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  VANQUISHING A VIKING




  CHAPTER 1




  North of Túnsberg, Norway, 1025 A.D.




  Thwack! Stein Magnuson slammed his axe into the soft flesh of the towering pine, inflicting a mortal blow.




  Killing trees was easy. Not killing his father was hard.




  Pain shot up his right arm, stabbing the freshly healed battle wound in his shoulder like a finely edged dagger. He grimaced. The agony would pass. It was the white-hot anger searing his soul that would last a lifetime.




  He held his breath and waited for the tell-tale snap that signaled the tree’s surrender. Crack! Groaning like a wounded animal, it toppled over in slow motion and smashed to the ground with a heavy thud, shaking the earth and scattering needles, dirt and branches. The blended scent of pine and raw wood, the tree’s last breath, invaded his nostrils.




  A movement to his right caught his attention. Emerging from the gloomy forest was his half-brother, Erik, his axe slung over his shoulder. His awkward gait was more exaggerated than usual.




  Damn Magnus! His father had punished Erik too harshly when he was barely out of breech cloths, leaving him with a deformed limb and ill-equipped to face their unforgiving way of life.




  Stein shouldered his axe. “Are you finished for the day, brother?”




  The corners of Erik’s blue eyes crinkled as his face cracked into a broad smile. “Yes, I’m sick and tired of chopping down trees. I also need to give my leg a rest,” he said, hobbling toward his brother. “Karl and his son can bring a wagon tomorrow to load up what we’ve cut.”




  “Tell him to bring a slave along,” Stein said, angling his head toward the towering pyramid of logs sitting next to a jumble of leafy branches and twigs. “I cut more than I expected.” He rubbed his sore shoulder.




  Erik laughed, his breath vaporizing in the crisp spring air. “How is it you can spend the entire day cutting down trees and still look as if you had enough strength to fight a dragon?”




  Stein snorted. “It’s not hard. I think of each tree as our father’s neck. Each blow of my axe cuts deeper and deeper into his flesh until his head is severed.”




  “Don’t joke about such things,” Erik said, frowning. “He wouldn’t hesitate to hang you from the tallest tree if he heard you speak thus.”




  “Let him try. It would give me a reason to fight back.” Stein clenched his fist, digging the nails into his palm. “I can’t contain my anger much longer. It festers and smolders inside me like burning peat. You’d feel the same had it been your woman our father took to his bed and murdered.”




  “It was an accident. He didn’t mean to kill her.” Erik leaned on his axe. “Nothing I say can wipe away your anger, brother. I understand it, but what’s done is done. It’s been six months now. You must overcome your hatred before it consumes you.”




  Stein slashed the air with his hand. “How can I? He took my wife as his mistress and deliberately shamed me before you and the entire clan.” He lowered his arm slowly until it hung by his side like a limp battle flag. “He’s despised me all my life, questioning my judgment and doubting my loyalty. I’m only his bastard, Erik. One of many. I have no rights, no standing. I’m just another warrior for his raids. A good horse has more value to him than I do.”




  Erik’s face sagged, and he nodded slowly. “It’s not easy being his son, bastard or no, but let me tell you this. Though he may not hold you in high regard, I do.” He clapped Stein on the back. “You’re not only my brother, you’re my closest friend, and that’s why I’m concerned. It’s not just Margit’s betrayal that haunts you. There is something else on your mind. What is it?”




  Stein hesitated, scuffing the needle-covered ground with the toe of his boot. A wisp of pine and loamy earth curled upwards, the soothing perfume of the forest.




  “Tell me, brother,” Erik repeated.




  How could he tell Erik he’d give his right arm to leave the clan and be free of Magnus forever? It was pointless even to think about it. He could never leave. His mother and brother needed his protection from the wolf pack that was their family.




  He would share a different truth instead. “I long to avenge my honor, brother. With each passing day, my humiliation grows, but I dare not challenge Magnus to single combat. You know what would happen if I killed him. And kill him, I most certainly would.”




  Erik nodded slowly. “The last thing we need is a clan blood feud. Haakon is itching to be Magnus’s heir. He tells everyone I’m not fit to be chieftain and jarl because of this.” He tapped his crooked leg. “He’d challenge me before Magnus’s body was cold and, truth be told, I could not beat him in a fight.”




  “I would be your champion, Erik. You know that.”




  “If Haakon challenged me, he’d make sure you fell, as well. He wouldn’t think twice about slaying both of us and anyone else who stood in his way.”




  Stein huffed. “At least then I’d be out of my misery.”




  Erik put his arm around Stein’s shoulder. “Stop it, brother. Your melancholy shows me you’re in need of comfort.” He squeezed Stein’s upper arm affectionately. “Perhaps you should consider taking a new wife to soothe your wounds.”




  “A wife?” Stein’s voice rose. “I doubt that would help.”




  “Of course it would help. The right woman would ease your troubles and be a safe haven from the storm. More importantly, she would give you children. You need children, Stein. They are a man’s real legacy.”




  Yes, they are. If he ever broke away and sailed to Iceland, as he dreamed, he’d need many sons and daughters to establish his own clan. “You may be right, but how do I make sure Magnus doesn’t lure a new wife to his bed? Tell me that.”




  “Margit was an ambitious woman and a calculating shrew. She took advantage of your absence to advance her position within the clan. She saw Magnus as a means to an end, nothing more. She didn’t love him, and she didn’t love you. You’ll make a better choice next time.”




  Stein stepped away. “Yes, a meek, subservient wife with no brains. Perhaps she should be homely, as well, so Magnus will leave her alone.”




  “It doesn’t matter if she’s wise or witless, beautiful or ugly as a troll. What’s important is that she honors you and puts your needs above her own.”




  Stein harrumphed. “A new wife. This is your best brotherly counsel?”




  “Yes, and the sooner, the better.” He looked skyward. “Perhaps you should ask the gods for their help.”




  Stein jabbed his axe toward the heavens like a spear. “Do you hear him, Freyja?” he shouted. “Send me the perfect woman to warm my heart and my bed.”




  Erik chortled. “Hah! Your bed has hardly been empty of late.”




  “True enough. My mother takes pity on me and each night finds a bed slave to comfort me, but I tire of such couplings.”




  “Perhaps you should amuse yourself with a fresh bed partner until you find the proper wife. The change would do you good. On your next trip to Túnsberg, visit the market and find a new plaything. Perhaps an exotic woman from an eastern land far, far away.” Erik stroked his beard thoughtfully. “I’ve got it! Find yourself a pair of twins, and you’ll have twice the fun.”




  “Two women? You must be mad!”




  “You can handle it. You’ve got the stamina of an ox, brother.” He whistled. “Think of it: two vaginas, four breasts, four hands, and two mouths. It makes me hard just to think about it.”




  Stein collected his water flask and the remains of his mid-day meal and stuffed them in his rucksack. Buying a new bed slave would neither ease his pain nor slake his desire for vengeance, but if he didn’t placate his brother, the discussion would go on all night.




  “Stop fantasizing, Erik. One woman at a time is enough for me. Nonetheless, I shall consider your advice.”




  “All right, then.” Erik raised his axe to his shoulder. “Come, let’s sample the new ale, and if Sigrid has supper ready, you may share it with us. We’ll ask your mother as well.”




  The late afternoon sun slanted through the trees in narrow shafts of light, piercing the deep shadows that heralded evening’s imminent arrival. In the distance, the disjointed tapping of a woodpecker serenaded them as they walked the mile back to the farmstead.




  “Thank you for the invitation. My throat is as dry as a barley husk, and I’m sure Mother would like to fuss over the baby.” They walked a ways in silence before he went on. “It pleases me to be part of your family. Sigrid is a good woman. You’d best treat her well or I’ll steal her from you.”




  Erik raised his left eyebrow. “You jest with me, I hope?”




  Stein clapped him on the back. “Of course, I do. She’s safe with me. It’s our father you need worry about.”




  *****




  That night when Stein retired, the slave woman sent by his mother was already in his bed, a sleepy half-smile on her pudgy, red-hued face. The faint odor of onions hung in the air, the remnant of an earlier meal, or more likely the aroma of the woman who lay before him.




  He drew the wool blanket off her naked body and studied her. Though young, she was plump, with large, pendulous breasts and wide hips. He ran his hand over her body, fascinated by the soft, abundant rolls of flesh.




  “What is your name, girl?”




  “It is Neave, master,” she replied in broken Norse.




  He bent over to take off his leather boots. “Yes, from our last Irish raid. You’ve shared my bed before.”




  “Yes, master.” She gazed at him with hooded eyes and grinned.




  He stripped off his tunic and loose leggings, and stood naked before her.




  “You are...huge, master. Like a stallion, I think.” She giggled as she reached out to caress his erect organ.




  “Yes, like a stallion.” He lowered himself over her fleshy body and positioned his cock at her entrance. “And you are my mare.”




  With one hard thrust, he seated himself inside her to the hilt. She gasped at the force of his penetration, but then settled down, smiling placidly up at him. She was not a pretty girl, but her face was pleasant enough and her channel was tight.




  Pumping in and out of her, he imagined Margit beneath him, the tendrils of her flowing red hair teasing her small pointed breasts, her green eyes glowing with passion. Beautiful in face and body, she still filled his dreams and ignited his desire. What a shame such beauty hid an ugly soul. That he had loved her in spite of it proved he had no judgment when it came to women.




  But, fool though he was, he needed a wife. If and when he left for Iceland to start over, he would need an obedient woman to give him sons and daughters, enough to work the land and found his own family. Perhaps Erik was right. It was time for him to move on...if only he could.




  Visions of Margit and Magnus swam before his eyes, and a shaft of exquisite pain pierced his heart. Like a wound that refused to scab over, the agony of their betrayal was as sharp and fresh as it had been six months earlier.




  The girl moaned, bringing his attention back to the matter at hand. Grasping her upper arms, he leveraged himself against her, and drove his cock like a sword in and out of her fleshy mass. His mood black with pain and misery, he willed himself to release his seed, but it held little pleasure for him.




  Over the months, he’d sought comfort with an army of bed slaves, but meaningless sex had left him feeling emotionally dead. It was not the women’s fault. Forced into sexual slavery, they bravely tried their best to please him, but they could not ease the pain that clawed at him from the inside.




  Breathing rapidly, the girl gazed up at him with a question in her eyes. “Have I not pleased you, master?”




  He withdrew from her body and reached for a nearby cloth.




  “Yes, yes, you pleased me.” He wiped himself. “The fault lies with me. I am not myself tonight.” He tried to smile kindly as he tossed her the rag. “Here, clean yourself and then leave. I’d like to be alone.”




  “But, master, your mother told me to spend the entire night.” She gazed at him with pleading eyes as she swiped the cloth between her inner thighs. “I don’t want her to be angry with me.”




  He stood and pulled on his leggings. “Do not be afraid. I’ll make sure she understands.”




  The girl scrambled off the alcove bed and grabbed her coarse woolen shift, quickly pulling it over her head. “Thank you, master. Will you ask for me again?”




  He forced a smile. “Yes. Now go, please,” he said gently.




  “Thank you, master.” She bowed several times, then scurried from the room.




  Poor girl. He’d been so occupied with his own needs, he’d paid no attention to hers. He usually tried to please his partners, but tonight he had nothing left to give.




  He walked to the nearby table. Leaning on it with outstretched arms, he sagged wearily as his chest constricted. Would this pain never disappear? A constant reminder of his own failings, it bubbled up from the depths of his being, hot and deadly, endless and unstoppable, like the lava of an erupting volcano.




  And so did his hatred of his father.




  He snatched a small clay bowl from the table and hurled it with all his strength toward the back wall of the longhouse. It shattered to bits against the massive pine logs, making him feel worse.




  He collapsed onto a stool and held his head in his hands. Was there no way out? Desperation gripped him as he prayed out loud.




  “Freyja, great goddess, grant me strength and calm the fury in my soul.” He was interrupted by an ear-splitting clap of thunder. How odd. There was no evidence of a storm brewing. Perhaps she really was listening. He continued. “Heal my wounds and stay my hand. Do not let me slay my father.”




  CHAPTER 2




  Asgard, Minnesota, Present Day




  Esme Pederson snaked the wooden shuttle over and under the grey wool warp threads of her loom, interlacing the mauve weft threads that would make up the border of her rug. This was the happiest part of her day. She’d escape to the basement for one or two hours to lose herself in her art, put on a Black Eyed Peas CD, and forget her troubles. She’d be in seventh heaven if she could afford to quit her job at the college library and weave full-time, but it would be a bold move, especially now that her father needed her.




  “I think this will be really pretty. What do you think, Darce?”




  Mr. Darcy, her irascible Maine Coon cat, yawned and thrust his butt high in the air, stretching his long body like a taut rubber band. He jumped up on the old stuffed sofa near the stairs and searched for the best spot to lie down. Finding the perfect location for a nap, he kneaded the worn upholstery a few times, curled into a ball and buried his nose under his lush tail.




  Esme started to get up, but sat back down when she heard footsteps on the creaky wooden stairs. “Everything okay, Daddy?”




  “Sure, honey. Myles just called to say he’d be here in twenty minutes.” Professor Thor Pederson steadied himself on the handrail, his once handsome face now ashen and drawn from weeks of brutal chemotherapy. “I thought I’d better remind you.”




  “I didn’t forget, Daddy. Time just flies when I’m weaving. I’ll be up in a jiffy.”




  “Okay, honey.”




  It pained her to watch him labor back up the stairs. A one-time cross-country ski champion, he was a pale shadow of his former robust self. Colon cancer had sunk its deadly claws into his once-strapping physique, ripping away his vigor and his dignity, until all that remained was a frail body and a wounded spirit.




  Esme sucked in her breath and stiffened her shoulders. “I’ll be right up, Daddy,” she called out as he reached the kitchen. She turned to her cat. “Oh, Darce, it kills me to see him this way.”




  Mr. Darcy unfurled his tail and spread it like a fan over her dog-eared copy of The Vanquished Viking, her favorite romance novel. She’d read it five or six times, but never tired of the story and the heroic characters. She’d loved romances since girlhood, but she was embarrassed to admit it to her colleagues at the Asgard College library. They only read ‘real literature.’




  She got up from her bench and wandered over to the sofa to scratch Mr. Darcy’s ears. Picking up the book, she admired the bare-chested male model, who stared back at her with a sexy half-smile. The paperback cover was badly creased and one corner had been torn off, but the image was largely intact. She’d studied the drop-dead gorgeous Viking with the long blond hair and whopping muscles a million times, but he still made her heart go pitter-patter.




  “That’s the kind of man I want, Darce. An alpha warrior who’ll sweep me off my feet and make me quiver with desire.” She snorted. “Unfortunately, that’s about as likely as a Minnesota Vikings’ Super Bowl victory.” She set down the book and scratched Mr. Darcy’s ears. “Gotta go, sweetie. See you later.”




  She’d better get a move on. She wasn’t looking forward to the lecture by Dr. James Weston, one of Myles’s physicist heroes, but they’d made a bargain: she’d attend the boring talk if he went with her to the annual Spring Fling Art Show next weekend in downtown Asgard.




  She trotted up the stairs to the kitchen. The room was filled with the mouth-watering, beefy aroma of the New England dinner bubbling away in the crock pot on the counter. She’d fixed one of her father’s favorites, hoping it would stimulate his long-lost appetite.




  She cocked an ear. The Doobie Brothers’ Long Train Runnin’ drifted from the living room, signaling her father’s location. She smiled, glad he was playing his old vinyl LP’s again. The classic rock music took him back to happier times. She wandered into the front room.




  “Hi, honey,” he said from behind two towers of stereo albums stacked on the coffee table. “I can’t believe Myles talked you into going to a physics lecture.”




  “Yeah, I know, but he’s promised to go to the art show with me next weekend.”




  “Well, don’t stay out too late.” He pointed at the TV, which was on, but mute. “Channel 7 is predicting bad storms later. Maybe even tornados.”




  She stood in the doorway, her arms wrapped around her waist, feeling chilly. “Thanks for the warning. I didn’t plan to be gone long anyway.”




  “Tell me something.” He patted the seat next to him. “I don’t mean to pry, but how serious are you two?”




  How she missed her mother. Talking to her dad about her love life was weird and embarrassing, especially since she usually picked guys who didn’t meet his approval. The one exception had been Myles, a first-year physics instructor, about whom she had decidedly unromantic feelings.




  Parking herself next to her father, she took his hand in hers. “Myles is a nice guy and everything, but we’re just friends.”




  Her platonic relationship with Myles had been safe and convenient. A way to hide from guys like Sven Nydahl, the Norwegian heartbreaker, her first and only lover. But it was time to cut Myles loose. It wasn’t fair to him, and she had other things to deal with right now.




  Her father’s brow creased. “Oh? I ‘m sorry to hear that. I thought you two got along very well.”




  “I guess we do,” she pushed a clump of hair behind her ear, “but he’s not my boyfriend. Actually, I’ve been working up the nerve to tell him he should start seeing someone else.”




  Her father’s frown increased. “Really? That’s too bad.”




  “I don’t want to hurt him, but it’s time we both moved on.”




  “Do you want to see someone else?”




  “I’m not sure. I’ve got a lot on my mind right now, and frankly potential dates aren’t exactly beating down my door.”




  He squeezed her hand. “You’ll find another young man. You’re a very pretty girl, Esme. Maybe you just need to spruce up a bit,” he pointed to her shapeless green sweater, “and stop hiding yourself. Maybe trade in those glasses for contacts and cut your hair.”




  “Thanks for the advice, but I’m fine with this.” She smoothed her free hand over her sweater. “I don’t like to draw attention to myself.” Unfortunately, her height did that for her. At five feet nine inches, she stood out from most other women like a wayward corn stalk in a field of soy beans.




  “You look so much like your beautiful mother,” he replied. “If you did a little make-over, you’d have plenty of dates. In fact, I’d like to introduce you to Dr. Mitgang’s new lab director. He’s...”




  “You’re very sweet,” she said, stepping on his words, “but I don’t want to see anyone else right now. It would just complicate things.” She clasped her father’s hand to her cheek. “Right now, I’ve got you to take care of.”




  “Esme,” he said in his fatherly-advice voice, “you spent almost a year taking care of Grandma before she died, and now you’re my nurse. You need to do something that makes you happy. Going out with Bill Seybert might be just the thing.”




  Another egghead academic isn’t what I need. “Thanks, but I don’t think so.”




  “Are you sure?”




  Maybe it was time to tell him what really did make her happy.




  “I’ve been selling my rugs downtown at the Blue Heron Gallery,” she blurted out. “The owner, Lisa, really likes my work and...” She hesitated, unsure if she should go all the way. “And she thinks I could do well selling my stuff at other galleries and art fairs, too. She says I’m good enough to make some real money.”




  She doubted he would agree. Supportive in so many ways, her father had always made light of her weaving, telling her she was too smart to waste her time making crafts. He wanted her to go back to school, get her master’s, then her doctorate, and climb the golden ladder to librarian heaven – the University of Minnesota.




  “That’s nice, honey. It’s a fun little hobby, but you don’t want to spread yourself too thin.”




  “No, I guess not.” There was little point in arguing the matter. He wasn’t likely to change his mind.




  He took back his hand and patted her on the knee. “I’m glad you enjoy working with your hands. I’m sure it’s relaxing, and that’s something you need right now. But I’d rather you spent your free time working toward another degree.”




  She pressed her nails into her palm and studied the cover of an Eagles’ album on the coffee table, her gaze fixed on the handsome, long-haired bass player. Of course a Master’s would be great. It would get her a raise. But honestly, she’d die of boredom before she ever finished.




  “I don’t know, Daddy. Maybe next year.”




  “Life is short, honey. Don’t waste your time. Make the most of it.” He began again to organize his LP’s. “I’d still like to see you settled with someone, though. I don’t want you to be alone if I die.”




  Her gut twisted with the dull pain she’d been experiencing since his diagnosis. Why was life so unfair? She’d already lost her mother and all her grandparents. Did she have to lose her father, too?




  “Don’t say that, Daddy.” She threw her arms around his neck. “We’re going to fight this thing. You’re not going to die.”




  He held her close. “You have to face reality. The chemo may not work for me.”




  She pulled away, her eyes brimming with tears. “It has to work. I can’t lose you.”




  “Esme, we must be realistic...”




  “No. You still have so much to do. Your research and your plans to go to Québec...”




  “I may not have enough time.” He sagged back into the cushions.




  “Don’t say that. You’re only sixty, and you’re so close to proving your theory.” The tight knot in her throat made it hard to speak. “You’re going to get well and go to Québec next summer. It’s so important. Finding the Viking settlement would silence those old fossils who say you’re crazy. You’ll have the last laugh, just watch. You’ll be in the history books.”




  “Even if the chemo works, I doubt I’ll be in any shape to travel, much less hike around Montmagny, hunting for artifacts.” His face drooped with fatigue and defeat. “We’ve got to face it, Esme. My career may be over.”




  “No, Daddy!” She buried her face in his shoulder and clung to him. “You’re going to get well, and you’re going to go to Québec.”




  The chiming of the doorbell jolted her upright. “Oh, gosh, that’s Myles.” Jumping up, she plucked a tissue from the box on the coffee table and dabbed her eyes. She didn’t want Myles to see her tears. Her emotions were her own business.




  Pasting on a smile she didn’t feel, she walked to the front door, ready for an evening as exciting as watching paint dry.




  *****




  The house was quiet as Esme closed the front door behind her. She leaned against it, happy to be home. Myles had tried to talk her into going to the lake, but she’d refused, saying she had to get back to her father. There was no way she’d spend another minute listening to him pontificate about quantum tunneling. Or worse, wrestling with him in the front seat of his car.




  She threw her jacket on the hall chair and tiptoed upstairs. Peering into her father’s darkened bedroom, she smiled. He and Mr. Darcy were sound asleep, snoring softly and curled up together like contented littermates. A rumble of thunder broke the comfortable silence, and she mentally crossed her fingers that the coming storm wouldn’t wake them.




  She headed down the stairs just as another, louder, clap of thunder boomed. Sleep would have to wait. Having seen the aftermath of several Minnesota tornados, she’d keep vigil until the bad weather had completely blown over. She was edgy and keyed up anyway, plagued by a low-level anxiety that often kept her awake long into the night. Her father’s cancer was turning her into an emotional and physical wreck.




  What would she do if she lost him? She could stay in Asgard and continue to work at the college library, but could she spend the rest of her life doing something she wasn’t passionate about? She pictured herself twenty years into the future, an elderly recluse surrounded by books and cats. I don’t think so.




  Or would she have the guts to follow her dream and become an artist? She’d inherit the house, which her father had paid off years ago, and her inheritance would give her enough money to live on while she established herself. She could do it. If she was careful. If her father died. Her stomach heaved at the thought.




  Aargh! She needed to relax. Maybe a little wine would help. She headed back downstairs.




  Entering the kitchen, she was pleased to see the crock pot sitting on the counter, empty and clean. She opened the refrigerator and noticed a small, clear plastic container with the remaining stew. He’d eaten well. “Way to go, Daddy,” she said under her breath.




  She pulled out a half-empty bottle of German Riesling and plucked a clean wine glass from the dish strainer on the sink. With the bottle tucked under her arm, she opened the sliding glass door and stepped onto the cracked concrete of the patio. Though terrified of tornados, she was strangely fascinated by thunderstorms. The thunder and lightning, loud and wild, was like something out of a Wagnerian opera. Primitive and elemental, the crash and boom thrilled her to her core. She gazed skyward. From the eerie glow in the night sky and the growl of thunder nearby, this one promised to be a doozy.




  She sat down on the ornate, wrought iron love seat near the rose bushes and poured herself a big glass of the semi-sweet white wine. The night was humid and close for late-April, a portent of the sticky summer weather just around the corner.




  She settled back into the cushions her mom had made and took a long sip of the pale liquid. Gazing up at the first wave of storm clouds, trying to clear her mind, she was surprised when a mental image of Sven Nydahl popped into her brain.




  She might have a pretty sparse track record with men, having slept with only one guy in her twenty-five years, but her fling with Sven Nydahl made her feel like a veteran in the war of the sexes.




  Tall, blond, and with eyes the color of a cold-water fjord, the visiting Norwegian journalist was as handsome as the Viking warriors in her romance novels. Within a week of his arrival on campus, he’d ignited the white hot flames of her passion and, for the first and only time in her life, she’d fallen hard.




  They’d spent the entire fall semester screwing each other’s brains out in his tiny room at the college’s Foreign Press Institute. It was incredible! Exhilarating! But then it ended. Or rather, she ended it.




  The scheming bastard had lied to her the whole time, assuring her he was divorced and ready to settle down again. When he talked about extending his visa to stay for another semester, she’d begun to fantasize about becoming the second Mrs. Sven Nydahl. Then she’d accidentally discovered that someone already had the job. You were such a fool, Esme.




  She looked up at the approaching storm. It swept in from the west like a dark, ferocious sea. Thunder rolled non-stop, the unremitting cracks and booms punctuated by fiery bolts of cascading lightning. A strong gust of wind scattered last year’s oak leaves all over the yard, while another bent the aging birch tree next to the garage into a graceful arc, like a ballet dancer taking a bow.




  As a few cautionary rain drops plopped onto her hair and shoulders and into her wine glass, the skin on the back of her neck prickled and an odd sensation came over her. Not fear, exactly, but rather a feeling of expectation, as if something momentous was about to happen.




  She rose just as a blinding crack of lightning struck the metal porch roof behind her. Thrown to the ground by the shock wave, she struggled for breath as the acrid odor of ozone filled her nostrils. She thought her head would explode from the build-up of pressure inside her skull, and her heart nearly stopped as searing pain ripped through her body like a serrated blade.




  No, no! I don’t want to die!




  Aware of a soft sizzling sound, she saw sparks of fire dance on her skin like a million fireflies.




  Then, she saw nothing at all.




  CHAPTER 3




  Swallowed up in silent, tomb-like blackness, Esme heard her thudding heart and knew she was still alive. Unable to see or hear anything, she should have been terrified. Instead she was strangely calm and eager to see what would happen next. Drifting along gently, like a cork bobbing down a lazy stream, she sensed there was a purpose to her journey. But what it was, she had no idea.




  As if on cue, a pinprick of light appeared in the distance. She couldn’t make it out at first, but as she hurtled toward it, she saw that it was a spinning whirlpool of luminescence, like a galaxy floating in the vastness of space. It was beautiful.




  A tiny bolt of fear pricked her consciousness, but she tamped it down. No, she would not be afraid. The lightning had not killed her for a reason. Somehow she knew her destiny lay on the other side of the swirling eddy, and she would meet it head-on.




  She sped toward the vortex with startling speed. Steeling herself, she plunged feet first into the churning mass and blasted through it...landing on her fanny in a mound of hay.




  What the heck? Dazzled by the blinding sunlight, she shielded her eyes with her forearm and looked down. The pile of green, freshly-cut alfalfa was soft and fragrant. Inhaling the sweet, earthy aroma, she was reminded of the Minnesota countryside in summer.




  Bewildered, but unhurt, her eyes gradually adjusted to the brightness, and she looked up to survey her surroundings. The long, narrow hayfield was bordered on three sides by a living fence of tall, dark green pines so dense, no light penetrated the canopy. On the fourth side, about a football field away, sat a small farmstead. Over the tree line to her left, a wall of jagged mountains thrust its snow-covered peaks, like so many pointed teeth, into a cloudless, bright blue sky.




  That was strange. The closest snow-capped mountains were the Rockies, hundreds of miles west of Asgard. Could the tornado, or whatever it was, have carried her all the way to Colorado or Montana?




  “Wow!” She got to her feet and dusted herself off. Still a little shaky, she turned slowly around, searching for signs of people. “Where in the world am I?” She pulled her cell phone from the pocket of her jeans and flipped it open. No service.




  She’d head for the farm to see if she could use their phone. Her father would be worried sick when he discovered her missing.




  The sing-song cadence of female voices drew her attention to the far end of the field. Three women, dressed in ankle-length skirts and colorful, long-sleeved tunics, strode toward her, looking like they just stepped out of a Norwegian folk tale. The costumes weren’t fancy enough for a festival or parade. Maybe they were historical re-enactors from one of those living museums. If so, they looked quite real. Surely they could tell her where she was.




  As they came closer, however, she became less certain. Two of the women carried wicked-looking scythes over their shoulders, and all three wore scowls that told her they weren’t happy to see her.




  “Hello,” she called out, “I’m wondering if you could help me.” She stretched to her full height and planted her feet, trying to look confident.




  “Who are you?” the tallest woman shouted as they neared. “What clan are you from?” She spoke in what sounded like authentic Old Norse.




  Esme swayed on her feet. She didn’t know Old Norse. How in the world could she understand what the woman said?




  “I’m lost,” Esme answered, shocked at the foreign words coming out of her mouth. “I was carried off by a tornado and deposited here. Could you tell me where I am?”




  Her world tilted, and she nearly fell over. She’d answered in the same alien language as the woman. She’d said the words in English, but they’d come out in Old Norse. That was impossible. Where had she landed? In the Twilight Zone?




  The tall woman squinted and pointed her scythe handle at Esme. “I asked you what you are called and where you are from. Answer me, girl.”




  Esme’s heart pounded as she tried to process what had just happened. She took a breath and squared her shoulders. “My name is Esme, and I’m from southern Minnesota.” Again, she’d spoken English, but it came out as Norse. Oh, lord, what’s happening to me?




  “Ez-mee?” The woman narrowed her eyes and moved closer to her. “What kind of name is that? And where is this ‘minn-ee-sew-ta’ you speak of?”




  Another of the trio, a short, plump blonde, pointed to Esme’s jeans. “That is strange cloth.” She circled like a hungry wolf. “She wears trousers like a man, and her hair is chopped off at the shoulders.” She turned to the tall woman. “What say you, Mechthild? What sort of creature is this?”




  “Are you in disguise? Are you trying to pass yourself off as a man?” Mechthild leaned in to inspect Esme’s glasses. “And what is that...thing...on your nose?”




  Esme touched the bow of her wire-rims. “You’ve never seen glasses?” This was getting stranger by the minute.




  “No, what does it do?”




  “Glasses help me to see, of course.”




  The third, and youngest, woman held out her hand, demanding. “Let me see it.”




  Esme hesitated, then removed her spectacles and handed them over. The young woman looked through them and spat on the ground. “You lie. I can see nothing at all. Everything is fuzzy.”




  The one named Mechthild grabbed them and peered through the lenses. “Yes, everything is wavy and distorted. It must have magical powers if it helps you see clearly.” She pocketed them in her apron. “I think you are either a witch or a runaway slave.”




  This was getting really freaky. “No, no,” Esme cried, trying to stay calm. “I’m not a slave, and I’m certainly not a witch. I’ve just lost my way. Won’t you please help me?”




  The second woman nodded. “I agree, Mechthild. From her looks, I’d say she’s fled from her master and is trying to pass as a man.”




  Esme’s stomach did a cartwheel. “Whoa, did you say ‘master’?”




  “Yes, the man who owns you,” Mechthild said slowly, emphasizing each word, as if she were speaking to a child.




  “I have no master,” Esme protested, still amazed she was conversing in Old Norse. “I am a free woman. Won’t you please just tell me where I am?”




  The trio surrounded her, their expressions intent and decidedly unfriendly.




  Mechthild got in her face. “You are lying. You’re a runaway slave, and there’s an end to it.” She and the youngest woman each grabbed an arm and began to march her toward the farm.




  “Let me go!” Esme struggled, but the women’s grip was powerful. “You have no right to manhandle me this way. I’m no slave. Where are you taking me?” She dragged her feet, but the women continued to haul her towards the tiny cluster of buildings. “I’m lost. Why won’t you help me?”




  The second woman, who followed close behind, poked her in the back with her scythe handle. “Be quiet.”




  What was going on? Had she been dumped into some kind of grotesque TV reality show? Would some smarmy host with perfectly sculpted hair suddenly leap from the trees and tell her she could win a million bucks if she’d be a slave for a week?




  They arrived at the small clearing. The area, about a hundred yards square, held two oblong, one-story wooden houses with thatched roofs. Several sod-roofed outbuildings, animal pens, and a couple of large vegetable gardens completed the scene. The whole place looked absolutely authentic, like the illustrations she’d seen in her father’s books.




  Mechthild headed for the house on the left. “We’ll let Egil decide what to do with her.”




  As they dragged her inside, Esme wrinkled her nose at the strong stench of smoke. The interior consisted of one large, windowless room with a beamed ceiling supported by carved poles. Behind the poles, and running the length of the building on both sides, were built-in platforms, some covered with sheepskins, blankets and linen-covered pillows. In the center of the room a large iron pot hung from a tripod over the fire, its smoke venting, mostly, through a hole in the roof.




  Sitting at a table near the fire, a large man drank noisily from a metal tankard. Big-boned and heavily bearded, it was hard to tell his age. Mid-forties, maybe. He looked at the women with bloodshot eyes.




  “What is this, wife?” he asked Mechthild.




  “We found this girl hiding in the hayfield. I think she’s a runaway.”




  The youngest woman pushed Esme toward the table.




  “I was not hiding,” Esme snapped, trying not to stumble.




  Egil eyed her up and down. “Where are you from, girl?”




  “Why does everyone care where I’m from? I’m from Minnesota. Don’t tell me you’ve never heard of it.”




  “No,” Egil replied, “I haven’t.”




  Her gaze wandered from one person to the other. “Look, a tornado sucked me up and dumped me here, wherever ‘here’ is. I’m not a runaway slave. I’m lost and need your help. If you could just point me in the direction of the nearest town, I’ll find my way back home.”




  Egil rose to his feet. “Who is your owner?”




  “I told you, I have no owner.”




  He made a sound that was halfway between a snort and a laugh. “Turn around, girl. Let me have a look at you.”




  Mechthild took Esme’s glasses out of her pocket and handed them to her husband. “She was wearing this when we found her. She says it helps her see.”




  He examined the glasses, then scrutinized Esme, his rheumy eyes wandering over her body. “Her attire is unusual for a woman, but she is pretty and could bring a nice price in Túnsberg.”




  “Price?” Esme squawked. “What do you mean, price?”




  “She’s not your property, husband,” said Mechthild, taking Esme’s glasses from him. “Her owner will want her returned.”




  “What are you talking about?” Esme cried. “You can’t sell me.”




  “We don’t know who her owner is, do we?” Egil took a swig from his tankard. “Nor do I care. Ulf and I will take her to market tomorrow, and we’ll divide the money between our two families. If her owner comes looking for her, we’ll say we haven’t seen her and don’t know where she is.” He looked down his nose at the women. “Are we agreed?”




  The women nodded obediently.




  Esme could hardly believe her ears. “You want to sell me? Who are you people? What is this place? You can’t sell me. People don’t buy and sell other people.” They ignored her like she was furniture.




  “Good,” said Egil. “Lock her in the stabbur for the night.” He spoke to the youngest woman. “Dagmar, tell my brother to be ready to travel to Túnsberg in the morning.”




  Dagmar and Mechthild grabbed her once more in their strong, farm-hardened hands and dragged her outside over a small rise to a wooden outbuilding. About ten feet square, it was elevated on stone piers and was further rodent-proofed by a two-foot gap between the steps and the wooden door.




  “I demand you release me right now.” Esme squirmed and twisted fruitlessly. “I don’t have any money on me, but I promise I’ll pay you if you’ll help me. Name your price. I’ll send it to you as soon as I get home. You can trust me.”




  “I think she’s crazy in the head,” said Dagmar. “I wonder who would buy such a woman, don’t you?”




  Esme blathered on. “I’m serious! Or, if you can’t wait, my father could send you the money now.”




  “Be quiet, girl,” Mechthild snapped. She turned to Dagmar. “Egil is a man and knows what other men desire. If he thinks she’ll make a good bed slave, then so it shall be.”




  “Hah,” laughed Dagmar, “only as long as she keeps her mouth shut, eh?”




  “A bed slave? You’ve got to be kidding.” Esme’s voice rose. “You can’t do that. I’m not that kind of girl.”




  Mechthild snorted, her head bobbing up and down knowingly. “You’re a woman and that’s all that matters.”




  “No! Tell your husband I’d make a lousy bed slave. Tell him I’m a weaver. I’m sure good weavers are in demand.” She stopped as a strange idea popped into her head. “What year is it?”




  “I don’t know. Now, shut up,” Mechthild barked as they dragged her up the steps. “You have no say in this matter. You’ll be sold as a bed slave and that’s that.”




  Dagmar kicked open the shed door with her foot, and the two women pushed Esme into the gloomy interior.




  “Please don’t leave me here,” she pleaded. “I’m so hungry and cold. Could you bring me something to eat? And some water too? Please?”




  Mechthild’s eyes were emotionless. “Be still, girl! I’ll bring you some water, but you’ll be fed and clothed by your new owner, not at our expense.”




  “My glasses,” Esme cried. “Please give them back to me. I need them.”




  Mechthild pulled them from her apron pocket and threw them on the floor. “There. They’re useless to me.”




  As Esme stooped to retrieve them, the heavy door closed with a solid thud, completely cutting her off from the outside world. Her heart sank as she heard the metal bolt slide into place.




  She flew to the door and banged on it. “Let me out, let me out!” She screamed until her voice faded and her hands ached.




  Turning, she scanned the small, windowless room. It was so dark, she could barely see, but it appeared the walls were lined with large bags, probably of threshed grain. Stacked in two rows, they filled most of the empty space, leaving her only a narrow strip of wooden floor. Here and there, sunlight pierced the gaps in the wall, softening the shed’s otherwise murky interior.




  She leaned against the door. Now what? Nothing in her entire life had prepared her for this kind of craziness. Had she completely flipped or what? She tried to put it all together.




  A tornado had carried her off and apparently dumped her in a living museum populated by Viking re-enactors. Because of the mountains she’d seen, the museum had to be located somewhere near the Rockies, probably in Colorado or Wyoming. So far, so good.




  But if these people were re-enactors, why wouldn’t they help her? And why did they persist in speaking Norse when it was clear she wasn’t one of them? That’s the other thing. How could she speak Norse when the only foreign language she knew was a smattering of high school French and a little modern Norwegian?




  Something very odd was going on.




  She pulled her cell phone out of her jeans’ pocket. If she called 911, she wouldn’t be able to give the police an exact location, but they could home in on the phone’s built-in GPS. If she had service, that is.




  She flipped it open. Damn! The screen showed a rotating satellite dish and the message ‘not in service area.’ She waved the phone around trying to get a signal. No dice. Giving up, she punched the ‘end’ button to power off.




  Great, now what?




  Tired and depressed, she sat down on the wooden planks and peered through a narrow chink between the logs. She watched as Mechthild and the others scurried about, doing their chores. The farmstead certainly looked authentic, right down to the pig sty and the manure pile. There were no TV antennae, no satellite dishes, no cars, no bicycles, no power lines. There was no hint of modern civilization anywhere. If this was a living museum, then how did they communicate with the outside world? Maybe they signed up for month-long stints with the understanding there’d be no contact with home or loved ones, like a re-enactor boot camp.




  She settled back against the wall and closed her eyes. Take a deep breath, Esme. Yes, this was scary, but she’d be all right. She’d get away from these weirdoes and find real help tomorrow. She’d be home before she knew it.




  But what if there was no help?




  She’d never been the bravest person in the world, not by a long shot, but she’d not accept her fate like a scared little lamb. No way. She was made of hardy Norwegian stock, and she’d tough it out. She’d survive whatever weirdness was going on here.




  That is, if she didn’t freeze to death or die from starvation first. She shivered. It would be a very long, cold night, and her stomach rumbled like a landslide. She was tired, thirsty and homesick. She pictured her father and Mr. Darcy at home in Asgard. Poor Daddy! At this very moment, he was probably mourning her death and making funeral arrangements.




  Wrapping her arms around her knees, she tried to banish the one thought her mind couldn’t handle.




  What if she never saw him again?




  CHAPTER 4




  Esme had no fight left in her. So much for giving myself pep talks!




  After a miserable, sleepless night in the grain shed, and an even more miserable all-day ride to the slave market in Túnsberg, she was so tired, she could barely function. Hours of sitting, trussed up like a turkey, on a hard, unforgiving saddle in front of Egil had made her legs and backside numb. Worse, though they’d given her some water during her awful night in the shed, she’d had nothing to eat in over twenty-four hours. Now her blood sugar level was so low, she’d probably faint as soon as she set foot on the ground.




  At least one thing had become clear. Her captors were not re-enactors, their farmstead was no living museum, and she was not in Colorado or Wyoming. In fact she was pretty sure she wasn’t in any part of the United States of America or the modern world, for that matter.




  All day long she’d seen nothing but forest, fjord, and a scattering of small farm settlements, all inhabited by people just like Egil, Mechthild and the others. Esme had seen absolutely no sign of modern civilization anywhere. Even the roads were just overgrown dirt paths.




  You’ve traveled through time. She’d fought the thought all day because, if she were to believe it, she’d be certifiably nuts. It was too fantastic and mind-boggling to comprehend, but the evidence was hard to deny. It appeared she’d been transported to medieval Norway through some sort of miraculous blast to the past. But why was she here? And, more importantly, how could she get home?




  She’d tried to wrap her mind around it, but there was no other explanation. She guessed she was in the eleventh or twelfth century since Túnsberg only became a trading town after Kaupang was abandoned in the 900’s. The town, a well-known Viking trade center, looked like the drawings she’d seen in her father’s books. ‘Town’ was actually a generous description. It wasn’t much more than a village. Its sod- and thatch-roofed wooden buildings housed a couple hundred inhabitants at most.




  Despite its size, however, the place bustled with activity. Horses whinnied, carts rattled, dogs barked, and people talked or shouted over the noise. The narrow, rutted lanes were dusty, and the pungent odors of smoke and horse manure hung in the air like a grimy curtain. The town bore no resemblance whatsoever to the sparkling clean communities of modern Norway.




  She looked around. Maybe, if she was lucky, she could make a run for it and disappear into the crowd.




  She sighed. If only she had the energy.




  “This is it,” Egil said, stopping outside a non-descript building with no windows.




  “This is what?” she asked.




  “The slave market, of course.” He helped her dismount. “You had best keep your mouth closed and your thoughts to yourself,” he said, glaring ferociously. “If you make a fuss or try to escape, we’ll stop you.” He angled his head toward his brother. “He’s very good with a knife, and he’ll use it on you if he has to. Do you understand?”




  Ulf withdrew a short dagger from his waistband and, grinning, turned it over and over in his fat hand.




  She’d never been threatened with a knife before, but all she could do was nod wearily. Was everyone in the Middle Ages cold-hearted and mean?




  “Could you at least free my hands?”




  “No. Now come along quietly,” Egil growled.




  They led her through the building into a courtyard filled with men, prospective buyers she guessed. Egil propelled her onto a low platform crowded with other bound females. “Stay here and behave,” he said. “Ulf and I must speak with the man in charge.”




  None of the women said a word. They just stared at her with vacant expressions like they were on heavy-duty tranquilizers. She surveyed the courtyard and located the exits, but every door was guarded. Even if she had the strength to try, escape didn’t seem likely.




  Shrinking into the gaggle of women, she hunched her shoulders and tried to look inconspicuous. Maybe if she were the last one on the block, no one would want her.




  Her stomach grumbled loudly as she watched Egil and Ulf confer with a short, swarthy man carrying a metal staff. Dressed in red pantaloons and sporting a pointed black beard, he appeared more Arabic than Scandinavian.




  The conversation concluded, he stepped onto the platform. “Gentlemen,” he called to the buyers in strongly accented Norse, “it is time to start the bidding. Gather around so you may see the excellent collection of females we have today.”




  The crowd quieted and moved toward the platform.




  The auctioneer motioned for a light-haired woman near the front to step forward. “We’ll begin with this fine young specimen, captured on the Frisian coast. She is approximately twenty years of age and will make a fine bed slave.” Using his staff, he prodded her to turn around so the men could see her backside. “She’ll make a pliant partner for one lucky man among you.”




  His audience chortled appreciatively. Was this for real?




  He tapped her again to turn her around. “We’ll start the bidding at thirty Saxon pennigar, a pittance for this lovely creature. Do I have a bid of thirty Saxon coins?”




  A man in the front raised his hand, setting off a lively bidding war between three onlookers. The auctioneer shouted ‘sold’ with a final sale price of fifty-five Saxon coins. Esme didn’t know how much that was, but the Arab beamed with satisfaction.




  She studied her fellow captives. Powerless in this male-dominated world, they stood silently, their faces impassive masks. She could only imagine what they were thinking and feeling beneath the veneer of resignation. Would she accept her fate so easily?




  She shuddered as she examined the bidders’ leering faces. These guys were no more than serial sex offenders. They weren’t looking for cooks, seamstresses or nannies for their kids. They wanted bed mates, women they could use and abuse, and then sell to the next guy. Soon she’d belong to one of these hairy degenerates. The whole thing was beyond disgusting.




  As the hours went by, her extreme hunger began to take its toll, and she found herself staring into space, eyes unfocused. People spoke, even shouted, but the voices blended into an unintelligible jumble. She needed food badly.




  One by one, the women were sold. And then it was her turn. Using his metal staff like a cattle prod, the auctioneer tapped her smartly on the backside, ripping her from the cocoon of her glucose-starved brain.




  “Gentlemen, we have here an unusual female. Given her mode of dress and her shorn hair, it appears she’s attempting to pass as a man.” Snickers bubbled up from the crowd. “But, I assure you, gentlemen, she is all female.” He ran his hand over her chest and tweaked a nipple. “She has tits, all right!”




  Out of nowhere, a surge of adrenalin coursed through her, focusing her anger like a telescopic rifle sight. Nobody touched her that way. Nobody.




  “You bastard!” Power surged from some hidden well of physical strength. She fisted her bound hands together and punched the tubby little creep in the chest. “How dare you touch me!”




  The assembly collectively gasped as they watched the man crash-land on his backside. Two of the guards moved toward the platform, but the auctioneer waved them off. “I’m fine. I’m fine.”




  He scrambled to his feet and dusted himself off. Grabbing her upper arm, he leaned in close and spoke in a low, menacing voice. “If you do that again, I’ll beat the bottoms of your feet until they bleed. Understand?” He smacked her backside with the metal rod, nearly sending her to the floor, but she managed to stay upright.




  A wave of nausea swept over her. Somehow she had to get something to eat.




  The auctioneer put on a sleazy smile and addressed the crowd. “Gentlemen, let us get back to business. Do I have an opening bid of fifty Saxon pennigar for this spirited and singular female?” He smoothed his metal staff over her backside. “My friends, think of the pleasure that awaits you the first time you take her to your bed.”




  She stared at the auctioneer with undisguised loathing, but kept quiet.




  Grunting and nodding, the men ogled her body like meat inspectors. She was grateful she’d worn her baggiest sweater.




  “Gentlemen, this nubile young woman will be an exciting challenge,” he continued. “She’ll make you work for it, I guarantee.” The men laughed from the backs of their throats, rough and low.




  That was enough. She summoned what little energy she had left and stepped forward. “I’m a weaver, not a sex slave,” she said emphatically, making eye contact with several of the men. “Surely your household could use a good weaver.”




  “Shut up,” hissed the auctioneer, “or I’ll have you gagged.” He smacked her again on the rear, this time sending her to her knees. “All she needs is a bit of discipline, my friends, surely a task you might enjoy, eh?”




  She knelt on the platform, shoulders hunched and shaking. Maybe she hadn’t time-traveled, after all. Maybe she’d died and gone to Hell.




  The auctioneer signaled one of the guards to come over and help her to her feet. She had to admit, she was so weak, she might not have been able to do it alone.




  Hands flew into the air and shouts rang out as the men bid against each other like sharks in a feeding frenzy. The bidding was so furious, the auctioneer had trouble keeping up.




  Finally only two bidders remained. “Seventy-five,” shouted a red-haired giant with an unkempt beard down to his waist.




  “Eighty,” countered the other, a round, bald-headed man who wore fine clothes and jewelry.




  She glared at the two men. One of them would have her in his bed this very night, and there was probably nothing she could do about it.




  “One hundred,” shouted the red-haired man.




  Crap! This cannot be happening to me.




  “No woman is worth that kind of money,” the bald man replied, throwing up his hands. “You can have her.”




  It was over. Her heart sank to her knees. The giant had won. He raked her from head to toe with a lascivious stare that told her everything she needed to know about him. This was not going to be fun.




  Grinning from ear to ear, the auctioneer raised the metal rod above his head. In the corner Egil and Ulf gleefully slapped each other on the back. The greedy jerks.




  “I have a final bid of one hundred silver Saxon pennigar. Thank you, gentlemen. Going once, going twice...”




  “One hundred twenty-five!” shouted a booming voice from the back of the room.




  *****




  Stein couldn’t believe it. He’d just bid more money on a bed slave than he’d ever paid for anything, including his best horse, but he couldn’t help it. She was the most unusual and intriguing woman he’d ever seen.




  He didn’t even know why he was at the slave market. Despite his conversation with Erik, buying a bed slave was the last thing on his mind. He was in Túnsberg to buy Erik a horse, but something had drawn him inside. He’d noticed her as soon as he took his place at the back of the room. Indeed, she was hard to miss.




  Tall and slender, she was dressed in men’s clothing and wore her loose hair about her shoulders in a boyish style. Not only that, she wore a strange device perched on the bridge of her nose. Consisting of two glass pieces held together with wire, it seemed to be some sort of viewing apparatus. It obscured her features somewhat, but he saw enough to know she was pretty. Very pretty. She stood out from the other women on the platform like a bright red flower in a snow bank.




  But it was not only her appearance that fascinated him. Her demeanor was unusual as well. She made eye contact with the men and spoke boldly to them. She had spirit, more than was good for a woman.




  She also had courage. Pushing the auctioneer to the floor was risky. The man would have been within his rights to beat her there and then, but the wily Arab knew she would fetch a higher price if he didn’t hit her.




  Yes, a price so outrageous, they all thought Stein was mad.




  “The gentleman in the back has bid one hundred twenty-five pennigar,” exclaimed the auctioneer with an astonished smile. “Do I hear any other bids?”




  Stein took a deep breath. He could still back out, if he wanted to. He could say his bid had been in error. If he wanted to.




  He studied her as she searched the crowd with wide eyes, trying to find him. No, he would not retract his bid. She might cost more than a good horse, but he wanted her. And he’d have her in his bed this night. He hadn’t planned on spending money on a room, preferring to sleep under the stars, but he wanted to have a proper bed for their first time together.




  He had found his new plaything, all right...




  ...or perhaps he’d just bought himself a pretty bundle of trouble.




  *****




  Esme’s attention was riveted to the rear of the courtyard along with everyone else’s. Judging from the looks on their faces, one hundred twenty-five pennigar must have been an enormous amount of money.




  “Any other bids?” repeated the auctioneer, his beady eyes gleaming with greed. He looked to the red-haired man, who shook his head and pursed his lips in a frown. “One hundred twenty-five it is. Sold to the tall man in the back.”




  The crowd made way for the victor, who strode forward like a conquering hero.




  Esme gasped as she drank him in. At least six and a half feet tall, he was built like a granite cliff face. A blond, blue-eyed, über-Viking straight out of central casting, he made Esme quiver with dread...and excitement. His strongly sculpted face, covered in fine stubble, would have been at home on Mt. Rushmore and was as intimidating as his body, making the scar that ran across his left cheek no more than a frightening afterthought.




  Oh, lord, he’s Sven Nydahl on steroids!




  He climbed onto the platform and towered over her. “What are you called?” he asked in a rumbling baritone. The combination of his deep voice and immense height made her feel small and helpless.




  “My name is Esme,” she croaked, her throat suddenly as dry as a vodka martini. “It’s short for Esmeralda.”




  “That is an odd name.”




  “My mother was into ‘The Hunchback of Notre Dame,’” she answered without thinking.




  He looked blank. “Your name is not important.”




  Yeah, who needed a name when all he wanted was her body.




  With a slight smirk on his full lips, he scanned her from head to toe, no doubt assessing her worthiness to grace his bed. Yup, she was headed for bedroom duty.




  Her gaze drifted down to his humongous feet.




  Lord, help me!




  Her first night as his bedmate would be memorable, all right...if she lived through it.




  CHAPTER 5




  “I am called Stein Magnuson. You will wait here.”




  She nodded. Stein. Stone. It figured.




  The auctioneer stood patiently to the side, smiling like a contented Buddha. Stein withdrew a bag of coins from his waist pouch and placed it in the happy man’s hand.




  She turned her attention toward Egil and Ulf, who hovered nearby, beaming like they’d just won the lottery. Glad I could help you boys out.




  Stein walked to the exit and gestured for her to follow him outside. She hesitated. Where was he taking her? She felt like she was about to step off the plank into shark-infested waters.




  “Come, now.” He spoke quietly, but there was no mistaking the implied warning in his tone.




  She cast a final glance at Egil and Ulf and stepped into the crisp air. For half a nanosecond she considered fleeing down the congested lane, but her so-called owner’s stone-cold visage made her reconsider, as did the powerful hand he immediately clamped on her shoulder. Besides, she was too weak from hunger to run anywhere.




  “Where are we going?”




  “To a nearby inn.”




  A powerful spasm cramped her stomach. “Do they have food? I’m starving.”




  “Yes, I’m certain they do.” He looked her up and down. “When did you last eat?”




  “I don’t know. It’s been a very long time. I feel like I’m going to faint any minute.”




  He scooped her up into his arms.




  “Hey, what are you doing?”




  “I’m helping you.”




  He smelled surprisingly good, like a pine forest, but his arms and chest were so hard, they hurt. I wonder what he looks like without the shirt. Her heart stuttered. She’d find out soon enough.




  His rumbling voice interrupted her racy thoughts. “I will see you are fed.”




  Like a pet. “Thank you,” she said.




  He carried her about an eighth of a mile, past shops and stables, houses and animal pens. Several passersby stared at her, but most did not. It must have been common to see strangely dressed young women with bound hands being hauled down the street this way. What a depressing thought.




  Turning the corner, they continued another twenty yards before entering a narrow alleyway. On the right, next to a stable, was an unremarkable wooden building with shuttered windows. Stein ducked under the door frame and set her on her feet. He spoke briefly with an elderly man, the innkeeper she supposed, and gave him some coins.




  The old man leered at her. He knew exactly what she was. She’d never felt so conspicuous in her life. She was a librarian, for heaven’s sake, not a woman of the evening.




  Stein started down the passageway, and she trotted behind him like a well-trained poodle. She’d even bark for him if it got her some food.




  He opened the door and, as it swung wide, a large bed filled her vision. It was gigantic, nearly filling the tiny room, but at least it was a proper piece of furniture and not a straw pallet crawling with lice. It looked clean and fresh, as did the white-washed wattle-and-daub walls.




  “The innkeeper assures me the bed is free of vermin. We shall be comfortable,” he said without cracking a smile.




  Well, how nice. They would be comfortable. Together. In the bed. She looked down at the wooden floor covered in rushes and stared at his ginormous feet. Swallowing hard, she fought down the urge to laugh like a hyena.




  Angling her head, she stole a glance at him. He was watching her, an amused smile playing at the corner of his mouth, as if he were already picturing her naked body stretched out on the sheets.




  “I’ve ordered the innkeeper to bring us food.”




  She couldn’t help but grin from ear to ear. “Oh, thank you. The men who brought me here didn’t want to waste money on me, so they only gave me water. I’m absolutely famished.” At least she’d meet her fate on a full stomach.




  “Yes, we shall both eat something before we begin.”




  “Begin?” Her pulse doubled. “Begin what?”




  He locked his blue gaze onto her like a heat-seeking missile. “I want to know if you’re worth the rather large sum of money I just paid for you.”




  Her stomach lurched. Damn. You’re afraid of disappointing him, aren’t you?




  She hated to admit it, but yes, she was. Women must throw themselves at him all the time. He’d probably had so many lovers, he’d lost count. She’d had one.




  She waved her hand at the bed. “I...ah...I should tell you that I have limited experience.”




  He narrowed his lovely blue eyes. “Does that matter?”




  “I don’t know. I guess it depends on what you expect from me.”




  “I expect...” An eyebrow arched as his voice trailed off. “To be honest, I don’t know what to expect from you. You are not like other women.”




  “Oh?”




  “For one thing, your appearance puzzles me.”




  “Yes, well, I...”




  “But you needn’t worry about experience.” His lips curved. “I have enough for us both.”




  Damn! A hot little bubble of desire burst deep in her core, shooting heat up her throat to her face, making her blush like a virgin. God, she hated to be so obvious.




  He drew his dagger from its leather sheath at his waist. “I’ll release you from your bonds if you agree to behave yourself. I won’t be gentle if you try to escape.”




  “I won’t run away,” she replied, quickly offering him her bound hands. “Believe me, I have nowhere to go.”




  “I take it you’ve not been a bed slave before?” His finely-edged dagger sliced easily through the thin rope.




  “Um, no,” she replied, rubbing her aching hands and wrists. “What does a bed slave do? I mean, aside from the obvious.”




  He sat down and motioned for her to sit next to him. Since there was no alternative, she took a seat, but kept a ‘do not trespass’ space between them.




  “You will perform many duties. You’ll help my mother with all the household chores, and you’ll take care of the animals and milk the cow. When it’s harvest time, you’ll cut and winnow grain. There are a great many things to do on the farm.”




  “Oh, yeah, the farm.” Her shoulders sagged, and she stared at her hands splayed against her thighs. She hadn’t counted on being a farm hand, too.




  “Everyone must pitch in. You’ll be kept very busy during the day,” he raised a sexy eyebrow, “and during the night.”




  A zing of desire shot straight to her pussy. Don’t get excited. The guy was probably married with a brood of tow-headed children.




  She smiled tightly. “What about your wife? Surely she’s not happy with that last bit.”




  An unidentified emotion flashed across his face. “I am not married.”




  Her heart fluttered at first, then froze as she wondered why he wasn’t married. He was probably in his late twenties or early thirties. Surely everyone that age was either married or widowed.




  “You live with your mother, then?” Funny, he didn’t remotely resemble a mama’s boy, and he certainly wasn’t gay.




  “She lives with me,” he answered matter-of-factly.




  “Oh,” Esme replied, not understanding the distinction. “Um, getting back to this bed slave business...” She brushed a stray lock of hair off her face. “I don’t know how to put this exactly, but do I stay with you all the time? You know, every night?”




  He chuckled. “For the time being. After a while, I will share you with the others.”




  “The others?” She’d conveniently forgotten how free and easy the Vikings were when it came to sex. Well, the men were, anyway.




  “Yes, of course. My half-brother, Erik, certainly, and some of the other clansmen, too. We all share our bed slaves.”




  Hugh Hefner would love it. “So how many women do you sleep with?”




  He laughed, a warm, rich sound like buttery, hot caramel sauce. “I usually sleep with one at a time.”




  She felt her cheeks flush. “Usually?”




  He leaned forward and rested his elbows on his knees. “I’ve occasionally shared a bed with two or more.”




  Holy Toledo! Her clitoris tweaked at the mental image of Stein cavorting with an entire bed full of naked women.




  “You must get bored easily.”




  A shadow flickered across his handsome face, then he smiled. “Just make certain you never bore me.”




  She harrumphed. “I’ll try not to.” She didn’t like the edge to his voice.




  “Good. Then we shall get on well.”




  “Just as long as you don’t make me do something kinky, like a threesome,” she snapped.




  Scowling, he leaned toward her. “You will do whatever I tell you to do. You have no choice.”




  Mouth gaping, she slanted backwards defensively. She’d never been spoken to like that in her life.




  His expression softened. “I didn’t mean to scold you. I’m not accustomed to having a bed slave talk back to me.”




  She gave him a tentative smile. “I’m not used to being treated like a bed slave. Where I come from, women choose their own bed partners. In fact, they control their own lives. Men can’t tell them what to do.”




  He looked down his well-sculpted nose. “Oh?”




  “Yes.” She straightened her spine, gathering steam. “The women in my country are well educated and work in every profession, even the military. We don’t let men push us around.”




  He relaxed. “Is that right? Do you order your men about in bed, as well?” His eyes twinkled playfully.




  He was baiting her! And enjoying every minute. “No, we don’t have to. Our men respect our wishes and are eager to please us.”




  “Then they must be women themselves. Here it is the man who must be pleasured.”




  “Get real. If the woman isn’t happy, how can the man be happy?”




  He scratched his belly like a gorilla. “All this talk is irrelevant. It’s not important for a bed slave to be satisfied. A wife, perhaps.”




  “You are so wrong. Look, if your bed partner is satisfied, doesn’t it make you feel more manly?”




  A corner of his mouth quirked up sexily as he studied her.




  “More powerful and masculine?” she went on. “Doesn’t it feel good knowing you were the one who’d satisfied her?”




  “Hm.” The sound was deep and sensual, wrapping around her like two strong arms.




  She gulped hard. “Try it sometime. I think you’ll find the results very rewarding.”




  There was that twinkle again! He was stringing her along, relishing her discomfiture.




  “The customs in your land are rather unusual.” He squinted. “Where are you from? You haven’t told me.”




  Oh, man. If he knew the truth, he’d take her back to that sleazy auctioneer...or worse. Toss her in a shed and throw away the key.




  “I’m from a really distant place you’ve never heard of,” she said breezily.




  He arched a blond eyebrow. “It has a name, I presume?”




  “Um, sure, but like I said, it’s really far away.”




  His blue eyes hardened. “I shall not ask you again. What country are you from?”




  “I’m from...ah...” She desperately searched her librarian memory banks. “I was captured during a raid on the Isle of Lewis in the Hebrides.”




  “Lewis? That’s off the coast of Scotland, isn’t it?”




  She nodded. “Yes.”




  “That is a ways off. When were you seized?”




  “Oh, a few months ago.”




  “Where, exactly?”




  “At a monastery. I was employed there as a librarian.”




  “A lib...liberarian? What is that?”




  “I work with books.” She remembered how very rare they were in this time period. “I helped the monks keep their manuscripts and papers in order.”




  That seemed to impress him. “You are indeed educated if you labored at such a place.”




  “Yes, I am.” That sounded a bit conceited. “Thank you.”




  He snorted. “It’s good there are no monasteries here. The new religion is for weaklings, not warriors.”




  “So you think now, but I wager you’ll all be good little Christians in a few years.”




  He shook his head. “Forsake our gods? Never!”




  “Don’t bet on it.” She climbed up on her feminist soap box two steps at a time. “I’ve got another prediction. Someday this country will lead the world when it comes to women’s equality.” She caught her breath. “Why, I’ll even go out on a limb and say that, in the future, a lot of men will stay home and take care of the kids, while their wives work out of the house full-time.”




  He glared at her as if she had sprouted horns. “You’re insane. Women will never have the power to control men. They are too weak in body and in mind.”




  “Weak?” Her dander was up and she was loving the banter as much as he did. “How can you say that? Women are...”




  “Women are good for fucking and bearing children. Nothing else.” He got right in her face. “And that is all you are good for, as well.”




  She would have been scared if she hadn’t caught the little gleam of amusement in his eyes. Instead, she gave as good as she got.




  “Well, we’ll just have to see about that, won’t we?”




  They glared at each other, nose to nose, like dogs staring each other down, but they were both faking it. Well, she was anyway.




  Fortunately, the stalemate was broken by a knock on the door.




  “Come,” he barked.




  The innkeeper, stooped and frail, entered bearing a pewter tray containing a plate of tiny fish fillets, another of strong-smelling cheese, and a small loaf of sliced dark bread. Towering over the food were a ewer and two tankards filled to the brim with a yellow liquid, probably mead.




  “For your pleasure, sir,” said the innkeeper.




  “Thank God,” she whispered. Her mouth began to water as she watched him set the food and drink on a long, narrow table wedged between the bed and the wall.




  “Thank you, innkeeper. Please do not disturb us again.” Stein pulled a coin from his waist pouch and tossed it to him. “I want privacy until morning,” he said, nodding in her direction.




  “Certainly, sir.” The innkeeper backed out of the room, barely hiding a smirk.




  “Dirty old man,” she mumbled under her breath.




  “What did you say?”




  “Nothing.” She grabbed a cube of white cheese and popped it in her mouth. “God, this tastes good.” She chewed with relish. On cue her stomach rumbled like an earthquake. “I’m so hungry, I could eat a horse.”




  He raised his eyebrows. “A horse?” He picked up a fish fillet and swallowed it whole like a contestant on a gross reality show.




  “Not literally. It’s just an expression where I come from.”




  “Horses must be plentiful on your island. Here they are too valuable to eat.”




  She was too busy stuffing her face to answer. Everything tasted so good, and the goat cheese was the best she’d ever had.




  “You are hungry,” he said with a hint of awe.




  “Mmm,” she hummed, wolfing down everything in sight.




  He watched her eat. In fact, he hadn’t taken his eyes off her since they’d entered the room. Sure, he’d been pushing her buttons most of the time, but his stare held more than wry skepticism or curiosity. He looked like he was hungry too... hungry for her. It was dangerous and exciting. She’d never had a man look at her that way. Not even Sven Nydahl.




  Stein picked up a piece of the black bread and tore it in two. “It’s good you have an excellent appetite. You must eat for strength and stamina.” He sopped up a bit of the fish juice with the bread and popped it in his mouth. “You look strong and healthy. That is good.” He smiled slightly, the corners of his oh-so-blue eyes crinkling sexily.




  “Thanks.” She picked up a skinny fillet. “I try to stay in shape.”




  “Good. It will be a long night.”




  Startled, she dropped the fish, staining her jeans. “Oh...”




  “You’re nervous.” He took a sip from his tankard. “Don’t worry. I’ll be gentle.”




  She picked up the fish and nibbled at it, trying not to react to his words. But something odd was going on deep in her lower belly. A kind of stirring. An awakening perhaps?




  His gaze roamed over her face and chest. “Your appearance interests me. Why do you dress as a man? Is it a disguise of some sort?”




  “No. It’s what I normally wear. It’s more comfortable than a dress.”




  He pointed to her glasses. “What is that strange device upon your face? It hides your features, which are quite pretty.”




  Yay! She wasn’t completely surprised by his remark, of course. He wouldn’t have paid a small fortune for her if he thought she was homely, but it was the look in his eyes that baffled her. She expected to see lust, but his gaze held another, unidentifiable, emotion.




  She sat straight up as comprehension dawned. There was pain in those beautiful eyes of his. Pain he was trying hard to conceal. She tamped down her natural inclination to empathize. She didn’t want to feel sorry for him. Heck, she shouldn’t even like him.




  He plucked off her glasses and studied her face. “Yes, you’re quite beautiful.”




  Her heart surged. No one had ever used that word before. Damn! He was good! If he kept this up, she’d be putty in his hands.




  Their eyes met and, for a brief moment, they connected on a more intimate level. Sexual attraction hummed between them, their raw desire flaring for a millisecond before flaming out.




  The moment made him seem a little self-conscious and awkward. Returning to the examination of her glasses, he inspected them, turning them this way and that. Looking through the lenses, he grunted in disgust.




  “This makes everything confused.” He tossed them on the bed like they were poison ivy. “I don’t understand. Does it possess magic?”




  “No, no magic.” She put them back on, her heart still fluttering at his praise of her looks. “Many people wear these where I come from. They’re called ‘glasses.’ They help people see more clearly.”




  “They didn’t help me.”




  “That’s because your vision is already perfect.” She took them off and pointed to the lenses. “These glass pieces were made especially for me. Without them, the world is kind of blurry.”




  “Your land is indeed strange.” He grew silent and sipped his drink, apparently mulling over what she’d said.




  She picked up the other tankard and sniffed. The odd aroma was reminiscent of the clover fields just outside Asgard. “Is this mead?”




  “Yes, fermented honey.”




  She took a sip. “Hmm, not bad.”




  “It’s a common drink.” He studied her over the rim of his tankard. “I suppose you’re going to tell me the people in your land do not drink it?”




  She chuckled. “Yes, that’s right.”




  He took a long draft of the mead. “In many ways you are rather odd.”




  Beautiful, but odd. Not the best combo. “Oh, you think so? Why did you buy me then?”




  He laughed heartily, honestly. It warmed her to the bone, like sunshine bursting through rain clouds.




  “You interest me. You are unlike any other woman I’ve encountered.”




  “I’ll take that as a compliment.”




  “You should.” He put down his tankard and edged closer to her. “I watched you on the auction block. You showed spirit and courage. It was brave of you to strike the Arab.”




  “Yes, well, he really pissed me off.”




  His brow furrowed. “Pissed you off? I don’t understand. He did not urinate on you.”




  Now it was her turn to chuckle. “Where I come from, it means he made me really angry.”




  “Ah, where you come from,” he repeated. “It is a land of some mystery.” He moved closer and cupped her chin. “You have a beautiful face and, from what I can tell, a pleasing body.” He ran his thumb over her jaw line. “You are going to make a fine bed slave.”




  Red alert! She stiffened and tried unsuccessfully to break his hold. “I’m not sure I want to be your bed slave. Not if it means I’ll have to sleep with a bunch of strangers.”




  The corners of his eyes creased as he smiled. “Does that mean you won’t mind sleeping with me?”




  He had her there. “Ah, I, uh...”




  He tightened his grip on her jaw, drawing her toward him. “You will share my bed, and you will obey my orders. Beginning tonight.” She felt the whisper of his warm breath on her skin. “Starting now.”




  Her clit twitched like Mr. Darcy’s nose. Sex with Stein Magnuson was going to be the most incredible experience of her life.




  Don’t be a fool, Esme. He’s not in love with you. All he wants is a romp between the sheets for a few nights and then he’ll pass you around like a plate of chocolate chip cookies.




  “And what happens tomorrow morning? What if you don’t like me? I don’t think I came with a money-back guarantee.”




  He leaned closer as if he was going to kiss her. “We’ll just have to see, won’t we?” Man, he smelled good. All woodsy and male. She closed her eyes and opened her mouth slightly, ready to receive his kiss.




  Was she really going to cave that easily? If they locked lips, it’d be all over, and he’d stake his claim to her without so much as a ‘by your leave.’




  She jerked her face out of his hand and tried to scoot away, but he captured the back of her neck.




  “I...I don’t know,” she stuttered. “Can’t we talk a while longer?”




  “I’m through talking,” he said in a low voice, glaring at her like a hungry beast. He lifted the hem of her sweater. “It’s time to find out what lies beneath these men’s clothes.”




  She gulped...hard. Every part of her body tingled at the mere thought of his touch. On her mouth, on her throat, on her breasts...




  Oh, she was in such trouble.




  CHAPTER 6




  Stein’s cock was so hard it hurt. It took all of his will power not to throw her down, tear off her clothes, and take his pleasure. Not only was Esme beautiful, she was exciting and interesting, with strange ideas that piqued his curiosity and stimulated his imagination. He’d never encountered anyone like her.




  She was also willful and obstinate. No doubt she would require strict training to become an obedient house slave. As for her nightly duties in his bed, he looked forward to giving her long and frequent instruction.




  As he held her in his grip, she stared up at him, ready for his kiss. It would be so easy to subdue her that way. But he could be as stubborn as she. He would not do as she demanded. He released her.




  “Take off your clothes,” he growled. “Now.”




  She didn’t move, but her green eyes revealed her internal debate. “I hardly know you,” she muttered.




  He removed his leather boots. “You’ll soon know me better.”




  She drummed her fingers on the sheet. “But what if I get pregnant?”




  He tilted his head. “What of it? There are herbs to resolve such things.”




  “Herbs?” Her voice rose an octave. “Herbs? You’ve got to be kidding me.”




  “I don’t what ‘kidding’ means, but I assure you, my mother knows all about such matters. She will instruct you, if you require it.”




  “If I require it,” she repeated flatly. “Why is birth control always the woman’s problem? Don’t you have a condom or something?”




  He removed his dagger and waist pouch, placing them on the little table next to the food tray. “What is that?”




  “It’s a sheath thing that you put on over your...your...” She waved her hands in the general direction of his lower body.




  “Penis?” he offered, grinning.




  “Yes. You’ve heard of such a thing?”




  “A penis? Yes, I’ve heard of those,” he said, pulling his shirt loose from his leggings.




  “I meant a condom.” Her cheeks grew pink as she blushed.




  “You need not be embarrassed. There will be much intimacy between us, and soon we will know everything about each other’s bodies.”




  She tittered nervously. “Yes, I’m sure we will.”




  “Good.” He pulled his shirt up and over his head. Her lovely green eyes widened as she inspected his bare chest.




  “Oh, my,” she murmured. “You must work out, too.”




  “Work out? Yes, I work very hard on the farm. It is a good way to keep up my strength.”




  She appeared almost dazed. “Hm, I bet.”




  “Are you all right?”




  “Yes,” she said dreamily. Then she snapped to attention. “Getting back to this condom thing. Would you consider wearing one?”




  “I would never wear such a contrivance. It dulls the sensation,” he grinned, “and I want to feel everything.”




  “Oh,” she said, staring at his groin.




  He removed his belt and placed it on the table. “Why are you still dressed?”




  She spread her hands out before her. “Look, it’s been a very long day and...” she paused, “and I really don’t want to get pregnant.”




  “I told you, my mother will take care of that.” He planted his hands on his hips and gave her an expectant stare. “I will not wait much longer.”




  She scrambled to the back of the bed. “You’d force me against my will?”




  *****




  “You’re a bed slave. You have no will.” He knelt on the mattress. “A few seconds ago, you wanted me to kiss you. What is it you want, Esme?”




  She didn’t have a clue. Her emotions were all over the place. Lust, arousal, fear, embarrassment. She was one big, confused mess.




  “I don’t want to get pregnant,” she offered lamely.




  He showed a flash of white teeth. “Once I am inside you, you’ll forget all about it.”




  “Oh, God,” she moaned. Her mind may have had lingering reservations, but her body was primed and ready. “What are you going to do?”




  Big, bad Stein, crawled up the bed on his hands and knees, like a demented fiend from some old horror flick. A really good-looking demented fiend. She was mesmerized by the powerful muscles of his chest and arms. He looked even better than the cover model she used to fantasize about. Only a ruddy scar on his right shoulder marred the smooth expanse of sun-browned skin.




  “You’ll see.”




  The enormous tent in his trousers brought her to full attention. Maybe she could distract him, get him drunk. Hell, get drunk herself.




  “I’m a bit nervous, as you can tell. Why don’t we have a little more mead. It might make me more receptive.” She smiled coyly.




  “Hm.” He sat back on his haunches. She could see his brain working. “Perhaps that is a good idea.” He turned toward the table and filled their tankards, then handed her one and raised his own. “I don’t want you to be sore.” He pointed to his erection. “I’m larger than an average man.”




  “Really?” She gulped down at least three ounces of mead.




  “You may try to get me drunk, but you will not deter me. I will have you tonight.”




  “I would never do such a thing,” she said, mentally crossing her fingers that he would indeed get stewed. “I’d just like to know you a little better first.” She took another enormous gulp of mead. “Why don’t you tell me about yourself.”




  “There’s not much to tell.”




  “Oh, I doubt that. A big, handsome warrior like you?” Bat your eyelashes too, while you’re at it. “What about that scar on your shoulder.” She pointed at it with her tankard. “It looks fairly recent.”




  He shrugged. “It’s nothing. An Irish spear surprised me on our last raid six months ago.”




  She shook her head. “It looks serious to me.” Her gaze drifted upwards to his face. “What about the scar on your cheek?”




  “That is from a raid in Scotland a few years ago.” He traced it with his finger. “Does it bother you?”




  “No, not at all. I think it makes you look kind of sexy and dangerous.” Shut up, girl!




  The corner of his mouth lifted. “I am dangerous.”




  Yes, he was. One more smoldering gaze and he’d knock down what was left of her defenses.




  “But I will not hurt you. Not deliberately.”




  “You mean you might hurt me accidentally?”




  He tilted his head. “As I said, I am larger than average.”




  Esme pushed her tankard toward him. “More mead, please.”




  He refilled it.




  “Thanks.” She gulped down more of the relaxing liquid even though her brain was getting way past fuzzy. But that was the point, right? “Why aren’t you married?” she blurted out. “Aren’t most men your age married?”




  He took a deep drink of the mead, and his expression darkened. “I was married, once, but I don’t wish to talk about it.” The strain in his eyes warned her to back off.




  “Okay. I won’t press. I guess it’s none of my business really.”




  “That is correct.” He shifted his weight on the bed. “And you? Was your husband captured with you?”




  “I have no husband.”




  He raised an eyebrow and smiled, apparently pleased with her answer. “Then you’re a virgin?”




  Don’t you wish. “Um, no. Why do you ask?”




  “You said you didn’t have much experience.”




  “Ah, that’s true. I’ve not had many lovers.”




  He studied her. “Good.”




  “Good? Why is that good?”




  “You will be trainable.”




  “You make me sound like a pet monkey.”




  He laughed. “Hardly that.”




  She swigged some more mead, which was tasting better and better with each gulp. She felt so content, lying on the comfy bed, the tankard in her lap, and a gorgeous, half-naked Viking staring at her like she was his next snack.




  “You have beautiful eyes. Has anyone ever told you that?” Man, she was tipsy.




  He nodded.




  “Silly me. Of course they have.” Giggling like a twelve-year old, she tugged on the collar of her sweater. “Is it me or is it getting warm in here?”




  His eyes gleamed. “Yes, it is quite warm. Why don’t you remove your tunic. You’ll feel more comfortable.”




  She waggled her finger at him. “Ooh, you bad boy. I know what you’re trying to do.”




  “Then do it. I want to see your body.” He caressed his tankard. “I want to see your breasts, Esme. Show them to me.” His voice was as smooth as the mead and just as intoxicating. He leaned toward her. “They belong to me now. I have a right to see them and touch them.” He ran his tongue over his lips like a hungry wolf. “I want to lick you and suckle you until you beg me to stop.”




  Oh, mama! Imagining his mouth on her breasts, her insides melted into a puddle of seething desire. Her rock-hard nipples strained against her black bra, the texture of the lace cups creating an exquisite friction that pushed her pussy into ‘ready’ mode.




  “Show me,” he whispered.




  Scared and excited at the same time, her pulse sped up. The idea of stripping before an enraptured Stein shot a fierce spiral of pleasure up her spine. Still she hesitated. What if he didn’t like what he saw?




  “I’m waiting,” he said, his voice a husky blend of smoke and fire.




  What the heck. Resistance was futile anyway, and she wanted his mouth on her so very much. Besides, this time-travel stuff couldn’t be real anyway. Any minute now she’d probably wake up in a hospital room or a cell with padded walls, so she might as well enjoy the thrill of taking her clothes off before a complete stranger. A gorgeous, virile Viking, who desired her.




  “Okay. Here goes.” Balancing on her knees, she lifted the hem of her sweater with both hands. Jolts of electricity raced through her as she slowly pulled it up over her head like a practiced stripper. “Enjoy the show.”




  *****




  She was finally behaving as a woman should, ready and eager to reveal her body to him. It was high time. The scent of her arousal had already stiffened his cock harder than a pike.




  He set both tankards on the table and settled into the soft mattress to savor every moment of her revelation. As she lifted her tunic, he riveted his gaze on her little belly button and flat stomach, then followed the rising tunic, over her smooth, pale flesh, to the....infernal black harness that confined her breasts.




  “Stop!” He thrust his finger at it. “What is that thing?”




  She halted in mid-lift. “It’s called a ‘bra.’”




  “A bra,” he repeated. “What does it do?”




  “It supports a woman’s breasts so they don’t bounce around, and it covers up her nipples so they don’t show through her clothes.”




  He shook his head slowly. “I don’t understand. Why would you cover them up? Are you ashamed for some reason?”




  She lowered her tunic. “No. In fact, I like my breasts, but where I come from women are more modest about their bodies.”




  “A beautiful woman should be proud of her body. I forbid you to wear it.”




  “But...”




  “Remove your tunic. Completely.”




  She drew it up over her head, stretching her long torso, and tossed the garment on the floor. “There.”




  He plucked his dagger off the table and, before she could react, sliced the ugly black thing open.




  “What are you doing?” she cried, throwing her arms across her chest.




  “I want to see what’s mine. Take that ugly thing off.”




  She hesitated, then shrugged off the severed remains of her ‘bra.’ “Are they good enough for you?”




  He didn’t like her sarcastic tone, but he was too mesmerized by her swaying breasts to verbally chastise her. He pursed his lips and exhaled slowly, his gaze glued to her pebbled nipples. She was magnificent.




  “Remove the rest of your clothing.”




  “Yes, Your Majesty.” She moved her hands to the front of her odd trousers. “Your wish is my command.”




  “Do not mock me, Esme.”




  She lowered her eyes. “Sorry. I’m not used to being ordered around.”




  “You’ll get used to it.” He waved his hand at her. “Go on.”




  She stuck her tongue out at him. “Yeah, yeah.” She undid the button at her waist and pulled a small metal tab that opened the strange closure of her trousers. He had never seen clothes like these anywhere, not in Ireland or the far reaches of Scotland.




  “Here we go.” Smiling like a shy, young girl, she wriggled them over her lush hips and pushed them to her knees.




  Although the breathtaking view was partially obscured by yet another peculiar black garment, he nearly broke into a sweat as he took in the smooth, pale skin of her abdomen and the rounded globes of her backside. He shifted his weight on the mattress, trying to relieve the pressure building in his balls.




  “Why do you have no hair on your legs or under your arms?”




  “It’s the custom where I’m from.”




  He touched the nearly transparent fabric of the garment that encased her sex. “And what is this?”




  “It’s my thong.” She looked at him through her dark lashes. “Do you like it?”




  He swallowed hard. “That is what it’s called? A ‘thong?’ What purpose does it serve?” He cupped her rear cheek and squeezed. “It certainly is not meant to keep you warm.”




  “No, it isn’t.” She gently removed his hand. “I don’t have a good answer for you. It’s just the custom where I’m from. It’s a kind of protection, I guess.”




  “From what? It’s too flimsy to prevent a man from gaining entry. It’s just a piece of thin cloth.”




  “Um, yes.” She flopped on her back and pushed off her trousers with one foot, flinging them to the floor to join the rest of her peculiar clothing. “Now what?”




  She stretched out before him, her white flesh glowing in the candlelight, a temptress ripe for the taking. He would etch into his memory each line and curve of her body, every hill and dale. If someday the gods granted him an honorable death on the field of battle, he would remember this moment with utter clarity and die a happy man.




  *****




  Esme lay on the rough homespun sheets like a porno star flaunting her wares, and stared at the man who would soon be her lover. She felt sexy and powerful, like a seasoned courtesan whose blazing beauty reduced men to wide-eyed zombies.




  Okay, she was being a bit melodramatic, but she did feel incredibly desirable. From the rapturous look on Stein’s face, he thought so too. Man, she was turned on. A delightful pressure had blossomed between her legs, intensifying into an insistent pulse that ached for his touch.




  “What happens now?” she asked again, her tone slightly challenging. “Do you just take me, roll over and go to sleep?”




  “No.” His expression was as stormy as a Minnesota twister. Not angry, just intense and focused and full of seething lust. He moved toward her in slow motion, like a powerful jaguar stalking its prey. “Come to me.”




  “Oh, God,” she moaned, her pussy clenching in an anticipatory spasm.




  His hands moved like greased lightning, pulling her to him and forcing her body against his. She squirmed in his arms, an instinctive response to his overwhelming strength, but there was no way to escape the unyielding mass of his muscular body or the mammoth erection pressed into her abdomen.




  He buried his face in her hair, inhaling deeply. “You must learn to trust me.”




  His woodsy, musky scent filled her head. “I’ll try,” she said in a small voice, wanting to trust him...wanting him.




  His fingers dusted her cheek, then traveled south, over her chin, down to the hollow of her neck. “I will never hurt you, Esme.” They moved farther down, to the rise of her breast. “I will be gentle.” He found her nipple and toyed with it, sending spikes of searing heat to her core and escalating the sweet throbbing between her legs. She melted like butter in his big, warm hands.




  He cupped the back of her neck and pulled her close until their lips were nearly touching. Staring at his sensuous, inviting lower lip, she fought the urge to kiss him.




  He may not be her enemy, but he was an overpowering male about to have his way, with or without her consent. She should protest, shouldn’t she? Oh, but those lips, those eyes, that savage scar, that body...oh, Lord, everything about him made her wet with desire.




  “Esme...” His mouth hovered over hers for a nanosecond before descending in a scorching kiss she felt all the way to her toes. His tongue pushed its way between her lips, forcefully invading her mouth the way his cock would soon power its way into her body. She’d never been kissed like that in her life. It made her feel all womanly and strong.




  It made her want him all the more.




  Yes! This was what a real kiss was like. Not even Sven Nydahl had kissed her like this. This was a full-fledged, romance-novel kiss, the kind she’d dreamed about. A deep, toe-curling kiss that reduced her to mewling, boneless surrender.




  Stein was into it, too. He moaned softly and ground his mouth against hers like she was his favorite treat and he couldn’t get enough.




  If this didn’t stop, she’d be nailed to the bed inside twenty seconds. With what little strength she had left, she pushed against him and twisted her mouth out of reach. “Stop. Please, stop.”




  He froze, his ice-blue eyes questioning her.




  “You could at least ask me if it’d be okay,” she gasped between heaving breaths.




  His shoulders stiffened, and his expression hardened. Except for his eyes. Something was going on inside, as if he was weighing his next move. Finally, he spoke.




  “You are my property and shall do as I bid.” There was no warmth in his voice, which frightened her.




  “You may think you own me, but don’t kid yourself. If I don’t want to do it, I won’t be forced.”




  “No? We’ll see about that.” He let her go and edged to the side of the bed. “You’re playing with me, Esme. I think you want it very much.”




  He grasped his belt from the table and snapped it taut.




  She jumped like she’d just touched a hot wire. “What are you going to do with that? Hit me?”




  His eyes flashed a warning that things were going to get interesting. “No, I told you I won’t hurt you.” He moved toward her. “I’m going to do exactly what you want me to.”




  Her juices surged as images of what they were about to do flashed across her mental movie screen.




  He was right, damn him.




  CHAPTER 7




  Stein gazed down at his beautiful captive. He’d tied her arms behind her back with his belt, and the result made his balls throb. Her gorgeous breasts, so juicy and ripe, thrust forward, begging him to touch them...to taste them.




  By Odin’s left ball! This woman was a seductress of the first order. His cock hadn’t been this stiff in months. All he wanted was to fuck her senseless till morning. Fuck her until she collapsed from exhaustion and begged him to stop.




  “You are one of the most maddening men I’ve ever met.” She scowled at him, trying to look angry, but failing. “If you think this cave man act is turning me on, you’re sadly mistaken.”




  He had no idea what a ‘cave man’ was or what ‘turning her on’ meant. Thor’s beard! He didn’t understand her half the time. And he certainly didn’t grasp her talk about women being equal with men. What nonsense.




  Well, he may be a dunderhead when it came to all that, but he was certain of one thing. Though she was loath to admit it, she liked being his prisoner. Her round black pupils, uneven breathing, and musky scent told him she was more than ready to receive him.




  As she rolled from side to side, trying to free her hands, her beautiful, full breasts bobbed like longships on a mild sea. He thought he would go mad if he didn’t take her right then. Too bad she kept on talking.




  “Women in my world aren’t clubbed over the head and dragged around by their hair anymore. We don’t have sex, if we don’t want to. We can just say ‘no’ and our men will stop, just like that.”




  “Then they are weak-willed fools.” He had an idea and reached for his dagger. “Women are the property of men. It is the way of things.”




  “Oh, really?” She froze, eyeing his knife. “What are you going to do with that?”




  “What I should have done from the moment we arrived.” He grasped the top of the sheet and cut the fabric several inches. Then he ripped off the resulting strip with his hands. “You talk too much.”




  “Don’t you dare gag me, you big...”




  He pushed the cloth into her mouth and tied the ends behind her head. She seethed with outrage and tried to kill him with her glare.




  “There, much better.” His gaze wandered to the strange black undergarment that barely covered her female parts. Settling below her flat belly, it disappeared altogether between her naked buttocks. Taunting him with its mystery, he was eager to see what treasures lay beneath.




  He let out a long breath. His organ was so hard, it pained him. He’d not been this sexually charged since...in a long time.




  He ran his hand over her smooth calf and thigh, admiring the hairless expanse, so different from the other women he’d known. “Your skin is like silk.” He stroked the other calf briefly before grasping hold of both ankles and yanking her legs apart to give him better access.




  Her stifled moan was filled with longing.




  Ah, she wanted him to...pleasure her. He could see it in her deep green eyes. Yes, he wanted to satisfy her. Wanted her to writhe beneath him and scream out her joy as she peaked. She was right. It would please him very much.




  Lying down between her legs, he clasped her buttocks with both hands and lowered his face to her sex, nuzzling it through the sheer black fabric. Her scent was marvelous. Fresh and clean. In fact, her entire body smelled like meadow flowers, light and fragrant, without the heavy musk of other women. His mouth watered as he breathed in her aroma.




  She groaned, deep and throaty.




  Pressing his nose against her, he flicked his tongue over the black fabric, eliciting a sound halfway between a moan and a squeal. She wanted more and so did he. With each inhalation of her erotic scent, his desire to please her grew in tandem with his need to have her.




  He mouthed and tongued her mound through the fabric, making her firm buttocks jump in his hands. Whimpering, she squirmed with pleasure, growing wetter with each lashing of his tongue. Before long, her natural juices and his saliva combined to turn the black cloth into a soggy mess.




  He paused to look at her. She took his breath away. Lying quietly now, with her eyes closed and her head thrown back against the pillow, she was the very picture of female arousal. Her smooth skin was damp and flushed, her breaths were quick and shallow. The perfume of her arousal filled his head like a powerful aphrodisiac, driving his need higher and higher. More than anything, he wanted to taste her without the barrier.




  He reached for his dagger and slashed the strange black fabric at both hips. As he tore it from her body, she twisted and moaned, pulsing more wetness from her creamy slit.




  Her stimulating aroma and the sight of her pink, swollen flesh made him lose control. He tossed the dagger to the floor and spread her legs wider still. Driving his tongue into and around her weeping entrance, he absorbed her taste and scent like a sex-crazed wolf. Better than any love potion, her beautiful, naked body was a feast for his senses, and he couldn’t get enough.




  Arching her back, she thrust her sex against his mouth, begging him for more. She was close to her release, and he would make certain it was a good one. He wanted her to enjoy every stroke and probe of his tongue and fingers, wanted her body to tremble uncontrollably because he gave her pleasure. Latching onto her swollen clit, he sucked hard...and pushed her over the edge.




  Her body clenched violently, exploding into climax. Waves of bliss consumed her, tearing from her throat the muffled sounds of raw ecstasy. Thrashing her head on the pillow, she fought for breath...for life, it seemed to him. Never had he seen such an intense reaction to his lovemaking.




  He backed off and raised up on his forearms. “Are you all right?” She seemed not to hear him, so he sat up beside her. His erection throbbed with unfulfilled need, but he fought down the fierce drive to spread her legs and plunge into her. That would come soon enough.




  As she finally stilled, he leaned over her and touched her cheek. “Esme?”




  She stared at him with wonder in her eyes. Those deep green pools filled, shimmering with joy and contentment.




  An odd sensation blossomed in his chest. A warm feeling. Happiness?




  He lifted her head to untie the gag. “I’m removing this.” She nodded weakly. “I didn’t hurt you, did I? “ He removed the cloth strip from her mouth.




  “No, I...you...” She seemed at a loss for words.




  He gently took hold of her shoulders. “You are pleased?”




  “Oh, my God. I’ve never...” Her smile was bright and pure. Almost innocent. “Wow. You’re good.”




  “So I’ve been told.”




  Her left eyebrow arched as she eyed him closely. “Modest, aren’t you?”




  “Why should I pretend otherwise? Other women have often told me so.”




  “Oh?” The smile faded.




  “I have powerful needs and sleep with a bed slave almost every night. They are always most eager to accommodate me.”




  “Well, good for you.” She thrust out her chin. “So glad I could join the queue.”




  Thor’s beard! He had spoiled the moment for her. He shouldn’t have been so forthcoming, though it was the truth. “I didn’t mean to make light of your...reaction.”




  She harrumphed and struggled to sit up. “Will you please untie me?”




  “Yes.” He tapped her thigh. “Roll over.”




  As she complied, his gaze was drawn to her shapely buttocks. He caressed one, then the other. “Your body is highly arousing.” He slipped his fingers between her cheeks.




  “Get out of there,” she barked.




  He laughed and slapped her lightly on the left buttock. “All of you belongs to me. Every part, even that which you hold most private.”




  “Over my dead body. Now, untie me.”




  He loosened his belt at her wrists, freeing her hands. “There.”




  She sprang to a sitting position and covered her chest with her arms. “I’m not accustomed to being manhandled. Would you please hand me my sweater?”




  “No.”




  “Why not?”




  “Because we’re not finished.”




  She cast down her gaze. “I didn’t think so.”




  “In time you will become used to my...ah, needs.” He placed his hand on her thigh and circled his thumb over her skin. “Yes, you will enjoy our nightly couplings.”




  “Maybe.” She looked at him through half-closed lids. “Until you tire of me.”




  “Perhaps I won’t ever tire of you.” He moved his hand toward her sex and twirled his fingers in her nether hair, still damp from his mouthing.




  She clamped her hand over his. “No. I know enough about sex to know that you’ll eventually toss me out like yesterday’s newspaper and take other women to your bed.”




  “Yesterday’s what? Never mind.” He liked how she challenged him and distracted him. He liked many things about her, which surprised him. He leaned close and deliberately lowered his voice to convey a hint of warning, enjoying the game.




  “If you don’t want another to take your place, then show me now why I should keep you.”




  *****




  Esme stared at him. “What do you mean?”




  A very male smile blossomed on his lips. “Show me why I should not replace you with another woman.”




  She suspected where this conversation was heading. “What do you mean...exactly?”




  “I want you to pleasure me, with your mouth.”




  She gulped. “Pleasure you?” Did he mean what she thought he meant?




  “If you wish to keep my interest, you must satisfy all my desires.”




  She blew out a breath. “So, let me get this straight. If I, uh, suck your cock regularly, to put it bluntly, you won’t push me out the door and invite someone else in?” Was she really having this conversation?




  He smirked. “Something like that.”




  Her throat felt like she’d just swallowed a ball of dryer lint. “I’ve never done it before.”




  The only other rampant penis she’d ever seen in the flesh belonged to Sven. She’d often touched his cock during their semester of serial shagging, but she’d never put it in her mouth. The idea repulsed her at the time. But, that was then, and this was now.




  “Then it’s time to learn,” he said, locking his eyes onto hers like a laser beam, “and I’m a very good teacher.” Rising from the bed, he stood before her and lowered his trousers.




  Holy cow! She swallowed hard at the sight of all that gloriously naked muscle and sinew. He looked like a Greek god. His ass was out of this world, and his slender hips perched over a pair of muscular thighs that would’ve made Lance Armstrong jealous.




  But it was his erection that made her heart race and her throat constrict. His feet hadn’t lied. His shaft was long and thick, jutting from his body with the insolence of a man used to having his way.




  “It doesn’t frighten you, does it?” he asked, stroking it slowly, bunching and unbunching the foreskin.




  Her gaze traveled along the slight incline from the root, nestled in the coarse blonde hair of his groin, to the smooth, rounded, mushroom head, dark pink with arousal.




  “No. It doesn’t frighten me.” Like hell, it doesn’t.




  “I will teach you to pleasure me with your mouth.”




  Her heart lurched. What if she did it wrong? What if she got sick and puked all over him?




  He crawled back onto the bed, grabbed a pillow and put it under his head. He stretched out, looking for all the world like an aroused centerfold.




  “Come here.” His voice was a low rumble.




  “Stein, I...uh, I don’t know.”




  She tried to back away from him, but he imprisoned her wrist with his he-man grip.




  “Don’t be afraid. It won’t bite you.”




  He positioned her hand a few inches above his unbelievable phallus. A tiny bead of his essence, like a shiny, precious pearl, had already settled in the slit.




  His blue eyes had darkened to deep pools of desire, fierce and determined. “Touch me.” He let go of her wrist.




  She lowered her hand, just grazing the rosy tip before jerking it away.




  “Touch me, woman...more.” His voice was gruff, but the command was also a plea.




  Why not touch him? She really wanted to.




  Tentatively, she lowered her hand and wrapped her fingers around him. Stiff with embarrassment, she held his shaft like it was a stick of TNT.




  “Relax your fingers,” he murmured. “Caress me with your hand.”




  She stared at his cock, unable to move. Her gaze followed the prominent vein under the skin down to his sac. His heavy and very male sac. She looked up at him, unsure of herself.




  “I am waiting.”




  She took a deep breath and moved her hand up and down his length, gently moving the velvety skin over the steel beneath. It was warm. It was alive. It was Stein.




  As she continued to stroke him, her hesitation diminished. It wasn’t so bad. In fact, it felt pretty damn good. Feeling bold, she touched his sac with her other hand, then caressed it tenderly, marveling at the firm, round testes secreted within the thick, wrinkled skin.




  She studied his face. His eyes were closed, and his mouth curved in a beatific smile. He was lost in some other reality. Every now and then a soft moan escaped his lips, encouraging her.




  “Stein,” she whispered.




  His eyes opened. They had a dreamy quality, not unlike Mr. Darcy’s when she scratched his belly.




  “Am I doing it right?”




  “Yes.” He closed them again.




  “What should I do next?”




  “You know what to do.”




  Yes, she knew what he wanted. It was an exhilarating thought. She would make him come right out of his skin. She would be in control. Power zipped through her, ramping up her confidence.




  She positioned herself between his outstretched legs and dipped her head. Hovering, open-mouthed over his weeping erection, she touched him with her breath.




  He fisted his hands at his sides, not in anger, but in frustrated anticipation. “Please, Esme,” he croaked, “please take me in your mouth.”




  “Yes, Stein. I’ll do it for you.”




  She flicked her tongue at the pearly drop nestled in the slit at the tip. It tasted salty, surprising her. She licked some more and then ran her tongue over and around the head, finally sinking it into the slim opening. He groaned with deep satisfaction.




  She couldn’t believe she was actually licking a man’s penis and enjoying it. If anybody had told her last week that she’d be fellating a gorgeous, well-endowed Viking like an x-rated movie star, she’d have laughed herself silly.




  But she wasn’t laughing now. No, sir. She was on top of the world. Pleasuring him like this made her feel strong and powerful, like a woman who knew what she wanted and took it.




  Stein’s hands were suddenly on either side of her head, gently pulling her down, urging her to do more.




  And she did. Gladly.




  Parting her lips, she took him fully in her mouth, making him moan with such intensity, she felt it reverberate down his shaft. She moved up and down the column of his cock, slowly at first, being careful not to scrape her teeth too hard against his flesh. Gaining confidence, she increased her pace. Sucking and licking, she explored every millimeter of him, savoring each of his groans as an affirmation of her new-found skill. The satiny texture of his skin and the earthy taste of him were wonderful, but it was his musky male aroma that affected her like a shot of adrenaline.




  Her clitoris twitched as the pressure began to build again between her thighs. She moaned her own pleasure, like she was tasting a delicious food for the first time, her higher-pitched mewling a counterpoint to the deep rumble of his arousal.




  His breathing grew shallow and rapid, and his body damp with sweat. He moaned long and hard, digging his strong fingers into her scalp. “Faster,” he urged her. “Harder.”




  She stepped it up, alternately sucking, then lapping her tongue over the sensitive underside of the head. Her hands were busy too, caressing the long, thick shaft and massaging his balls.




  “Thor’s beard!” he shouted, ready to explode.




  She didn’t know exactly what would happen next, but she was determined to see it through. A bit squeamish about swallowing his essence, she nonetheless wanted to know what it was like. In a weird way, it would connect them by giving her, quite literally, a taste of his masculine strength and power.




  He was bucking into her mouth now, ready to release. She prepared herself and didn’t let up.




  “Aaaahhh!” His hands pressed her skull as he came, pulsing the warm, salty fluid into her mouth in an intense, drawn-out orgasm. Sublimating her natural gag response, she swallowed his ejaculate in two huge gulps.




  Slowly he stilled. “By Odin’s left ball!” he gasped, gazing at her with wide eyes, a lop-sided grin on his handsome face. “You are a quick learner.”




  “You think so?” She dabbed her mouth with the sheet. “I did it all right?”




  Judging from the wiped-out look on his face and his heaving chest, she’d done better than that.




  He reached for her hand. “Yes, you did very well.”




  She grinned broadly. “Great!” Indeed, she was exceedingly pleased with herself.




  *****




  Stein lay on the bed, sated and surprised. His release had been outstanding, the best he could remember in a very, very long time. For the first time in months, he felt no anger, no shame, only pleasure and contentment.




  The pleasant fog finally lifted from his mind, and he focused on the strange, but alluring, creature who still knelt between his legs, gazing at him with a mix of awe and self-satisfaction.




  “It’s not often that I’m pleasured in this way. Most women find it distasteful.” He chuckled. “I’m glad you do not.”




  “I can’t believe I did it.” Her smile could melt an iceberg. “I always thought it would be awful, but it wasn’t. It was thrilling.”




  “You’ve really never done this before?”




  “No. Not ever.”




  He cupped her chin. “Then I am honored.”




  His instincts had been right. She was going to be an excellent bed slave and would give him many nights of pleasure. True, she was unusual, almost alien in fact with her odd clothes, speech and ideas, but wasn’t that why he’d bought her in the first place? She’d appealed to his natural curiosity, as well as his sexual urges. Best of all, she lifted the dark mood that had plagued him and made him feel good about himself. At least for the moment.




  “Stein?” The corners of her mouth tipped up. “Um, what happens next?”




  He chortled. “Now you are eager to be taken?”




  She didn’t say anything, just gazed at him with her big, green eyes. If he wasn’t careful, he could lose himself in those deep, viridian pools.




  “I need a few moments to...recover.” He lay down and spread his arm across the pillows. “Come, lie with me awhile. It won’t take long, I assure you.”




  “Okay.” She stretched out next to him, resting her head in the crook of his arm.




  He buried his face in her fragrant hair. “I promise we shall consummate our relationship before the sun rises.” He kissed the top of her head. “That is, if it’s all right with you.”




  She turned to look at him. “Oh, it’s all right. It’s definitely all right. Thanks for asking.”




  “Good.”




  He checked himself. He had just asked permission of a bed slave to fuck her. That was not a good beginning. He was behaving like a green youth with his first woman. Freyja’s tits! He was her owner and her master!




  If he didn’t get a handle on things, she’d have him dangling at the end of her string like a puppet. No, if they were going to live peaceably together - and if he were to maintain the upper hand - she would require obedience training. It was not too early to begin.




  He cleared his throat. “I want you to do something for me.”




  “Yes, what is it?” Her voice was soft and sweet.




  “From now on, you will call me ‘master.’”




  She stilled and pursed her lips together in a perfect heart, defiance flaring in her eyes. “I’m sorry, what did you say?”




  “You are still my slave. You must not forget that. I want you to call me ‘master.’”




  She snapped her head toward the wall and inched away from him.




  “We enjoyed each other this evening, the first of many nights we shall share, but you are my slave, Esme. When I command you, you must obey. Now, lie close to me.”




  He pulled her roughly into the curve of his body and held her there. She tried to wriggle away, but he tightened his grip.




  “Calm yourself. It must be this way between us.”




  She lay against him as rigid as a tree trunk. He took a deep breath. She was as spirited as his prized stallion. Putting a halter on her would be a necessity...and a challenge.




  “Good night, Esme.”




  She stirred in his arms and huffed so quietly, he barely heard her.




  “Good night...master.”




  CHAPTER 8




  Esme couldn’t sleep. Her body was still in sexual overdrive, and lying skin-to-skin with Stein wasn’t helping to cool her down. It had been a night to remember, that’s for sure. He’d given her a world-class orgasm, and she’d returned the favor with a masterful blow job. She’d felt strong and empowered, like she could conquer the world. It was a heady feeling.




  And then he had to go and spoil everything. ‘Master,’ indeed. All her feminist views were just poppycock to him. He wanted her body, nothing else. Well, he’d be disappointed if he expected her to kow-tow to him and jump into bed every time he snapped his fingers. She may have been hijacked to the Middle Ages, but she would not be a door mat to an eleventh-century male chauvinist.




  She listened to his slow, steady breathing. He slept like a baby, of course, while she was wide awake, her mind a jumble of thoughts and emotions.




  What had just happened? Images popped into her mind of the intimate things they’d done to each other. She inhaled deeply. The musky aroma of their sex play remained, spicy and suggestive. A twizzle of desire fluttered in her belly. Damn him! Her traitorous body was ready to start Round Two. How could she possibly desire a man who was only interested in her body?




  Duh! Men did it all the time. They separated their feelings from their physical needs without a second thought. Was that possible for her? Could she desire him and, at the same time, resent his domineering personality? Was she able to think more like a man?




  A beam of clarity shot through her. Why not? She could be as dispassionate as any male of the species and have guilt-free, no-strings-attached, sex, too. Her emotions didn’t have to be involved. It would be difficult, but she could do it. Especially if it meant surviving this crazy trip without being emotionally bruised.




  Tonight had proven she could do anything she set her mind to. If she ever got back to Asgard, she’d show her father and everyone else that she could be independent and successful. She didn’t need a man. She could take care of herself, thank you, very much.




  She might even quit her job and become a full time weaver. She loved her father, but she didn’t have to fulfill all his expectations. She wanted to make him happy, of course, but it was her life. She could live it as she pleased, even choose a man who didn’t meet her father’s criteria. She stifled a chuckle. Stein wouldn’t even make the reject list.




  She felt a twinge of guilt. Her father needed her now more than ever, and here she was playing sex games with Stein, the Viking god studmuffin. If she only had a pair of ruby slippers to take her back to Minnesota.




  From time to time over the past few hours, it’d occurred to her that she might really be dead. But what a strange after-life this would be. Where was God and where was Heaven? Then again, she might have gone in the other direction, but having mind-blowing oral sex with Stein Magnuson hardly seemed like appropriate punishment.




  So, if she had really time-traveled, what was the reason? And why had she met Stein? Surely he had something to do with it.




  He stirred, and his breathing quickened. So did his cock, which thickened and pressed insistently against her backside.




  “You are unable to sleep?” he asked, smoothing his hand over the curves of her waist and hips.




  “Is that wishful thinking?” she purred. She could play this game as well.




  “Mmm.” He took her hand and lowered it to his erection. “Touch me. Feel how you arouse me.”




  She coiled her fingers around his shaft. Hard, thick and alive. It was ready for her. And she was ready for it.




  “Stein,” she whispered.




  He covered her hand with his and moved them both up and down his cock in short, quick strokes, making her juices gather.




  “Mmm,” he hummed against the back of her head. Then he kissed her softly on the neck and trailed his fingers over her throat, down to her breast. “I will take you now.”




  Simple, direct, man-like.




  He pinched her nipple just hard enough to bring her body to full awareness, and her pulses quickened, sending her resentment packing. She could be ticked off at him later. Right now, she wanted to be his sex slave. Wanted to feel that humungous rod of his pounding inside her.




  “Yes,” she breathed.




  He pressed her onto her back and pinned her with a gaze so fierce and possessive, her sexual juices gushed like a storm surge. His beautiful eyes were burning blue embers, their heat searing her to her very soul. Rising onto his knees, he straddled her legs.




  “I will be gentle, but you must tell me if I hurt you.”




  “Hurt me?” Oh, yeah, he was as big as a stallion.




  His big hands caressed her breasts. “I am much larger and stronger than you are. I don’t want to damage you.”




  “I’m sure you...” She snapped her mouth shut. No more talk. It was time for surrender. Time to give herself to Stein, the most beautiful and exciting man she’d ever met. Time to enjoy the best sex of her life, with no strings attached.




  “I will prepare you,” he said, working one hand under her backside while the fingers of his other worked their way through her curls to her clit. “Good, it is already hard.” He thrust a finger into her channel. “And you are very wet. I believe you are more than ready, but...” he spread her legs far apart and lowered himself so his mouth was poised over her pussy, “I want to make certain of it.”




  Good boy. He was taking her advice to heart. Pleasuring her had become important to him. She groaned and spread her legs wider. “Yes, master.” She could meet him halfway.




  He didn’t say a word, but his eyes lit up. He lowered his head to her pussy and slowly, deliberately, devoured her.




  “Yes. Oh, baby!” Her guttural moans and gasps sounded more animal than human.




  “Hmmm,” he murmured against her tender skin as he moved to her opening, probing it with his tongue and rimming it with loving strokes.




  Before long she was pounding the bed with her fists. She felt thoroughly consumed, as if he were feeding from her body, drawing strength and pleasure from her. It was beyond wonderful.




  He raised his head and grinned. “Your taste is very pleasing. I don’t want to stop.”




  “You don’t have to,” she groaned.




  Resuming his oral and manual exploration of her nether regions, he examined every hill and valley with his lips, tongue and fingers. It was heaven! Then, grazing her rear entrance with his knuckle, he launched her into orbit




  “Stein!” she gasped, grabbing his head. “Oh, my God.” Her pussy clenched tight, the contractions so intense she nearly blacked out.




  He let her ride out the storm, watching her carefully until she quieted.




  “I want you, Esme,” he whispered, kissing her inner thighs.




  “Yes, yes!” She wanted him, too. “Now, please,” she cried, holding out her arms to him.




  He rose to his knees and hovered over her, his gaze boring into her. He grasped his cock, as thick and intimidating as a battering ram, and placed it at her opening.




  “I want you to feel every inch of me.”




  “No problem,” she quipped.




  He entered her, his cock stretching her tender tissues to their limit. Inch by slow inch, he pressed inside, like a mighty glacier sliding inexorably to the sea.




  It hurt a bit at first, but the discomfort gradually eased, giving way to sensations she’d only dreamed about. He filled her, completely and utterly, taking total possession of her body and leaving no doubt as to who was the master and who the slave.




  His eyes locked on hers as if he were trying to hypnotize her. It worked. She couldn’t tear her gaze from him if she tried. Although his mouth was set, almost grimly, the blue depths of his eyes held a tenderness that touched her to the core. These were not the eyes of a ruthless conqueror bent only on his own satisfaction. He cared for her a little after all.
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