the stage in the community hall, trembling, while the men were leering at her like a prized cow. I was standing at the back of the crowd, crying silent tears at seeing my friend so humiliated. She had always been the strong one, but now, she had been reduced to a whimpering girl in the tight grip of my uncle.

      The man who won her didn't wait for a marriage ceremony. He took her home straight away, his friends cheering him on while he grabbed her by the hair, pulling her down the street. I cried all night.

      The next morning, she didn't leave her new husband's house, nor the next. On the third day, I sneaked in through a window. She was lying on the stained bed, her arm tied to a bed post. Bruises were covering her face and there was blood on the pillows. Her eyes were full of shame, and no matter how often I told her that everything was going to be okay, neither of us believed it.

      I cut her loose and she gave me a shaking hug before climbing out of the window. She disappeared, and so did one of the boats. My uncle was furious. He didn't have proof that I had freed Julie, but he punished me for it anyway.

      And he promised the man who had mistreated Julie so badly that he would get another woman instead.

      And today, he made true on his promise. The woman is going to be me. He's giving his only niece to the man who beat my best friend into submission. Guess why I'm feeling upset right now.
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        * * *

      

      I spent all morning in the room, and half of the afternoon, reading an old anatomy book, trying to distract myself from the fact that I'm being sold to the highest bidder like a prized cow. That tonight I'm going to become a wife, and, if everything goes according to my uncle's plans, a mother.

      Today is special because it’s the winter solstice, the shortest day of the year. And probably the coldest. The day of my wedding. Everyone has put on their finest clothes for the celebration. Night has almost fallen, and torches are lighting up the sky. Lampions are hanging from the trees and candles are flickering on long wooden tables set up in the village square.

      This is going to be the biggest party we've had since the summer solstice. I just wish I could enjoy it as much as the people dancing to the sound of fiddles all around me. Instead, I'm sitting on a bench, my teeth chattering from the cold, looking deep into an almost empty mug of ale. It's Mitch's strong stuff, and I can already feel my mind becoming a little lighter. Maybe with enough alcohol, I can somehow get through this night without killing someone. Or myself.

      I get up and go to the nearest table. Jane is sitting there surrounded by men, guarding the whisky bottles. She shoots me a sad smile. She's been through the same thing that awaits me. Only, when she didn't get pregnant, she was passed on to another man. And another. Now that everyone knows she's infertile, she's free game. Only the most important men on the island are allowed to have offspring, but if that danger isn't there... I'm almost hoping that Marcus will be able to get me pregnant. With that cheery thought, I grab one of the bottles and turn away, back to my bench. This is going to be a long night.

      

      Half a bottle of whisky later, my uncle steps onto a podium. Every eye turns to him. "Tonight my beloved niece, Isla, will give her hand in marriage... blablabla... I'm sure you all wish her the best... blabla..."

      I don't care. Everything is fuzzy. I want to leave. I get up and walk away. No one is noticing me slip into the darkness. I stumble and almost slip in the thin layer of snow covering the ground. Everyone is at the party. Maybe the boats are left unguarded. They never are, usually. I get to the beach. And forget about the boats. The sea isn't water anymore. It's ice. A thick sheet of ice. Wow, when did that happen?

      The ice calls to me. I can't see far; heavy fog covers everything. There are islands in the distance, I have seen the maps. Many of them are uninhabited, but maybe I can survive? I'm good at surviving. I have done it for the past twenty years.

      

      I carefully step onto the ice. It's thick and doesn't budge. I jump a little. No cracks. It seems safe. One last look back. Fires are burning in the distance and laughter fills the air. My home. Not anymore. I can't stay. I laugh to myself. Not sure why, but I feel like it.

      I'm walking further. Sometimes I stumble and sway. But that doesn't matter as long as I walk away from the island. Into the darkness. I'm tired. And cold, very cold. My uncle made me wear my prettiest jacket, which is thin and not made for winter. I'm shivering. Tired. Sleepy. I turn around. The island has disappeared. I must have walked for a while. Maybe I should sit down? Just for a moment, just a little break.

      The ice is not as cold as I thought it would be. It's actually quite warm, and soft. Comfy. I stretch my legs and watch my breath turn into clouds. Soft, cute little clouds. If I breathe quickly, I can make lots of little mini clouds. Cloudlings. Who knew breathing could be so much fun.

      Maybe I should move. My uncle could already be looking for me. But the ice is cosy, and I'm sleepy. I don't want to walk. It's exhausting. I've earned a rest. I could make a bed from the snow on top of the ice. Put it all together into a nice soft mattress. Or even better, a sofa. A snow sofa. I giggle. That's even better than making snowmen! I begin to shift snow from as far as my arms can reach into a pile. It's not very much. I'll have to get up to collect more snow. But I'm tired. I should sleep. Maybe I can sleep without a bed? The ice isn't that cold after all. All my life I thought that ice was freezing. But it isn't. Maybe it's special ice? Just for me. I smile at the foggy sky and thank the snow gods for their kindness.

      Noises disturb me before I can fall asleep. Shouts in the distance. Barking - are those dogs? I need to leave. I stumble to my feet and start to walk. Well, more like stagger. My legs don't move like they're supposed to. They're hard; it feels like I'm walking on stilts. One foot in front of the other.

      Now that I'm walking, I'm no longer warm. In fact, I'm freezing. I touch my cheeks with my fingers, but don't know what's colder, my skin or my hands. Everything is cold. Thinking is beginning to hurt. The fog is getting thicker again, and I'm not sure I'm going in the right direction. Am I still moving away from the island? Or am I walking in circles, like people lost in the desert? I can't see stars to guide me. It's just me, a lone figure covered in snow and fog.

      Maybe this was a bad idea. Maybe I should have stayed. But then I remember Marcus' foul breath and don't regret a thing. Better frozen to death than being alive, chained to that horrid man. I have no doubt that my uncle would consider chaining me to Marcus, if he knew I was planning to run away. If he caught me now, I would never be free again. He doesn't care about his niece like an uncle should. I'm just a commodity that he can trade as he wishes. All those meals I cooked for him... now I wish I had added some nightshade to them. A sweet, painful death.

      The noises behind me have stopped, but I drag on. I’ve lost all feeling in my face, and my eyelids are threatening to freeze shut. Frozen tears stick to my cheeks. I'm not sure how much longer I can walk.

      The sky is getting brighter. Is that just the fog lifting or is daylight finally arriving? My legs are continuing to walk, while my mind is drifting. If I die now, will the sea swallow me once the ice melts? Will I sink to the ocean floor and slowly decompose? Will fish eat my flesh?

      The fog is clearing. There's something in the distance. Land.

      There are cracks in the ice, shaped like lightning. They are everywhere. I look down and they are getting bigger. Water is pouring through them, melting the snow covering the ice. There's something beneath the ice. I bend forward, blinking to get the ice from my lashes. A face... I stare at my own drowning self. The ice cracks and I'm falling, falling into the depths, and - there is no water. I'm kneeling on the ice. No cracks. I must be going crazy.

      I'm crawling. Not much further.

      Land.

      Somehow in my stupor, I know that I can't lie down in the snow. I find a fallen tree. Bed. I collapse on it and surrender to the whiteness of winter.
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      I'm no longer cold. In fact, I'm nice and toasty. A little sore, but I’m alive.

      Something soft is wrapped around me and heat is warming my face. I blink my eyes open. Orange and red burst through my vision. A fire is sitting in the middle of - where am I? I try to sit up, only to notice that I can't move. Trapped! I panic. In my muddled state of mind, it takes me a minute to think of looking down at myself. I sigh in relief. I'm wrapped in furs, lots of them. I really rock the caterpillar look. I try and squeeze one arm out of the fur burrito, then the other, until I can finally sit up. I'm lying in the middle of a wooden room - wooden ceilings, wooden walls, a wooden floor, wooden shelves and furniture. It even smells of wood. Everything is brown and rustic, in a charming way. In the middle of the room is a fire pit. A little dangerous to have an open fire in a house made from wood, if you ask me. But it's warm, so I don't care. After last night, all I care about is no longer being cold.

      I extract myself from the rest of the furs - and notice I'm in my underwear. Nothing but my underwear. Whoever put me in this cabin must have undressed me. I hope it was a girl. Really, really hope. No man has ever seen me naked. It's not proper. I frantically look around the cabin for something to cover myself in - something that isn't furs. As warm as they are, I'm already getting sweaty from the heat. Behind the fireplace is a large window (with a wooden frame, of course), looking out into a snowy landscape. The house seems to be at the edge of a forest. There aren’t many forested islands; I’ve never seen that many trees in one place.

      Icicles hang outside the glass, beautiful and deadly. I once treated a patient who was hit on the head by an icicle, and have had a healthy respect for them ever since. To my left is a table and matching chairs, seemingly made from hand. And there, on the table, are my clothes, neatly folded. I've never been so happy in all my life to see clothes. They're nothing special, but they cover.

      After I've put them on, I continue my exploration. There are two doors opposite each other. One of them must lead outside, judging from the mud splatters on the floor in front of it. I have no desire to go out into the cold again, so I decide to investigate the rest of the house. The other door leads to a small kitchen - if you can call a camping stove, a wobbly cupboard and a few plates stacked on the floor a kitchen. Let's call it a cooking room. Much better.

      There's a ladder leading up through a hole in the ceiling. Is that an attic?

      

      A screetch signals the opening of the front door.

      "Hello?" a male voice calls. "Shit, where–"

      A guy comes into the room. Oh my. He's gorgeous. His blond hair falls down to the thick lashes circling his pale blue eyes, his jaw has just the right angles, and his beautiful, full lips are saying - "There you are! I was worried you may have gone outside. It's cold out there, and you could have easily got lost. I almost got lost when we first got here, no paths, you see?"

      I stare at him. Is he for real?

      "Sorry, I'm not used to strangers, and I'm babbling. Sorry. I'll stop now." He pauses, then grins and bursts out: "How are you feeling?"

      "I'm...eh...who are you?"

      "Oh, I'm sorry, I'm Finn. Finnean, really, but everybody calls me Finn." He does a short bow, which makes me stare at him even more. "And who do I have the pleasure of talking to?"

      "Isla, my name is Isla. Do you live here?"

      He looks around himself as if he's not quite sure about something. Then he nods. "Yes, me and my friends. They're outside now, but should be back soon..." He still looks distracted.

      "Was it you who found me on the beach?"

      "What? No, that was Torben, the... my friend. He was out for a walk when he spotted you lying in the snow. You looked pretty blue. I mean blue. And pretty. Aargh. Sorry, I haven't talked to a girl in a while." He grins at me, sheepishly. He motions for me to follow him back into the living room. The fire is calling to me, and I sit down on the furs next to him. The light of the fire makes his hair look almost golden. He's beautiful in a fine, angelic kind of way. An angel with quite a bit of muscle - stop it, Isla. He could be anyone. I mean, who lives on an island with just friends? How do they survive?

      He clears his throat. Adorable. "So, what brought you to this island?"

      "Well, I kind of had to leave my home, and the sea was frozen, so I just started to walk - and eventually ended up here. I didn't really think it through. It was probably a mistake, but... I couldn't stay there."

      "Why?" he asks softly, his eyes meeting mine.

      "I was supposed to do something that I didn't want to do." I pause and laugh humourlessly. Ok, that sounded like I was a child who didn't want to do her chores. “Actually, my uncle wanted me to marry a guy from our community. And I didn't want that. That man... he scares me. I couldn't stay."

      He's still looking straight into my eyes, and somehow I've got the feeling that they've told him a lot more about what brought me here than my words.

      "Why would your uncle make you? I guess you're not close?"

      "Close? No, not really. I don't think he sees me as anything other than a young, unmarried woman who can be sold off. There are not many women living on our island, and even fewer ones young enough to have children. The island's population is growing older, and we need younger workers who still have energy and can be moulded-" I stop, shocked at how I had repeated my uncle's words. I'm usually so careful, locking away all I heard when he had men over for meetings. This guy and his blue eyes are getting to me. I evade his gaze and look out of the window behind him - into another set of eyes, big brown ones, surrounded by fur, lots of fur. I scream.

      Finn whirls around, on his feet before I can even see him move. He's leaning forward, looking ready to jump, when he sees what I'm seeing. A large dark bear running away from the house. I've never seen a real bear, but he looks exactly like they look like in photos. Big, shaggy, scary.

      Finn let's out a sharp laugh. "I see you've met one of our ... neighbours."

      "Your... neighbours? Aren't they dangerous?"

      "Nah, not once you get to know them. They're actually quite cuddly."

      He laughs, and I'm just about to shoot him an incredulous smile when I see a white bear burst out of the forest, chasing after the darker one.

      "Is that a polar bear? Here? In Scotland?"

      "Ehm, yes, I think so." He gives me a shrug. "Must have swum here."

      I'm about to quiz him further when the door opens, slammed against the wall by a massive man. Huge. Giant. Enormous. I can't seem to find a word for his massiveness. He's all bulging muscle, almost ripping the black t-shirt he's wearing. Wait, t-shirt? It's freezing out there, and this guy is wearing - almost nothing. I shiver just looking at him.

      "Are you cold?" Finn's concerned voice comes from behind me. He must have been looking at me very closely to see the tiny shiver my body made.

      "I'm fine. Ehm... who are you?"

      "I could ask you the same thing," the giant grumbles. He sounds like a mountain smiling at the morning dew. "You're a mysterious girl. You looked dead and frozen. Now you look... alive. Are you hungry?"

      Only now I see the fish he's holding in one of his oversized hands.

      "Yes, I suppose I am. Thank you."

      He looks at me in confusion, then clears his throat. "You're welcome. I guess."

      His shoes are leaving wet prints on the wooden floor as he moves into the kitchen.

      "That's Ràn," Finn whispers. "You've met him on one of his chattier days."

      "Is he always walking around in t-shirts?"

      Finn throws back his head and laughs. "Usually he's wearing even less."

      "But it's winter! Isn't he cold?"

      "He's got a rather good metabolism," he chuckles. "Now, where did we put the plates?"

      I point towards the kitchen. "There were some on the floor."

      "Ah yes, I don't think anyone's used them for a while. But nothing a quick wash shouldn't improve."

      Men.

      

      Ràn returns from the kitchen, the fish lying in a massive iron pan, now robbed of its scales. Its milky eyes look up at me. I'm not used to eating a lot of fish, or meat in general. My uncle doesn't like people using the boats to fish. Guess he's afraid they may not come back. There are a few chickens on the island, but they're mainly kept for their eggs, and are only slaughtered for special occasions. Like the winter solstice.

      Ràn puts a wrought iron contraption over the fire pit, then lowers the pan on top of it. My stomach grumbles at the thought of food. The last time I ate something was just before my uncle told me about his plans. After that, my appetite vanished. Two days without food. How am I still standing?

      Finn puts a piece of fish on a plate and hands it to me. He chuckles when I rip it out of his hands. Mine. It's amazing. I don't know how Ràn managed to make a fish taste this good without using any other ingredients. Far too quickly my plate is empty. A new piece appears out of nowhere - ok, Ràn puts it there. He shoots me another confused look. Apparently, he doesn't know any other girls who like to eat. Or maybe girls in general.

      Now that the fish is happily swimming in my stomach, tiredness is starting to approach me like a good friend. I yawn and wiggle around on the furs to be comfier. Maybe I should go for the caterpillar look again. But I'd probably need to ask one of the men to tuck me in. And that would be embarrassing. I don't even know them.

      I'm too tired to care. I curl up on the furs and enjoy the heat the fire brings to my skin. Comfy.
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        * * *

      

      I slowly blink myself awake. Pale winter sunlight is breaking through a window above me. I don't know this window. I look around. I don't know this room. I'm in some kind of attic, with walls that go up straight to about my hips before turning into roof. It takes me a moment to remember. The frozen sea, the walking, the fish. Especially the fish. I'm hungry again. I look around until I find the ladder going down, hidden behind a low shelf. When I step on the first rug, I notice the voices. Male voices. I can just about make out what they're saying; they must be in the living room. Instinctively, I stay on the ladder. I do love a good eavesdropping.

      "Does she suspect anything?" A deep voice, full of authority. A voice you'd tell everything it wanted you to.

      "I don't think so. I told her we're living close to where the bears roam, but that they pose no threat. I think she believed me." Finn's chuckling.

      "Good. Let's keep it that way. We don't want her to run off scared. The sea is thawing and it's not safe. The girl will be staying with us for now, and she can't find out. We'll have to start a schedule. How long can you stay in this form?"

      "Six hours." A new voice, a friendly grumble. Like Ràn, but less... dark.

      "Five." That's Finn.

      "Also six." Ràn. He actually used one word more than Finn. I can't believe it.

      "It's seven for me. That means some of us need to do two shifts a day. I'll go first, but we should introduce ourselves first. She's only met two of us so far. We'll have to come up with some kind of excuse for being away from the house all the time."

      Finn chuckles again. "How about, we shift into bears in our free time and can't stay human for longer than a few hours?"

      I'm beginning to like Finn's sense of humour. He seems slightly obsessed with bears, but there are worse things.

      "I said an excuse, not the truth."

      Not the truth. What? No. Serious-voice is making a joke. A really, really well hidden joke.

      "Why not?" Finn asks. "It's not that strange, there are loads of stories about werewolves, and we're not that different."

      "Stories. We're real," Ràn grumbles. I don't think Ràn has much of a sense of humour. Oh heavens. Bears. Were-bears. Bears eat humans, right? That's why they want me to stay. A portable food source. And I was so stupid to walk right into their lair.

      I scramble back into the attic and run to the window. If I can't leave through the front door without passing the bears, I'll need to be creative. Luckily the window is easy to open. I carefully drag a chair beneath the opening, trying not to make any noise. Do bears have good hearing?

      The roof is covered in thick snow. The upper layer has formed into ice which cracks into tiny shards when my feet step on it. Carefully, I walk towards the edge of the roof. It's high, but there's snow on the ground which should break the fall. Serious-voice said the sea was thawing, but I am light, and there might still be somewhere I could cross.

      I look down. I’m not a big fan of heights. Actually, they scare me. They are painful - well, the end of the height, where it meets the ground.

      "FUCK, COME BACK!" Someone yells behind me.

      I jump.
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      The ground doesn't like me. I don't like it, either.

      Pain shoots through my right ankle as I land. I can feel something snap. Not good. Somehow, my body doesn't get the message and I try to run away from the hut, but my leg gives out and I end up in the snow. Frustrated, I beat against the fluffiness beneath me. It was supposed to feather my fall. The pain brings tears to my eyes, immediately turning into tiny icicles dripping from my lashes.

      Something big drops down next to me, throwing snow into the air. Someone big. Through the pain I see a Viking kneeling by my side. I must be hallucinating.

      "Don't move. Where does it hurt?"

      My head is stuck in the sea, waves crashing against my ears. Everything is blurry, moving. It's scarier than the pain. My ears are filled with roaring, and the world is shaking.

      "Can you hear me? Isla?" The emotion in his intense voice has just gone up a nudge.

      I groan and blink until my vision clears a little. The Viking is still there. His blond hair falls to his shoulders; a few strands have been braided and adorned with wooden beads. A braided beard makes him look older than his smooth skin suggests. Bright blue eyes are looking at me with concern. There's a little fold between his brows that I can't stop looking at. It shouldn't be there; it should be smooth. Is it always there, or just when he scrunches up his face like he does now?

      "Stop looking like that," I mumble, still trying to shake off the noise in my ears.

      He stares at me incredulously. "You fall down a roof and tell me what I should look like?"

      Yes, when you say it like that, it doesn't make sense.

      "Húnn, get her back into the house." He gets up and another man steps forwards. At first I think it's Ràn, but while his face is almost the same, his hair is a little darker and he's slightly less bulky - slightly. He's still a lot bigger than most normal men.

      "Don't worry, sweetie, everything will be ok," he whispers and scoops me up into his arms. I cry out as pain flows from my ankle up into my leg. "Shhh," he grumbles, as if he was trying to calm a baby. I'm trying to think of something to say, but I then I decide I don't have the energy.

      He carries me back into the house. When we pass through the door, he puts his back against the door frame to protect me from bumping against it. I'm surprised as his gentleness. For his size, he's amazingly graceful.

      He puts me down on the furs, the same furs I woke up on yesterday. A full circle. Except that this time, four big, intimidating guys are looking down at me. Finn, Ràn, the man I assume to be his brother, and the Viking. I still can't get my head around how massive they all are. And how hot - but no, my brain reminds my ovaries, they are bears, predators, and even if they seem nice now, they probably just want to fatten me up so I make a bigger meal.

      The Viking kneels down at my side. Again, there's that fold between his eyes. But this time, I stay silent. I don't need to embarrass myself again.

      "Where does it hurt?"

      I point down. "My ankle, I heard it snap."

      "Anywhere else? Your head?"

      "My head is fine." Finn chuckles and I shoot him a glare.

      The Viking gently rolls up my trousers and runs his hands over my ankle. I flinch and he stops, giving me a strange look, but I pretend it didn’t happen and he continues. His hands are warm, almost hot. He gently lifts up my foot and turns it back and forth until I scream.

      "Sorry. I don't think it's broken, probably just sprained. Let's cool it to prevent a swelling and then immobilise it. Finn, get some snow. Húnn, see if you can find some bandages. Ràn, I need a few pieces of wood."

      They all nod and disappear. I'm alone with the Viking.

      "Ehm, who are you?" I finally dare to ask.

      “I'm Torben. Which you would know if you hadn't been so stupid to jump off the roof before meeting Húnn and me."

      I cringe, embarrassed. He's right, it was stupid. But then...

      "Are you really... I mean..."

      "Spit it out."

      "Bears?"

      "Yeah." He shrugs, as if that's the most normal thing in the world.

      "And... you won't eat me?"

      He stares at me, his eyes laughing, then his mouth follows. He roars with laughter.

      "So that's what it's all about? You think we're going to eat you? Sorry, girl, despite your curves you're not quite enough to satisfy a bear's hunger." I breathe a sigh of relief until he says, "At least not that appetite."

      He shoots me a wolfish - bearish? - grin and I feel myself blush. What is it with these guys and me blushing? It's not like I haven't been around men. In fact, with so few girls my age living on Salvation Island, I spent most of my time with boys. But, none of them were this... intense. Huge. Scary. Hot. No, brain, unthink that. Not hot. I don't think like that. I'm not that kind of girl. Now stop drooling.

      Finn is the first to return, carrying a dripping towel. He gently lays it on my ankle. Cold pours through the fluffy fabric, and I can feel it soothe my pain almost instantly. The pain I had almost forgotten with all this talk of bears and appetites.

      "Is that better?" Finn asks.

      "So much," I say, but it comes out as a slight moan.

      The two brothers step into the room, instantly making it feel crammed. While they sit down around the fire, Torben stabilises my ankle by squeezing it between two planks of wood, around which he wraps the bandages. Once he's done, he puts the melting snow-towel back on top.

      "How is the pain?"

      "Much better, the ice is helping."

      "Good. Let's talk."

      He sits down right next to me; I can feel the heat emanating from his body. Must be a bear thing.

      We're all sitting in silence. I'm waiting for Torben to start talking, but he's just looking into the flames. I can't stand the silence. I need answers.

      "So, you're bears. How does that work? How can you be humans and bears? You are human, right?"

      Húnn chuckles. "We're shifters, sweetie. We can switch between two forms. In our case, bears. We-"

      "There are other animals? Like werewolves?"

      Finn sighs. "Yes, like werewolves. Why do all stories have to be about wolves? They're a minority, but for some reason they get all the PR."

      "It's better that way," Torben says. "It's hard enough keeping it a secret without humans suspecting there to be other shifters."

      Ràn grumbles something, and I can see his muscles tremble under his tight t-shirt.

      "Go, we can manage," Torben orders. Ràn nods and hurriedly steps out of the cabin. Torben has to be the leader of this pack. Wait, do bears form a pack? No, I remember, it's called something different. A sleuth. I remember because I thought it said 'sloth' the first time I read it.

      When the door falls shut, I think I can hear a roar outside. But maybe it's just the wind.

      "Did he just shift?" I dare to ask, hoping that I'm wrong. Somehow I still can't imagine this being real.

      "Aye. It's winter, and winter is hibernation time," Torben said. "Our bears fight to be let out. Shifters don't need to sleep all winter, but our bears are the dominant form during this time. It's hard to stay human for more than a few hours at a time. I'm surprised Ràn managed it this long."

      "How long until he can shift back?"

      "A few hours, give or take. If he shifts back too soon, he won't be able to stay human for long. That's why we can't all be with you at the same time. We're going to take shifts so there's always one of us around."

      "I can manage on my own, you don't need to do that. I'm an adult."

      "Not after the stunt you pulled earlier," he scoffs. "I don't want you to break anything else. You're human, you're fragile."

      "Not everybody can be a giant teddy bear."

      "Did you just..." He starts laughing, and the others join him. Finn has the cheeriest laugh, like little bells on top of the deep throaty laughter of the others.

      "Finn, Húnn, show her what teddy bears look like," he commands, and the two guys nod and get up. Finn starts to meddle with the button on his jeans and my eyes grow wide. He's not going to strip in front of me, right? Luckily Torben agrees. "Do that outside, you don't need to scare our guest any further."

      Húnn flexes his muscles and grins. "You sure this would scare her?"

      "Out!" Torben says, but his voice carries a trace of humour. With a suggestive grin from Húnn, they step out of the cabin, letting a swoosh of cold air, mixed with tiny snowflakes, into the room. Suddenly a fur is dragged across my shoulders. I look up and see Torben, wrapping it expertly around me. Maybe he was the caterpillar creator? The fur is soft and cuddly - will the bears feel the same way?

      

      Something pushes against the door, and Torben gets up to open it. A giant golden snout approaches, followed by a beautiful furry body. The bear's fur is almost the same colour as Finn's blond hair, so I assume this is him. I try and get up, but Torben stops me by scooping me up into his arms. These guys really need to stop doing that. He positions me so I'm sitting with my back against his chest, his hands grabbing my thighs. I'm ignoring how good that feels.

      He walks us outside - the bears wouldn't fit through the door frame. It's freezing, but luckily I still have the fur around my shoulders. And Torben makes a very good heat source as well.

      Three massive bears are waiting for us outside the cabin. I've never seen a real bear before, but somehow I think they must be smaller than these three. The golden one - Finn - is slightly smaller than the dark brown ones next to him. They approach until hot bear breath reaches my face. I stretch out a hand to pet the almost black one, but he shrinks back.

      "Ràn doesn't like to be touched when he's in his bear skin," Torben whispers into my ear. That throws up a whole load of questions, but when Finn presses his golden head against my hand, they disappear. His fur is much softer than I had imagined. I run my hand through the longer strands around his neck. He growls softly, reminding me of the purring of a cat. His large brown eyes are looking at me curiously.

      Without warning, he steps back and licks my hand. Ewwww. Before I can tell him off, he turns and runs into the forest, followed by the two brothers. Snow is thrown into the air where their big paws meet the ground. I don't think I've ever seen anything more beautiful than these bears, playfully bumping against each other on the way into the trees.

      

      After they have disappeared, Torben carries me back inside and carefully sets me down on the furs. This seems to have become my seat.

      He puts a few logs on the fire and sits down next to me. We both look into the flames, watching as the fire takes hold of the new wood.

      "A long time ago, Scotland used to be our home," Torben begins without warning, his voice distant. "Hundreds of bear shifters lived all over the Highlands; some in secret, some in villages with humans. Then, a thousand years ago, this changed. Bears went extinct in this country. No one knows why, but I think it's likely they were hunted until there were none left. This left the bear shifters in a dilemma. It was their home, but humans would notice if they continued to see bears running around. So they left. Most went to Scandinavia and made themselves a new home. Like my ancestors. But for some reason, it didn't work out. Fewer and fewer shifter cubs were born, and our population grew smaller. By the time of the Drowning, there were only a few dozen left. We heard our cousins in Canada didn't fare any better.

      "The Drowning destroyed our villages. Some of us moved further into the mountains, leaving behind the fjords that got overwhelmed by the sea. After a while, my sleuth and I decided we didn't want to stay. So we came to Scotland, to see the lands our ancestors had roamed. Of course, it looked different back then. Green hills instead of the ocean, rugged peaks instead of islands. We travelled from island to island, looking for traces of anything that would tell us where the bear shifters would have lived. But time and the Drowning have erased most of the evidence. We wandered for a long time, until we met a family, living on their own on a tiny island that would have once been part of the Isle of Skye on the West coast. They told us of a place called Coire nam Brach, the Corrie of Bears. A mountain turned into an island. We didn't find anything, but now that we had found one Gaelic place name related to bears, we had a new aim. I was surprised how many people here still speak Gaelic."

      "My mother was fluent in it," I interrupt. "But she never got the chance to teach me."

      Torben waits for a moment, but when I don't say anything else, he continues.

      "We found a cave on Lag nam Brach, meaning Bear’s Hollow, half flooded, which looked like shifters had once lived in it. And finally, we heard about Inchbrach, Bear Island. We've been here for a few months now, looking for clues. Not that I have much hope, not after all the other failed attempts. And we don’t even know if this is the right island. It’s not like there are proper maps of Scotland post-Drowning. But winter arrived, so we decided to stay for now."

      "Why don't you stay in your bear form all the time during winter? Wouldn't it be easier?"

      "When we let our bears out... it changes us. Makes us more feral, wild, driven by instincts. The longer we stay bears, the less human we become."

      "Oh." That's all my brain lets me come up with.

      We sit there quietly after that, staring into the fire. While the warmth is comfortable, my ankle starts playing up again. When I try to move my leg further away from the fire and wince in the process, Torben immediately gets up and goes outside, returning with more snow. My previous ice pack melted a while ago - probably not a good idea to use it next to a fire.

      "Let's get you more comfortable," Torben says softly, and I look up at him, surprised by the gentleness in his voice. Maybe this bear can be cuddly after all. "Do you want to sleep down here or on the mattress upstairs?"

      "I'd choose upstairs, but I don't think I'll get up the ladder with my ankle..."

      "If you want to sleep in the attic, you'll sleep in the attic. Don't worry, we'll get you there."

      He carefully lifts me up; his strong arms slipping under my knees and my shoulders. I shiver a little at his touch. I’m not used to being touched this much, but I’m beginning to like it. He presses me against his chest and I can smell him. Pine trees, snow, a hint of woodruff. I don't know how bears smell, but I imagined it to be different from this masculine, delicious scent. Did I say delicious? Didn't mean it, promise.

      When we reach the ladder, he shifts me until I sit on his back, my injured ankle in front of him where he can see it. I'm amazed at how considerate he is. Rung by rung, we ascend the ladder. When we reach the hole in the ceiling that leads to the attic, Torben uses one hand to carefully bend my leg to keep my ankle from bumping against the wood.

      Finally, I'm on the bed. My ankle is burning now. Torben readjusts the snow pack, but it isn't helping as much as before. Maybe it was a bad idea to climb up here. Why did I want to sleep upstairs again? Oh yes, having some privacy away from the men. Which makes sense. Did make sense. But now it's painful.

      Torben is sitting on the floor, his back leaning against the mattress. My hands are itching to add more braids into his pale blond hair. He really rocks the Viking look. All he needs now is an axe and a longboat. That makes me think, how did they get to the island? Do they have a boat somewhere? Or did they swim as bears?

      Finally the pain in my ankle lessens a little. On the downside, the cold of the snow has started to make me shiver. The thin blanket Torben put over me isn't enough to keep out the cold air up here. A fire would be nice. By now I'm totally regretting my decision. Give me warmth over privacy any time.

      "You're shivering." Torben has turned around and is looking at me. That fold between his eyes has returned. "I'll get you some furs."

      While he climbs down the ladder, I drag the blanket around me, trying to get more warmth from it. Worst. Decision. Ever. In a way, though, it's his fault, too. He didn't have to listen to my bad ideas. By the way, isn't he going to have to shift soon? He's been human for quite a while now, and if it's true what he said, it can't be comfortable to force himself to stay in this form for long.

      Torben's head pops up in the opening. "Húnn will be coming soon to stay with us."

      "How did you... is he downstairs?"

      "We can communicate telepathically when we're in our bear forms."

      Of course they can. Silly me.

      "So did you just shift when you were downstairs?" I ask.

      "No. As the sleuth leader, I can do some basic communication with the others while I'm human."

      That's pretty neat. Although, not sure I'd want to be able to be contacted by my sleuth leader when I was running around free as a bear. Privacy and all that. But I don't think these bears seem to have a concept of that. I mean, they only have one bed. How do they usually sleep?

      "Don't you have to shift soon?"

      "I'll manage for a bit longer while we're waiting for Húnn." His body is tense, and that crease on his forehead is getting more pronounced. "Here are your furs, let's try and get you warm." He's deflecting, but as long as I get warm and he won't turn into a bear and eat me, I don't care. I'm still shivering. He wraps the furs around me, careful not to touch my ankle.

      "I've also asked Húnn to get us some more snow."

      "Is that really necessary? I'm so cold."

      "You know what? Let's break the rules." And with that, he tears off his shirt. Wow. I didn't expect that. And I'm not quite sure what to think of it. What is he planning? It's nice of him to give me this view - he's not as broad-shouldered as Ràn, but his chest is more toned and refined. I could count his abs, if I wanted. Which I don't. When he removes his belt and fiddles with the button on his jeans, I look away. It's better for my sanity. Even though he's getting naked while I'm lying defenceless in bed, I don't feel scared. Maybe I should. But somehow I trust him.

      Torben groans, and I decide to turn my head back.

      There's a bear in the room. And not just any bear. A freaking polar bear. Seriously? Of course, Torben had to be special. He's just as big as the other bears. Long white fur covers his body, turning into a pale yellow towards his legs... ehm... paws. His dark eyes look at me expectantly. Is he waiting for me to freak out? I won't give him the satisfaction. Instead, I lift myself up and stretch out a hand. He just looks at me, but I keep my hand in the air. Slowly, he steps forward and puts his black nose just under my fingers, without touching me. I can feel hot breath against my skin. He sniffs the air, and for some reason I feel a little embarrassed. No one has ever sniffed me before. Finally, his nose touches my hand. It's not as wet as it looked, but warm, soft skin. His fur isn't as soft as Finn's was, but it's not rough either. I run my fingers through the fur on his head, and he leans towards me, encouraging me to do more. When I scratch between his ears, he suddenly grumbles and I almost jump out of bed. The bear - Torben - shakes his large head at me, then places his head beneath my hand again. Apparently, grumbling means that he likes it. I wonder what sounds he makes if he doesn't like it.

      His fur is warm, and the skin underneath is even warmer. In a way, this counteracts the cold that is flowing up my leg. Now that I think of it, I shiver. Torben notices. He turns and suddenly hundreds of pounds of polar bear are lying next to me. He shifts until part of his body is lying on the mattress. I've got a polar bear in my bed. Didn't think I'd ever get to say that. A very warm, soft, cosy polar bear. Already half asleep, I snuggle against him. His chest is vibrating with every slow breath. A lullaby, of sorts.
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      I wake to the sound of the howling wind. It sounds cold and I snuggle against the warm pillow next to me. Let's not leave the bed today. It's nice and warm in here, and comfortable and-

      The pillow moves. I scream and open my eyes.

      Blue, sleepy eyes are looking at me. "Nightmare?"

      Ehm, no, there's someone in my bed. A talking pillow. Also known as Torben. And I'm snuggling him. And he's warm because... Oh no. I can feel his skin. He's naked! Now I remember, him lying next to me as a bear. He must have shifted at some point during the night. This isn't real. I'm not in bed with a naked man. Then I notice I'm still cuddling him, my left arm wrapped around his chest and my legs dangerously close to his. His skin on mine. His warmth going all the way up to my h... No. I roll away from him, forgetting that I have an injured ankle. I yelp, moaning in pain.

      Torben turns around, letting cool air at my bear-warmed skin.

      "Are you ok?"

      "It's just my ankle, I moved a little too fast."

      "Trying to get away from me?"

      Oh no, he can read my mind. A mind that is totally not used to being this close to a man. In our community, once we reach the age of twelve, we're not allowed to spend time alone with boys. And with only two other girls around my age, that meant I spent a lot of time on my own. Sharing a bed with a man is something new... not sure yet if it's a good new or bad new.

      He's looking at me expectantly. I need to come up with something to say.

      "Where do you have your longboat stashed?" Ok, maybe that was the wrong thing to say. He'll think I'm crazy.

      "Longboat? Why would you think we have a longboat?"

      "Ehm..." I mumble something incoherent about Vikings. Torben lets out a grumbling laugh.

      "Just because we're from Scandinavia doesn't mean we're Vikings."

      "But... you look like one." There it is. Drown me in embarrassment.

      He laughs even harder. "You really think I look like a Viking?"

      "Well, you've got the beard, and the hair, and the..."

      "The what?"

      The body! Instead, I say something stupid like, "The voice."

      "So I don't just look like a Viking, I also sound like a Viking?" By now I'm afraid he's not getting enough oxygen from all the laughing. His pale cheeks have turned red; I like it.

      "I need to tell the others that you think we're Vikings-"

      "Don't!" I blurt. "It's only you... so let's keep this between us?" His gaze shifts, amusement turning into something else, something more intense.

      "Yes, little human, it'll be our secret."

      "Don't call me human like..."

      "Like what?"

      "Like something that's different."

      "Well, I'm not human. But you're a cute human, so why shouldn't I say it?"

      "Because..." Wait, did he just call me cute? This isn't happening. A Viking shifter in my bed calling me cute. I need to wake up. And if this isn’t a dream, I need to get out of this bed before… I don’t even want to go there.

      Luckily, Húnn's voice rescues me from any forbidden thoughts.

      "Breakfast is ready!"

      In response, my stomach grumbles. Torben snickers. "That almost sounded like you have a bear cub in there."

      I don't deign him with an answer, and just push against his back to get him out of the bed. And somehow manage to touch him a little below his back. Oops. His bum is soft and hard at the same time. Yumm- bad. Really bad. My hand flies back and cowers under the duvet, which I'm tempted to hide under until the end of the world. Which I should have done, because now Torben gets up. And he's not wearing any clothes. And I can see everything. And I mean, everything. Bits that I shouldn't be seeing, that I've never really seen before. At least not in that size. I mean, in a man that size. My mind is close to exploding. My corneas will never be able to unsee this. Why would they want to, a tiny voice whispers inside my brain. I ignore it. I'm a good girl. I don't stare at men's genita- are they all this big? Please someone knock me out! I can't take it.

      "Like what you see?" My face is burning and I hide under the covers. I should have done this ages ago. It would have spared me a gazillion moments of embarrassment.

      He laughs and I cringe. Men shouldn't be allowed to run around naked. It should be a rule. I can hear him rummage around the room, and I dare to peek out of the covers. He's dressed - well, he's got trousers on. For these men, that seems to be very dressed. He gives me a mocking bow. "Your chariot awaits."

      I remember my ankle. He wants to carry me downstairs with no shirt on? No thanks.

      "Don't you want to get dressed first?" I timidly suggest.

      He shoots me a wicked look. "But I'm warm. Besides, I don't have any nice shirts up here."

      "I don't mind if you wear a not-so-nice shirt. Really, I don't."

      He laughs again, but finally picks up a black t-shirt from the ground and pulls it over. I can finally breathe again. And all of this torture before I've even had my breakfast.

      Luckily I'm still wearing my clothes. I decide against trying to change with him in the room - he'd never look away, no matter how many times I'd ask him to. And I'm not going to beg. They'll have to deal with a smelly human. After all, I'm having to cope with super-sized, bear-shaped, muscle-propped... guys.

      I climb out from underneath the blanket, carefully lifting it off my injured ankle. It's pulsing softly, on the border between soreness and pain. Maybe I can ask one of the guys downstairs to make me another snowpack. Torben squats down in front of me so I can climb on his back. I can feel his hard muscles underneath the shirt. His pine-woodruff scent tingles my nose - in a very pleasant way. When we get to the ladder, I grip him more tightly. It's just because I'm scared of falling, really. Not because I like the feeling of him against my chest and between my thighs - no, that sounded entirely inappropriate. When we reach the ground floor, I wriggle until he lets me jump off his back. I hop into the living room on one leg - much better than clinging to him like a needy monkey.

      

      Húnn is sitting next to the fireplace, a plate full of meat skewers next to him. More are sizzling on a grill above the fire. He smiles at me. "Good morning, sweetie."

      "Good morning. And don't call me that."

      "But you smell so sweet, sweetie. I don't think I can stop, unless you change your scent. And that wouldn't be a good idea."

      I sniff at my clothes. Not smelly, at least not in a bad way. Just smelling more like... me, rather than washing powder.

      He grins again and passes me a skewer. I'm not quite sure what kind of meat it is, but it tastes delicious.

      "Do you eat anything besides meat?"

      They look at each other as if that's the most idiotic thing they've ever heard.

      "There's food that isn't meat?" Torben asks in wonder. "However could such a thing exist?"

      I throw my empty skewer at him. He catches it in mid-air, and now it's my turn to stare.

      "I like honey," Húnn chimes in.

      "That's very... beary." We laugh, and even Torben breaks a smile. One that isn't suggestive or dripping with sarcasm for once.

      "Would you pass me another skewer?" I ask him, and add, for good measure, "honey?"

      Húnn looks at me like a predator looks at a mouse. Torben snorts. "She's good. And cute. I'm glad you didn't freeze, little human."

      I don't deign them with a look and instead focus on my breakfast. The meat is juicy, but not bloody. I wonder if Húnn caught it as a bear. I imagine him sinking his claws into a deer, his fangs ripping into the flesh... Strangely enough, I'm ok with that. Which is very strange indeed. I've never been a fan of violence and cruelty. But after seeing the men as bears, as predators, I can see their animalistic traits peeking out beneath their human skins from time to time.

      "What are the plans for today?" Húnn asks. The question is clearly directed at Torben.

      "I'm going for a run -" I'm pretty sure that means he needs some bear time - "...and Ràn will be here in a moment to join you."

      "I don't need two babysitters," I protest.

      "No, but they need one," Torben smirks, and I laugh. Húnn scowls at us. "They have a bit of a brotherly thing going on, and it sometimes ends in fights."

      "Scuffles," Húnn intersects. "Slight disagreements."

      "Rampages."

      "Arguments."

      "Wars."

      Before Húnn can come up with another term for his apparently minor disagreements with his brother, Ràn comes in, slamming the door against the wall. Apparently, he's not friends with the door. Or the wall. Is he friends with anyone? Judging from his permanent scowl, not likely.

      "I'll leave you to it," Torben says and starts taking off his shirt. Seriously?

      Eyes fixed on Húnn, I try to ignore the sound of a zipper. Ràn flops down next to his brother and takes two skewers at once. They disappear quicker than Torben can get undressed.

      When the door falls shut behind the Viking-bear, I breathe a sigh of relief. Now I can relax.

      Two almost identical pairs of eyes are looking at me. Maybe not.

      

      While Ràn is eating - devouring - the rest of the skewers, I look out of the window, wishing I was out there. The wind has blown away the clouds and the sun has come out to play. The forest is shimmering with feathery snow on the trees. Instead I'm stuck inside with two giant bear brothers. Húnn and Ràn. So similar, and yet so different. Húnn is chuckling while watching his brother eat. Ràn's scowl has disappeared a little, but I have yet to see him crack a smile.

      Húnn is the darker one of the two, but only by a few shades. They match each other in bulkiness, although at least Húnn is wearing a shirt. Ràn seems to have a difficult relationship with clothes. He's even worse than Torben. If only he was bad looking, then my gaze wouldn't be drawn to his muscly chest again and again. I imagine Húnn looks the same under his button up shirt.

      "You're such a glutton," Húnn complains. His brother doesn't reply, but reaches for the next, and the final skewer. A second later, the meat has gone. Satisfied, Ràn leans back, the faintest trace of a smile flirting with his lips. Without his scowl his face is beautiful. Strong lines, an angular jaw, a perfect nose, the soft outlines of where a beard could be... Stop drooling, Isla. He's a bear. A big, bad bear who has humans for breakfast. Who says that wasn't human flesh on those skewers?

      "Ehm, what meat did you cook for us?" I ask innocently.

      "That was squirrel, not much else out there on this island," Húnn says with a cheeky grin.

      "It's one of my favourites."

      Ràn suddenly boxes his brother in the side. Húnn grimaces.

      "Ok, it wasn't squirrel," he admits. "I just wanted to see your reaction. But you didn’t react. You’re not very girly, did you know that?”

      Now I’m the one to box him. Grinning, Ràn leans back against the wall, stretching his long legs until his feet are close to the fire. We sit in silence.

      "So what do you guys do when you're not running around as bears?" I ask, trying to start a conversation. Not that I have much hope of achieving that goal.

      "Talk," Ràn says, almost giving me a heart attack. Ràn talking about talking - the gods of irony must be having a field day.

      "Drink," Húnn adds.

      "Nothing else? What about games?"

      "Yeah, those too. Usually drinking games." Figures.

      "Read."

      Again, Ràn shocks me. I didn't expect that. But then... it's kind of cute, although I'm having a hard time imagining him with a book in his massive hands.

      Our conversation seems to end before it even starts. I look out of the window again, wondering if Torben is having fun running around in the snow. Finn must be out there too.

      And I'm stuck with the boring two.

      When I notice that I have to pee, it's almost a relief to have an excuse to get up. When I try and get off the ground, Húnn is by my side, helping me up. I give him a grateful smile. It's quite amazing how much an injured ankle can get in the way.

      "Thank you. I think I can make it to the toilet myself."

      "No, I'll help you." He scoops me up into his arms and walks towards the door - and bangs my legs against the doorframe. I scream in pain. Before Húnn can even open his mouth, a growl shakes the room. Through the tears welling up in my eyes, I look back and see a bear charging us. His eyes are wild beneath the shaggy dark fur.

      I'm unceremoniously dropped to the ground. Ouch.

      "Fuck it," I can hear Húnn growl, and with the sound of ripping cloth his human body stretches and squeezes - there's no other way I can explain it - until a second later a large brown bear is standing on a mess of rags that were once a very nice shirt and jeans. Bear-Húnn gets up on his hind legs, crashing his head against the ceiling. Wood creaks and dust sprinkles down. I press myself against the wall, scared of becoming collateral damage in this upcoming battle of giants. Ràn swipes his massive paw at Húnn, who evades quicker than I thought possible for a bear his size. He drops down on all fours again and the entire house shakes. He rams his shoulders against Ràn's head and tries to push him away. Ràn presses against his brother, his muscles bulging.

      They are evenly matched, and neither is backing down. Ràn growls, his open mouth showing scary sharp teeth. Reality check. Should I really be hanging around with guys who can turn into giant, scary, dangerous mammals? Húnn retaliates, growling and snapping at Ràn's shoulder. Teeth meet flesh, and Ràn lets out a bellowing growl. Trickles of blood appear in his dark brown fur. Ràn backs away, stepping around the fireplace. Húnn follows, his massive paws making the house shudder with each step. When it looks like Ràn is backed into a corner, he suddenly stands up on his hind legs and jumps onto his brother, his jaw grabbing the back of Húnn's neck. The dark-brown bear yelps and I scream.

      "Will you stop it! You’re hurting each other!"

      They ignore me. Spittle is flying from their muzzles; their eyes burning with violence. The cuddly bears I saw yesterday have turned into vicious beasts. I need to get out of here. Cursing my ankle - and the stupidity that led to said ankle being injured - I drag myself to the door and use the handle to pull myself up. I'm not wearing a jacket, or shoes, for that matter, but I can't stay in the cabin one second longer. When I leave, they are both on their hind legs, wrestling each other. Blood is running down Ràn's shoulder, and Húnn has a gash on his forehead. I step outside and slam the door shut behind me, hoping that they’ll notice.

      It's freezing. The sun is shining, turning the snow into a glistening white cloud, but the wind is icy. My socks are soaked as soon as I step onto the ice covering the small tiled terrace. There's an old wooden bench leaning against the wall of the house. Not knowing what else to do, I brush away the snow and sit down, trying to take the weight off my sore ankle. A loud growl shakes the wall behind me. The bears are still fighting. One second they were human, normal, funny (well, Húnn was), and suddenly they're rabid bears.

      I don't belong here. A tear runs down my face, turning into ice halfway down. I'm alone, just when I thought I had found friends. I lift my legs up and hug them close, making myself small. I ignore the pain in my ankle. It's a reminder of the emotional pain coursing through my mind.

      Alone.

      Again.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Something bumps against me. Soft. "Isla? Shit, you're fucking cold. What the hell are you doing out here?" I try and open my eyes, but it's too hard. I'm drifting, barely noticing how I'm picked up and carried inside. It's nice and cosy inside of me. The outside world can stay away. I like it here. No men. No bears. Just me and the cold. Oh yes. Cold. I like the cold. It freezes my thoughts. Makes the bad thoughts slow so they don't hurt. The good thoughts, too, but that's ok. Everything is slow and icy and sparkly.

      

      "Isla?"

      "We need to get her warm. What the fuck were you thinking, letting her out on her own?"

      "We have to warm her slowly, it can't be too fast. Get some blankets."

      "Isla, I'm going to have to get you out of these clothes."

      "Don't fight me, sweetie, you won't get warm otherwise."

      "Here are blankets, and I found a hot water bottle."

      "Fuck that. You know there's a better way."

      "She wouldn't like that."

      "She's too out of it to care.

      "And who's fault is that?"

      "She's starting to shiver, that's good. Let's lie her down, carefully."

      

      My icy coat of sparkles is thawing. Don't do that. I don't want to leave. It's scary out there. I'm safe inside me. Safe and safe and... What was I saying? Yes, scary. In here. No, out there. I'm cold. So cold. Make me warm. Please.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The first thing my frozen fingers feel is warmth. Softness. Skin. They move up and down. More skin. One hand goes further up. The soft skin becomes rougher. Hairs are in the way. I brush them aside, following the soft skin. So cuddly. I roll to one side to have both hands to explore.

      "Shit, Isla, stop that."

      I'm not listening. It feels nice. Warmth is flowing into me from two sides. My back is against a heater and I'm hugging a warm pillow. I can't remember why I want to be warm, but it's nice. Beautiful. Cosy. I hug the pillow closer to me. It resists.

      "Isla, what are you doing?"

      Isla? Yes, that's me. I'm Isla. And I'm hugging. Hugging is nice. I laugh, it comes out as a giggle. That sounds nice. I do it again. And again. My voice is an instrument making music.

      "Would you stop giggling?"

      "She's going crazy. We've made her crazy."

      "Isla, snap out of it!"

      My pillow moves and my hands are pressed back against my body. Something holds my wrists. I want to hug the pillow again, but it's fighting me. I try to turn around to snuggle against my heater, but somehow it’s grown arms that are keeping me in place.

      "Isla, open your eyes."

      I'm not sure I can do that. Is there an instruction manual somewhere?

      I struggle against the pillow. I don't want to open my eyes; I want to be warm. It's not letting me move, so I open my eyes to see why that is. Blue sapphires are looking at me. My pillow has gems. How nice.

      "Isla, that's good, well done," the pillow says.

      Oh no. The pillow isn't a pillow. I'm not hugging a lifeless object. I'm hugging a Viking. Torben. Afraid of what I might see, my gaze wanders down from his face to his chest to... Yes. He's naked again. I shy back, against another body. Please kill me now. Not another naked man.

      This recurring nakedness is getting too much. Do these men never wear clothes? And how can they be comfortable lying skin on skin with - oh no. Skin. My skin. A lot of it. Torben is still holding my hands, so I explore by mentally working myself through my body. My feet can feel the furs on top of me - us - and my legs are sandwiched between warm skin. I disentangle myself from Torben, who I'm clinging to like a monkey. My legs squeezing his. My naked skin on his hot, I mean warm, body. I notice something poking into my belly. Please tell me this isn't - seeing Torben's anatomy earlier today did not prepare me for feeling it. Not at all. I look down, but the blankets are hiding the view. Not that I want to see it. Torben follows my glance and a slight tinge of rose pink appears on his cheeks.

      "Ràn, take my place," he groans and rolls away from me. Ràn is standing above us, looking down with a semblance of a grin. Wow, his lips can actually curve in that direction. He's not wearing a shirt - again - but when he starts taking off his trousers I protest. "Leave them on... please."

      A snort comes from behind me. I finally see who my radiator is. Finn. "Hello, honey," he whispers into my hair. His breath flutters against my cheek, summoning goose bumps on my skin. Now that Torben is no longer holding me, I roll on my other side to look at Finn. I lift the blanket and look, not preparing for the consequences. A gorgeous chest is smiling at me, with defined abs that aren't too muscly, just perfect. And below... phew, he's wearing boxers. I've never been so grateful to see fabric. I let the blanket drop again. Better not do any further inspection. A large body slides into our group snuggle from behind me. Ràn. He's still wearing his jeans. I enjoy the rough feeling of them on my legs, even though they're colder than Torben's skin was. My body is still shivering a little, but the ice inside has almost melted. A big arm slides around my boobs.

      "Ràn!" I shout, turning around, my elbow flying into his chest. Oops.

      He feels around - squeezing my right breast in the process, but I'm trying not to think about that - and then settles on my belly. What a troll.

      "Sorry," he grumble-whispers in the quietest voice he seems to be able to do. I'm sure that everyone in the room heard him. Yes, they did. Finn starts snorting again.

      "Shut up, all of you," I complain. Boys.

      At least it's warm. I focus on the warmth, ignoring the fact that it comes from lying in between two half-naked men. I snuggle into the warmness, my exhausted mind slowing down a little. Half-asleep, I grab onto something to cuddle with.

      And then I finally sleep.
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        * * *

      

      When I wake up, the first thing I do is feel around me for men. I'm in luck, this time I'm alone under the fur-covered blanket. Good. I know many girls would think the opposite, but I've had enough of guys for a while, thank you very much.

      I yawn and stretch, looking around the room. I'm alone with the fire, reduced to a few flames dancing on glowing red coals.

      "Hello? Anyone here?"

      A shattering sound comes from the kitchen, then the door opens, a grinning Finn behind it.

      "Hey sleepy-honey!"

      "Sleepy-honey? Really?"

      "Well, you're sweet as honey, and your eyes are still half closed, so I think it's an accurate description." He shoots me a cheeky grin. I shake my head in denial. What have I got myself into?

      "Torben!" He shouts towards the kitchen. I hear a muffled shout back; it sounds like its coming from the attic. A thump comes from the other room, then Torben steps into the room - fully clothed, luckily.

      "The others are on the way. We're going to have a chat."

      “What about?”

      He stares at me. “Are you seriously asking that?”

      I shrug. Luckily I don’t have to come up with an answer, because the bear brothers arrive. I avert my eyes as they grab their trousers from the floor. When I look up again, they’re standing in front of us, looking like schoolboys caught doing something naughty behind the teacher’s back.

      "What do you say?" Torben stares them down until they both look at the floor, their heads hanging in shame.

      "Sorry."

      "Sorry."

      "Louder!"

      "We’re sorry."

      "I'm disappointed in you both. I thought you had your tempers under control - what if one of you had hit Isla? What if you had crashed her against the wall? She's human, for bear's sake! She's fragile!"

      "He dropped her," Ràn growls. All eyes turn to Húnn, who's looking down at the ground, his brows pulled together in a guilty frown.

      "He did what?" Torben's voice is low, dangerous. A stalking predator staring down his prey.

      "Only after you shifted and charged!" Húnn says quietly.

      "Because you banged her against the door frame!" I've never heard Ràn say this many words in one go. He must really be upset.

      "It was an accident," Húnn mumbles, still looking at the floor.

      "Whatever happened, you do not shift in the presence of a human, especially not inside the house!" Torben thunders. "You could have killed her!"

      Now Ràn is hanging his head in shame as well. Finn looks uncomfortable, even though he wasn't involved at all.

      I feel like I have to get involved to prevent Torben from ripping them apart. "It's ok, nothing happened. It was actually quite cool, watching them fight."

      "You call them biting each other bloody 'cool'?" Torben asks icily.

      Now it's my turn to look ashamed. "No, of course not. I just... can we just forget it and move on?"

      "No, we can't," he snaps. "You could have died, and I wasn't there to..." His voice falters. He turns and storms out of the cabin, the door crashing shut behind him.

      "So," Finn murmurs. "How about a game?"
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        * * *

      

      Drunk bears are fun bears. A drunk human girl is not so much fun. At least not for the girl. My head is foggy and my mouth seems to grin a lot. Compared to the guys I've not even drunk all that much, but I'm not used to alcohol. And they seem to be. They drink it as if it's water. And make fun of little drunk me in the process.

      The bottle stops pointing at Finn. "Dare."

      Húnn grins. "Lift Isla over your head."

      "No," I protest, but Finn has already jumped up - without the slightest stagger despite half a dozen empty bottles behind him - and lifts me in his arms. I squeal, trying to escape his grip. He's hugging me close to his chest, his breath tickling my throat. "Don't struggle, or you'll hurt yourself," he whispers with a wicked smile. I glare at him. If he hurts my ankle I'm going to kill him. Or get one of the others to do it.

      Finn adjusts his grip, then I'm lifted, the ceiling coming closer. I scream as he seems to drop me for a second, but he just laughs; apparently, that was his idea of a joke. So not funny. My heart is racing. I don't like heights.

      "Let me down, you big hairy bigfoot!"

      He laughs even harder, and I can feel the vibrations flowing through his arms into my body. "You want to get down?"

      "Yes!"

      "No problem." I'm falling. Except that somehow he's still holding me. I can't believe this. He's so dead.

      "If you don't let go of me this very moment..." He drops me the last few inches onto the floor. "Shit! You evil, evil bastard!"

      My hand flies to my mouth, and I look around, panicked. Húnn and Ràn stare at me.

      "Did she just...?"

      "I think she did!"

      "Maybe there's hope for her yet."

      No. I don't swear.  I'm not allowed to. Who swears, lies. Who lies will be punished.

      "Say it again, sweetie," Húnn begs.

      "Shit," I whisper.

      Ràn comes over and pulls my hand away from my face. "Again."

      "Shit. Shit, shit, shit. Shit! SHIT!" What started as a whisper ends in a jubilant shout.

      Finn grabs me and suddenly I'm in the air again, being whirled around in his arms. So much more fun than being lifted over his head.

      "Shit, shit, shi-iii-iit," we chant. When Finn moves us towards Ràn, I reach out a hand to pull Ràn towards us, but he is too heavy, and with a cheeky grin, he pulls and I'm not letting go, dragging Finn with me until both of us end up lying on top of both of Ràn. I can feel Ràn's chest grumbling in laughter, while Finn continues to chant from above me.

      "What the fuck is going on here?"

      Oh, oh. Torben is back.
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        * * *

      

      The guys are in the kitchen, arguing, while I look after the fish sizzling over the fire. Finally, a job I can do despite my injured ankle. I breathe in the buttery aroma of the fish. Hopefully they're done arguing soon so I can get some food. On the other hand, what's stopping me from starting without them? I take a fork and drag one of the smaller pieces onto a plate. Yummy. Delicious. Magnificent.

      By the time I've devoured two more pieces, the voices from the kitchen have quieted down. They're no longer arguing, just talking.

      "We need to make plans soon about where to go next," Torben says. "Spring is coming, and I don't want to waste more time on this island. We've not found anything here, and I don't believe we will. As soon as the ice thaws we can swim to the next island on the list."

      "The small one up north?" Húnn asks.

      "Aye. It'll mean a few days of swimming to avoid the settled islands, but it's better than staying here."

      

      Swimming. They're planning to swim away. I can't swim in freezing water, I'm not a shifter. That means they'll leave without me. Suddenly the fish tastes dry and sad.

      I topple the grill and the fish drops into the fire.

      It burns, just like the feelings that had just begun to sprout in my heart.
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