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Chapter One
 
 
Aberdeenshire, Eastern Scotland, 1106
 
Her chest burned, her side felt as though it had been speared by a hot dagger. Fiona paused to drag in a shuddering breath, then forced herself to run again. Her leather-shod feet pounded the bracken and undergrowth as she tore across the barren landscape toward her home.
Already, smoke spiralled up from among the Scotch firs that encircled Pennglas, the fertile little settlement on the east coast of Aberdeenshire, Scotland, which she called home. The mud and thatch dwellings would ignite easily, fired by the Viking raiders who even now would be plundering the defenceless cottages. They would seize what they wanted then the vicious barbarians would swarm back across the beach with as much plunder as they might carry, back to their infernal dragon ships in readiness to raid further down the coast. Their attacks were frequent and deadly, but mercifully swift.
The damage the marauders left behind was likely to be of a more permanent nature. The homes and barns of Pennglas would burn fiercely unless someone was on hand to direct the firefighting. Would her father’s serfs know to form a chain, to pass water up from the burn to drench the flames whilst her father and brother mounted a fruitless pursuit of the invaders? Fiona doubted it. Rather, the villagers would stand and watch as their homes were consumed by the fires. By the time her father returned, empty handed as he always did, their homes would be ashes.
Why had she chosen this day of all days to visit Aikrig, the neighbouring village? She had wished to consult with Taranc, her friend and—just possibly—her betrothed, but the matter was not urgent and he was not even there when she arrived. Her errand could have waited. She should have been at home, at Pennglas. She should have been on hand to rally their people, to chivvy them into hiding in order to save their lives and then to command the subsequent scramble to save their homes.
As she neared the forest clearing, the sounds of battle reached her. Swords clanged, shouts rang out. A child screamed, a horse whinnied in startled fright. The raiders had not yet left, and already their village was aflame.
“Dear sweet God,” Fiona murmured to herself. “What if the wild Norsemen intend to linger this time, to see our homestead actually razed to the ground?”
The bastards. They were savage enough to do that, truly brutal in their greed and their cruelty.
The clamour of fighting grew louder as she approached. Fiona slowed her steps now, caution and fear for her people causing her to hesitate. How best to combat this new manner of threat? How best to respond when their peaceful settlement lacked the might and weaponry, not to mention the bloodlust needed to face up to these warlords from across the sea?
Fiona halted on the outskirts of the village and peered between the trees. She recoiled at the sight that met her. Many of the villagers, mostly the younger, stronger men, were crammed together in the centre of the village, surrounded by huge warriors wielding swords and axes. The Vikings were fearsome indeed, monstrous in stature and even more terrifying in deed. They were ferocious, pitiless, bearing their murderous panoply with savage effect. Any daring soul who attempted to break free was immediately threatened with those formidable weapons, to choose whether to return to the growing throng in the middle or die there in the mud, surrounded by what was left of their homes.
Most did not choose to die, and as Fiona watched from the cover of the forest it became clear to her that the Vikings were not bent on murder. At least, not as the first resort.
They intended to take prisoners. The realisation hit her with the force of a battering ram. These Norsemen would take their menfolk, probably as slaves. She could not allow that. She had to do something.
Fiona reached for the slingshot that always hung from her waist. She was a keen shot, could take down a rabbit from at least thirty paces away. Without a doubt she could hit a man. She would only need to fell two, maybe three of the raiders, and that would be sufficient to disrupt their plan. If just a few of her people could break free to mount a counterattack, offer some sort of defence…
Fiona crouched and reached blindly to scrabble in the earth at her feet for a stone. She located one, smooth and round and just the right weight. She groped for a second, which she tucked into her pocket. A third, and she was on her feet once more, taking aim.
She swung the sling around her head and let fly. Her shot was true. The Viking closest to her crumpled to his knees as her missile found its target, his right temple. Fiona picked her next victim and let loose her second stone. That man fared no better than his comrade and in seconds the two were prone in the dirt, blood trickling from the wounds on their heads. A third soon dropped to his knees when she hit his unguarded shoulder, his angry yowl of pain ringing in her ears.
Fiona knew a moment’s remorse as she bent to find her next missiles, but she quelled it. She had never aimed at a person before, only animals and then only for food. But the situation was desperate and she would do what she needed to do to save her family, her village, her people. She rose and sighted her next victim.
“Do not do it, little one.”
The voice was soft, deep, and stern, and emanated from a point no less than an inch from her left ear. Fiona started, tried to turn, but the press of cold metal against her neck halted that. A sword lay across her throat. One move, and she was dead.
She froze, her mind whirling. They would kill her, without doubt. And worse, probably. She knew what these savages were like, had heard the tales of women abducted, raped, abused. Perhaps if she put up a fight her death would be swift and merciful. She should try, at least…
“Drop the weapon.”
Her fist tightened around the plaited rope that formed the handle of her sling.
The blade pressed against her throat, the additional pressure almost imperceptible but enough to let her know her options were limited. Indeed, she had no options. The weapon dropped to the ground.
“Now place your hands behind you.”
Fiona obeyed, baffled. Why would this Viking wish to bind her if he meant to slit her throat? He had no need; she was defenceless now.
He wrapped straps of soft leather around her wrists, tight but not painfully so.
“You are an excellent shot, little wench. Which is a pity, for it shall cost you dear.” His words were matter-of-fact. He did not seem angered by her actions, nor even especially surprised. His tone was rather one of resignation, and all the more chilling for that.
Fiona clenched her jaw as he placed his hands on her shoulders and swung her around to face him. She had a momentary impression of height and breadth, a huge, solid chest covered in leather and wide shoulders draped in fine fur. She did not allow her gaze to linger however. Instead Fiona screwed up her eyes and grimaced, waiting for the slap that she was sure would come, the blow that would fell her.
No blow landed. Instead, her captor bent to seize her around the knees and hoisted her unceremoniously up and over his shoulder. She let out a startled squeak and started to kick, panic bubbling at the unexpected and unfamiliar position. A hard, heavy hand applied to her upturned backside soon put a stop to that.
“Be still, or I shall take a switch to you. Better still, I shall make you wait until they recover then let one of the men you just toppled do it. You shall soon learn how much a Viking appreciates being bested by a slip of a wench.”
The warning was enough to quell further struggles. Fiona hung there, the fur of his cloak rubbing against her exposed neck as he strode forward into the village. She remained still and quiet, and prayed to the merciful God she only half believed in that this huge savage would not do her or her loved ones lasting harm. Somehow, she doubted her prayers would be heeded.
The Viking bent at the waist to deposit her back on her feet. Fiona swayed, and the warlord grabbed her elbow to steady her. She allowed herself a quick glance up, and gasped.
He was ferocious, almost feral in his warlike intensity. The Viking’s visage was stern, hard, the face of a battle-weary warrior. His head was bare, and she caught sight of long, flaxen-coloured locks that brushed his shoulders. It was his eyes though that captured and held her attention. They glittered in a brilliant shade of azure, like shards of ice. They were the eyes of a man who had seen too much and cared very little. Those deep blue orbs were hardened, cold, uncompromising. This man would snap an opponent in a heartbeat, and Fiona could not fathom why she still drew breath.
“Do not move from this spot. You will be coming with us.”
He turned on his heel and strode off, leaving Fiona among the huddle of captives clearly destined for a life of slavery in the frozen lands to the north.
 
* * *
 
“Why are you bound?”
The question came from Taranc who had materialised at her side moments after the massive Norseman left.
Fiona turned, astonished to find him here among the villagers of Pennglas. “Taranc? Why…? How are you—”
“I was here when the raiders charged in. I came looking for you, but you were off somewhere. You would have done well to remain away…”
“I went to Aikrig, but returned early since you were not there. I heard the sounds of battle, saw the smoke and I wanted to help.”
“Turn around, I will free you.”
Fiona presented her back and bound wrists to him, but no sooner did Taranc set to work on her bonds than a shout rang out, cutting across the babble and cries of the now dwindling strife.
“Leave her bound or I shall have your hands chopped off.”
The Viking warlord pierced her with his merciless gaze from across the ruins of their beleaguered settlement. He now held a huge sword, drawn and ready, and Fiona entertained not a moment’s doubt that he meant what he said.
“It is all right,” she murmured. “I am fine.”
Taranc stiffened behind her. Fiona sensed his indecision and knew he would defend her to the death if she but asked him. She would do no such thing.
“Really, I am not uncomfortable.”
Taranc wrapped his arms around her and Fiona turned to bury her face in the soft leather of his jerkin. He bent to kiss the top of her bowed head.
“My father? Adair…?” She almost did not dare to ask.
“I am sorry…” His tone betrayed his anguish.
She tilted her head to gaze up at him, his face blurring as tears filled her eyes. “What? No! Please, no…”
“Your brother rushed the first of the invaders. He was courageous—”
“He was rash and stupid. What did Adair charge them with? A stick? A plough?”
“A shovel. But he did at least try…”
“And my father?”
“I am not sure. He may yet live. I have not seen him.” Taranc craned his neck to look over the heads of those clustered closest to them. His height gave him an advantage, but his flattened lips and narrowed eyes told their own story. Fiona’s father was not among the prisoners.
“We will survive this, I swear it. I shall take care of you. Always.” He tightened his embrace around her as Fiona succumbed to the weeping she could not hold back. “And after, we shall marry. I promise.”
Fiona nodded against his chest, though privately she doubted that would come to pass. They would not survive this. Even if they did, even if by some miraculous twist of fickle fate they should both emerge with their lives, neither would be any more enthusiastic about marriage in that stolen future than they were now.
Desperation breeds rash promises, she mused. She would not dwell on it.
 
* * *
 
The Norseman she had felled first rose unsteadily to his feet. He shook his head, the tangled mane of russet hair wild and shaggy about his still-bleeding scalp. He muttered something in his guttural Nordic tongue and cast his angry gaze about him. Fiona shuddered and shrank back against Taranc.
Her protector shoved her behind him, but not quickly enough. The injured Viking’s eye fell upon her. Snarling, he crouched to retrieve his mighty war-axe and he lumbered forward.
“Létta!” The ringing tone of the Viking who had captured her rang out once again, stopping the man in his tracks.
Fiona risked a peep from behind Taranc’s broad back to see her captor, who she now assumed to be the leader of these savage marauders, striding across the ruins of her village, his sword still in his hand. He planted himself before the man who would seek his vengeance upon her and the pair exchanged rapid, angry words. The confrontation was quick but decisive, her would-be assailant backing off, his features sullen but resigned. He cast one, final murderous look in her direction before slinking back to join his comrades. The victorious warlord turned to rake her with his eyes.
“So,” he began, switching to speak in her native Gaelic now. “It seems I must continue to protect you from the consequences of your foolhardiness.”
Fiona swallowed hard and chose not to reply. The Viking came to stand before Taranc, his head cocked to one side as he regarded the pair of them.
“This is your husband?” The question was curt, simple enough, yet Fiona could not cobble together a coherent response.
“We are betrothed,” Taranc answered for her. “If you mean her harm, you must first kill me.”
Had Taranc possessed a weapon and not been hopelessly outnumbered by ferocious fighting men all armed to the teeth he might have put up a decent fight, though even in her most generous moments Fiona would not have given much for his chances against this battle-hardened warrior. Still, his unswerving protection warmed her spirit and lent her the courage to face her fate.
“No. No, it is me that you want. You should not harm others…”
“I want you, yes, and I shall have you. And your noble protector too.” The Viking eyed Taranc with interest but made no move against him. Returning his implacable gaze to Fiona he pinned her with his glare. “You are my property now. Mine to discipline, mine to punish unless I decide to sell you to another.” His words were directed as much at Taranc as they were intended for her. The Nordic warlord paused to allow his meaning to sink in before continuing. “I appreciate that your actions earlier were an attempt to defend your home and your people, and I can understand why you acted as you did.” His mouth curled in a wry smile. “I might see the matter differently were I one of those nursing a sore head, but I am not and you are fortunate that it is I who will decide your fate. You will not be punished for what you did, but you need to understand that your cause is now lost. You will not raise a hand against us again. Do I make myself clear, wench?”
Fiona could not break his gaze, and neither could she find words to respond. Her head reeled with the import of his words. His property? He might sell her at his whim?
“Wench, I would have your answer.” The Viking’s tone was harsh before. Now, it was cold as the bitter wind that blew from his northern home.
“I… I—”
“She understands. There is no need to frighten her further.” Once again Taranc stepped in to intercede for her.
The tall Norseman regarded Taranc with a calm, assessing stare. “You think not? I disagree. Your lovely betrothed would do well to fear me. As would you.”
Fiona shook with apprehension as the two men glared at each other, the one all-powerful, the other buoyed up by honour alone.
The Viking glanced over his shoulder and for the first time Fiona noted the man who stood behind him. This Norseman was tall, taller even than the one who was in command. Also bare-headed, his hair was black as the wing of a raven and a livid red scar marred his otherwise perfect features. The mark ran from beside his left eye and down his cheek to disappear under his powerful jaw. The man was clad in black, a leather tunic and leggings and a thick woollen cloak. His expression betrayed his amusement as he leaned forward on the hilt of his sword while the point pierced the muddy soil at his feet.
The Viking spoke to his comrade in their own tongue. The dark one nodded and straightened as his lord turned back to face his captives.
“Gunnar will see you to our ship with the rest of the women we intend to take. I am afraid I must insist that you remain bound until you are at sea. You would do well to bid farewell to your man as your betrothal is at an end.” He lifted his gaze to now encompass the villagers clustered around her. “As for the rest of you, the men will help row so be ready to bend your backs. The seas can be unforgiving and we will not hesitate to toss overboard any man who fails to pull his weight.” He returned his ice blue gaze to Fiona. “Well, my dark-haired little Celtic she-cat, I must leave you here but I will see you again very soon. Be sure of it.”
Fiona watched him stroll away, his gait deceptively casual as he issued further instructions to his men as he passed. All scuttled to do his bidding, his authority absolute. She saw no cause to doubt his assertion.
 
* * *
 
The dark Viking, Gunnar, spoke no Gaelic but still his commands were readily understood by the captives who now fell to his responsibility. He ordered that the men be herded off first, allowing Fiona almost no opportunity to receive Taranc’s quick hug and hurried admonition to do as she was told and not attract attention from their captors.
“I shall see you soon, I know it,” she whispered, though in truth she held no such conviction. They might not even be taken to the same destination.
Fiona shivered as the men were hurried away, encouraged to make haste across the wasteland of their former homes by the jab of several swords and the occasional application of a switch if one among them seemed unduly tardy. The women left behind were few in number, just a half dozen or so. Fiona was acquainted with all of them, though not all came from Pennglas. She exchanged an anxious look with Mairead, the young widow from Aikrig, heavily pregnant, and Fiona wondered why she had been chosen since surely she could not work in her condition. Perhaps these savages just did not care. She acknowledged Quinn, another widow of middle age, also from Aikrig, who Fiona knew to be skilled in weaving. Briana, Quinn’s daughter clung to her mother and wept as their small group was prodded at sword point in the direction of the beach. Fiona recalled that Briana had been recently wed to Cedric, one of the men taken away with Taranc. Had she, too, been made to speak her goodbyes?
Only Fiona was bound, and she almost stumbled to her knees as she tried to keep up the forced pace across the rough terrain. Mairead took her elbow to help steady her and Quinn stationed herself at her other side. Fiona was glad of their aid and thanked them quietly.
“‘Tis nothing, lady,” muttered Mairead. “We must all seek to help each other now.” The woman paused, then, “Did you see my son? Was he taken with the men?”
“No, I did not see him.” Fiona tried to summon a reassuring smile for the anxious mother. “I expect he managed to slip away. They were mainly seizing strong men, the most able-bodied.”
“Aye, my Donald is but seven years old, a mere bairn. He would be of no use to them.”
“Begja,”
snarled the Norseman closest to them. Fiona could not understand his coarse Nordic speech, but even so she and the others took his meaning well enough. The women fell silent.
 
* * *
 
The next three days and nights were the stuff of nightmares. The women were forced onto a small cargo boat, where they huddled together on the floor as their Viking captors plied the oars. Neither the Viking overlord nor his dark comrade sailed with them, relinquishing the captives into the charge of a small crew of rough Norsemen. Fiona was surprised to realise she was more afraid as a result of their absence than she was by their presence.
It was not yet fully the end of summer but the crossing was rough. A huge sail whipped and flapped above them, dragging the small craft across the choppy seas. Despite living her entire nineteen summers beside the sea, Fiona had never been fond of sailing. She felt nauseous from the moment she was slung on board and could hardly manage to keep down any of the hard, bland lumps of bread given to them by the barbarians who held them prisoner. Quinn coaxed her to eat, holding the bread for her since Fiona could not feed herself with her hands tied in the small of her back. At Quinn’s insistent pleading one of the Viking sailors freed Fiona’s wrists, though this small mercy did little to alleviate the discomfort of the voyage.
The days on board the small boat were miserable, the nights even more so. None of the women had managed to grab warm clothing when the Vikings attacked so they shivered together until their captors relented and provided a few paltry furs for them to share. It was not much, but sufficient, barely, to stop them from freezing to death as the night-time temperatures plummeted. The bottom of the boat where the prisoners sat was damp and soon the wetness permeated their meagre clothing, adding to their ordeal.
Fiona was convinced their misery could not become worse when the shout went up from one of the men at the oars. Land had been sighted. But what land? Where had they been taken? Fiona had but the vaguest knowledge of the frozen wasteland that she understood lay to the north and from whence came these fierce marauders. She had no idea what to expect of their destination, but feared the worst.
The cargo ship hugged the rocky shoreline for several miles so Fiona and the other women had ample opportunity to study their new home. Green forests of towering pines covered much of the landscape, backed by mountains of deep grey capped in pristine white. Autumn had yet to arrive but already the air was chilled and snow fell on the higher peaks. Fiona saw many narrow inlets, perhaps a hundred paces in width though some seemed narrower, but all sliced deep into the land. Their sides were steep, the cliffs towering. The sea trapped between them churned and crashed against the rocks.
Occasional sandy beaches hugged the coastline, and here and there Fiona discerned signs of habitation—a wisp of smoke curling above the trees, a rough mud or wooden hut, a small boat bobbing close to the shore.
Eventually, the man at the helm of their own craft turned toward the coast. As they drew closer Fiona could make out the cluster of buildings, larger than the huts she had seen thus far, and a roughly constructed harbour nestling within a narrow bay. As their boat entered the harbour she could see the people on the shore, men and women scurrying about their business in this bustling little port. It was busier than any place she had seen before, and all the inhabitants seemed as fearsome as those she had already encountered.
She had longed for this miserable voyage to end; now she prayed to remain at sea.
Their boat collided with the harbour wall and the women were hurled to the damp planking beneath their feet. Ropes were flung over the side and the craft was secured by others waiting on shore. All too soon the women were ordered to climb up the side of the boat into the rough embrace of men waiting to haul them ashore.
Fiona tried but could not climb as her fingers were numb so one of the sailors flung her over his shoulder and scrambled up until another man could grab her and drag her unceremoniously onto the rough jetty. Once ashore Fiona lay on the unsteady planking gasping for breath and wondering if she would ever feel warm again.



Chapter Two
 
 
“Eileifr must have opted to return by the scenic route. We have been waiting here for almost two days.”
Ulfric Freysson complained into his jug of mead as he regarded the disembarkation of his female thralls. He was starting to regret his haste in taking women as well as men. It was strong male backs he needed to construct the granary and harbour at Skarthveit, his own settlement two days north of Hafrsfjord where he now quenched his thirst. He knew women to be a calming influence on male slaves and he had no wish to spend the next few years quelling one uprising after another, but his reasons were more complex than that. Certainly the dark-haired wench who had sought to fell his men with her puny slingshot had fallen victim to impulse rather than any reason on his part.
“It has been little more than one day. Your man made good time given the rot-bucket of a craft he has somehow managed to navigate across the northern waters. And we have put our enforced idleness to good use.” His companion patted the bulging purse fastened to his leather belt. “I trust you have no more silver you wish to offload. I should be delighted to oblige you.”
“You cheated,” announced Ulfric dispassionately. “No one is that lucky.”
Gunnar shrugged and lifted his cup of ale to his mouth, saluting his lord with it before drinking deep.
Ulfric watched the women emerge one by one to be received into the ungentle care of his slave master, Dagr Varllsson. The man was not one of his favourites, but he was efficient and not unduly harsh. The Celts were here to work and Dagr could get the required results out of them without losing too many of their number to escapes. Slaves were valuable. Ulfric worked hard enough to acquire them and they could be used as required, then traded or sold. A slave master who was over fond of the whip was a liability, as was one not prepared to enforce the rigid discipline needed to maintain order. Dagr was about right, all things considered.
Ulfric lowered his jug when the dark-haired wench came into sight. Shit, she looks half-dead!
“Fuck,” he muttered and strode for the door of the tavern, his mead abandoned. Gunnar downed his own ale and followed him.
The wench still lay on her side on the jetty as he approached. Dagr had also seen her and was already advancing, his pugnacious jaw set. As his slave master bent to haul the girl to her feet, Ulfric spoke.
“Leave her to me.”
“Aye, Jarl, but—” Dagr peered at him, his expression bemused. Ulfric was not surprised. He normally preferred to leave all such tedious details to his servant.
“We need to be off as soon as possible. You attend to the rest, I can manage this one.”
“Aye, well, the smith is ready to fix the manacles. The men have been chained in line for hours…”
“I shall bring her over,” Ulfric assured him. “You secure the others.”
Dagr was still muttering as he hurried away. Ulfric ignored him, instead bending one knee to lower himself closer to where the girl still lay. She looked up at him but remained silent. It was defiance and resentment he discerned in her eyes though, not fear. And what eyes they were, every bit as grey as he remembered, their colour as deep as the sea and as stormy as a winter’s evening. For a brief moment he was again captivated by that smoky gaze, then she winced and he returned to his own senses.
“The delights of seafaring are lost on you, I take it?”
She furrowed her forehead, obviously not taking his meaning.
“You have not much enjoyed the crossing.” He took her chin in his palm and turned her face up toward him. “You look quite green, little Celt. Are you able to stand?”
The wench nodded slowly. Ulfric offered her a sardonic smile as he leaned across to draw her hands in front of her.
“Fuck, you are very cold.” He rubbed the stiff, frigid fingers. “Is that better?”
She nodded, curling her hands into fists.
“Stiff?”
Another small nod. Ulfric reached for her shoulders and assisted her to a sit, then massaged both her small hands between his own. His actions were gentler than he intended. Something about this Celtic lass evoked an unexpected tenderness in him.
Behind him, Gunnar cleared his throat.
Ulfric turned his head. “Have you taken a chill, my brother?”
“No, but I expect we shall all succumb to an ague if we remain here much longer. Shall I take this one over to the smith to be fitted with her shackles?”
Ulfric rose to his feet, drawing the Celt girl up with him. “Yes. I will settle up our remaining affairs here and we can be away.”
Gunnar took the girl by the elbow and Ulfric was gratified to note that she offered no resistance as his brother led her away. He remained where he was and watched them as the pair crossed the hard-packed soil toward the rest of her countrymen and women who were waiting to commence the two-day trek to Skarthveit. Even at this distance though he caught the expression of horror that crossed her delicate features as she realised she was to be chained to the rest, an iron band to be secured around her slender ankle. Gunnar remained at her side until the process was completed then he returned to where Ulfric still stood.
“A pretty one,” his brother observed, “not happy to be shackled, though.”
“She did not fight you. I was watching.”
“She did not, that is true, and it would have done her no good in any case. But you can still tell, can you not? Something in the eyes…”
 
* * *
 
Something in the eyes indeed. Ulfric mused on that as he and Gunnar, and the rest of the jarls who were to ride to Skarthveit with him mounted their horses and made ready to depart Hafrsfjord. The slaves had left some two hours before, shuffling off along the rough track that led further up the coast toward his own settlement. Dagr’s harsh commands rang out as the men led the way, chained together in pairs, a sorry convoy as they were led off to a life of hard labour and captivity. The few females brought up the rear.
Ulfric had watched as that mane of dark, wavy hair lifted in the breeze, those curving hips swaying awkwardly as his Celtic thrall sought to keep her footing on the uneven ground, encumbered as she was by the heavy shackles. She would get used to it, they always did. Eventually.
He gazed up at the sky, the weak sun just starting to dip. They had perhaps an hour’s daylight left, plenty of time to catch up and probably overtake the slave convoy. The journey would take the captives at least two days. He and his escort would be home by the following morning. Ulfric dug his heels into his horse’s flanks and they were away.
The rear of the straggly procession came into view soon enough, though they were still a good two or three miles ahead. Ulfric picked her out at once, his dark-haired little slave. She would be wasted on heavy labour, and he was even less inclined to allow her to offer comfort to the male thralls. Especially that so-called betrothed of hers.
The man made Ulfric uneasy. The Celt held himself too straight, was too proud, altogether too fucking sure of himself to ever make a decent slave. Ulfric regretted now not leaving the man behind; he just knew the Scottish thrall would be more trouble than he was worth.
Ulfric and the others on horseback gained ground and soon enough came up alongside those on foot. He took the opportunity to once more observe the girl at close quarters as he passed. Her head was bowed, her features concealed behind the curtain of raven-hued hair that fell almost to her waist. She wore stout boots, he noted, and was glad of that, for her sake as she dragged her feet over the inhospitable terrain.
The shrill scream brought him to a sudden halt. Ulfric swivelled in the saddle to see what had caused the commotion behind him. Dagr sprinted from the head of the line back along the column to the rear. Ulfric could make out bobbing heads at the back of the convoy and the squeals of pain continued. Instinctively he knew it was her.
He pulled on the reins to turn his mount and cantered back the way he had come. Dagr was already casting about him with the switch he kept constantly to hand, separating the women to expose the one in distress. The slave master leaned in and extricated the offending thrall.
The wench shrieked as his servant dragged her from the line and onto the verge beside the track. She writhed on the ground, sobbing. Even from a distance Ulfric could see her features contorted first in pain, then in horror as Dagr drew his dagger.
The man seized the front of her woollen smock and dragged her forward, his intent clear.
“Létta!” The shout rang out as Ulfric kicked his mount into a canter. “What is the problem here?”
Dagr swung his head around to regard his master. “Turned an ankle, Jarl. The wench is useless now, she can’t even get to Skarthveit. I’ll not have the rest held up…”
“I see. Very well, I shall deal with it.” Ulfric dismounted.
“I wouldn’t be expecting you to do that, sir. I shall just dispatch her now, nice and quick. She’ll not suffer.” The man adjusted his grip on the dagger, clearly ready to do what was needed. Ulfric could not fault his slave master’s alacrity and devotion to his duty, even if the man was sorely lacking in mercy.
“That is quite all right. I appreciate your diligence but it does seem to be a waste of a decent slave.”
Dagr was unmoved. “If she cannot walk, she cannot work. ‘Tis simple enough. I cannot be having one of the others carrying her…”
Ulfric crouched beside the wench who was already shaking violently, her face pallid. It was the shock of her injury, he had no doubt, compounded by the prospect of impending death at the hands of his pitiless karl.
“Thank you, Dagr,” affirmed Ulfric. “You may return to your duties.”
The man complied, shaking his head. Ulfric watched him amble away, the karl’s pace quickening as unrest began in the ranks of male slaves. Even from here Ulfric could recognise the tawny locks of the man who had claimed to be the betrothed of his recent acquisition. The Celt was straining to be free, oblivious to the strike of the switch wielded with enthusiasm by one of the guards. Dagr was clearly ready to add his own efforts to subduing the male who was yelling threats and curses at the top of his lungs.
“Let her be, you animals. I shall carry her. I will—”
“Silence, cur,” Dagr snarled in their Nordic tongue and of course the Celt could not understand. The slave master raised his switch, but far from subduing the unrest other slaves, both male and female, were now joining in. The angry shouts of protest grew, accompanied by the clank and rattle of chains as more and more added their voices to the protest.
“For fuck’s sake,” muttered Ulfric as he rose to his feet. He made straight for the man at the centre of the trouble. “You, listen to me and heed me well.”
He spoke in Gaelic and was gratified to note that several of the slaves did indeed seem inclined to hear his words. Even so, he addressed himself to the tall, brown-haired man. “What is your name, Celt?”
“I am Taranc.” The reply was delivered with not the merest hint of servility. On the contrary, the belligerent slave glared at him, his every sinew bristling with anger.
Again, Dagr made as though to step in and assert his authority. Ulfric forestalled that with one upraised hand. The man fell back obediently.
Ulfric stepped closer to the unruly slaves, intent upon showing not the slightest trepidation. He stopped before the man, Taranc. “She is mine now. I told you this. My property.”
“You will not harm her! I—”
“No, I will not. I take care of what is mine. She will be safe.” Ulfric paused, then, “You have my word on this.”
“Your word? What is that worth? The word of a murdering, robbing savage impresses no one.”
“I have offered you the word of Ulfric Freysson, Jarl of Skarthveit. You may rely upon it.” Ulfric stood his ground, his steady gaze unwavering.
Taranc returned his glare. The pair stood almost nose to nose, waves of frustrated fury rolling off the Celt though Ulfric thought the man might be at least considering what he had heard. Long seconds passed before the slave offered a curt nod.
“If you harm her, I shall kill you. You may rely upon that. This is my promise to you, Viking.”
Ulfric offered no response. Instead he turned on his heel and marched away without looking back. He knew he had achieved what he set out to do when the sound of trudging footsteps confirmed that the procession had started on their way once more.
Now for the wench…
 
* * *
 
Gunnar watched with undisguised interest as Ulfric crouched beside his property.
“You do not need to wait. I can handle this.”
“Without doubt, brother. Even so, I find I am in no particular hurry and we know this wench to be ferocious when riled. You may yet require my aid.”
“Very well. Since you insist upon remaining, perhaps you will make yourself useful and find something with which to bind this ankle.”
Gunnar chuckled as he turned to return to the saddlebags slung across his horse’s back, then let out a low oath. Ulfric looked up to see that the convoy had stopped again. Dagr was dragging another of the females from the group, this time a woman whose belly was distended with the final stages of pregnancy.
“Now what?” he muttered. The woman looked to be a little older than the wench on the ground before him, and this one sported hair of a vivid red. Her clothing was rough, indicating that she was not a woman of wealth. He supposed none of them were, not now.
The flame-haired slave stumbled, her knees buckling. She clutched her rounded abdomen and cowered away from the raised arm of the slave master. The switch whistled as it sliced the air.
“Neinn!” This time it was Gunnar who issued the command to stop, though not in time to prevent the first stroke from landing across the woman’s shoulders. She let out a sharp cry as Gunnar strode toward the pair.
“What is the problem here, karl?” Ulfric observed that Gunnar appeared fit to tear Dagr’s arm from his shoulder, but instead his brother settled for relieving the slave master of the switch. A good thing too. The man might be rather harsh in his dealings with these females but decent slave handlers were still hard to come by.
Dagr’s explanation was simple enough. “Look at her. She will not make the journey unaided and will be of no use when we get there. She should not have been taken.”
Ulfric had reached that conclusion unaided.
“Then leave her with us.” It appeared Gunnar concurred.
Dagr was again reaching for his dagger. “I will—”
“I said, leave the female with us and fuck off.” Gunnar was ever blunt in his dealings with those he considered his inferiors, but on this occasion Ulfric could find no cause to fault his brother’s approach. Dagr was becoming tedious and the callous brutality he was showing of late was not conducive to efficiency. Perhaps Ulfric should consider replacing him…
Dagr might have protested, but Gunnar’s glowering countenance was sufficient to quell any such misguided impulse. He shrugged and stormed off back to where the slaves waited. “Get moving. We have wasted enough time here. Onward. Now!”
The guards hurried to do the slave master’s bidding, prodding the thralls into motion once more.
The pregnant woman on the ground let out a cry of despair and sought to rise. Gunnar offered his hand and she took it, allowing him to aid her to her feet. Then she set off in pursuit of her tormentor. Gunnar grabbed at her elbow.
“Wait. You will remain here.”
He spoke in their Nordic tongue so Ulfric knew the woman could not understand Gunnar. He, however, could follow her rapid Gaelic as she grappled with his brother in her desperation to escape his grasp.
“My son! My boy, he needs me. He is but a baby. Please, let me go! I have to remain with him. I can manage…”
What? Ulfric stood and scanned the ranks of slaves but could not pick out the reason for such grief. He turned to the girl who lay at his feet. “What is she saying? What boy?”
“Her son. He is among the men you took. He is just seven summers…”
“She fears for her son. The lad is but a child and is with the male thralls.” Ulfric translated the explanation for Gunnar’s benefit. Privately he regretted having devoted so much of his attention to the loading of the goods they had plundered rather than overseeing the taking of slaves. Neither this red-haired woman nor her child should have been among those seized.
“A boy?” Gunnar tightened his grip on the struggling woman. “Then I shall have him too.”
Ulfric regarded his brother with a mix of surprise and amusement. Gunnar was not known for his finer feelings nor for his tenderness toward women and children. Certainly, he harboured no sympathy for slaves.
Theirs was a harsh society, sharply divided between the class of jarls to which he and Gunnar both belonged despite his brother’s illegitimacy, the karls who were the tier below, and the slave class or thralls who languished at the bottom of the class system. Slaves had no rights, thralls barely any more though they might, if they could accrue the necessary wealth, purchase their freedom. That was rare. Certainly, slaves did not dictate to their masters. This woman had no right to demand that her son remain with her. She could be whipped for her impertinence though one look at Gunnar’s angry countenance convinced Ulfric that it would be folly to suggest such a thing.
Still, he could turn this situation to his advantage.
“The woman is yours, if you want her. You may buy the lad from me, too, if you so wish.”
“Buy him?” Gunnar’s eyes narrowed. “You would sell him? To me?”
“Aye, if we can agree a price. That purse of silver dangling from your belt would be about right, I daresay.”
“You bastard!”
Ulfric shrugged. “I believe you will find it is you who is the bastard among us, but let us not haggle over details. Very well. I expect the boy will fetch a decent enough price when I offer him for auction. Do not forget, I offered you first refusal.” He spoke in Nordic and was glad his own little captive could not comprehend his words. She would not understand the banter between the brothers.
Gunnar untied the purse from his belt and hurled it at Ulfric. “Greedy cur. You were ever a poor loser.”
“Perhaps. I confess I get little enough practice.” He turned to Dagr who had witnessed this exchange with a look of pure bewilderment. “It seems my brother will be having the boy as well. Release him from the shackles.”
“But—”
“Now, if you would, Dagr. You really do need to be getting on your way.”
A few moments later Dagr produced a small boy from among the throng and shoved him in the direction of Gunnar and the woman. The lad stood, uncertain as the rest of the men moved off behind him.
“Donald!” The woman still secured in Gunnar’s embrace held out her hands to the confused and frightened child. Gunnar let her go and she stumbled along the rough track to take her son in her arms. She knelt beside him weeping, clinging to her child as she murmured words of love and devotion and eternal hope.
Ulfric allowed himself a private grin as he bent to retrieve the purse of silver coins and attached it to his own belt. Without a doubt, there was something oddly alluring about these Celtish females.
 
* * *
 
“What is your name, wench?” Ulfric deliberately softened his voice as he addressed the ebony-haired girl again. He was once more crouching at her side and needed to ascertain the nature and extent of her injury. First, he had to calm her.
She did not reply. Instead she used her good leg, still sporting the heavy iron shackle, to attempt to scramble backwards and out of his reach.
Her efforts were futile. She could not get away. Ulfric repeated his question, this time cupping her chin in his palm.
“I am Ulfric, son of Frey, Jarl of Skarthveit. And you are…?”
“F-Fiona. Daughter of Dughall, of Pennglas.” The wench whispered her name as though she feared relinquishing even this small part of her.
Ulfric nodded, and reached for her injured ankle. Fiona let out a startled scream as he lifted the damp hem of her woollen skirt. He glanced up in time to glimpse the rock in her hand as she swung it toward his head. The blow bounced off his temple. The last thing Ulfric remembered was the beautiful stormy shade of her eyes and an instant later his entire world went similarly grey.



Chapter Three
 
 
The Viking crumpled before her, his weight toppling across her good leg. With a despairing whimper Fiona dragged the limb free and turned to scramble up onto all fours. She tried to stand but her injured ankle gave way beneath her. Crawling was her one option, and she took it now.
The Norsemen who had been standing around shouted, one grabbed at the fur cloak draped across Fiona’s shoulders and it came away in his hand. The garment had offered little enough protection from the bitter elements in this frigid land, but it was gone now. She dragged her injured ankle behind her as she redoubled her efforts to escape across the scraggy grass that fringed the track. Perhaps if she could gain some cover, find a place to hide…
Footsteps were in pursuit, a heavy, purposeful tread and gaining on her fast. In mere moments the black leather boots and leggings of the dark Viking appeared alongside her, the man strolling casually as though to escort her to safety. Fiona harboured no such illusion. This was it. She had attacked their leader, injured him, possibly even killed him and her own life would be forfeit. She was to die here, in a damp meadow in a foreign land, her family never to know of her fate.
Fiona halted, her futile attempt at escape ending almost before it had begun. She collapsed onto the ground, her injured ankle throbbing mercilessly. She screwed her eyes tight shut and tensed as she waited for the man clad in black leather to conclude matters.
He laid his hand on her shoulder and pushed her over onto her back. Fiona drew up her knees into an instinctive defensive posture, and covered her face with her hands.
Nothing happened. She waited, held her breath, prayed.
Still… nothing.
Fiona cracked open her eyelids to peer up at the man who towered over her. His silhouette shimmered in the fading sunlight, the scar that marred his face vivid despite the half-light of approaching dusk. He would have been handsome but for that. Fiona checked herself. The man was handsome in a cold, detached sort of a manner. His lips were thin, and now curled almost imperceptibly as he assessed her. His near-smile was considering, as though he sought to unravel some mystery concealed about her cowering person. But it was his eyes that held her attention. They were black, cold as midnight, and quite merciless.
Suddenly and without warning his features split to form a genuine grin. His teeth flashed a brilliant white as he smiled down from his height, and those coal-black orbs seemed to soften, as though he had found what he sought and was satisfied with it.
He bent at the waist and scooped Fiona up in his arms. In what seemed to her no more than a couple of paces he had returned her to the side of the track where Ulfric still sat on the ground. He was surrounded by his men and one offered him a flask to drink from. The Viking leader refused the proffered refreshment and raised his hand to test the damage. His blond head was bowed and already Fiona could discern the vicious bruise on the side of his temple that appeared to swell before her very eyes.
She had done that, with the rock she had surreptitiously secreted in her skirt whilst the two brothers had been preoccupied with the fate of Mairead and her boy. She had hurt the Viking, and now he would hurt her. He had said as much, back there in the smoking ruins of her village. He had warned her not to offer further resistance, but in those desperate moments when he started to lift her skirt she had acted purely on impulse, without planning or thought. Such foolishness would have dire consequences.
The dark Viking deposited her beside Ulfric. He was gentle enough, she supposed, taking care not to place her weight on her bad ankle. The two men exchanged a few words as Fiona again curled into a protective ball.
“My brother believes I should keep you permanently bound if I care for my life.” Ulfric’s tone was bitter. He was angry, of course. “I suspect he may be right.”
Fiona groaned. Her shoulders still ached from the prolonged immobility she had endured on the crossing to reach this cursed land.
“A leather strap, if you please, Gunnar. And some linen for binding that ankle.” Ulfric reached for Fiona and patted her hip. When he spoke again his tone was softer, though not much. “So, where were we?”
She chanced a peek at him, and could swear that the angry bruise had worsened. Should she apologise? Certainly, she regretted her actions.
Her musings were cut short by the return of the dark one, Gunnar. He tossed a length of leather at his brother still seated on the grass banking, and held a roll of linen in his hand. He spoke again in that guttural Nordic tongue of theirs. Ulfric replied in Gaelic, which Fiona realised was for her benefit.
“No, I can manage, though I am glad of your assistance in the matter of returning my property to me.”
Gunnar frowned, then answered, again in Nordic. Fiona could not comprehend his words, but whatever he had said seemed to amuse her captor.
“By all means, be on your way, brother. I wish you joy of your new thralls. All of them. And I thank you for the silver, naturally. I trust we shall do business again soon for I do so enjoy the satisfaction of a decent trade.”
Gunnar grinned and offered his hand to the man on the ground. Ulfric took it and Gunnar hauled him to his feet. The two embraced, then with no more than a final sideways glance in her direction Gunnar marched back to his horse.
Mairead waited for him there, her boy, Donald at her side. Gunnar picked up the lad and passed him to one of his guards, already mounted. He then assisted Mairead into his own saddle and mounted behind her. With a last wave to his brother he and his party of about a half dozen Vikings cantered off along the track. They were soon lost in the gathering gloom.
“What will happen to her? To Mairead?” Fiona feared for the woman left to the tender mercies of that heathen barbarian.
“I am really not sure,” confided Ulfric. “Perhaps he has need of a woman to tend his fires and prepare his food. Is she a decent cook?”
“I cannot say. I barely know her. Will I… Will I see her again?”
“Probably not. Gunnar does not share my home. He has his own stronghold to the north of Skarthveit and he will take her there I daresay.”
“Oh.” Fiona was sorry. She had come to like Mairead, and would miss her.
“So, you chose not to heed my warning. And this time I am the one nursing a sore head.” His tone remained gentle, but Fiona detected something more, a certain resolve. He meant to punish her.
“I am sorry. I did not think…”
“You will next time, I intend to make sure of that. But first, your hands, Fiona.”
“Please, I swear that I will not strike you again.”
“No, you will not. Your hands. Now. You may keep them in front of you this time, however.”
It was with some small measure of relief that Fiona extended her hands and allowed him to bind her once more. He concluded his task then placed his fingers beneath her chin to raise her gaze to his.
“You will receive ten strokes of the switch by way of punishment for your actions. It will hurt, but it will be quick and I trust you will find the experience memorable. Disobedience is not tolerated among our slaves, and attempting to escape will usually earn you a whipping. Any attack upon a free Viking, jarl or karl, is normally punishable by death. You will do well to keep all of that in mind, little Celt, should you be driven to resort to such extremes in the future. I will be lenient on this occasion, but do not try me again.”
Leniency was not the word Fiona might have chosen. Ten strokes! Sweet Jesus. Still, she well understood that matters could be worse. Much worse.
His gaze was stern, unwavering. He meant her to heed his words and Fiona knew she would receive no further warnings after this one. If the Viking chief intended to intimidate her, though, he had failed. If anything his terse threats only served to harden her resolve. Whatever Ulfric, son of Frey might choose to believe, she was not his property. One day, she would be free.
 
* * *
 
Ulfric assisted her into a sitting position on a slight rise in the ground. He knelt before her, the roll of linen beside him. This time when he pushed her skirt up to her knee she did not protest.
Her injured ankle was now hideously swollen and sported various shades of purple and blue where the bruising had bloomed. Fiona gasped when she saw it and jerked her foot away from Ulfric’s grasp.
“Be easy, little one. I shall be gentle, I swear.”
Fiona willed herself to relax, to allow him to tend to her. Certainly, with Mairead and the other women gone, there was no one else she would prefer to have aid her.
“It is fortunate that it was not the chained ankle which you turned. It would have been extremely painful for you had we needed to hammer out the pin to remove the shackle, but there would have been no other course, given the swelling. As it is, I believe if this is tightly bound you will find some relief.”
“It hurts…”
“I know. It will not bear your weight for some time, perhaps weeks. I do not believe it is broken though, so should heal with rest.”
“I am a slave, am I not? Slaves do not rest.” Fiona could not keep the bitterness from her tone.
Ulfric wound one end of the length of linen around her ankle just above the swelling. His grin was wicked, and for the first time Fiona acknowledged that he, like his darker sibling, was a beautiful male.
Ulfric’s features were rugged, his jaw square and clean-shaven, and his lips were full. The lower one protruded ever so slightly, and his cheek sported a dimple when he smiled, which made him appear almost playful. She had never seen hair paler than this Viking’s and wondered if the shoulder-length strands were truly as soft as they appeared. He wore his locks loose and they now framed his face, all but glowing in the fading light. The deep blue of his eyes had been the first thing Fiona had noticed about him when he took her prisoner, and now she found herself comparing their vivid hue to the plumage of the kingfishers that inhabited the river close to her home… her old home, the home she might never see again.
“I am quite sure I can find duties for you which you may perform whilst seated, or even on your back.” He continued to bind her swollen limb, his movements deft and capable.
“What duties? Oh. Oh!” Fiona reddened as his meaning became clear.
His dimple deepened as Ulfric just grinned at her. He continued to tend to her ankle, the barbarian obviously enjoying her mortification.
“You would force me.” It was a statement, not a question. Fiona might be unmarried, but she knew well enough the likely fate of a female captive.
“I doubt that will be necessary. The life of a bed-slave is not onerous, and can yield pleasure if you let it.”
“A bed-slave?”
“Aye. I have decided that you shall warm my bed and spread your delightful thighs for me when I command it. In return I offer you food, warmth, a life of reasonable comfort, and more pleasure than I believe you currently comprehend.”
“I comprehend perfectly well that you mean to abuse me, to take me by force. You will have to, for I shall never yield to you, Viking.”
He paused in his ministrations, his gaze solemn as he regarded her. Fiona could not look away, though she badly wished to.
“You are mine now, little Celt, my property, by the laws and customs of this land. I may do with you as I wish. Your body is mine, to explore, to punish, and to pleasure as I see fit. But I shall make a deal with you, Fiona. I swear I will not take your virginity by force, as I will have no need to. You will ask me to fuck you. No, you will beg me to do so, and only then will you experience the satisfaction of my cock filling your sweet cunt. Do you understand my words, little virgin slave?”
Fiona was incredulous. Her cheeks blazed with embarrassment at the tableau he described. “I do and you are quite deluded, Viking, if you think I shall ever say such a thing to you.”
“Ah, but you will, my slave.”
“Never. I shall die a virgin first.”
He laughed out loud at that. “Have no fear, my fiery little Celt, I can be quite persuasive when I set my mind to it. I promise, it shall not come to that.”
 
* * *
 
The sky was darkening by the time Ulfric concluded his binding of her ankle. He glanced up at Fiona, one blond eyebrow raised. “How does that feel, my little Celtic captive? Better?”
Fiona tested her injury by slowly circling her foot. It hurt, but was bearable.
She nodded. “Yes, it is easier, a little. Thank you.”
“Remember, you are not to place any weight upon it. Which offers me something of a challenge given the need to see to your well-earned chastisement.” He looked about him as Fiona’s heart sank. She had harboured the small hope that he might even now relent. She had apologised, after all, and sworn not to lift a hand against him again. It appeared her hopes were in vain.
“Ah, yes, that will do nicely.” Fiona turned to see where his gaze had landed. A large tree lay on its side some twenty paces from where they sat, its trunk offering an obvious support against which a Viking bent upon imparting discipline might lay a recalcitrant thrall for a thrashing.
She groaned as Ulfric called to a passing guard. “Yngvarr, throw a fur over yonder tree if you would, and bring me a switch. A good one, nice and supple and stripped of any sharp twigs. In fact, make that two switches. And be quick about it, the light is fading fast now and I prefer to be able to see what I am doing. I would not wish to be forced to delay until the morning since we need to be on the road at first light.”
Two switches? Dear Lord, what does he mean to do to me?
Ulfric allowed Fiona to remain where she was as the tree trunk was readied for her switching. She watched in mounting horror as the man, Yngvarr, did his master’s bidding. A thick fur was slung over the rough bark, then a blanket too, at Ulfric’s command. Yngvarr was quick to select several potential switches from the trees still standing, and there were many to choose from. He lounged a few feet from Fiona as he used a ferocious-looking dagger to whittle away any sharp points. Satisfied, he passed the first of the switches to his chieftain for inspection.
“Yes, this is fine work. Thank you, Yngvarr. Now, another just as good, if you please.”
The man bent to his task once more as Ulfric turned to regard his fearful captive.
“In the future, little wench, and when your injury is quite healed of course, I shall require you to keep me well supplied with switches. You will be responsible for selecting and preparing them, and I will expect at least a couple to be at hand at all times as I expect to make frequent use of them as you adjust to your new station in life. If any fall below my standards I shall prepare the replacement myself, and your intended punishment will be doubled. Is that perfectly clear?”
Fiona did not deign to respond.
“Wench, do I make my instructions quite clear?” His tone had hardened. He expected an answer.
“Yes, I understand.”
“Good. You will do well to obey. Ah, thank you, Yngvarr.” The second switch was ready and Ulfric declared himself satisfied with that also. Ulfric offered a cold smile in Fiona’s direction. “I shall carry you over to the tree trunk, and aid you in assuming the necessary position. Your skirts will be raised as I will always deliver a switching on your bare bottom. Usually, I will expect you to make yourself ready for punishment, but on this occasion I am prepared to assist you. You may thank me if you so wish.”
Hades would sprout icicles before she would do any such thing. Fiona glowered her resentment and stiffened as her captor reached for her.
“Your resistance will cost you in the long run. The sooner you submit to the reality of your situation, the better it will be for you.” He lifted her in his arms and rose easily to his feet. It would seem she had not hit him nearly hard enough because apart from the angry-looking bruise he appeared to suffer no lingering effects. Did all Vikings possess skulls made of granite?
Ulfric carried her to the fallen tree and set her down beside it, taking care to allow her to lower her good leg first. Then, still ensuring that her weight remained on her uninjured foot, Ulfric helped Fiona to turn and face the trunk, then eased her torso forward until she was balanced across it. The furs and blanket provided a soft cushion. Fiona could find no reason to complain that her comfort was not considered as Ulfric patted her soon-to-be-punished bottom.
“I will lift you a little higher, to ensure that your feet are off the ground and taking no weight, and to offer me a better target, naturally.” He did not wait for any further comment from Fiona. In moments she was dangling over the tree trunk, her feet inches from the bare earth and her head and shoulders balancing her weight on the other side. The grass and a light dusting of fallen leaves were just inches from her nose but she could just make out their shapes in the gathering gloom as she quivered in this unfamiliar and vulnerable position.
Her father had been no disciplinarian. In all her nineteen summers no one had ever so much as slapped her wrist, let alone bent her over a fallen tree for a public switching. Fiona wondered if it was possible to die of humiliation.
She managed not to whimper as her skirts were raised above her waist, then tucked under the woven braid that served as a belt. Fiona was acutely aware of the half dozen or so Viking warriors who had gathered to observe the proceedings. They were all now afforded a fine view of her upturned, naked buttocks. She was glad she could not decipher the exact meaning of their calls and remarks, though the general gist was plain enough.
The jocularity ceased abruptly at a word from Ulfric. The men remained in place, watching, but they no longer offered their lewd observations.
Fiona was accustomed to harsh winters, but the bitter chill of this Nordic early evening was equal to anything she could recall in her own country. She shivered as the icy breeze caressed her bare backside and could not help clenching as Ulfric bent to select the first switch.
“Fear not, little wench. You shall soon be feeling a good deal warmer.” He swung the switch in an experimental arc, slow at first, then fast enough to produce an ominous whistle. Fiona shrieked.
Ulfric chuckled and moved in close. He laid the palm of his free hand on her bottom, the caress almost affectionate. “Try not to clench, though I realise it is difficult. Are you ready?”
There was nothing to be gained by delaying matters. Fiona nodded, then clenched her bound hands into fists as she tensed for the first stroke.
“Aagh!” She let out a shrill scream as fire exploded across her right buttock. Her entire body jerked with the force of the blow, though she had been expecting it. This hurt though, more than she had ever imagined.
“One,” Ulfric intoned. “Be still, Celt. Settle down and we shall continue.”
Somehow, through the haze of pain, she heard his words and managed to obey. Moments later fire snaked across her left cheek.
“Ooh!” Sweet Jesus, can I bear this?
“Two. Now relax, you do not wish to drag this out, I am sure.”
He was right, she did not. Fiona willed her tense muscles to soften and drew in a shuddering breath.
“Three. Four.”
She was managing the pain just slightly better now, no longer so shocked by the intensity of sensation. She managed not to cry out, and needed no further reminders to keep her buttocks soft.
“That is good. Five. Six. Seven.”
Fiona writhed against the blanket. Despite her determination to bear this ordeal with fortitude she was unable to remain still, nor could she contain her tears that flowed unchecked across her face.
Ulfric paused to once again lay his palm over her throbbing backside. Her bottom was on fire and she flinched under his touch though he was not rough with her.
“You are doing well. Just three more to go. Shall I continue, Fiona?”
No! Enough! “Yes. Please, just finish this and let me get up.”
He squeezed her flaming buttock briefly and resumed his stance. The switch whistled through the air and landed full across both buttocks.
“Eight. The final two will be on your thighs. These will really hurt.”
Dear Lord in Heaven…
“Nine.” The switch split the frigid air again and pain blazed across her right thigh. Fiona screamed and gasped for breath. One more. Just one last…
“Aagh!” The final stroke landed on her left thigh and despite her best intentions Fiona kicked back hard. The leg-iron rattled as she writhed and wriggled but a firm hand in the small of her back pinned her in place.
“We are done, but you will remain where you are until I help you to move.”
Sobbing, Fiona could barely manage to bob her head to indicate her obedience. She lay still, suspended over the fallen tree, though she flinched as the weight of her rough skirts settled on her punished bottom. Still, she was relieved to be covered once more and grateful that her Viking captor had not seen fit to extend her mortification by leaving her on display. He could have, she well knew that.
Strong hands rolled her over and cradled her behind her knees. Unthinking, Fiona reached her bound hands up and looped them about Ulfric’s neck as he stood with her in his arms. He murmured to her in his own tongue, soft-spoken words of comfort and reassurance, words she did not understand but drew strength from even so.
He carried her over to where the other men had built a fire, and laid her on a pile of furs beside the cheery flames. The warmth caressed Fiona’s chilled face and hands as she lay on her side, her body still trembling. Ulfric dropped another fur over her shoulders and turned away as if he meant to simply to leave her.
“Wait.” The word sprang from her lips before she could think, before she could stop herself.
Ulfric halted and crouched beside her. “I will bring you food. You need to eat now, then sleep.”
“Do not leave me. Please.” She was weeping again as she reached for him with her bound hands. “Please, stay. Just for a few moments.” She could not bear the thought of being left here alone among these fearsome warriors, hurting and humiliated, beaten and humbled before them all. Fiona needed her Viking to stay, to surround her in his warmth and his approval. She needed to know she had his forgiveness now.
“I am sorry that I… that I hurt you.”
He cupped her chin in his right hand, his fingers stroking her damp cheek.
“I know that. And it is over. We will not speak of it again.”
“Over?” She could not quite believe that it would be so simple. “You forgive me?”
“Of course.” He gathered her into his arms and pulled her into his lap. Fiona did not complain as her tender bottom rubbed against the coarse fabric of her skirt. All that mattered was that he was close to her, and that he must not abandon her. She grasped the front of his tunic, curling her fingers around the brass cloak pin holding his warm outer clothing in place. Ulfric pulled the garment forward until it enveloped her too and drew her close in to his chest as she shook and sobbed in his arms. He nuzzled her hair and rubbed his large hand in slow circles around her back and shoulders until her trembling subsided and at last she was still.
“Better?”
Fiona managed another small nod. “Thank you.”
“You are welcome. You will learn, little wench, that I will punish you when you deserve it. Always. But I will also be there to comfort and protect you when you need me. You are mine now, you see, my property, and my responsibility so I will take care of you.”
Fiona might have again contradicted his proprietorial claims, but could find no real inclination to do so at that moment. Instead she leaned against him and closed her eyes.



Chapter Four
 
 
Ulfric extricated himself from the determined grip of his raven-haired captive and eased her down onto the soft bracken that would serve as her mattress this night. He left his cloak wrapped around her, along with the furs and blanket from the fallen tree. She seemed to be sleeping peacefully so he slipped from the makeshift bed and left in search of food.
His men had managed to take a couple of rabbits, and had satisfied their own hunger. They had kept enough back for their leader and the Celtic girl so Ulfric gathered up their portions and returned to the nest beside the fire. Fiona did not wake when he settled himself beside her, and he considered allowing her to sleep now.
No. She had not eaten well in days, he knew that. Utter fatigue might have felled her this evening, aided by a decent switching, which would drain the energy from more robust constitutions than he believed she might lay claim to. She possessed the most delightful curvy bottom, now beautifully adorned by the stripes he had laid there, but otherwise the Celt was so slender she might be blown away by the merest breath of a Nordic wind. There was little enough weight to her as it was and he could not help but note the fragility of her wrists and ankles as he had bound her and tended to her injury. It was vital that she eat, and sleep would come after.
“Wake up, little one. You must eat.”
Fiona did not stir.
Ulfric laid the food down and reached for her slim shoulder. He gave her a gentle shake. “Fiona, wake up.”
She furrowed her brow and muttered into the fur that covered the lower half of her face. “No, I am tired…”
“I know, and you may sleep soon. First, you should eat.”
“Not hungry.”
“Liar. Sit up and I shall help you.”
She opened her eyes to gaze up at him blearily. His cock hardened, stirred by the sultry smokiness of her grey gaze. He had only just managed to regain some semblance of control following her switching but it seemed he had but to look at her and he was ready to make a spectacle of himself. By the gods, he would enjoy this wench, but first he had to feed her and bring her safe to his home. Then… well, then the fun might begin.
“I am able to feed myself, thank you.”
“I daresay, as a rule. But not with bound hands.”
“Then…”
“No. I do not greatly care for the prospect of allowing you to cave in what remains of my skull as soon as I fall asleep. You shall remain bound until the morning.”
“But I said I was sorry, and you forgave me.”
“True, but shall we not tempt fate, eh? So, are you ready for this?”
He selected a fine piece of the roasted rabbit and dangled it beneath her nose, then smiled when she licked her lips. Now she offered no resistance as he slid his free arm under her shoulders and brought her to a sitting position. He held the morsel to her lips and Fiona took it in her mouth and chewed.
“Is that good?”
“Yes. Very.” Her stomach growled loudly and Ulfric laughed. He had been right to wake her.
“Here, have another piece.”
They shared the meat, though he selected the best mouthfuls for her. She ate with relish, thanking him for each bite he offered. When the carcase was picked bare he flung the bones into the nearby trees for the wild creatures to finish off.
“Do you need a moment…? For your comfort?” He would have to assist her since there was no way she would manage to hobble, alone and bound, into the privacy of the trees and do what was needful.
Fiona did not reply at first, and he waited. She may be slight of form but the wench was not short of dignity. Still, the outcome was inevitable. At last she nodded, so he made short work of picking her up in his arms and striding into the undergrowth with her. Ulfric maintained his brisk demeanour as he helped her to crouch, then lifted her skirts so that she was able to clutch the bundle of fabric with her bound hands. When she indicated that she was done he cradled her in his arms again and returned her to the fireside where her cocoon of furs and blankets awaited her.
“We leave for Skarthveit at first light. Now, we sleep.”
“We? But—”
“Do you not recall my description of your new role, little one? We must work on your powers of recall, evidently. You are my bed-slave, which means you will share my bed. This…” he swept his hand to indicate the pile of warm bedding, “…this is my bed.”
“Yours?”
“Mine.” He leaned in to whisper in her ear. “Or perhaps more accurately, ours. Make yourself comfortable. I need to issue my instructions for the morning, then I shall return to you.”
His men were already curled up within their own pelts and throws so Ulfric did not trouble them unduly. He made his way back to where Fiona lay huddled on her side facing away from him. Ulfric made no ado but simply slung his sword belt to the ground and slipped in behind her.
The slim body next to him was rigid. He reached for her and laid his hand on her hip. Fiona flinched, but he did not withdraw. She was his property, he would touch her as he chose. Ulfric dragged a blanket under his head and bundled it into a pillow of sorts, then he closed his eyes.
He was tired, but sleep eluded him. Fiona too, if the tension in her stiff form was any indication. Perhaps a half hour had passed by the time he leaned up on one elbow to regard the back of her dark head. By now she was shivering.
“You are cold.”
“No. I am quite all right.”
“You are lying, and I do not care for it. Move closer. I will warm you.”
“Why do you ask me? Why not just take what you want?” There was bitterness and resentment in her whispered tone. The salutary effects of her punishment were but fleeting, it would appear.
“Your memory is failing you even more badly than I feared. I told you, there will be no forced lovemaking, no rape, and I meant it. I also promised to take care of you, which includes ensuring you do not freeze to death in the fucking night. So get over here to me. Now.”
He was gratified to be treated to no further protests as she wriggled backwards into his arms. He pulled her closer, her trembling back hard up against his chest. By Odin, but she was cold, he should have taken action sooner.
Ulfric wrapped his body around her, his forearms pressing against her plump breasts and his still swollen cock hard up against her buttocks. She must be able to feel his arousal but he saw no merit in concealing it from her. She would become more than familiar with his rampant cock in the coming hours and days. Fiona was still rigid, but despite her obvious apprehension she softened as his warmth seeped into her. Ulfric had spent more nights than he could count sleeping under the stars in his native land and he rarely felt the cold. He supposed he must possess some inner furnace and he was happy to share the benefits with the captive female who now nestled under his chin.
“Is that better?”
“I… I suppose it is. Thank you.”
“In the future, you will be honest with me regarding your needs. If you are cold, hungry, hurting, I want to know.”
Her voice was small when she responded, he almost did not hear her. “Even when it is you who is causing the hurt?”
“Especially then, my beautiful little Celt. Especially then.”
“And if I do not?”
“I still have a spare switch. Never forget that, and never doubt I will use it.”
“I understand.” Was that a note of lingering defiance in her quiet voice? He would test that but now was not the time. She had borne enough for one day.
“Good. So, you will sleep now.”
Moments later her breathing slowed, steadied. Her body no longer trembled. She pressed closer to him, absorbing the heat he shared. His cock remained swollen and throbbing, but he could do little to assuage that need now.
Soon though. Soon, she would beg him to fill her and he would take great pleasure in sinking his cock deep within the lush, slick folds he had glimpsed as she lay bared to him over that fallen tree. Oh, yes, with the investment of a little time, patience, and a good degree of firmness, he suspected his latest acquisition would make a most rewarding bed-slave.
 
* * *
 
Ulfric woke as thin slivers of daylight poked the frigid land. Fiona lay draped over him, her soft breasts pressing against his chest and one slim leg slung over his thighs. The jab of metal told him it was her shackled foot that she had used to scramble as close as she might, instinctively protecting her injured ankle. Her breathing remained low and unhurried, her features relaxed in sleep. She was beautiful, he mused, not for the first time. He had thought so the moment he had spun her around after having divested her of that bloody slingshot, the instant he had looked into those lovely eyes and started to lose his senses.
He had raided her village in search of strong male backs to provide the hard labour required to construct his harbour and his granary. A pretty wench offered welcome enough relief after the stress of a swift and deadly attack, but he would not normally go to the bother of bringing the lass home with him. This one was different, and she had been from the start. She brought out the best—or the worst—in him. He wanted her more than he had ever desired any woman, even the sweet Astrid whom he had married and who had borne him his only child.
And now he had her. This little Celt was his for the taking.
Ulfric strained his neck to peer about him in the thin light of dawn. Already his men were stirring, soon the camp would be up and on the move. He needed to rouse his captive, and he could think of no better way…
He reached for the hem of her woollen skirt, already hiked up around her knee, and he tugged it slowly to her hip. He paused there to trail his fingers up and down her exposed thigh, and knew the precise moment she registered his actions. Her soft form flinched, then stiffened and her breath caught in her throat.
“Good morning, little Celt. I trust you slept well.”
“What are you doing?” Her voice was breathy, her fear of him already apparent despite her seeming trust as she slept.
“I am exploring. I believe I mentioned this to you already.”
“You promised…” She made to wriggle away but his arm around her waist prevented such awkwardness.
“I said your body was mine to explore, to pleasure, and to punish. I hope the latter will not prove needful this fine morning, but as to the first two…”
“Please… do not…”
“Mine, wench. You will no doubt recall the consequences of disobedience.”
“Why must you continue to threaten me? We both know how this will end. I am not a fool, I know what to expect.”
Ulfric paused, his palm now resting against her exposed buttock. He squeezed gently. “I rather think you have no idea whatsoever what you might expect from me. You do know, now, that disobedience will get you punished…” He squeezed her tender bottom again by way of reminder, “…but submission brings its own rewards also.”
“It is not submission when you offer me no choice. When you threaten to beat me if I do not… do not—”
“We shall see. And I shall not beat you, ever. You will be spanked if you deserve that, but I will do you no harm. For now, I shall be content to settle for a more intimate exploration of the sweet lips I and my men glimpsed yesterday evening when you were so delightfully displayed for us over yonder tree trunk.” He smiled to himself at her anguished whimper but pressed on with his assault on her senses and her emotions. He had no doubt at all that she had hated being bared to them and treated to ten hard strokes of the switch. It had been necessary, and she had found the entire experience painful and humiliating. The wench would never admit to desiring any repetition of it. He had taken that at face value, but the glistening sheen that coated her nether lips as he wielded the switch was not lost on him, nor was her outpouring of vulnerability and need afterwards. His little Fiona had been aroused on some level, and he intended to test that response further now. She could deny it all she liked, but her body would tell him the truth.
She made as though to clamp her thighs together as he slid his fingers around and started to explore the deep crevice between her buttocks.
“No. You will remain open, spread for me.”
“Please…”
“Wider, little Celt.” He tapped her inner thigh, urging her to offer him better access.
“But, your men… They will know, and—”
“I doubt they will be shocked so please do not trouble yourself on that account. In any case, they have their own tasks to attend to. We are, to all intents and purposes, quite alone.”
It was clear that she did not believe him since the little wench lifted her head to gaze about her, then she dropped her chin again to rest on his chest. He found he did not entirely care for her air of dejection and defeat, but he supposed it was to be expected. She was powerless, clearly reluctant, but too afraid to resist his demands.
Perhaps it is too soon?
No. He was her master, she his slave. He would have his way.
Ulfric resumed his sensual journey between her clenching buttocks, pausing when he reached the tight rosette of her rear hole. He circled that with one fingertip as she gasped and buried her face in the front of his woollen tunic.
“Am I hurting you?”
She shook her head quickly, though he had no illusions regarding her opinion of such intimacies. He resumed his lazy play, pressing gently on that pursed ring of muscle until she pleaded with him to stop.
“Sir? Ulfric? I have never… please, not there.”
“No, of course not there, not this time. But soon…”
He moved on, now slipping his fingers lower to explore between her soft folds. Her soft and very moist folds.
Yes! He had known it. The Celtic wench might well be embarrassed and apprehensive, her mind recoiling in aghast horror at his bold and intrusive touch but her body was eager enough. She even parted her thighs for him, perhaps not realising what she was doing.
Still reaching around her, Ulfric spread her lower lips from behind and slid his fingers along the length of her slit. He stroked gently, back and forth, smearing the copious moisture on his fingers, then bringing it back to her puckered anus. This time when he pressed, the tip of his finger entered her. She squeaked, and he withdrew. It was enough.
He reached around and beneath her with his other hand, this time seeking her most sensitive little bud. He found it, already swelling and deliciously plump, and started to draw his fingers back and forth across the very tip. His touch was slow, lazy almost, but he knew exactly where to concentrate the sensation for the most devastating effect. This was her first time, he was sure of it. He would make sure she did not forget what he could do to her if he chose. If she earned it.
Fiona groaned, writhing against his hand. He did not believe she was even aware of her actions as he built the pressure, his unerring caress drawing out a response he was quite certain she had no idea might be lurking.
“Ulfric, what is happening? What are you doing?”
“Am I hurting you?”
“I do not know,” she answered, her tone one of pure dejection. “It feels… strange.”
“Is it unpleasant?”
“No,” she conceded miserably.
“And do you wish me to stop?” He had no intention of doing so, but was interested in her answer even so.
She did not offer a response at once, but wriggled her hips as she sought to angle her clit for better access, more friction. Ulfric rolled the sensitive nubbin between his finger and thumb before he repeated his question.
“Fiona, do you wish me to stop?” He squeezed softly.
“Oh, sweet Lord…”
“Fiona?” Another squeeze, firmer now.
“No. No, do not stop…” The words were wrung from her, a desperate, anguished moan as her first climax coiled and unfurled deep within her. She grasped his tunic with her still-bound hands and hung on to him as though afraid he might even now slip away.
“Do not fight me, little one.”
“I… I am not. I want… I need…”
“Let it go.” He rubbed her clit harder now, and using his spare hand slipped the tip of his finger back into her rear hole.
“Oh! Oh, I cannot… Ulfric, please…”
“Let it happen,” he repeated. “Let me have your release. Now.”
He was rewarded by her long, drawn-out moan of ecstasy as her body contracted and convulsed. He was tempted to sink his finger deeper into her arse, but resisted. He wanted her to be aware of every inch he would drive inside her tight channel when he finally took her, so for now he concentrated on drawing out her quivering response with his deft fingers playing her engorged clit.
At last she was still, silent again, and lying limp in his arms. He withdrew his finger from her arse and released her clit, then bent his head to kiss the top of her head.
“Any more bruises, little Celt?”
“What? What did you ask me?”
“I meant, are you all right?”
“I believe that I am. I am not quite sure…”
“Was that good?”
“Good?”
“Was that pleasant? Did it feel nice? To you?”
“It felt… very odd. You put your finger inside my… my…”
“I know where I put my finger, and I shall most certainly do so again so you will need to become accustomed to that notion. You did not want me to stop, though. Did you?”
“Of course I did.”
“No, you did not. I asked you and you said ‘no.’ Right before you found your release.”
“I did no such thing. You just… it was unexpected, that is all.”
“And you are still lying to me, little Celt. This is a bad habit of yours and I will cure you of it.”
“You are threatening me again? But, I did as you asked, and…”
“Be easy, you have pleased me well enough and despite your refusal to acknowledge the pleasure I gave you I shall not take a switch to you this morning. If nothing else, I need you able to sit a horse.”
“Oh.”
He eased her off his chest and arranged her next to him. Then he propped himself up on one elbow to regard her still perplexed features. “We will break our fast, then we should be on our way. Do you require another visit to yonder stand of trees before we leave?”
She reddened prettily. “I… yes, please.”
“Right then.” He smiled at her as he released her bound wrists. “Let us be getting on with it.”
 
* * *
 
The camp all packed up, Ulfric assisted Fiona to where his mount waited. He had considered rebinding her wrists when they returned from the brief sojourn in the nearby trees but decided against it. She could not hope to escape with her injured ankle, and he had learnt a hard lesson himself about underestimating his latest slave. He would afford her no further opportunity to seize or wield a weapon.
The large horse pawed the crisp earth as they approached, clearly ready to be on his way. It was a sentiment shared by Ulfric and his men.
“Grasp the saddle and hold on. I will help you up.” He swung himself onto the horse’s back then leaned down, his hand outstretched. Fiona took it, and he hauled her up before him into the saddle. “You will be more comfortable sitting astride.” He helped her to lift her leg over the steed’s wide back, then tucked his heavy cloak about the pair of them. “We will be perhaps five or six hours on the road. If you need to stop, you will tell me. Keep close to me and you will be warm enough.”
“Thank you,” she murmured. He noted that she made no attempt to sit forward, or to break contact with the warmth he offered. Ulfric was surprised to find that this pleased him, though he could not imagine why he would care. He gave the matter some thought. She was his slave, just property, but valuable even so. It made sense to take care of valued possessions. Satisfied, he urged his mount to the head of the line of men.
“Onward,” he called. “We will soon be home.”
 
* * *
 
“May I ask you a question?”
They had been riding for a couple of hours and the wench in his arms had been silent throughout. Now she turned to look up at him over her shoulder.
“If you wish.”
“How is it that you speak my language?”
“You are not the first slave to be taken from your land. I have listened to their speech all my life and picked up enough to manage.”
“You do not merely manage. You are fluent in my tongue.”
“Thank you. In time you will learn mine, I do not doubt.”
“Perhaps. But, the rest of your men, they do not understand my language?”
“No, they do not.”
“And the other Viking, the dark one with the scar?”
“No, my brother neither, though perhaps he should. His mother was a thrall too, another captive from your land. She died when he was very young, so had little enough opportunity to teach him her native tongue. Gunnar was raised as a Viking with me, in our father’s longhouse.”
“Is he still alive? Your father?”
“No.”
“Do you know if my father…? In the attack on our village, was he…?”
“I do not know. I am sorry.”
“I see.” She fell silent once more.



Chapter Five
 
 
Fiona became more and more afraid as they neared the Viking settlement she knew to be called Skarthveit, the stronghold where her captor was master and she was now to be a slave. She could only start to imagine what fate awaited her there.
His bed-slave, he had said. His to fuck.
She shivered, though not with cold. The strange sensations her Viking had unleashed within her as she lay with him in their warm bed this morning still haunted her. Fiona had heard other women speak, had listened to their ribald laughter and occasionally to their hushed whispers, but had never dreamed she might share such an experience. If indeed that was what had happened to her. She longed to ask, to better understand what he had done, but she did not dare to. He would laugh at her, or worse still, offer to extend her understanding with a further demonstration.
She had no wish to learn. Had she?
Skarthveit came into view when they crested a particularly steep hill and their party paused to look down on the scene below. The settlement was larger than she had imagined, much more extensive than her own village of Pennglas. It was a town really, made up of many buildings spreading inland from the coast. The structures were not unlike the ones Fiona was accustomed to at home, plain wattle and daub walls for the most part with roofs of thatch or sometimes turf. Smoke seeped up through the thatches or from under the eaves, evidence of crowded habitation.
Even at this distance she could make out the people of Skarthveit scurrying about their business, and livestock wandering freely among the buildings. Poultry, cattle, sheep, and goats all meandered where they would as the town went about its daily life. Small, tethered boats bobbed on the beach, and the entire settlement was surrounded by cultivated fields. Fiona knew a moment’s surprise; she had not considered that these Vikings might be farmers, fishermen, traders, that their lives were not that dissimilar to her own.
She turned to Ulfric again. “How many people live here?”
“Perhaps two hundred. And the thralls, of course. They live in those barns on the edge of the town. See?” He indicated with his arm, and Fiona could pick out the stark buildings, large and forbidding, though they also oozed smoke that suggested that at least the thralls knew some comfort.
“They have food, and warmth.” Ulfric picked up on her unspoken question. “And they are well treated, provided they work and cause us no trouble. Our laws are strict, but fair.”
“The taking of slaves is never fair,” retorted Fiona before she could think better of it.
“Perhaps, but it is the way of things and you will adapt.”
She sincerely doubted that. “Am I to live there, in the slave barn?”
“You are to share my bed, Fiona, which I have never yet found reason to locate within the slave barn.”
“All the time? You will want me to be with you every night?”
“I see no reason to suppose otherwise.”
“Which is your house?” She scanned the town from her vantage point on the hill as they began to make their descent.
“That one, closest to the shore.” He pointed to the largest of the dwellings, a long, low building surrounded by a wicker fence. Several outbuildings clustered against its timber walls, leading Fiona to suppose that her new master did not choose to share his home with his livestock. Just like the rest of the buildings, eddies of smoke seeped through the thatched roof.
Fiona frowned. “Someone is there, in your house?”
“Of course. My family live there, with me. They will be watching eagerly for our return.”
Family? It had never occurred to Fiona to enquire once it became clear that Ulfric did not share his home with his brother. “You have a big family?” The house was the largest and grandest in the town, certainly there was enough accommodation there for a horde of Ulfric’s relatives.
“Not especially. You will see them soon.”
“Will they know? Will they know why I am there with you?”
“Of course, it will be obvious. There are other slaves, also, others from your land. You will make friends soon enough.”
Fiona’s heart sank a little further, though she would not have thought that possible. She dreaded her new role, but even worse was the prospect that she would be one of many such bed-slaves. Then another, even more terrifying possibility occurred to her.
“Will there be others? I mean… other men such as yourself? Will I be expected to… to…” She could not vocalise the thought.
“You are mine and mine alone. Now, enough questions.” Ulfric tightened his hold around her waist as he turned in the saddle to grin at his men. “We are home, my friends. Our kinsfolk await.”
With yells and shouts and fearsome war cries the men kicked their mounts into a gallop. They charged down the hill to where the people of Skarthveit already gathered in the centre of the town to welcome them home.
 
* * *
 
They arrived in the clearing of hard-packed earth that fronted Ulfric’s longhouse. He pulled the horse to a stop and flung the reins at a lad who came hurtling from one of the outhouses. The boy caught the trailing leather and somehow managed to hold the restless mount still while Ulfric vaulted to the ground. He turned and held up his arms to Fiona.
“Slide down to me, little Celt. I shall catch you.”
She knew he would, and Fiona had no hesitation in trusting her safety to him. Moments later she stood on one foot, a little unsteady, but safe with his arm encircling her waist. The lad led the horse away, and they were alone before the grand dwelling.
“Come, I shall—”
“Fadir!” The shrill cry came from within the longhouse, and a small boy emerged running from the open doorway. He was blond, and even from a few yards away there was no mistaking his vivid blue eyes and the familiar set of his miniature features.
“Ah, Njal. I have missed you.” Ulfric bent from the waist as the boy charged toward them and he swung the lad up into the air. Small arms encircled his neck and, one-armed, Ulfric returned the hug. “Have you been a good boy? Have you been working at your chores as I asked you and practised hard with the sword and the axe?”
“Fadir?” The lad peered at Ulfric, his expression bemused.
Ulfric spoke to him again, this time in their Norse tongue and the lad grinned and nodded vigorously. He squirmed free of Ulfric’s grip and slithered to the ground, ready to bolt off. Fiona suspected he wished to rush off in search of a sword and an axe, but Ulfric called him back.
“Fiona, this is my son. His name is Njal. He is five summers of age.”
“I… I see.” She managed a tentative smile. The boy did seem pleasant enough, even if he did hop from one foot to the other, clearly eager to be off.
“Apart from your duties in my personal service, you will assist in Njal’s care also.”
She could do that. Fiona liked children. “Yes, Ulfric.”
“When we are alone you may use my given name. When others are present you will refer to me as Jarl. That is my title here.”
“Of course.”
The lad babbled something at his father and Ulfric smiled in response. He nodded and the lad shot off across the forecourt in the direction of one of the other huts.
“I am to be treated to a demonstration of his prowess with the battle axe. First though—”
“Ulfric, you have returned. I am so pleased to see you back, safe and well.”
A woman had also emerged from the longhouse, unnoticed in their preoccupation with Njal. She now approached, a puzzled half-smile playing on her stunning features. The woman was beautiful, quite simply breath-taking. She was perhaps an inch or two taller than Fiona, slender though without any hint of fragility, and was blessed with curves to match. Her hair was arranged into two fat braids that hung over each shoulder and was so blonde it was almost white. Her eyes were intelligent, calculating, a dark shade of blue that looked almost amethyst to Fiona. The woman was finely dressed in a loose smock of fine yellow cotton and a woollen shawl of reds and greens. Fiona’s own clothing had been dowdy by comparison even before her ordeal commenced and her garments were now hopelessly tattered and dirty. She could only stare at the image of feminine perfection who now stood before her, assessing and finding Fiona sorely wanting.
“Hvat heitir bu?” The question was directed at Fiona.
“She does not speak our tongue, Brynhild. This is Fiona, a captive taken from the land of the Britons.”
“A thrall? Then I shall see to it that she is taken to the thrall’s hall at once. When will the rest be arriving?” The woman had switched to a form of Gaelic. She was not fluent like Ulfric, but Fiona could just about follow her speech.
“She is to live here, with us.”
“Hvi?” The woman, Brynhild lapsed into her own tongue and Fiona surmised the use of Gaelic had been a deliberate attempt to frighten her. Instinctively Fiona knew that Brynhild would make herself understood when it suited her, and not otherwise.
“Because she is mine. My slave. She will serve me, and assist you in the care of my son.”
“Our boy has no need of the services of a Celtic whore.” Gaelic again.
Our boy? Oh, dear sweet Lord, the woman must be Ulfric’s wife. At least now the Viking woman’s undisguised hostility made better sense. Fiona wished to simply be swallowed up by the earth at her feet.
“Watch your tongue, Brynhild. Fiona is to be treated well under our roof. And now, she is injured and has need of rest, food, and water in which to bathe. I trust I may leave those details to you?”
Brynhild snorted her disdain and turned on her heel. “Follow me, thrall.”
Fiona started forward, but could not get so much as one foot in front of the other before Ulfric swept her into his arms again. He carried her into the longhouse in Brynhild’s wake. Fiona barely had time to register a few details though she looked about her with curiosity.
The entrance led into a large central space, thick with smoke from the fire, which burned in a fire pit that ran down the middle. Two rows of wooden pillars divided the hall lengthways into three sections, and the parts closest to the two long walls were divided again to provide smaller chambers. Curtains of hanging skins marked the boundaries, but Fiona supposed these afforded a modicum of privacy.
A large cauldron hung over the fire pit and wisps of steam floated from within its depths. A variety of herbs and meats hung from the rafters, so it was clear this central hall served as kitchen as well as main living area. The fumes from the fire drifted upward to collect in the roof space, and from there they would eventually find their way through the tightly bound thatch to the outside. The room was warm, but gloomy too as the only light came from the fire and the doorway. She supposed more illumination would have called for the sacrifice of heat and in this frigid climate that was not really an option.
The main item of furniture was a long table situated in the main hall with benches down each side. There were also shelves against the walls in some of the outer cubicles and these were loaded with cooking pots and other household items. Several storage trunks were arranged around the edges of the hall and Fiona assumed these to contain valuables, or perhaps items of clothing and bed linens.
Ulfric strode straight across the central area and shouldered his way past a length of cloth suspended from the rafters at one end. The cloth served as a curtain to divide off this entire section, and here Fiona saw a raised platform covered with furs. This must be Ulfric’s sleeping chamber, his bed. Sure enough, he laid her upon it and turned to face the woman who now stood beside the curtain, her arms folded and her foot tapping on the earth floor.
Ulfric ignored the woman’s angry demeanour. “You will bring food, and have a bath brought in here.”
“I am to fetch and carry for a worthless Celt now, am I? You insult me, brother.”
Brother?
“You are to do as I ask, and at this time that means providing my property with food and seeing to her comfort. I shall return soon, when I have made certain that the new slave hut is ready. And made a proper inspection of Njal’s progress in my absence, of course.” He made to pass Brynhild in the entrance to his sleeping chamber, but paused to cast a glance back at Fiona. “My sister will see to your needs. She runs this household so you will obey her as you would me. You understand the consequences if I have cause for complaint?”
“Yes, Ulfric,” muttered Fiona.
Brynhild made no further comment, though her bitter glower spoke volumes as she regarded Fiona with undisguised contempt. She turned on her heel and followed her brother from the room.
 
* * *
 
The Viking woman returned after a few minutes with a bowl and a hunk of bread. She set those down on a low table beside the sleeping platform without so much as looking at Fiona.
“You will eat,” she announced.
Fiona was famished and reached for the bowl, but was disappointed to find it contained nothing but a greasy slop of some description. A broth, perhaps, though she could not determine what, if any, meat it contained. A few hunks of hard carrot floated within, and slivers of turnip, but she could recognise nothing else. The soup was tepid, and the bread stale, but hunger drove Fiona to persevere with it.
She had managed to swallow perhaps half the fare when the curtain was swept aside and Brynhild returned, this time with a young lad in tow. He carried a large half-barrel, which he deposited on the floor at the foot of the sleeping platform. Two more youths arrived, each carrying two pails of water, which they emptied into the tub before retreating.
Her bath. Fiona attempted a tentative smile and thanked Brynhild. It would be good to feel clean once more. Perhaps she might contrive to wash her clothes too.
The Viking eyed her stonily and merely watched as all three lads trooped back and forth fetching water. When the tub was half full she dismissed them with a few words in her Norse tongue and turned to regard Fiona.
“You will undress and bathe. We have no use for a filthy Celt here.”
Fiona bristled, but knew better than to offer a retort. She perched on the edge of the platform, her injured foot resting on the floor, and wondered if she might request help in undressing. One glimpse of Brynhild’s unsympathetic countenance quelled that notion.
“Thank you. I… I believe I can manage.”
“I know that you can. Get on with it.”
“You must be busy. I would not wish to delay you…”
Brynhild leaned forward, her eyes glittering with menace. “I said, get on with it. Now. Or would you prefer I take a whip to you?”
“A whip? But…”
“You are nothing but a dirty little slave. A whore-thrall. Do not think I would hesitate to show you what happens to worthless little sluts who disobey their betters.”
“Ulfric would not—”
“You heard what my brother said. I run this home, you will obey me or become well acquainted with the whip.”
There was no point in protesting further. The woman’s baleful gaze was implacable and Fiona knew she would carry out her threat. It had been awful to be punished by Ulfric, but instinctively she had known he would do her no lasting harm. Brynhild was different. For some inexplicable reason the Viking woman had hated Fiona on sight. She would do well to fear her.
Fiona managed to stand and balanced on her good foot to pull her loose smock over her head. Under it she wore just a simple linen shift. She had not worn shoes since the previous evening when Ulfric had removed them to attend to her ankle so the cold earth chilled her bare feet. She shivered and willed the Norsewoman to retire and leave her to perform her ablutions alone.
It was not to be. Brynhild was going nowhere and after several moments Fiona pulled the shift over her head too. She stood naked before the other woman but for the binding that still protected her ankle and the shackle on her other foot.
“That too.” Brynhild pointed to the bandage.
Fiona sat back on the sleeping platform and reached down to unfasten the strip of linen from around her foot. The moment the binding loosened she was aware of the difference it had made. Her ankle throbbed angrily and Fiona blinked back tears.
“In the tub. Now.”
Fiona managed to hop the few feet to reach her bath and leaned over to grip the rim. No steam rose from the water. Miserably Fiona dipped her fingers in to test it. The water was freezing.
She turned to face Brynhild. “No, I cannot. It is too cold and—”
“Get in or I shall have my other thralls come back and help you. My brother wishes you to be clean, and we will not disappoint him, will we?”
“He did not intend this…”
“Of course he did. Do you imagine we treat our slaves to a hot bath? You are fortunate not to be made to wash in the river, you filthy little slut.”
Already Fiona shivered from the chill in the room. The warmth of the fire did not penetrate the outer chambers, and with her few items of clothing now gone the cold seeped into her. She stood, balancing as best she might without putting her weight on her bad ankle, and regarded her tormentor.
Brynhild took a step forward, then another. She bent to scoop up Fiona’s discarded clothing.
“These will be burnt. I shall count to five, then if you are not submerged to the shoulders in your bath I shall summon thralls to ensure your obedience.”
“Those things belong to me. I shall wash them—”
“One.”
“Please…”
“Two.”
“I cannot. Please do not do this.”
“Three.”
Fiona’s shoulders slumped as the reality of her situation sank in.
“Four.”
She turned to face the tub of frigid water and drew in a long breath.
“Five.”
Fiona lifted her bad ankle and lowered it into the water. She gasped as the cold gripped her lower limb.
“And the other.”
She took her weight on her hands, grasping the edges of the tub tightly as she lifted her other leg into the bath. Fiona stood there, bent at the waist. Her hair hung down and the ends trailed across the surface of the water. She looked over her shoulder at Brynhild, and was mortified when the woman actually smiled at her. She was enjoying her victim’s misery and would play this out to the end. Her options exhausted, Fiona lowered herself into the tub.
The water reached her breasts when she was fully seated.
“Lower. I want your shoulders under too.”
“I c-c-cannot. The tub is not big enough…”
“Maybe you need more water. Shall I have more brought in?”
Fiona shook her head as her teeth started to chatter. Gingerly she managed to prop first one foot then the other over the rim of the tub and eased her shivering torso lower until her shoulders were submerged. There was a sudden splash as Brynhild tossed a rough flannel into the water. She offered no soap.
“Wash.” The command was curt and uncompromising, Fiona did her best to comply. The sooner she satisfied the Norsewoman’s demands, the sooner she might be permitted to get out of this numbing cold.
Fiona rubbed the flannel over her thighs, her belly, her breasts, and her shoulders, then each arm in turn. The fabric was abrasive against her goose-pimpled skin but she persevered, desperate for this ordeal to be over. Finished, she dropped the flannel into the depths.
“Your hair is dirty too. Wet it.”
“How? I cannot—”
“Harald, more water. Now. With ice if there is any.” Brynhild marched just beyond the curtain, Fiona’s clothing still bundled in her arms. “And you may see to it that these are burnt.” The woman returned, her arms empty now, to be followed moments later by one of the lads from before. He carried two more pails of water, the contents splashing onto the earthen floor.
“Put them down there,” commanded Brynhild, pointing to a spot behind Fiona. The young man did as he was instructed and fled from the room.
“Sit up now,” ordered Brynhild.
Fiona did so, even knowing what was to come. She bowed her head, and waited.
Brynhild took her time. First one bucket, then the other, each was poured slowly over Fiona’s head and shoulders, the chunks of ice slithering over her soaked locks to float on the surface of the water. Only when the last drops had trickled from the pails did Brynhild stand back to survey her work.
“You may get out now.” She turned on her heel and strode from the room. The curtain swayed where she had brushed it aside.
Despite the biting chill, it still took Fiona several moments to get to her feet and ease herself from the tub. She sank to her knees beside it and managed to crawl across the floor to the sleeping platform. Brynhild had left her no cloth upon which to dry herself so Fiona just dragged herself back onto Ulfric’s bed and did her best to pull rugs and furs over her shivering body. She curled into a ball of abject misery, quite convinced that she would never, ever feel warm again.



Chapter Six
 
 
Ulfric strode along the rough track that led from the slave sheds back into the heart of his settlement. He was satisfied that all was in order and that Brynhild had done her work well in his absence. The new quarters were basic but would serve. The shelters were set at a distance from the main habitation but were weathertight and secure so he had every confidence the captives from this most recent raid would survive the coming winter. It would be a waste to permit otherwise since he had gone to such trouble to acquire them, and good slaves were a valuable commodity. He might sell a few in the spring if his granary was ready by then.
He nodded to several of his karls as he passed, asking a question here, offering a comment there. Whip-thin hounds trailed after him in anticipation of a morsel or two, but he ignored them.
He had a morsel of his own awaiting him in his longhouse.
His inspection of the new buildings had been quick, but he had lingered over his assessment of his son’s progress with the short sword. Njal had worked hard and craved his father’s praise. Ulfric did not disappoint him. He was proud of his son and looked forward to the day the lad would accompany him on a Viking raid. Ulfric left the boy, his small chest puffed with pride, to continue his practice with the other youngsters.
By now his latest acquisition would be fed and washed, and ready for his attention. He wasted no more time in making his way back to his house.
Brynhild was not there when he entered. Only the young man, Harald, was present, tending the fire. He glanced up as Ulfric entered then leapt to his feet. The thrall appeared nervous, and Ulfric’s instincts were at once on alert.
“Is there a problem, Harald?”
The youth shook his head but did not meet Ulfric’s eyes.
“Where is my sister?” She would usually be at her loom at this time of day, but the apparatus stood idle beside the door.
“I am not sure, Jarl. I believe she may be purchasing grain…”
“Go. Find her. Wait.” The boy paused, already halfway to the door. “Where is the Celtic wench?”
“In your sleeping place, Jarl. Where you left her.”
Ulfric nodded and dismissed the servant. He strode across the room and swept aside the curtain separating his private quarters from the rest.
All looked to be in order. The bath was still there, near enough brim-full of water, and his slave lay on her side in his bed, huddling under a pile of furs.
“Celt?”
She started at the sound of his voice so he knew she heard him, but she did not turn to look at him.
Ulfric approached and sat on the bed beside her. He stretched out his hand to draw the covers from her shoulder. She shivered as his fingers made contact with her skin. She was freezing cold.
By Odin, what is this?
He saw now that there was no fire in this room, but the wench had plenty of bedding in which to wrap herself so should not be in such a state. Her hair was dripping wet, and when he touched the dark locks they were, if anything, colder than her quivering flesh.
“Fiona?” He reached for her now and took her in his arms to pull her close. She was as cold as ice, and as stiff as he drew her to his chest. “What has happened?”
She did not reply, but he could hear her teeth chattering. Her whole body shook against him.
“Harald! Get in here.” He bellowed the summons, but the thrall did not appear by the curtain. Ulfric recalled he had sent him in search of Brynhild. “Anyone. In here. Now.”
A smaller youth scuttled into view. Boyd? He was not great at recalling the names of all his thralls.
“What has been going on here?” demanded Ulfric as the lad shrank before him.
“It… We… The lady commanded it.”
“Commanded what? Tell me.”
“The water… For the bath, Jarl…”
“What about it?” He glared at the slave who shifted from one foot to the other, his features plainly terrified. “Oh, for fuck’s sake…” Ulfric extricated himself from Fiona’s frigid form and strode to the foot of the bed. As he peered into the tub he saw slivers of ice still floating on the surface of the water.
“By Thor’s balls,” he breathed, incredulous. “Why did she do that?”
“It was the lady’s wish, Jarl. She told us we would be whipped if—”
Ulfric silenced the miserable slave with a wave of his arm. “Get that shifted and a new tub brought in. A large one, the one I use. Then fill it with hot water. Get others to help, as many as you can find. And send someone in to light a fire in here. Quick, or I shall take a whip to you myself.”
The boy shot past Ulfric to grasp the handle on the side of the tub but with the weight of the water he was unable to lift it. Neither could he drag it unaided. With another curse Ulfric grabbed the other handle and helped the boy to heft the icy bath from his quarters. He left the lad to run for the new tub and summon such assistance as he might. Ulfric returned to Fiona, dragging his leather tunic over his head as he did so.
Back in his bed Fiona still lay, shivering, her eyes open and wary. Ulfric flung himself beside her and gathered her in his arms again. This time her chilled torso was in direct contact with his bare skin. It was like hugging a block of ice, but he wrapped his arms around her to share his warmth as he had the previous night. He dragged a blanket over the pair of them when Harald scuttled in with an armful of kindling and started to set a fire in the cold grate. The servant worked quickly, clearly anxious to be out of the furious Viking’s immediate orbit, and soon a small blaze crackled in the corner of the chamber. Harald scurried away.
“She… She…”
“Hush. I know. It is over now. I am here.”
“The water, so c-cold. She made me…”
“I am sorry. I should have…” What? What should he have done?
“She said I w-would be whipped if I did not do as she instructed. And you t-told me I must obey her, as well as y-you.” It was all his little Celt could do to get the words past her chattering teeth.
“I know. It was not your fault.”
“I… I hate the cold. And I am terrified of the whip.” She was weeping now, her sobs soft and low and heartrending in her misery. Ulfric cursed his own stupidity; he should not have left her here alone.
He held her in his arms as Boyd, Harald, and two other youths trooped in and out. First they delivered the large bathtub normally reserved for him and others of his immediate kin, then they staggered back and forth bearing a succession of buckets brimming with water. He was gratified to see the steam rising from each one as they passed him, their heads bowed.
None was prepared to meet his furious gaze or to face his wrath, though Ulfric knew it would be futile to heap the blame upon helpless servants. They did as they were told. They had no choice, just like Fiona.
When the water level was within a few inches of the brim Ulfric dismissed the servants with instructions that he was not to be disturbed again, for any reason. If—when—Brynhild returned they were to inform her that he wished his sister to await him in the longhouse. He had much to say to her.
“Time for another bath, little Celt. A hot one this time.”
She actually whimpered, as though she did not trust his words. Ulfric wasted no more time. She needed to be warmed up. He cradled her in his arms, her nude body still trembling though he believed she was already thawing a little. The fire had helped, the warm water would speed the process. He stood and carried her to the tub, then bent to allow her to dip her shackled foot in the steaming water.
“How does that feel?”
“It is hot…”
“Too hot? I can have them bring—”
“No! No, it is good. Thank you.”
Ulfric supported her as she slowly lowered herself into the warmth, then as she sank back against the edge of the tub. Her eyelids lowered and her lips curled in an expression of utter contentment. She would be all right. This time.
He knelt beside the tub and for the first time allowed his gaze to drift over her nakedness. This was his first glimpse of her breasts, though he had known the plump curves would be quite breath-taking when he finally bared them. He had been right. Her nipples were hard, swollen, and he promised himself he would ensure they remained so even after the effects of the frigid bath were gone.
He ventured further, admired her softly rounded belly. Under the water he could make out the dark curls at the apex of her thighs. He longed to touch her, to explore her thoroughly now he had her here, but first he must see to her comfort. He stood and fetched a lump of soap made of the kernels of horse chestnuts, and found a rough flannel on the floor. He assumed the latter had been previously supplied by Brynhild, but it would do for his purposes. He dipped the cloth in the hot water and rubbed the soap in to create a lather, then went to work.
Kneeling behind Fiona, he started on her shoulders. He drew the soaped flannel across them, first the left, then the right. He kept his touch light initially, then increased the pressure as he sensed that she was starting to relax. He lifted each arm in turn and soaped those, then dropped the flannel into the water and continued with just his hands. He stroked her slender limbs, then urged her to lean forward as he turned his attention to her back.
He caressed her shoulders, then worked his way down her spine, noting each ridge and hollow as he went. He reached the indent at the base of her spine and paused to admire the swell of her bottom as it shimmered beneath the water. He chose to ignore her gasp when he slid his fingers down the deep groove between her buttocks, but did not insist that she lift her body up to allow him full access. Instead he worked his way back up to her shoulders and held the delicate curves in his palms for several moments. Then he commenced his descent once more, this time reaching around to cup her delectable breasts.
She stiffened, but did not resist. That would be futile in any case. She was his, and though he had sworn not to rape her and he would keep his word, otherwise she was his to explore as he chose. Still, he had no wish to cause her any unnecessary distress.
“Fiona, you know I will not harm you?”
“Yes,” she whispered. “I am coming to believe that.”
“But…?”
“But I… I do not know. This is so strange. I should fight you.” She lowered her head, her chin tucked in to her chest.
“Do not,” he warned her softly.
“I will not, Viking.”
He dropped a kiss on the top of her damp head before continuing his quest. Her breasts were not large, but filled his hands nicely. Ulfric tested the soft weight, the gently rounded lower curves and the up-tilted nipples, the deep pink of her pebbled buds ringed by the softer hue of her aureole.
He took the tips between his thumbs and forefingers and squeezed, though not hard. He had no desire to frighten her yet more, though still she let out a soft squeal.
“Did I hurt you?” His voice was deliberately softened, the question murmured into her ear.
She shook her head.
“Would you like me to hurt you? Perhaps, just a little?”
Now she turned her face to regard him over her wet shoulder. Her gaze was perplexed, as though she could not entirely comprehend the meaning of his question. Ulfric tightened his grip on her nipples, the added pressure so slight as to be almost imperceptible. But it was enough. She blinked, her lips parted… and she whispered, “Yes.”
He smiled and leaned forward to brush her mouth with his. “That is a good choice, little one.”
He squeezed harder and tugged on her swollen buds. They lengthened between his fingers and her head dropped back to rest on the edge of the tub. This had the effect of arching her back to better present her breasts above the surface of the water, and Ulfric took advantage by shifting around to the side of the bath. He cupped her left breast in his hand and lifted the peak up, then took it between his lips.
Fiona jerked and let out another sharp cry, though not of pain, he was certain. Now he circled her right nipple with his fingers as he sucked on her left, pressing the hard tip against the roof of his mouth.
“Oh! Oh, Ulfric… please…”
He relaxed the suction, but scraped his teeth across her sensitive bud, then he held it between his teeth as he flicked the tip with his tongue. Fiona writhed in the water causing small waves to splash over the edges, her soft moans and gasps utterly intoxicating. Ulfric released her left nipple and moved across to treat the other one in similar fashion. His little Celt was squirming in the bathtub, her fingers tunnelling through his hair as she grabbed his head and pressed it to her sensitive breasts.
“Ulfric… Oh, oh, dear Lord…”
He slipped his free hand down her body and cupped her mound briefly before continuing on to stroke between her folds. Her thighs parted for him as far as she was able within the confines of the tub and she lifted her hips. She may protest, though less vociferously now, but her body was on fire for this and he would fan the flames.
“I wish to cleanse your lower body. Can you stand, do you think, if you lean on me?”
“I… I am not certain. Perhaps…”
“Shall we find out?”
He stood and offered her both his hands. She took them, and slowly rose to stand in the water.
“Warm enough now?”
“Yes, Ulfric. Thank you.”
“Rest your hands on my shoulders.” He lowered himself to his knees and started to draw the flannel up first one leg, then the other. Fiona leaned forward to rest her weight on him and he noted that she was holding her left foot off the bottom of the tub. And that the binding was gone. Why had he not spotted that earlier?
“Your bandage?”
“She ordered me to remove it.”
“Then we should replace it at once. I assume it was helping?”
“Yes, very much. Though I suppose it would have needed to be changed once it became wet.”
“Even so, I will say when it is to come off. And now, my little Celt, since my exploration of your body has barely begun, I shall require you to spread your legs wide for me. I fear I must return you to my bed where you will be more comfortable as your ankle will not bear the strain.”
She made no comment, which Ulfric took to be an encouraging sign. He rose to his feet and lifted her from the tub, and was gratified when she looped her hands about his neck and pressed her body against his naked chest.
“You are very beautiful.”
Had he heard her correctly? “I beg your pardon, little Celt.”
“I said that you are beautiful. I had not known that a man could be so… so… perfect.”
He would not have described himself thus, but saw no sense in disputing her assessment at this precise moment. Ulfric laid her on the bed and stood over her to appraise her nude body, now glowing a healthy shade of pink and no longer shivering.
“And you are quite lovely also, Fiona. I thought so the moment I first saw you.”
“Yet you bound me, threatened me, and abducted me.”
“As for the first two, it was a somewhat heated moment and you had just felled two of my warriors with your sling. As to the third, I have no regrets. I want you. I wanted you from the start, so I took you. Because I could.”
She looked up at him and held his gaze. Even yesterday she would have berated him about his treatment of her and her people, but today something had shifted. Maybe he had his sister to thank for this change in attitude, though she would receive no fair words from him for her ill treatment of his helpless captive. Ulfric glanced about the chamber but could not see the bandage he had fashioned yesterday. No matter, he could replace it. He lifted the lid of a storage chest and groped within for a length of linen. He tore the fabric into strips and sat on the edge of the bed close to Fiona’s feet and gently lifted her injured ankle to lay it across his thighs. He wrapped the bandage around it again, pulling it tight to provide the support she needed. The first time he had done this she had lain fearful on the ground, but now she relaxed in his bed, her eyes closed and her mouth curling in a hint of a smile.
Ulfric completed the task, tugging the bandage tight since that would offer more support. He tied it off then glanced up at his captive’s face. Fiona lay still, her eyes closed, though she opened them as though aware of his perusal. Her irises were a stormy grey, dark, rich with some sort of heady allure. He was sure she did not intend to beckon him with her gaze, but that was the effect even so. She made no further attempt to conceal her nudity from him, seemingly content to allow him to look at her as he pleased. As she should.
Turning to face her fully, Ulfric gently parted her legs, pushing her ankles wide. Her expression remained serene. She wanted this. Him.
He glimpsed the damp sheen of her sex peeking from between her spread thighs, already wet for him though she had hardly the barest notion of what that meant. She had been startled, astonished, by her response in his bed the previous night but he intended to continue her enlightenment here and now.
Ulfric stroked his hands up her inner calves to her knees, then pressed to widen her legs even more. She bent her knees obligingly and allowed him to push her thighs apart, revealing her dark pink lower lips, now gleaming with her arousal. The tip of her clitty was just visible, peeking out from within its hood as though begging for his attention. He would not disappoint.
“Put your hands behind your head, and keep them there. It will be as though I bound them again.”
“There is no need to tie me to your bed, Viking. Even if my ankle would hold me, I do not think I would desire to leave just yet.”
“I am delighted to hear that, but there are many reasons a man may choose to tie a wench to his bed. You will do as I say.”
It was a command, though gently made, and she obeyed him. Her features remained tranquil, even as the new posture caused her to arch her back and lift her breasts up for him to admire. Surely she did not do this innocently? She must realise how her acquiescence, her obedience, her lush availability affected him? She was young, yes, but not a child. And she had been betrothed to the thrall who had looked as though he might tear Ulfric’s head from his shoulders given the slightest opportunity. He did not have a look of a man who would leave his beautiful bride-to-be in ignorance of her sensual charms. Ulfric’s cock lurched to full attention as his captive writhed before him on the furs.
“How old are you, Fiona?”
She opened her eyes fully to regard him. “Nineteen summers, Viking. And you?”
He grinned at her forthright question. “I shall not see my thirtieth summer again, wench. Tell me, how long were you betrothed to your fierce Celtic warrior?”
Her expression hardened, and he at once regretted his words.
“Do not mock Taranc. He is a fine man and… and I love him dearly.”
By Odin’s fucking balls. This he did not need.
“You are no longer his.” The statement came out as more of a growl.
Fiona made to scramble away. “I was never his. He is a good and gentle person, he would never…”
“Do not move.” His command was harsh, but effective. She paused, bristling with resentment as she lay, splayed before him. Ulfric cursed again under his breath, though his anger was directed at himself and his stupid remark. He had behaved like a jealous lad when he knew full well the thrall presented no threat to him or to his plans for this captive. He was a fool, but he was not about to let that ruin his plans for this little Celt’s deflowering.
“I apologise. I was tactless, but meant no offence, to you or this… Taranc?” It was a name unfamiliar to him.
She gave a wary nod.
“So, you will oblige me by returning your hands to the position I instructed you to maintain, and settling back down to listen to me.”
Her beautiful eyes flashed, their colour reminiscent of the ocean in the throes of a storm, but she obeyed him.
Ulfric had intended to weave a web of sensuality around her and draw her in slowly, but now changed his strategy. Instead he would go for a quick overwhelming of her senses. Despite his apology—which was a rare enough occurrence he would concede—she was angry still. He felt it, and would channel that passion. His hands still rested on the insides of her knees, but he held her slate-grey gaze as he drew his palms up her inner thighs.
Her eyes widened, darkened. Her lips parted, but she said nothing. He allowed his own lip to quirk as he retraced his path back to caress her knees. The next time he slid his hands up he hovered close to that delightful hollow where her thighs and pussy met, his fingers just brushing the soft curls that nestled there.
“Viking…” Her voice was a low groan, breathy and laboured.
“Celt?” he responded, “what do you want?”
She rolled her head from side to side, though she never moved her hands from the position he had ordered. “I do not know. I have not the words…”
“Do you want me to pleasure you, as I did last night?”
She flattened her lips and pressed them together, then nodded hard.
“I shall, if you ask me.”
“Please…”
“Please what, little Celt? What do you want from me?”
Long moments passed, which Ulfric punctuated by tracing the tips of his thumbs around the edge of her outer lips. He would not hurry her now. There was no need.
“Pleasure,” she whispered. “I want you to give me pleasure.”
“And I want to taste you.”
“T-taste…?”
“Mmm, like this.” Before she could utter so much as a squeak of surprise he had parted her pussy lips with his thumbs, then dipped his head to drag the flat of his tongue along her slit.
Fiona’s hips jerked upwards but he had wrapped his fingers around her luscious bottom and held her against his mouth as he repeated the action. She writhed in earnest as he pressed harder, thrashing about under him. He slid the tip of his tongue into her sweet entrance, tasting the juices there before continuing on to wrap his lips around her clit. He drew the swollen bud into his mouth and applied just a little suction to make her gasp.
He released her clit and returned his attention to her pussy, the entrance spread wide by his gentle fingers. He licked and lapped, plunged his tongue as deep inside her as he was able, then traced the outer edges of her soft folds as she went wild beneath him. She was close, he knew, when he lifted his head to meet her gaze.
“Is this the sort of pleasure you had in mind, little Celt?”
“Yes,” she croaked. “Exactly that.”
“More, then?”
She nodded, her agreement near frantic now. “More, yes. Much more.”
He returned to his task, suckling on her clit as he eased first one, then two fingers inside her. She was a virgin, he knew, and he might break her flimsy barrier this way, which would ease matters for her later. If she were to ask him…
He curled his fingers within her, searching for that spot that would… yes! There, he had it. Fiona let out a keening cry as her slick, hot walls convulsed around his digits.
Ulfric rubbed. He suckled, he flicked the tip of her swollen nub with his tongue, and he drove his fingers deeper yet as she cried out in her pleasure. He knew the exact moment when sensation overwhelmed her. Fiona bucked and moaned, her features contorting in ecstasy as her body shuddered in his hands.
When she stilled, at last, he lifted his head and withdrew his fingers, though not fully. He continued to stroke them in and out of her quivering entrance, just the tips, just enough to acquaint her with the sensation and tease her to crave more.
“Viking, I… I…”
He kissed her inner thigh, then pressed his open mouth against her smooth flesh.
“Do not stop. I want… more.”
“There is more, but you must ask for it.”
“I know,” she groaned, her voice tortured now. “I know what you want me to say.”
“This is about what you want. If you desire it, then say it. Ask me for what you need.”
“I need you to fuck me.” It seemed that she spat the words at him, as though desperate to force the monstrous expression past her reluctant lips. He cared not for the niceties, it was sufficient that she had uttered the request. Now, he would be delighted to comply with her heartfelt plea.



Chapter Seven
 
 
She had sworn that she would not weaken, had promised herself to be strong, resolute. She had meant to remain loyal to Taranc and to her people, so cruelly mistreated. Murdered, robbed, taken into slavery—how could she submit to the man who led the attack on her home and family? How would she live with herself after?
And yet, how would she bear it if she did not surrender?
Taranc had been her rock, her friend, her beloved companion since they were children, but never, not once in all of those years, did he stir a desire remotely resembling this fire that the Viking ignited at her very core. Every muscle ached for him, every bone in her body was brittle, fragile, as though she might shatter into a thousand pieces from the inexorable tension he wound within her. This Viking might be her enemy, though she was less and less sure of that as he warmed and soothed her, as he bound her throbbing ankle and ordered servants to run around and see to her comfort.
Yet Taranc and others from her village were probably even now in chains within that building constructed specially to house the thralls, and soon they would be forced into hard labour by these vile, barbaric Norsemen.
And knowing that, knowing all of that and loathing the circumstances in which she found herself, she had still begged the Viking to fuck her. And she would do so again, should he show the slightest inclination not to grant her request.
Fiona did not believe such extremes would be called for as her Viking shed the rest of his clothing before her admiring gaze. In moments he was naked as she, his huge cock jutting before him as he approached to bring one knee onto the sleeping platform beside where she lay. Fiona could not take her eyes off his massive erection, and had he not commanded her to link her hands behind her head and remain so she might have dared to reach out and touch him. Instead, she licked her lips, which elicited a lewd grin from Ulfric.
“You wish to taste me, as I savoured you?”
What? No! The very notion…
But her mouth watered, her tongue swiped hungrily across her lower lip, her teeth ground together, and Fiona whispered words almost as shocking as those that had already spilled from her mouth. “Yes. May I?”
“Sit up.” He helped her to perch on the edge of the bed and stood before her. “Open.” He tapped her mouth with his fingers.
“May I put my hands down? I… I should like to touch, if that is permitted…”
“You may,” he acceded, “but open first.”
So she did. Fiona lowered her hands to rest them on his sculpted hips then parted her lips to accept the crown of his cock as Ulfric fed it to her. She had no idea what to do once she had the slick roundness within her mouth, so she settled for running her tongue along the underside. It was smooth, like marble, and almost as solid. And there was a taste, a distinct tang. It was… not unpleasant. She wrapped her tongue around the head and licked, at the same time curling her fingers into a fist around the base of his shaft. Ulfric groaned, and, fearful, Fiona rolled her eyes up to meet his.
But her Viking was smiling. He narrowed his eyes, and he nodded. Just once, but it was enough. Her confidence grew as Fiona bent her head and started to move back and forth, taking just a fraction more of him into her mouth with each stroke. Her head was bobbing, her jaw straining to open wider, to take more. She wanted more. She wanted it all.
The head of Ulfric’s cock nudged the back of her throat and Fiona gagged. She shifted her position so that the angle was changed and she could direct him into the inner pocket of her cheek. He stroked her hair as though to reassure her that this was acceptable, that she was doing well.
After all, she was to be his bed-slave. She would require these skills she was only now acquiring.
Fiona wrapped her fingers, both hands, around the wide column at the base of his cock and rubbed up and down. She managed to find a rhythm with the movements of her head, her lips and tongue, and for his part Ulfric appeared content. He twisted hanks of her hair between his fingers and she was well aware that he could have forced more of his erection into her mouth, beyond the limits she was unwittingly setting for him. But he did not. He held her head firm and steady, but did not force the pace or drive his cock deeper.
Suddenly and without warning he pulled free. Fiona gazed up at him, wide-eyed. He had seemed to like her ministrations, yet—
“Now. I have to fuck you now.”
She could only nod, though she had but the vaguest notion how such a feat was to be accomplished. Fiona had heard talk, of course, but never the details…
In contrast to her own inept uncertainties, Ulfric knew exactly what he was about. He pressed her shoulders back against the bed and with his hands behind her knees now he raised and parted her legs. Her core still throbbed from her release of but a few minutes ago, and Fiona wondered if he might repeat that delightful interlude now.
That notion was dispelled when he moved forward to kneel between her thighs and the crown of his cock nudged her slick entrance.
She knew a moment’s panic. “Wait, I am not sure…”
He paused, raised his eyebrows to regard her.
“No?” His expression tightened, he looked… pained.
“No. Yes. I mean yes, but I am not certain that we shall be… a good fit.”
“We will be a perfect fit. You have my word on that, little Celt.”
“Oh. I see…”
She did not see, not yet, but she had to know. Curiosity and arousal merged with anxiety. Fiona was nervous, a little frightened in truth, but not so much so that she would fumble or let slip this experience. She was to be a bed-slave to this beautiful Viking poised above her; that much was beyond her control. Suddenly the first part of that description, at least, seemed considerably more attractive.
He pushed, and her body parted to accept him. The wide head of Ulfric’s cock breached her entrance and Fiona gasped. It was tight, she was stretching, pushed to her very limits and beyond. This was impossible, too much, too… too…
“Oh! Aagh!” She screamed as a sudden pain tore through her, then she went still. She could not move, dare not for fear something else might rip. He had hurt her, done her some injury despite his promises, his pledge that she would not be harmed.
Fiona lay rigid, her breath ragged, her heart pounding. Ulfric, too, remained motionless though he seemed not to share her distress. She should ask him to please stop. To just withdraw and let her be. She might yet recover if he would only—
“Has the discomfort passed, wench?”
“What?”
“Has the pain stopped? It should be but fleeting.”
Fleeting? What was he babbling about? Of course it had not stopped…
Except, it had. She lay still and mentally revisited the site of her earlier agony to find nothing but a dull ache, and that was fast diminishing. She tried an experimental shift of her hips, and discovered only a lingering soreness, a soreness that was not exactly unpleasant.
“Oh, that is odd…”
“Odd? Perhaps. I would call it fucking wonderful. You are so tight, so… hot.”
“It is you who is too large. I told you we would be a bad fit.”
“Look at me, wench. Keep your eyes on mine and do not look away.” He withdrew, his actions unhurried and deliberate, until just the head remained within her entrance. Then he drove his cock slowly back, all the time holding her astonished gaze. “So, do you still believe we are a bad fit?”
The friction was incredible, the sensation quite indescribable as his cock filled her and caressed her inner walls. She had loved the feel of his fingers inside her, but they were nothing in comparison to this. Her back arched through no volition of hers and she reached for his shoulders as though to steady herself.
He continued to hold her gaze as he did it again. And again. By the fourth time he plunged his cock into her slick core, Fiona was beyond coherent thought.
Ulfric broke eye contact to lean down and lay his mouth across hers. The kiss was tender, his tongue dipping between her lips as his cock had done just moments earlier. Fiona’s response was instinctive and unstudied. Her tongue danced with his as she wriggled her hips in a circular motion. She was seeking something she could not name, but knew it had to do with the intensity of sensation where his body now connected with hers, invaded hers. They were joined, yet she still craved that elusive ‘more.’
Ulfric broke the kiss and leaned to one side, his weight on his left elbow as his right hand snaked between their bodies. He found that special pleasure spot he had rubbed so mercilessly earlier, rubbed, licked, sucked. And he took it between his finger and thumb now and he squeezed. Even as Fiona opened her mouth to scream he drew back and thrust his cock forward again, filling her entirely. The scream died in her throat as her release consumed her. Fiona could but cling to him as her body shook and convulsed, as waves of pleasure churned through her, as lights brighter than the summer sun exploded behind her closed eyelids.
Ulfric continued to drive his cock deep and never let up the work of his busy, skilled fingers until the final shimmer and shudder died away. Then he lowered himself over her so that she almost bore his weight, though not quite, and he buried his face in the hollow of her neck.
“Ah, little Celt, you do enchant me.” Then he rammed his cock into her hard, and held still as deep shivers racked his own chiselled torso. He muttered something in his Nordic tongue just moments before her channel was filled with a surge of wet heat.
 
* * *
 
Ulfric rolled over and withdrew from her almost at once. Fiona was not sure if she was glad or not. If he had wished to tarry she might not have objected, but it was clear he harboured no such inclination. He did, however, pull her to him and wrap his arms around her from behind.
“Are you well, little Celt?”
“I… I believe I am, Viking.”
“No pain?”
“I am a little sore, but…” She pondered what to say to him next, and settled for the first thing that had entered her head. “Thank you. That was very nice.”
Ulfric laughed out loud. “Good. In that case you will not strenuously object to repeating the exercise.”
She shifted a fraction and groaned as her no longer virgin body complained. “I believe I would not, but perhaps not immediately.”
“No, not immediately. You will remain here, rest, keep warm.”
She turned her head to look at him, anxious. “You are leaving me?”
“I must. I have much to attend to, but you will be safe here. No one will trouble you. I will ensure that food is brought…”
“I have been fed, by your sister. I do not much care to sample more of your Viking fare.”
“You shall have good food, the same as I do. Be assured, little Celt, I shall deal with Brynhild and you will not be troubled by her in the future.”
“Still, must you go? Or if you must, maybe I could come with you…?”
“You need to rest, allow your ankle to heal.”
He pressed his lips against her hair then rolled from among the furs to seek out his discarded clothing. Despite her trepidation Fiona could not help watching in fascination as he dressed. She recalled with sadness the destruction of her own belongings, tattered and soiled as they might have been.
“She burned my clothes.”
“She what?”
“Burned my clothes. Everything, even the bandage. Now I have nothing.”
His jaw tightened, his mouth flattened. A spark of genuine anger leapt in his eyes, to be quickly extinguished. “I shall see that you have more, and that you are given clothing suited to our climate since I now know how much you dislike the cold.”
He draped his own cloak about his shoulders and lifted the curtain that separated them from the rest of his household. Fiona knew a moment’s embarrassment when she realised how flimsy was that barrier, and how unrestrained had been her vocal response to Ulfric. Even from her position within the nest of furs she could see Brynhild standing beside her loom on the other side of the hall. There was no mistaking the Norsewoman’s surly expression when she raised her head to regard her brother as he emerged from his sleeping quarters.
Whatever Ulfric might promise, whatever he might choose to believe, Fiona harboured no such illusions. She had every reason to fear Brynhild.
 
* * *
 
She heard but snatches of conversation as Ulfric berated his sister for her treatment of Fiona, and much of it was in their Norse tongue in any case. It was clear he was displeased. His voice was raised, though he did not shout. Brynhild hissed her replies, her resentment and bitterness apparent with every foreign syllable she uttered. The woman clearly believed she was justified in doing as she had, and Fiona knew full well that she would not refrain from tormenting her in the future. And why should she, after all? Brynhild was a Viking, sister to the Jarl. She ruled here, just as he did, whilst Fiona was a mere thrall who might be bundled off and sold at a moment’s notice. She had but to displease Ulfric, and her slender thread of protection would be snatched away.
The voices became clearer. The quarrelling pair must have moved closer to the curtain, and they had switched to her own Gaelic tongue, or Brynhild had.
“Why? Why is she here? If you do not care for me, what of Njal? What of Astrid?”
“This does not concern Astrid—”
“Your wife, the mother of your son. How can you say it does not concern her?”
A wife? He had a wife after all?
“Astrid is gone. I loved her, but she is dead and we must move on.”
Ah, not a living wife, at least…
“You should wed another, provide Njal with a mother, more brothers and sisters. Not move some… some worthless Celtic slut into our home.”
“I prefer it if you do not refer to her thus.” He sounded irritated, and the receding footsteps told Fiona that he was already heading for the outer door. At least he had defended her.
“I do not want her here. It is not right, not… not…”
“Why does it matter so much to you? She is just a wench to fuck. Not important. I am warning you, leave her be, Brynhild.”
 
* * *
 
Fiona gaped at the curtain, still swaying from his departure.
Just a wench to fuck. Not important.
She had surrendered her virginity to a man to whom she was no more than a trivial plaything, a release for his lust. He had seemed so kind, as though he genuinely cared for her pleasure, as though it mattered to him what she felt. She had had a choice, she knew that. He could have forced her but instead he took the trouble to persuade her, to arouse and entice her until she was near senseless with lust. And all the while he held her in such contempt. How could she have been so stupid, so foolish, so utterly gullible? Worse, how could she so much as contemplate repeating her folly?
But repeat it she would. Fiona knew she would. He had only to touch her, only to suggest those wicked things he could do to her, and she would beg him again.
She was not entirely certain who she hated more in that instant—herself, Ulfric, or his loathsome sister.
 
* * *
 
Ulfric returned to his sleeping chamber several hours later. Fiona had spent the intervening time alone and undisturbed, but she feigned sleep when the Viking slipped into the bed beside her. She had no words for him, not yet, and hoped he would not seek to demand her attention.
He did not, and soon his low, even breathing signalled that he slept. She closed her eyes and tried to do likewise.
When she opened them again she was alone, the furs beside her cold and empty. She raised her head from the mattress and peered about her. Narrow fingers of watery daylight penetrated the cracks between the walls of the longhouse and the rafters so she knew the hour to be after dawn, but for the most part the room where she lay remained unilluminated. Fiona longed for a sight of the morning sun, however thin and cold it may be in this frigid Northern land, but her ankle would not hold her and she could not move from where she was without assistance. Added to this, she possessed no clothing and would most certainly not voluntarily stir from this room naked.
She shoved herself up into a sitting position and contemplated calling out. No, not if that would risk Brynhild answering her summons. She wondered again if she might just manage to—
The curtain parted and the slim figure of a young thrall slipped into the sleeping chamber. She carried a bundle of fabric. which she deposited upon the bed. The girl stepped back and simply pointed to the clothing she had brought, then to Fiona. It seemed the attire was intended for her.
Fiona managed a tentative smile and reached for the closest item, a smock made of stout woollen cloth. It was a dull grey in colour, but soft enough and would be warm, and decent. She continued her investigation to find a linen pinafore and a pair of leather sandals. All were of reasonable quality, if somewhat basic, and were clean.
“Thank you,” she began, before realising that the slave who had brought her new clothes did not speak her tongue. The thrall nodded and bobbed from the room, leaving Fiona alone once more.
She perched on the edge of the bed and groaned as moisture pooled beneath her. Fiona shuffled to the side and peered at the place she had been sitting. In the dim light she could barely make out the dark stain of her own blood, the residue of the previous night’s incredible events, now mixed with the excess of her Viking’s seed. She should find the sight more distressing than she did. Indeed, she was oddly calm about the entire episode and did not especially regret the loss of her virginity despite the Viking’s callous words to his sister. She was honest enough to admit that she had relished the experience and had learnt a great deal from her Viking master. Even so, she wished to remove the evidence of her deflowering and clean herself before she dressed. Luckily, her bath from the night before had not yet been removed so Fiona was able to use the flannel and a little of the tepid water to accomplish some basic ablutions.
Satisfied with her efforts, she dragged the smock over her head quickly in case anyone else was about to enter unannounced. The pinafore soon followed, then Fiona bent to consider the sandals. Her good foot posed no problem and she soon strapped the footwear on. She discovered that the shoe could be adjusted to accommodate her still swollen and bandaged ankle, and since it was far more comfortable, and warmer than walking about barefoot, she secured the left one too.
She clung to the wall as she got to her feet, and tested her weight on her injured foot.
No, no way could she use it yet. Laughter sounded from beyond the curtain, a female voice, not Brynhild, then a male speaking in the Nordic language she did not comprehend. Yet still, they sounded merry and Fiona craved company. Perhaps, if she used the wall to support herself, she might be able to manage an ungainly hop…
Fiona emerged from the sleeping chamber into the main room of the longhouse. Four pairs of eyes swung in her direction. Brynhild sat at the head of the huge table in the centre of the room, the girl who had delivered the clothing on her right side and two male thralls seated opposite her. The slaves had been chatting and laughing over something, but all fell silent when Fiona appeared. She fought the instinct to duck back behind the curtain, instead tilting her chin up and meeting the Viking woman’s hostile glare.
“I… I was hungry. And I need to… to…” She needed the privy, but could not quite bring herself to be so explicit.
“Hilla will show you the place.” Brynhild spoke a few words to the female thrall who nodded and rose to her feet. The girl waited by the door leading to the outside, and beckoned.
Fiona started to make her way around the outer wall, but Hilla came back to aid her. By leaning on the smaller girl Fiona was able to cross the room and skirt the outside of the longhouse until they reached the wicker-fenced cubicle that served as the place for more private functions. Fiona waved away Hilla’s gestured offer of further aid and managed to sink into a crouch herself.
Getting back on her feet was trickier, but she managed, driven by sheer determination. Hilla waited outside for her and helped her back into the main room of the longhouse.
“Sit there.” Brynhild pointed to a rough bench at the foot of the table. A basket of turnips had been set beside the bench, and a sack containing carrots. “You will prepare those for the pot. Be quick about it, we want to eat this day.”
Fiona peered at the vegetables, and at the blunt knife provided for her use. The task would take an age with such an unsuitable implement, but she reached into the basket and selected her first turnip.
Rarely was she called upon to assist with kitchen chores at Pennglas, but Fiona had no real objection to the labour and set to with a will. Soon, the chatter around her resumed, though Fiona was unable to follow the rapid speech of her fellow thralls who also peeled and chopped a variety of vegetables.
Brynhild did not say much, but what conversation she did offer seemed genial enough and the other slaves clearly did not share Fiona’s trepidation around their mistress. On one occasion when Hilla accidentally slipped and cut her finger with the knife she had been provided, Brynhild leapt to her feet and grabbed a cloth to stanch the flow of blood. The Viking spoke softly to the weeping lass and allowed her to sit and watch, her hand swathed in a thick wad of linen, whilst the others continued with their tasks.
It was clear that Brynhild’s sour temper was not vented upon all around her. As though to further illustrate this point the small boy, Njal was next to interrupt their labours. Ulfric’s son ran into the longhouse dragging a sack of peas, which he dumped before his aunt. Brynhild stroked the panting child’s cheek and bent to inspect his offering before apparently declaring it perfectly excellent. He beamed and charged off out of the door again. Brynhild fixed Fiona with a glare. “Stop dawdling with those turnips and start shelling these peas. We do not have the entire morning to sit around waiting for you to finish even the simplest task.”
Fiona might have retorted something along the lines of doing better with a half-decent blade, but she opted to hold her tongue. Nothing she might say would assuage Brynhild’s ill humour. Instead, she lowered her gaze and persevered.
A couple of hours passed and the pile of prepared fare grew into something more reasonable. One of the male thralls—Harald, Fiona thought though she was not entirely certain—brought in buckets of water, which he tipped into the huge cauldron suspended over the fire pit in the centre of the room. To the pot he added the turnips that Fiona had peeled and chopped, and started to stir the broth. The other male thrall disappeared and returned with three rabbits hanging from each hand. He flung those on the table and proceeded to skin each animal.
Fiona preferred not to watch and was relieved when at last the meat also disappeared into the bubbling pot. A pleasant aroma emanated from the stew, which by now contained several of her carrots too, and a generous portion of peas. Hilla had rejoined the task and merrily shelled peas beside Fiona, offering her an occasional shy smile. Fiona warmed to the lass and grinned back.
With an expressive snort, Brynhild left them to finish the work and moved over to the huge loom which was situated by the door, clearly positioned to best catch what meagre light penetrated the longhouse. The loom was perhaps six feet in height and leaned against the wall. A length of already woven cloth was wound around the upper beam, and Brynhild leaned in to inspect the fabric forming within the framework. Fiona was familiar with the weaving process though not especially skilled at it, and the Viking method differed little from that which she was accustomed to in Pennglas. The warp threads were tensioned by stones tied to the ends, and moved relative to each other by means of rods about halfway down. Several rods were attached to this piece, and Brynhild commenced moving these as she passed the shuttle holding the weft thread backwards and forwards. It was laborious work and Brynhild had to pace back and forth across the front of the loom to accomplish it, but the Viking was both deft and accurate. She appeared to be working on a type of twill fabric, which Fiona knew to be more complex than the normal plain weave. Despite her dislike of the woman, Fiona could not help but admire her skill with the loom.
Brynhild said something to Hilla, then strode from the longhouse. The thralls remained at their assigned tasks.
Curious, Fiona took advantage of Brynhild’s absence to study the weave more carefully. It really was quite beautiful, a rich blend of blue weft and various reds making up the warp to create a pattern that reminded her of the heather-clad mountains of her home. Unthinking, she pushed herself to her feet and hopped over to grasp the heavy loom, then leaned in to examine the work.
“What are you doing?” The harsh tone of the Viking woman rang in her ear, causing Fiona to whirl on her good leg. She lost her balance and instinctively grabbed at the loom for support, dislodging one of the rods that helped to create the design. Several threads sprang loose, and Brynhild let loose a torrent of angry Nordic before switching to Gaelic.
“How dare you? Who gave you permission to touch my work? You were trying to sabotage it, I know your tricks, filthy little Celtic whore.”
“I was not. I just—”
“Silence. I will have you flogged for this. Indeed, I shall deal with the task myself…”
“I can help to repair it. I did not mean any harm.” Fiona started to back away.
Brynhild followed, very much on the attack and clearly furious. “You will not touch my loom again, slut. Do you not know yet what we do with disobedient slaves here?”
Fiona had a very good idea, but was stung by the injustice of this latest attack. She paused her retreat and tried to stand her ground. She was a lady, daughter of the lord of Pennglas, not some peasant to be berated by a bitter, vengeful woman.
“I do not care. I am not your slave, nor anyone else’s. I was only looking at the weave, admiring—”
“You will be silent, girl. Harald, fetch me a strap.”
“No!” Fiona turned and made to head back to the one place that seemed to offer any form of sanctuary. She had not managed two paces toward the curtain before Brynhild seized her elbow.
Fiona tried to yank her arm free, but Brynhild’s fingers tightened, digging into her flesh. Terrified now, Fiona tried to wrestle out of her grip but could not get loose.
“Let me go, Viking. I do not answer to you, I shall—”
“Fiona!” The loud, stern tone of Ulfric brought the unequal struggle to an abrupt end. Both women turned to where he stood, framed in the doorway, his expression thunderous. “What the fuck is going on here?”
Fiona had known a moment of relief at his arrival. That was instantly dispelled when he narrowed his eyes in a forbidding glare.
“I… I only—”
“This vindictive little slut of yours saw fit to tamper with my weaving. Now I shall have to repair the damage she has wrought and that will take hours.”
The woman exaggerated and Fiona opened her mouth to say so.
“Did you touch the loom, Fiona?” Ulfric’s question was terse.
“Yes, but—”
“Did you have permission to do so?” He was evidently not interested in any mitigating factors.
“Not exactly, but I—”
“Not at all,” spat Brynhild. “I stepped out to check on Njal and told all of them to continue with their work.” She swept out an arm to indicate the group of startled thralls now watching open-mouthed. “For this idle wench that meant she should finish shelling the peas. She had no cause to so much as leave the table, let alone approach my weaving. She has earned a whipping, and I shall be happy to deliver it.”
“I told you, if my bed-slave requires to be chastised I shall do it myself.” Ulfric’s tone was low, bearing more than a hint of warning to Fiona’s mind.
“Then—”
“Harald, you will fetch a switch. And be quick about it.”
The entire exchange had been conducted in her native Gaelic and Fiona gasped as the implications sank in. Surely he could not, would not…
One glance at his stern visage convinced her he could and he would.
“Go and lie across my bed, face down, and your bottom bared. I shall be there in a few moments.”
Fiona stood rooted to the spot, her mouth agape. She was horrified at the turn events had taken. From such innocent beginnings…
His brow furrowed, his tone sharpened. “Do you require assistance to get yourself there?”
She shook her head, still unable to formulate words.
“Go, then. Now. If you are not ready to receive your punishment when I enter the chamber, the number of strokes will be doubled. If I require the assistance of my other thralls to ensure that you remain still and accept your whipping, then it will be trebled.”
Fiona managed to shake herself from her state of stunned paralysis and started for the curtain once more. She could not believe this was really happening. The damage she had caused to the weaving was minimal, and had been unintentional, an accident. Surely she could make him understand. She turned to face Ulfric once more. “Please…”
“Do not try my patience, little Celt. You have much to learn, and we shall make a start here and now.”
She hugged the outer wall of the longhouse as she hobbled back into the sleeping chamber. Fiona eyed the bed balefully, the furs and blankets still tangled as she had not waited to straighten them before embarking on her exploration earlier. There was no time now.
She lowered her body onto the mattress, taking care to ensure that her bottom would be facing away from the curtain. She had no desire to offer further amusement to Ulfric’s sister should Brynhild chance to look this way. Once in place, Fiona reached back and grabbed the hem of her smock.
The cooler air now that she was away from the fire wafted across her exposed buttocks. Fiona clenched hard. How many strokes would he deliver? How hard would he beat her? She felt the shift in the chilly air as the curtain moved and knew she would soon have answers to her questions.
“Do you have anything to say, little Celt?” His tone was less severe now, but still she shook her head. What was the point in trying to reason with these barbaric Vikings?
“No? You seemed keen enough to plead your case a few moments ago.”
“And you would not listen. I told you, what happened was an accident.”
“I know that, and I believe you. Were it merely a matter of the weaving I doubt we would find ourselves requiring a switch at all. My sister is somewhat protective of her work, but she is very skilled at the loom and will have the matter set to rights soon enough, I daresay.”
Fiona turned to face him. Ulfric leaned against the wall at the foot of the bed, his posture nonchalant as he regarded her bared buttocks with undisguised appreciation.
“Then, why—”
“I entered my longhouse to hear you declaring that you were slave to no one and that you did not answer to Brynhild. I had thought I made your status in this house perfectly clear, but evidently not.”
“She was goading me. Threatening me.”
“As she had every right to do. You are to obey her. I told you that, also.”
“But—”
“Enough. Are you my slave, Fiona? Or do you still maintain matters to be otherwise?”
She buried her face in the furs and refused to respond. The whistle of a switch rending the still air elicited a soft whimper.
“Answer me, Celt.”
“I am your slave, Viking.” It near enough stopped her breath to utter the hated words, but the switch… Fiona shuddered.
“Good. Now I believe a half dozen decent strokes across your bottom will serve to drive that message home, but I will be quite happy to repeat the lesson should you so require.”
A half dozen? It could have been worse.
She had fully expected it to be worse, much worse, in fact. A dozen or even twenty strokes would not have surprised her. She could bear this.
“Be still, and this will soon be over.” He stepped forward and laid his warm palm on her quivering backside. He squeezed the firm flesh there, then trailed his fingertips up the furrow between her buttocks. “Are you wet, Fiona?” He murmured the question as he leaned over her.
She shook her head. “No, of course not.”
“I do not believe you. Spread your legs.”
“Please…” she began.
“Obey, or I shall start to add strokes.”
Fiona wriggled her thighs apart.
“Wider. As wide as you can.”
She groaned as she complied, bending her legs at the knees to better satisfy his demands. Despite her denial, she knew what he would discover as soon as he tested her moist folds.
Sure enough, the sounds of her wetness accompanied his gentle exploration. Ulfric chuckled as he slid his fingers into her soaked channel. “Bear your whipping well, little Celt, and I shall reward you after.”
“Reward yourself, more like.”
He withdrew his digits and reached further to take her swollen clit between his fingers. He rubbed gently, then scraped his fingernails over the tip, scratching her trembling nub. Fiona groaned and grasped fistfuls of the blankets in her desperate hands.
“I am not sure that I heard you correctly. Which one of us will have the reward, little Celt, if you are a good slave and manage to please me?”
He paused, waited. Fiona let out a defeated breath.
“Me. I will. Please…”
“Six strokes then, my sweet slave. You will count.”
He flicked her sensitive nubbin, just once, but it was enough to make Fiona writhe on the mattress. Now she lifted her bottom, almost eager for the pain he would inflict. How could this be? What had she become that she would welcome his punishment, count the strokes until he would touch her again and bring her to the pleasure she craved? Maybe he would fuck her again. Perhaps, if she asked him. Begged him…
He straightened. There was a low whistle as the switch parted the air again and an instant later pain snaked across her right buttock.
Fiona yelped, but managed not to scream. She would not afford Brynhild that concession.
She waited for the next burst of pain, but it did not come. Then she remembered, she was to count the strokes.
“One,” she breathed. “That was one.”
Another whistle, and this time the switch landed full across her left cheek. Fiona jerked hard but managed to remain silent.
“Two,” she gasped.
The strokes continued, Ulfric alternating, first one buttock, then the other.
“Three. Four.” She could no longer contain her cries as the pain built, bloomed, set her bottom afire.
He paused and thrust his hand between her thighs again. Fiona spread to welcome him, not even requiring to be instructed this time. He plunged two fingers deep into her tight entrance, twisting them within to reach that spot inside her where it felt so good to be touched. So. Very. Good.
“Ah, my sweet slut. Soon, little Celt. Very soon…”
He swung the switch again, this time catching the backs of both her thighs. Fiona cried out. Tears sprang to her eyes and streamed unchecked across her cheeks.
“F-five,” she stammered.
He shifted to the other side and lifted his arm to deliver the final stroke. Fiona held her breath, then screamed at the top of her voice as fire streaked across her thighs again. Brynhild would hear her, the entire settlement would know what was happening to her but Fiona cared not. She lay, panting, hurting, her pussy convulsing as her need blossomed.
She moaned at the first swipe of Ulfric’s palm across her swollen, sensitive folds and lifted her hips higher. Wordlessly he caressed her pussy lips then parted them to probe inside her entrance. Fiona mewled, her voice breathy as arousal curled and gripped at her core.
“Viking… I—”
“You did well, wench. Now enjoy your reward.” With his free hand he took a fistful of her hair and turned her face toward his. Fiona peered up at him, her lips parted on a hoarse gasp as her release rushed to greet her. Ulfric bent to brush her mouth with his, then lingered to slide his tongue across hers.
Fiona’s breath hitched. She was lost, drowning in a chaos of pain and pleasure. Her inner walls clenched around nothing and she longed for his cock to be inside her, wide, stretching, breaking down all barriers so that there was nothing left between them but pure sensation.
“Please… I want…”
“Tell me what you want, girl.”
“I want you to fuck me.” That is why I am here, just a wench to fuck…
He released his grip on her hair but continued to stroke her quivering sex. He tormented that plump, throbbing nub again and Fiona started to convulse as waves of pure pleasure bathed her. The bed dipped as he knelt on it, his knees between hers, and suddenly his cock was at her willing, needy entrance.
“Yes. Oh, yes, that. That!” She pushed back against him as though she might impale herself on his thick erection but Ulfric’s palms on her smarting buttocks put a stop to that. He took control, as she knew he always would, and drove the full length of his cock into her channel.
Fiona let out a sharp, keening cry, bucked her hips then rolled them to increase the blessed friction.
“Oh, sweet mother of God,” she intoned, then could find no more coherent words as her senses splintered and her climax sent her soaring.
Ulfric thrust his cock deep, hard, demanding her subjugation and winning it with ease. Fiona collapsed forward onto the furs as he let out a guttural oath in her own tongue and his hot semen filled her.
 
* * *
 
Again, he did not linger. As soon as he was spent, Ulfric rose to his feet and adjusted his clothing as he made ready to leave.
Fiona remained face down among the bedclothes, only now starting to wonder how she might manage to show her face out in the main room again. All would know, not only that she had been punished and how, but what had happened after. There was no privacy here, she was to be afforded no dignity. It was as Ulfric said, as his sister took such pleasure in reminding her—she was nothing but a worthless bed-slave, a female body for her Viking captor to fuck as he pleased.
“I have a gift for you, little Celt.” His voice was soft now, no hint remained of his earlier anger.
She turned her head to regard him in surprise. “A gift? What manner of gift?”
“One moment.” He ducked through the curtain and Fiona watched in puzzlement as it swayed behind him. Moments later he was back, carrying two pieces of timber, each one perhaps five feet in length. He propped the ends on the floor and leaned on them. “These are for you, to aid you in moving about.”
“Crutches?” She pushed herself up onto her knees, still not ready to try sitting. “You brought me crutches?”
“Yes, which is why I had reason to return to the longhouse in the middle of the day. It is a practical gift but one you might appreciate. I had our carpenter fashion them for you. If they are too long he will shave a little off the ends.”
“But, why? I thought you did not wish me to be able to move?”
“Why would you think that? I would not have bound your injury if I had no thought for your comfort.”
“You had me shackled…” She pointed to the band of iron that encircled her good ankle. “I am a prisoner here.”
“A slave, not a prisoner. Provided you do as you are told and cause no problems you shall have the freedom to go about the settlement as you wish or as your duties require. The shackle serves to remind you of your status, and if needful I can make use of it to restrain you. Do not make that necessary, little Celt.” He gestured for her to rise. “Come, try these out.”
Fiona stood on one foot and Ulfric moved to stand behind her as she wrestled a crutch under each arm. The carpenter had provided handles for her to grasp, and she was soon able to move around the sleeping chamber with relative ease.
Ulfric nodded his approval. “Remember, little Celt, your freedom comes with conditions. Do not make me regret my generosity to you. Come.” He turned and lifted the curtain, then gestured for her to precede him through into the main room.
Only Hilla remained of the earlier group, a mass of rough wool piled up before her. She glanced up uncertainly as Fiona lurched across the room to join her at the table.
Ulfric spoke briefly to the girl in the Norse tongue, and she answered with equal brevity. He nodded then turned to Fiona. “Lady Brynhild will be back shortly. Do not attract further censure, from her or from me. You now appreciate the consequences should you do so.”
Fiona was not certain she could avoid displeasing her Viking mistress, but nodded her agreement anyway since she saw no other option. Ulfric appeared satisfied and took his leave.
The girl beside her was busily employed raking the mass of washed sheep’s fleece with a sharp metal comb in readiness for spinning. Hilla shoved a spare implement in Fiona’s direction and demonstrated the technique. Fiona managed a wan smile and took the comb. Together, the slaves bent over the fleece and worked in companionable silence.



Chapter Eight
 
 
“Have you managed to stay out of trouble this day?” Ulfric affected a stern demeanour as he regarded the diminutive figure who perched before him on the end of his bed, though in reality he knew of no cause to take issue with her. A pity, perhaps, since he would enjoy spanking her.
Fiona nodded. “Your sister had to go to the market in Hafrsfjord to sell her cloth and procure new dyes. She was gone from first light.”
He frowned. There had been no serious incidents since that first day when Fiona had become entangled in Brynhild’s weaving, but it was clear that tension simmered below the surface. He would speak with his sister—again.
“Why does she dislike me so? I have done nothing to deserve it. She finds fault with me constantly, threatens me with the whip, or the stocks. She refuses to allow me to help with Njal. Nothing I do pleases her.” Fiona peered up at him, a picture of misery, then continued. “I know that she is your sister, and you have said I must obey her. I do try, but she calls me whore and slut and I know her intention is to goad me into retaliating in order that she can convince you to take a switch to me again. She was not here today, and it was peaceful. I spent the time with Hilla. I learned more of your tongue; we washed clothes at the river and I could understand a little of what the other women were saying. And Njal even tried to teach me to play hnefatafl with him but I fear I proved a poor opponent. We had fun together, but as soon as Brynhild returned, I came in here to stay out of her way.”
There were tears in Fiona’s eyes. He sighed. He had no desire to see his little Celt reduced to hiding away in his bedchamber but he understood her reasons for doing so. Brynhild’s bitterness had not lessened in the weeks since he had brought Fiona to Skarthveit. Perhaps he owed his captive an explanation, at least.
“She is not a cruel or unreasonable person, not at heart.”
Fiona made a disparaging sound in her throat. Ulfric could understand why the slave felt as she did. He pressed on.
“Brynhild is unhappy, and bitter, and this is why she behaves as she does.”
“She is not unhappy. She smiles and laughs with everyone but me. The other slaves like her, she is kind to them, and she adores Njal. Her anger is directed at me alone.”
“She was to be married.”
Fiona gaped at him, wide-eyed. “Then, why is she…?”
“Her betrothed died, in a raid on a Celtic settlement on Orkney.” He paused, and moved to sit beside Fiona on the mattress. “It was two years ago, but she has never recovered from the loss. I fear that she never will. Brynhild adored Eirik Bjarkesson and when he was killed it was as though a light was extinguished within her. The ceremony was to take place on his return and she had already moved to live with his family in their settlement, Bjarkesholm, about twenty miles to the north of here. On hearing of his death she returned to my longhouse and has made her home with us. I value her assistance, especially with Njal, but it would be better for Brynhild to take another man to wed. She needs her own hall, her own family…”
“I am sorry for her loss, though I cannot find much sympathy for a man who lost his life wreaking death and fear upon innocent villagers. And I still do not comprehend how this explains your sister’s hostility toward me. There are other slaves here…”
“But no other Celts. Brynhild detests all Celts; she blames them for the death of her betrothed.”
“That is ridiculous. Had he not gone raiding—”
“That is our way and I make no apology for it, nor would Eirik. He died doing what he was born to do and resides now in Valhalla with all our ancestors who lost their lives in battle. The Celt who swung the axe which felled him perished also in that skirmish, but this is not enough for Brynhild, nor for Eirik’s family who hold me and mine responsible for his loss.”
“You? But how…?”
“I commanded that raid. Eirik was on my longship and I should have protected him. My wife was also of the Bjarkesson family and her loss has exacerbated matters. Astrid died unexpectedly of a fever just a few weeks after Eirik was lost. It could not be helped but she died in my longhouse, so her kin added that tragedy to their grievances against me. I have offered goods and slaves in reparation, which the people of Bjarkesholm have accepted, but they always seek more and continue to blame me. The blood feud is not resolved and I see no prospect of peace between our families, which is one of the reasons I have needed to construct a harbour here at Skarthveit. I no longer have access to the moorings at Bjarkesholm, and Hafrsfjord is too far away to offer a practical alternative.”
“All this over the death of two people, one of them by misfortune at that? Had this not happened, you might not have had need of slaves, you might not have attacked Pennglas…”
“Possibly. Probably. But we are where we are. I just wanted you to better understand the circumstances, and perhaps in knowing you might manage to get along with Brynhild. Maybe, a little…”
“Thank you, Viking. I do prefer to know, but I fear it will not help since your sister’s wrath is irrational. I am not responsible for her misery but I fear she will never accept me, never let me be.”
Ulfric suspected she was right, but was never a man to dwell on that which he could not change. He would seek to reason with Brynhild again, encourage her to consider other suitors among the many who would be glad of her hand. His sister was beautiful, accomplished, an adept homemaker and she could run a farming homestead with ease. Eirik might be gone, but Brynhild could still make a good life for herself if she would just let go of the past.
He was not unsympathetic to his sister’s feelings. He had grieved for Astrid, but had known he must move on, for Njal if not for himself. He dismissed those musings for now and turned his thoughts to the more pleasing matter of the slight figure beside him.
“Remove your clothing, little Celt, and spread your legs.”
As ever, Fiona was quick to obey. She had not relished her role in his household at the outset, he had no illusions on that score, but she had quickly discovered a lurking enthusiasm for the pleasure he offered her. Fiona was a sensual little creature, quick to arouse, responsive and appreciative of his attention. He had fucked her almost daily since her arrival, and swore he would never tire of burying his cock within her hot, tight little body. He relaxed back onto his bed as she disrobed before him, then he beckoned her to lean over him and place one of her nipples in his mouth.
He had taught her well, instructed her in what pleased him and made note of what she seemed to most enjoy. Now he suckled lazily on one engorged bud as he squeezed and tugged on the other with his fingers. He increased the pressure until she squealed, then he pinched harder still.
Fiona was starting to pant so he thrust his spare hand between her thighs. She was dripping, her cunt wet and welcoming as he drove his fingers into her. It was the work of moments to find that sweet spot just inside and to rub mercilessly until she started to convulse around his digits. He dragged his fingers out.
“On your hands and knees, wench.”
She hastened to obey, quickly placing herself on all fours, her bottom raised up higher than her shoulders. Ulfric took his time undressing, pausing often to drop a sharp slap on one upturned buttock or the other. Fiona’s hips quivered in response and her cunny glistened as her arousal pooled. When he was naked he moved to kneel behind her and positioned the head of his cock between the lips of her cunt.
“Do you like that, wench?”
“Yes,” she ground out.
“You want more?”
“Yes. Yes!”
He slapped her bottom again, then inched in, just a fraction further.
“How much more?”
“All. I want all of it. All of you.”
He leaned over to lift her heavy mass of dark curls and murmur right into the shell of her ear. “Then you will beg me for it, my slave.”
“Please, Viking, I need you to fill me…”
“Is that all? I suspect you can do better than that if you try.” He started to withdraw his cock.
“No! Do not stop, please. I need you inside me, all of you.”
“All?”
“Yes, all. Deep, and hard, and… and… Oh, sweet Jesus, please, I cannot wait. I need you so much I might die of longing.”
“I doubt you will. You want me to fuck you? Is that it, my little Celt?”
“Yes, Viking,” she ground out.
“Then say it.” His tone was silky smooth as he murmured into her ear. “Say exactly what it is you want from me.”
“I want you to fuck me. I want you to drive your cock into me, right to the root. I want you to fuck me until I
scream, and then to fuck me more. Is that clear enough for you, Viking? Have I made my wishes understood?”
“Ah, yes, I believe you have.” He bit the sensitive skin below her ear. “Have I told you that I love it when you beg so beautifully, your voice thick with lust and laden with desire?”
“Viking, I…. oh! Oh…”
He drove his cock deep into her welcoming passage and sighed at her tightness. She gripped him like a fist, her muscles contracting as though she sought to hold him prisoner within her body. She had no need, he was going nowhere for some time yet.
She reached her climax first. She usually did, he preferred it that way. He found her pleasure almost as heady as his own and would not allow her to leave his bed less than fully sated. As her tremors subsided, he reached around to stroke her engorged clit until she writhed and convulsed for him again.
He clenched his teeth, determined not to succumb to the insistent pressure of her inner walls as they contracted around his cock. She rolled and gyrated her hips, seeking more friction, more sensation, harder, faster, deeper. And Ulfric responded, pounding her with his solid cock until she screamed her release to the rafters. Only then did he relax his iron grip on his own pleasure and allow his aching balls to empty into her snug passage.
 
* * *
 
He had much to consider. Ulfric set a brisk pace as he made his way down to the rocky outcrop that was to be transformed into his own harbour, suited to landing fishing craft and to encourage trade. His longships required no such special treatment. They were of shallow draught and could be pulled up onto any beach, which was why they were so effective for raiding. He could swoop in from the sea, his men could be ashore in seconds and the attack on any unsuspecting and ill-prepared coastal settlement would be swift and sure. That had been his approach all those weeks ago at Pennglas on the Scottish coast, and it had earned him his delightful little Celtic captive. Now he had her, all he had to do was keep her safe from his sister’s spite.
Or just keep her.
His thoughts turned to the tall, tawny-haired Celt, the thrall who Fiona had declared to be a fine man and one she dearly loved. Ulfric was not an unfair man by nature and he would grant that the Celt was possessed of a certain presence, and he lacked neither courage nor honour. He had sought to protect Fiona despite being in chains and likely to perish for his efforts. Ulfric’s admiration was grudging, but he gave it. He was also aware from the reports he received from Dagr, his slave master, that Taranc was among the strongest of his workers and a natural leader of the others. The Celt had turned out to be a fine acquisition, but his presence here spelled danger also. This Taranc was just the type to lead an uprising should the thralls become overly discontented with their lot.
Ulfric sought to reduce that possibility by ensuring his slaves were well treated. Their accommodations were decent, their food good, and they were afforded ample time to rest and enjoy their leisure. Freedom aside, he did not believe their lives to be significantly harsher here in Skarthveit than they had been in their own land. Consequently, there was little or no unrest among his slaves and the construction of his harbour was proceeding apace. Ulfric reached the headland and paused for a moment to survey the scene below.
A couple of dozen thralls toiled to move rocks from the back of the beach the half mile or so along the coast to the deeper water mooring that was to be developed into the safe harbour he required. There, others carried them, one by one, to their required positions and dropped them into the churning sea at the foot of the craggy outcrop. Eventually they would form a rough barrier that would exclude the worst of the elements in winter and offer safe mooring for the fishing fleet Ulfric intended to build. Fish would always feed his community, ensure the wellbeing of those who relied upon him.
Speaking of which… Ulfric smiled at the sight of his own little Njal as the lad paced back and forth along the outcrop. The boy was into everything, always curious, always asking questions of him, of his men. He was fascinated by the construction work and would always run down to the fjord when he could escape the eagle eye of his devoted aunt. As Ulfric watched from his vantage point high above them, the other object of his thoughts straightened from his labours to say something to the boy. Taranc towered over the lad, but Njal seemed unafraid of the powerful thrall. Their conversation was brief, and Njal appeared happy with the answers he had received because he nodded and strutted on to pester someone else.
The wave came from nowhere. Ulfric watched in horror as one moment his son was balancing on the rocks and the next he had vanished into the greedy sea. He shouted, but no one would hear him, not at this distance. He broke into a run, scrambling down the hillside in a desperate effort to reach the shore before his boy sank into the freezing depths.
“No, no, please, Odin, not my boy. Not my boy…”
On the outcrop several men had witnessed the incident and now clustered to peer into the water. They appeared anxious enough, but no one moved to effect a rescue. Ulfric tore down the incline toward them and swore he would drown the fucking lot of them—slaves, thralls, karls, every last one of them.
The surface of the water broke and he spotted Njal, his tiny arm upraised as though reaching for help that was too far away. Still no one moved.
No, not true. Someone did. One man was dragging off his heavy woollen tunic and kicking away his shoes. Ulfric’s heart leapt as Taranc dived into the angry waves and covered the distance to reach Njal in just three powerful strokes. There was a splashing, then the lad went still. Taranc had him, was pulling him back through the water toward the shore.
Many hands were there to drag the pair back up onto the safety of the rocks and by the time Ulfric arrived on the scene, panting, Taranc was already sitting upright. Njal lay on his side, coughing and gasping but unmistakably alive. Ulfric sank to his knees and took the boy in his arms.
“C-c-cold, Daddy…” The child’s voice was high and thin, his teeth chattering.
Ulfric stood with him in his arms. His priority now was to see his lad safe and warm and to check that he was not injured. He started back up the hill in the direction of the settlement and the warmth of his hearth then stopped and turned back to regard the man who had saved his son’s life.
Taranc reached for his tunic, which had remained dry, though his woollen trousers were soaked. He looked up and met Ulfric’s gaze.
“Thank you.” Meagre enough words, but they were all Ulfric had.
“You are welcome.” The man answered in halting Norse as he pulled his tunic over his head.
“Come.” Ulfric beckoned the man to accompany him as he strode back up the hillside, his son cradled in his arms. “You too require a warm bath and dry clothing.”
Word of the accident preceded them and by the time Ulfric entered his longhouse the bath for Njal was already steaming beside the fire in the centre of the room. Ulfric handed his son to an ashen-faced Brynhild who quickly stripped him and dumped him in the steaming water. Meanwhile Ulfric called for another bath to be drawn and pushed Taranc in the direction of the warm fire until it was ready.
“Take off your wet clothes. Fiona, a blanket, quickly.”
His little Celt sprang into action. She fetched a blanket from their bed and rushed to wrap it around Taranc who by now was shivering violently.
“What happened? How…?” Brynhild bent to soothe her nephew’s whimpering as his chilled body began to thaw.
“He slipped, or was washed into the sea by a wave. I was too far away to help, but I saw it all from the headland. By the time I got there this man…” Ulfric gestured to Taranc, now swathed in his finest wool blanket, “this man had dived in and dragged my son from the water. The rest just stood and fucking watched.”
“We are grateful,” Brynhild murmured. “You shall be rewarded for your service—”
“Not necessary, lady.” Taranc’s reply was curt. “I can swim well, whereas the rest…” He met Ulfric’s angry gaze, his own features steady. “They are not to be blamed.”
“I shall be the judge of that,” retorted Ulfric. “But my sister is right, we owe you much. I would have lost my son but for your actions and I am grateful to you.”
“Then we are even,” replied the Celt.
“Even? How do you arrive at that conclusion?”
“You spared Fiona when your slave master would have slaughtered her by the roadside. It is a life for a life.”
Ulfric furrowed his brow, not entirely in agreement with the Celt’s reasoning. He would never had permitted Dagr to kill the female slave. She had been in no danger though he appreciated that Taranc had no way of divining that. His son, on the other hand, would without doubt be dead now had the Celt not dived into the sea to rescue him.
No, they were not quite even, not in Ulfric’s opinion.
“Hurry up with that bath, this man is frozen. And bring food too, something warm.” His house thralls scurried to do his bidding, though Ulfric noted that Fiona appeared transfixed by the sight of her former betrothed and stood rooted to the spot. “Fiona, is there a problem?”
“What? Oh, no. No, Viking, there is no problem at all.” She turned and stalked back to his sleeping chamber, closing the curtain behind her.
 
* * *
 
Njal lay curled up in his small cot in the corner of the longhouse, Brynhild at his side. She held the boy’s tiny hand as he slept. Satisfied that his son would suffer no lasting ill effects, Ulfric left in search of Fiona.
She was not in the main room, nor was she in their sleeping chamber when he lifted the curtain to glance inside. The privy, perhaps…? He waited a few minutes then when she did not reappear he went out in search of her. Hilla was just outside the longhouse. She hummed to herself as she tended to their chickens.
“Where is Fiona?”
The wench smiled up at him. It struck Ulfric, and not for the first time, that she was no longer a child. He must see to finding her a suitable husband before long.
“She went with the other Celt. I think they are in the meadow…”
The other Celt? Fuck! Had she run away… and with Taranc? The first chance they got… He sprinted off in the direction indicated by Hilla.
He heard them before he saw them, Fiona’s quiet tone and the other, lower voice of her beloved Taranc. They were seated on the ground, their backs against the trunk of a huge pine that shielded them from his view. Neither could they see him. Ulfric approached in silence, listening to their conversation as he did so.
“Why did we not wed? We could have, years ago…” Fiona sounded sad, her voice laced with regret.
“Aye, but we were not suited.”
“We were betrothed. Our families considered us suited.”
“You were in no greater hurry that I was, but I suppose we would have married, eventually.”
“If we had…”
“It would have made no difference. The Vikings would have still come, we would have been taken. He would have wanted you, taken you for his own.”
“I would not have been a virgin.”
“Did he hurt you?” The Celt’s tone was sharp suddenly.
Fiona waited a few seconds before she gave her answer. “No, he did not. He was gentle, I suppose. As much as he could be.”
“Good. That is good, and as I would have expected. He does not appear to be a man given to unnecessary cruelty.”
“Perhaps not, but we are still slaves here, treated as property and that is a sin. We should find a way to escape.”
“Hush, little warrior. You were ever one to rush in without thinking. I suspect were you not, you at least would still be tending your father’s hearth in Pennglas.”
The man was not wrong on that score. Ulfric stood in silence, waiting to hear her response.
“And you were always the one to stop, to think and to plan. Are you planning now, Taranc?”
“Of course.”
“Tell me.”
“I will, but first I wish to hear about you, about your Viking. Is he kind to you?”
“I suppose—”
“Other than in his bed. We shall come to that soon enough. Are you happy living in his household?”
“Ulfric is kind to me, and to the rest of the thralls too. His sister hates me and I avoid her at all costs. Ulfric will not permit her to beat me, but she will do all in her power to convince him to do so.”
“And does he? Beat you?”
“Once or twice, with a switch. It was… not so bad and after, he… he…”
“You find pleasure with him, sweetheart? Is that what you are trying to tell me?”
“I could not help it. He is very… compelling.”
Taranc laughed. “Fiona, if your Viking pleasures you to take the sting out of a spanking, then that is a good thing. A rare enough thing, in my view and it shows that he cares for you.”
“He does not. As far as he is concerned I am just a wench to fuck, worthless to him in all other ways. He said so, to Brynhild, soon after he brought me here.”
“Those were the words he used?”
“Aye, more or less exactly. I overheard him.”
“A strange thing for him to say. It seems not in his nature, though I confess I do not know the man well. Despite what you overheard my impression of him is that he does value you. Maybe you should ask him what he meant by such heartless words.”
“I shall not! That would merely offer him the opportunity to repeat them.”
“Very well, that is your choice. Yet even after you heard him say this, you still respond to his touch?”
“He can be… persuasive.”
“And there lies our problem, the reason we were in no rush to complete our own nuptials. I do not believe I could have persuaded you.”
“You might, had you tried.” She paused, then, “We were together too much, as children.”
“Aye, I do think that is at the root of it. I grew up thinking of you as my sister, and that never changed. I always loved you though. You do know that?”
“I loved you too.”
“You did, as a brother.”
“I had a brother, but the Vikings killed him.”
“Do you think of Adair often?”
“I did, at first, though we were not close especially. Not like I always have been with you. I wanted to hate Ulfric for what he did to my family, but that is difficult when he treats me well and I do not know that he wielded the weapon that killed my brother.”
“You could ask him, if it bothers you.”
“I… no, it is better left as it is. There would be nothing I could do to change things, and… I have no choice but to remain here, with him.” She paused. “Do you know if my father lives still? Have any of the others who were taken said anything?”
“No, and I believe that is a good sign. Had the lord of Pennglas fallen in the battle I am sure it would have been noted.”
“Yes, you are right. There is reason to hope.”
“Remember, Adair died bravely, defending his home. I will always be as a brother to you.”
“Yes. And I love you, as your sister. I will always love you. When you escape from here, and I know you will, I want you to take me with you. I want to go home.”
“I may be a good enough swimmer to pluck a wee lad from the waves but even I cannot swim all the way back to Scotland. If we were to escape, we would be stranded here, in this frozen wilderness unless we could procure a ship of some sort. We must bide our time, Fiona. A chance will come, and we will take it.”
“No, we should—”
“Things change. Always, events we do not control. You are safe here for now.”
“I want to be free. Do you not long for the same thing?”
“I am free, though for now I choose to remain here. Your Viking brought us to this place against our will, so I see no reason not to enjoy his hospitality for a while longer. He feeds us well, clothes us, provides decent shelter.”
“He is not my Viking.”
“No? I believe he is, or could be, but that is for you to judge.”
“I wish…”
“Hush, sweetheart. It will not always be thus, I promise you. Something will happen to change all of this. For now though, we should return before you are missed.”
“Must we?”
“Yes. Come, I shall walk back with you.”
“That will not be necessary.” Ulfric stepped forward and around the tree to stand over the seated thralls. “I shall escort my thrall back to her place in my bed.”
He was gratified to see the blood rush from Fiona’s cheeks at the sight of him. She might well be afraid. The wench had sought to incite her fellow slave to escape with her. Ulfric’s palm twitched already.
Taranc rose to face him. “You were listening.” It was a statement, not a question.
“Yes.”
“How long?”
“Enough. You may return to the thrall barn.”
“Treat her well, Viking.”
Ulfric did not answer. His icy glare did his talking for him.
Taranc nodded and turned to make his unhurried way across the meadow in the direction of the slave quarters.
“Again, I thank you for your timely aid this day.” Ulfric called the words after the slave’s retreating form. Taranc raised his hand in silent acknowledgement and did not look back.



Chapter Nine
 
 
“Contemplating escape is a serious crime for a slave. You belong to me. You are my property. Escape would be theft, punishable by a flogging, or worse.”
Fiona shrank back against the furs in their sleeping chamber. Ulfric was furious; she saw his anger in his stern features, the determined set of his jaw. Surely he did not really mean to flog her, she had not actually attempted to get away. She could not be punished merely for her thoughts…
“Worse, you would be putting yourself in grave danger. Here, at Skarthveit, you live under my protection. You are safe. As a runaway slave you would have no rights, no shelter as the winter draws in. You would be a renegade, at the mercy of any karl who might recapture you though I doubt it would come to that. You would not survive even the first few days alone.”
“I would not… I never intended—”
“You say that, now, as you face me and know that I will punish you. But the thought is here…” He tapped her temple with his fingertip. “It is here in your head. For your own safety you need to let it go, and I will help you to do that.”
“I swear to you, I will never attempt to escape. I know the dangers. Taranc said…”
“I know what he said, I heard him. You will heed his advice, and my instructions.”
“Yes. Yes, I will. There is no need—”
“There is every need, little Celt. Every need to make sure there is no misunderstanding between us on this matter because your life may well depend upon it.” He regarded her for several moments, his eyes narrowed. “Strip, then come and stand before me.” He was already removing his belt.
Her heart in her mouth, Fiona obeyed. In moments she was nude, trembling as he raked her with eyes the colour of ice.
“Hold out your hands.”
She did so, and he quickly bound her wrists together with a strip of cloth. Seemingly satisfied, he glanced up at the rafters above their heads. Fiona followed his gaze to see a metal ring hanging from one stout beam. Was that new? Surely she would have recalled seeing it before.
“I see you appreciate my latest addition to our comforts here. It will aid me in teaching you the consequences of your foolishness.” As he spoke he bent to pick up a length of rope that had been tucked away beside the bed. He tossed one end through the hoop, then tied it to the linen between her wrists. From there it was the work of moments to tug the rope tight, drawing Fiona up onto her toes, her hands stretched high above her head.
“What do you intend to do to me?” Her voice shook. He must hear it, must know how terrified she was.
“What do you think I might have in mind for a wilful little slave who longs to be free of me, even at the cost of her own life? What punishment does such disloyalty deserve, do you think?” His tone was deceptively soft as Ulfric slowly walked around her in a full circle, his appraising gaze reaching every part of her body.
“You cannot blame me for wishing for my freedom. You would feel the same…”
“Would I? Perhaps, but our situations are not similar, my little Celt. For one thing, you are a possession, and I am your master.”
“Please…” Her shoulders already burned from the uncomfortable position and her feet barely reached the earthen floor. “This hurts.”
“And we have barely started. But I wish to make this memorable for you since my earlier efforts have been ineffective. So, shall we proceed?”
“Just… just do whatever you must and let me down.”
“Perhaps I can make you a little more comfortable…” He reached above her to adjust the tension in the rope. He slackened it enough that she could rest fully on her feet. Her ankle was now healed so she was able to stand without discomfort though the change offered no respite for her shoulders. “Is that better?”
Fiona nodded.
“Good. So, we shall start with twelve strokes of my belt. Then, if you are able to convince me that you are sufficiently chastened and no longer contemplating fleeing into the mountains to perish, we shall consider the matter of your escape plans closed and move on to a lesson in what it is to be a possession.”
Twelve strokes? With his belt? Fiona was already sobbing.
“I can see that there is little point in asking you to count.”
He moved in close behind her to encircle her waist with his arms. On pure instinct Fiona leaned back into his embrace and sighed as he cupped her breasts in his hands.
“So beautiful, and very precious to me. You need to understand that I will always protect what is mine, and that includes you, little Celt. You know I will never harm you, do you not?”
“But—”
“Twelve strokes. You can bear that, and you will remember it.”
She managed to nod, since she knew that he was right. The whipping would soon be over, and she would survive it. Even so, she trembled when he bent to pick up the belt he had laid on the bed while he secured her to the beam.
Fiona gritted her teeth and prayed that he would be quick. He granted her wish, but still she danced on the spot as the first stroke of his belt wrapped around her buttocks. She managed not to scream, but knew it would not take many more strokes before she would be screeching fit to wake the dead.
Ulfric apparently arrived at the same conclusion. “I would not normally mind a little din from you in the circumstances, but Njal is sleeping and I prefer that you do not disturb him. Open your mouth, little Celt.”
Tears streamed down her face as he pushed a wad of linen between her teeth and secured it there by means of another strip tied behind her head. Then he took up the belt again.
The next three strokes were delivered with his customary efficiency and Fiona bore them well, or so she thought. The gag muffled her squeals, but she was managing to absorb the licks of pure flame as he laid on her punishment.
Why had she spoken so to Taranc? How had she not realised Ulfric was within earshot? Normally she was acutely aware of him whenever he was near. How much had she said?
Enough. Too much. She had voiced her confused feelings regarding Ulfric’s part in her brother’s death, and even repeated Ulfric’s hateful words of that first evening. In so doing she had revealed how much he had hurt her by what he said. He was never supposed to know about that.
Five. Six. She was halfway there and still coping. Just.
Seven. She wailed into the gag and hopped from one foot to the other.
Eight. He walked around to stand before her and cupped her face in his hand. “Are you all right, Fiona?”
She nodded as his image blurred, obscured by her tears.
“Four more, then I will remove the gag if you promise to be quiet for me.” The corner of his lip lifted in a half smile. He stroked her wet cheek with his fingertips and lowered his forehead to rest it briefly against hers. “I did not kill your brother, I swear it. If you want, I could attempt to discover who did, but I would not take action against the man. It was a battle, my warriors knew their task and performed it well. I am sorry though, for the grief you have suffered.”
Fiona stared at him, amazed. He had actually apologised to her though she did not blame him, not really. Adair was a headstrong fool, ever one to act without thinking. Their father had taken issue with him often enough on the matter. Adair had no need to confront a mob of Viking raiders armed with just a shovel. Pennglas was hopelessly overwhelmed, they had no choice but to capitulate and the villagers who did had been spared. Adair need not have died.
Ulfric cupped her chin in his palm. He had more to say to her, it seemed. “The words you heard… they were for Brynhild’s benefit, not yours. You are more to me, much more than just a wench to fuck. You always were.”
She blinked, not comprehending. The gag prevented her from seeking more explanation from him but he seemed to know anyway.
“I hoped to divert her attention from you by seeking to convince her that you were of no consequence and not worth her trouble. It is clear I failed to convince my sister, though you took my words to heart and for that I am sorry. I apologise for hurting you.”
With that he kissed her forehead and proceeded to hurt her some more.
Nine. Ten. Eleven. He paused again, as though gathering his strength for one final assault on her senses.
Twelve. He landed the final stroke across the backs of her thighs and Fiona jumped on the spot, howling against the confines of the gag.
Ulfric came to stand before her again and took his time putting his belt back on. He buckled it around his waist then stood, his arms folded as he considered her quivering form.
Would he release her now? He had not said so, only that he would remove the gag. He stepped forward and did exactly that. She drew in a welcome deep breath through her mouth, then wetted her dry lips with her tongue.
Ulfric saw, and at once produced a mug of ale, which he held to her lips. She sipped, grateful for his consideration.
“Enough?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
He set the mug down. “I would know your thoughts, now, on the prospect of escape. Do you properly understand the dangers inherent in such a path?”
“I do. I will not speak of it again.”
“I expect you will not, since you are no fool. But will you think of it?”
“I… I will try not to, Ulfric.”
He considered that for a few moments, then nodded. “Fair enough. And now, do you understand why I spoke as I did to Brynhild?”
“I… yes, I think I do.”
“Taranc was right. You should have spoken to me of it if it bothered you so.”
“I could not.”
He frowned. “Ah, but you could.”
She shook her head, vehement now. “I could not. In all the time I have been here, you have been happy enough to take a switch to me because of something I said rather than something I did. I could not talk to you. I dared not.”
“That will change. And, we shall talk now, little Celt, for we have much to discuss.”
“Will you untie me? My shoulders…”
“No, not yet. Before I do that, I promised you a lesson in being owned.”
“I do not understand.”
“You will.”
He turned to pick up a small bowl, which he brought to show Fiona. It contained a knob of butter. Bewildered, she looked from the bowl to his inscrutable features. “Ulfric…?”
He merely smiled and moved around to stand behind her. “Spread your legs, girl. As wide as you are able.”
Fiona did as he asked, a little relieved since this, at least, was familiar territory. She had no qualms, not any more, about spreading her legs for her Viking.
She closed her eyes, her body softening under his touch as he trailed the backs of his knuckles the length of her spine. He took his time, as though he wished to examine each vertebra in turn, finally reaching the lowest one where the seam of her bottom began. Here he rested, his fingers idly slipping into that furrow to stroke and explore.
Fiona sighed, the pain of her whipping receding as his skilled fingers ignited that flame of arousal that only he could kindle. She arched her back and tensed as his questing hand crept lower, closer. Her pussy wept now, her moisture gathering in readiness for him.
Ulfric swept his palm lower to stroke the length of her slit. He gathered her juices and smeared them backwards, back toward that more private place that even he had not yet breached. He circled her rear hole with his finger, slick now from her own wetness, and pressed softly. He had done as much on previous occasions, and although it had shocked her initially Fiona secretly relished the wicked intimacy of his touch. She wriggled within the confines of her bonds and longed for him to take her throbbing clit between his fingers and rub until she found her release. It would be quick; she was halfway there already.
But he showed no sign of wishing to accommodate her in this matter. Instead he continued to toy with her arse, increasing the pressure little by little until, surely, he would…
“No!” The exclamation burst from her lips as the very tip of his finger penetrated her, her reaction more one of shock than pain. “Ulfric, you must not…”
“Must not? But you are mine, your body is my property. I shall do with you as I wish, touch you as I wish, where I wish. Do you dispute this still, little Celt?” His finger remained lodged within her arse as he spoke to her, his tone so soft that she might melt were it not for the unfamiliar and chaotic riot of sensations now coursing through her. Lust mingled with shame, desire with utter humiliation. She sought to move away from him but his free arm snaked about her waist to hold her still.
“I can go further, and I will. You will take my finger, all of it, then two fingers, then three. Then, you shall have my cock. I intend to fuck your arse, little Celt.”
“No, please…” She began to wriggle in his arms, though her struggles were worse than ineffective as each movement she made seemed to have the effect of ramming his finger deeper into her tight channel.
“Be still, Fiona, and let this happen since there is nothing you can do to prevent it. This is what it is to be a possession, to be owned. You have no choice so you will surrender.”
“But—”
“I have promised not to harm you. Do you trust me?”
Did she? Did she still trust him, after all that had happened, after all that he had done to her and even knowing what he intended?
“Yes.” She almost sobbed the word at him. “Yes, I trust you. Will it hurt very much?”
“I am not a brute and I will help you. First, my fingers, then when I am satisfied you are ready I shall lay you on the bed and take your arse. You will be quiet throughout as I have no wish to gag you again. Are we clear on this?”
“Yes, Viking,” she murmured, even as she marvelled at her own acquiescence. Something in his words had reached her, touched her inner core of submission and she found she could accept what was about to happen to her. She might even welcome it. She was his. It was, after all, that simple.
Ulfric withdrew his invading finger but only for the few moments it took to smear it and the digits on either side with butter. He stood before her, smiling at her as he did so, as the dawning realisation glittered in her eyes. “You see, already I am seeking to make this easier for you.”
“Thank you.”
He kissed her, the brush of his lips light and swift, but she was reassured by it. He was not doing this in anger and she would be safe in his hands. He moved to stand behind her again.
“Legs wide, feet as far apart as you can and arch your back to lift up your bottom.”
Fiona did as she was told, and managed not to flinch when he parted her buttocks to better examine the tight ring of muscle he was about to breach. She even held still as he inserted his finger again, this time sliding it right in up to the first knuckle. He halted briefly, then pressed harder and the rest of his digit slipped into her body.
It felt… odd, but not unpleasant. The experience was humiliating, an intrusion, but she found she minded that less now than she had initially. With another man, a stranger or one who was less gentle, she would recoil in horror, but with Ulfric… anything seemed possible.
He withdrew his finger, then drove it forward again. Fiona gasped; the sensation was intense and unexpectedly erotic.
“Oh! Ulfric, that is… oh.”
He lifted the tangled hair from her neck and kissed her shoulder as he delivered several more thrusts. He moved slowly within her, and Fiona knew he was taking extreme care not to hurt or frighten her. Even as she wondered what the next stage would feel like, he slipped a second finger in alongside the first.
It was tight, her entrance burning as he worked it wider, looser though there was not a hint of harshness in his handling of her. Slowly, but firmly, he encouraged her to open for him, and then he inserted the third finger.
Now it did hurt and Fiona stiffened. She had not meant to resist, but could not help it.
“Easy, little one,” he murmured and lowered the hand that had been resting on her hip to slide it around the front and rest his finger on her clitoris. “Would it help if I were to pleasure you whilst we do this?”
“Yes, oh, yes, please…” she groaned as moisture gathered anew.
He pressed on her clit at the same time as he drove his fingers inside her now unresisting arse. Fiona yelped as sensation overwhelmed her. It was tight, stretching, burning. Too much, too sudden, too—
“Aagh!” Her release ripped through her before she even had a chance to recognise what was happening. Her body shook and convulsed, her inner muscles contracted around the fingers pressed inside her. She jerked violently within her bonds, desperate for Ulfric to rub harder, thrust deeper. She craved it now, that heady blend of pleasure and pain that sent her spinning, her senses whirling and unravelling.
He held her, his fingers in her, on her, teasing the last shivers of lust from her over-taut body until she settled again. Now, as her arse relaxed fully, he was able to withdraw and plunge his fingers in and out without resistance, her body accepting his intrusion readily enough. She groaned at the lewd delight of it, the sinful, sensual depravity of being utterly possessed, completely within his power.
“You are ready, little Celt.”
“Yes,” she whispered. “I am ready.”
He circled her waist with his arm and withdrew his fingers from her arse. Then he reached above her to loosen the knot that secured her to the rafter. Fiona would have collapsed onto the floor but he held her fast and scooped her into his arms. She moaned as he laid her on the bed, the residual tenderness from the strokes of his belt registering as her weight settled on her punished buttocks. He untied the strip of cloth that bound her wrists and she turned to lie on her stomach. Fiona stretched her arms out on either side of her as she rolled her aching shoulders.
Ulfric placed his hands on her hips and pulled her up onto her knees. She held still as he parted her buttocks again to view her well-prepared arse. She should be cringing in embarrassment, she knew this, but was well past such niceties now. She wanted him inside her, however much it might hurt. She craved him, lusted for this invasion.
“Would you… if it hurts, could you pleasure me again?”
“Aye, if you like. Or you could pleasure yourself.”
“Me?”
“You know by now what you like, how you want to be touched. You do it.”
So she did. Fiona relished the sense of freedom and power as she took her own pleasure in hand. As she looked over her shoulder, watched Ulfric smear butter over his engorged cock, she caressed her clit, sank her fingers into her own juices, even drove one digit into her pussy as he positioned his cock at her rear entrance.
He pushed, and she groaned. This was harder, much harder than accepting his fingers. Perhaps, even now, even after all his careful preparation, she would fail.
“Push back against me, and relax if you can. Let me in, little Celt…” His words coaxed and cajoled, drawing out her submission as he eased the wide head of his cock past the tight coil of muscle.
Fiona whimpered as her body stretched, the burn impossible now. She would surely tear, he would injure her, this was not possible…
“Oh!” she cried out as his cock inched forward, then chewed on her lower lip as he pressed further. She rubbed her fingers over her clit, the pleasure masking the pain of his entry. She hissed in discomfort, tensing despite her best efforts. Ulfric paused, waited for her to adjust, for her body to adapt, then he thrust again. And her body parted to fully accept him.
“There, that is it. You have all of me now.” His breath feathered against her flushed cheek as she lay panting on the bed. With her free hand she reached for—something. Someone. Ulfric laced his fingers through hers and squeezed. “Are you quite well, little Celt?”
She pondered that question before responding, then managed a slow, wondering nod. “I believe I still live, Viking.”
He chuckled. “Then, we shall settle for that. Tell me if you need me to stop.”
He withdrew his wide cock, slowly, with great care. When he was almost fully out of her body he halted, then drove his erection deep again. His greased cock slid in easily now, caressing her snug inner walls as she rubbed even more frantically at her clit.
“Oh, sweet saviour…” The friction was beyond exquisite. She moaned, writhed under him, thrusting back as he buried his cock again and again. She squeezed, gripping him hard though she could not imagine a tighter fit.
“By Odin’s balls, that feels so fucking good, wench.”
“Viking, I… Oh! Oooh!” Her body was racked by another climax more powerful than any that had gone before. He continued to fuck her, harder now, his possession deeper, more demanding. This was intense, all-consuming, beyond her imagination. Her body quivered on the verge of yet another shattering release.
“Again, girl. Scream for me again.”
She did, but into the palm of his hand, which he laid over her mouth to muffle the sound. She remembered, belatedly, the sleeping child in the next room and was glad of his presence of mind. Only as her groans of delight ebbed did he give one final sharp and driving thrust. He swore, obscene but expressive words she had heard from him on other similar occasions and which she now understood. His cock lurched within her arse. Heat bathed her inner space, and they both lay still.



Chapter Ten
 
 
“We have visitors, Brynhild. There shall be feasting this night.” Ulfric stepped through the entrance of the longhouse to regard the members of his household. His sister was at her loom, as usual, and the thralls milled about at their everyday tasks. Fiona sat at the table with Hilla, the pair of them bent over a hank of rough sheep’s fleece. All turned to look at him.
“Visitors? Who?” Brynhild laid down her shuttle. “We have salted mutton in the stores, and there is some good cod…”
“Well, set it over the stove. Quickly now, they are almost here.”
“Who?”
“Our brother approaches over the south meadow. He has men with him and others of his household.”
“How many?” Already Brynhild was rushing to inspect her barrels of fermented mead and baskets of produce harvested in recent weeks. Beans, turnips, carrots—Ulfric knew she would complain and fuss, but there would be ample for all. Brynhild’s hospitality was second to none.
“A dozen, perhaps a couple more. Fiona, you will assist with the food since you have some aptitude for cooking. We will serve it in here…” His instructions issued, he wheeled around to make his way down to the edge of the settlement to greet his brother.
Gunnar’s visits were infrequent, and Ulfric was always glad to see him though the pair would argue and bait each other without mercy during the entire encounter. It was as well they did not share a home, they would tear each other apart, but he could survive an occasional foray into the battlefield of filial affection.
His brother’s dark figure was instantly recognisable at the head of the troop of men who rode toward Skarthveit. They had two wagons with them also. Perhaps his brother had thought to bring supplies to replenish those he and his men would undoubtedly diminish during the course of his stay. As the convoy neared, Ulfric could see that the carts carried more people. Women? Children? More mouths to feed, as Brynhild would without doubt observe soon enough. His sister was not as close to Gunnar as he was, but the two got along well enough and he knew Brynhild would not begrudge the fare though she would have plenty to say. She always did.
“Brother, what brings you here? Am I to assume those hovels and caves you choose to inhabit are becoming too chilly for your old bones?” he called out to Gunnar as soon as the other man was within earshot. Gunnar’s own settlement lay perhaps two days’ ride to the north and whilst his accommodations might be rougher that those at Skarthveit, to describe his brother’s longhouse as a hovel or cave was stretching the truth somewhat, but such a detail would never deter Ulfric.
“Nay, but I thought we might descend upon you to while away a pleasant evening or two afore the winter sets in. Failing that, I can always pour ale down your gullet and best you at cards.”
Gunnar slid from his horse and wrapped Ulfric in a tight hug. As ever, his brother was clad in a black leather tunic and trousers, his stout boots laced high above his knees. A thick cloak made of a ram’s fleece hung about his muscular body, held in place at the shoulder with an ornately fashioned pin. It would appear his brother continued to prosper from his raiding expeditions across the cold northern seas. Ulfric returned the hug and the pair turned to walk back in the direction of his longhouse.
“How fares our sweet sister? Still not wed?”
Ulfric shook his head. “Alas, no.”
“And that lad of yours? Does he continue to sprout up faster than a weed?”
“Aye, he does well. I near enough lost him a sennight ago though. He fell in the fjord, had to be dragged out by one of my thralls. It was lucky the man was to hand and acted quickly.”
Gunnar paused to regard his brother. “By Odin! How did that happen?”
“A big wave? The rocks were slippery. I could not say for sure, but it was a close thing. First Astrid, and Eirik, we could not bear another tragedy.”
“Ah, yes. And since you mention our lost kinsfolk, I have to warn you, there are rumblings from Bjarkesholm once more. I come fresh from Hafrsfjord and the talk there is of war, of surprise attacks, retribution.”
“Shit, will those vultures never be satisfied? What more can I do to appease them?”
“You could try paying them again, but I fear it will never be enough. The old man is ill, and irrational in his hatred. Eirik was his eldest son, Astrid his favoured daughter. His nephew is his heir, and Olaf Bjarkesson is as crazed as his uncle, perhaps more so since he lacks the wisdom of years. You need to be careful, my brother. Make sure your home is well guarded, your crops safe, and your livestock kept close.”
“Aye, we will. Am I to assume that it is the need to deliver this warning which has necessitated this visit?”
“In part, yes.”
“I appreciate it. You say in part?”
“Yes, I have other news too.” They were now strolling past the longhouses that ringed the settlement and villagers came out to greet the new arrivals. Most of Gunnar’s men were kin so there would be much in the way of reunions, of catching up and exchanging news. Gunnar paused every few yards to exchange pleasantries and accept words of welcome, but at last they entered the main longhouse where Brynhild and her thralls were rushing about to make ready the feast.
“Ah, sister. Stop your fretting with that cauldron and come greet your brother.” Gunnar held out his arms and Brynhild went willingly into them. He hugged her and kissed her blonde locks. “My brother tells me you are still unmarried, lass. ‘Tis a pity, for you would make a fine wife.”
“What do you know of marriage, brother? Maybe you should look to your own house before trying to set mine to rights.”
“Ah, you are correct, as ever. And you will no doubt be delighted to learn I have heeded your words of wisdom even before you uttered them.”
“What are you babbling about?” Brynhild wriggled free. “Hilla, ale for my brother, if you would. And for those who came with him…”
Ulfric turned as more people entered his home. He squinted at the red-haired woman who hovered there, a babe in her arms. She looked vaguely familiar though he could not quite put a name to her. A lad stood at her side, perhaps Njal’s age or a little older. They were Celts by the look of them, though their clothing was finer than would be usual for thralls.
“Ah, Mairead, come in, come in.” Gunnar reached for the woman’s hand, then took the baby from her arms. Ulfric watched in amazement as his brother shushed the child when he—she?—started to grizzle. Gunnar seemed to find nothing amiss in any of this. He beamed at his brother and sister. “May I present Mairead, my wife. And this is our daughter, Tyra.”
Brynhild sank to sit on the bench behind her, her mouth agape. Ulfric was hardly less astonished. He peered again at the woman clinging uncertainly to his brother’s arm. There was no mistaking Gunnar’s devotion though as he regarded the auburn curls that framed her bent head.
“We are delighted to make your acquaintance, sister.” Ulfric recovered his manners and stepped forward to kiss the woman on each cheek. He managed to deliver a sharp nudge to Brynhild’s ribs as he passed her. “Mairead, did you say?”
Gunnar answered for her. “Aye, Mairead, of Aikrig, in Scotland. You will recall my bride, I do not doubt. And the lad here, for you made a fair enough price on him.” Gunnar beckoned the boy to his side. “Come, Donald, and greet your family.”
Ah. Suddenly all became clear. The woman, the pregnant one at the roadside, the one his brother had taken an obvious liking to. More than a liking, it would seem. Ulfric had been somewhat distracted by his own lovely captive and had failed to properly appreciate the merits of the other female. He had been remiss, for clearly she was a beauty. But… a bride? A Viking did not wed his thrall, why would he?
As Ulfric grappled with that question, Brynhild rediscovered her powers of speech. “But, she is a Celt.”
“Aye, that she is,” agreed Gunnar, “and now she is wife to a Viking.”
“But, I do not understand. Why…?”
A fair enough question, if somewhat tactless. Ulfric opted to step in before matters worsened. “And a lovelier bride no Viking ever claimed. Welcome, Mairead. You must be tired after your journey, and your children will no doubt be hungry. Come, be seated…”
As Brynhild scowled at her new sister, Ulfric ushered his guests to the table. He signalled to Hilla who jumped forward with a jug of fine ale, as Fiona leaned down to hug first Mairead, then Donald. Of course, they were acquaintances, at least, and would welcome the chance to renew their friendship.
“Fiona, you will entertain our guests. Hilla, Harald, fetch more food, more ale. Where is Njal?”
“I am here.” The lad rushed through the door and ran at his uncle who swung him into the air. The boy shrieked his delight and clung to Gunnar’s cloak, only then catching sight of the other boy. “Who is that?” he demanded.
“That is Donald, my stepson. He is good with a sword and a fair enough shot with his dagger.”
“Not as good as me,” asserted Njal. “I have been practising.”
“Indeed you have, when not splashing about in the fjord.” Ulfric patted his son’s shoulder. “Perhaps you will show Donald your skills then, and in return perhaps he will demonstrate his own. Could you show him your pony too?”
Njal wriggled out of his uncle’s embrace and glowered at the other boy. “Well, come on then.” He marched to the door then turned to make sure that Donald was following. The two were already chatting and trading boasts as they left the longhouse, quite oblivious to the tensions between the adults they left behind.
Ulfric was glad of Fiona’s easy laughter as the evening wore on. She was friendly to Gunnar and at great pains to make Mairead welcome, which was more than could be claimed for Brynhild. She was clearly aghast at their brother’s choice of a wife, and her usual hospitality was nowhere in evidence as she uttered hardly a word to any but the servants. Njal and Donald appeared to hit it off, to Ulfric’s relief, but he was beyond irritated by his sister. When would she let this ridiculous grudge drop? Her irrational hatred of the Celts threatened to split their family apart, and at a time when the bonds of kinship had never been more vital. When all else failed, a Viking relied on his kin.
 
* * *
 
“I owe you my thanks for today, little Celt.” Ulfric pulled Fiona to him and wrapped his arms around her as they snuggled together in the pallet they shared in a corner of the longhouse. Their usual sleeping quarters had been made available to the guests so they were spending the night in one of the chambers off the main room.
While Gunnar, Mairead, and the baby, Tyra, enjoyed the relative privacy of the alcove behind the curtain, Njal slept a few feet away, and Donald too. Brynhild had made up her bed as far away from the rest as she might accomplish in such unusually crowded conditions.
“It was pleasant to see Mairead again. And I confess, your brother is not as fearsome as I remember.”
He chuckled. “Ah, yes, Gunnar did not endear himself to you on the occasion of your previous meeting. So, Mairead is your friend?”
“Oh, no. I barely know her really. Mairead came to Aikrig, the village close to Pennglas but a year or so ago. Her husband was a fisherman.”
“Her husband? Did he perish in the raid?” Ulfric would not wish the man ill, but he would prefer not to contemplate the awkwardness should this husband still live.
“No, she was widowed a half year ago. His fishing boat capsized…”
“Ah. But the lad, Donald, he is what, seven summers of age? You say she only came to the village a year ago?”
“About that. She had a previous husband, before Alred the fisherman.”
“Twice widowed? She looks to be about your age though.”
“She is twenty-four summers I believe, so a little older than me. Even so… she has seen much in her life. I hope Gunnar will be kind to her.”
“I believe he will. He is besotted by his new bride, and by the baby too, though the little one is not his. I recall Mairead looked about ready to drop her bairn by the roadside.”
“Yes.” She turned to face him. “You truly believe he will make her happy? Protect her and her children?”
“I do, for it is clear to me that he loves her. I can well comprehend his fascination with Celtic females,” he bent to kiss her hair, “since I do share it.”
“Not entirely.”
Her tone had changed, she seemed… sad. “Fiona?”
“Your brother became fascinated by a Celtic woman, so he made her his wife. Your fascination drove you to make a slave of me. There is a world of difference, as I am quite sure Brynhild has already pointed out.”
It was true, his sister had had much to say on the subject when she was able to get him alone and Ulfric had eventually snapped at her, told her to hold her tongue or make herself scarce. It would seem that not only Gunnar was offended by her words.
“You think he should not have wed her?”
“I did not say that. I am pleased for Mairead, that she has a man who will respect her and take care of her, even if he is a Viking.”
Her meaning was clear. “You believe that I should wed you?” His tone was incredulous and he made no attempt to conceal his astonishment. The very notion was preposterous, out of the question. A Viking did not take a slave to wife, however lovely the wench might be, however warm his bed with her in it.
“What I believe, or want, has no relevance here. You have made that much clear to me. I will bid you a good night, Viking.” She rolled over to present her back to him, her spine stiff as though she dared him to so much as touch her. He considered it, but let his hand drop to the blankets. His thrall was tired, it had been a hectic and stressful day. He would allow her to rest.
 
* * *
 
Fiona had little to say to him the following morning. It was clear that she was still angry following their exchange the previous night but he had no time to address the matter now. Worse, he lacked his usual certainty in how to deal with his slave. Should he spank her for her insolence, for her unrealistic expectations and her ridiculous demands? The notion was tempting, certainly, but he was not entirely convinced it would yield the results he desired. Should he apologise instead, try to explain the vast difference in their status here? It would not be the first time he had apologised to Fiona, but he could not quite bring himself to the view that he was in the wrong here.
He was master, she the slave. It was simple, and she must accept her situation. So, a spanking then. He would see to it as soon as their visitors left.
Gunnar and his party were to depart by noon so the two brothers and their men took advantage of their final few hours to indulge their shared passion for hunting. When they left the longhouse, Mairead and Fiona were seated together enjoying a cup of mead. Brynhild glowered at them from her position at the loom, but Ulfric had made it clear that Fiona was to be left in peace with her friend so he did not anticipate interference from that quarter. Still, his sister made her feelings plain enough.
He shook his head, baffled and frustrated by her intransigence, and strode off to mount his horse.
The hunt was successful. The men returned to Skarthveit with three fine stags slung across their horses. One carcase was to go to Gunnarsholm, the other two would be butchered and salted here to provide food during the coming winter months. Ulfric was pleased with the morning’s work, and genuinely sorry to wave farewell to his brother when Gunnar and his family were ready to leave.
“Mind my words, watch out for Olaf Bjarkesson. He is a vengeful bastard, and quite beyond reason. He will attack you, the first chance he has.”
“I know. I will inspect our fields to check for any signs that he has been around. And even though I believe you to be correct in your assessment of him, I shall endeavour one last time to make peace with Olaf since we are neighbours and must inhabit this land together.”
“Good defences and vigilance will keep you safe, not negotiations. But you must do as you think best, brother. I am intending to remain at Gunnarsholm over the winter, then resume raiding as soon as the weather clears enough. If you need me, send word and I will be here as quickly as I can.”
“Thank you. Be safe, and take care of your family.”
“I intend to, brother, you may be certain of that. You also.”
As his guests disappeared from view over the crest of the hills to the north, Ulfric considered his brother’s parting words. With every day that passed, he reflected, taking care of his family became ever more challenging. There was much to be said for Gunnar’s far simpler approach.
 
* * *
 
Fiona did not take her spanking well. He was obliged to drag her across his lap and secure her hands in the small of her back before he could lift her skirts and apply his palm to her delightful bottom. She squirmed and squealed and dared to call him a vile Viking bully, which earned her several additional swats. Only when she at last lay spent and weeping over his knees did he cease to punish her. He lifted her in his arms and lay with her on their bed as she sobbed against his chest.
As he finally extricated himself from her clinging embrace and drew the blankets up around her, she muttered something into the mattress. He did not quite catch it, could not have for her words made no sense.
“Why could you not just love me?”



Chapter Eleven
 
 
She was forbidden to leave the longhouse, apart from to visit the privy. Ulfric insisted the restriction was for her own safety, but Fiona was convinced it was more of the punishment he had been so determined to mete out.
He had declared her belligerent and troublesome and told her she was to be spanked to remind her of her place here. It was done to show her that he could, and to reinforce the vast gulf between her status and that of Mairead, Fiona knew it. Had she realised he would react thus, she would never have breathed a word of her discontent, her growing disappointment that he bore no real affection for her. Ulfric might tell her that she was more than a mere wench to fuck, but his actions said otherwise. Even when his brother demonstrated that another way was possible, Ulfric scoffed and dismissed her hopes.
Well, she entertained no such aspirations now. She did not want his affection, would fling it back at him were it offered. He was a Viking, a savage, a brute, and she hated him.
Ulfric had explained that he must visit Bjarkesholm, the settlement of his erstwhile friend and kinsman in order to seek a peaceful solution to the blood feud that simmered between them. She knew he did not harbour any real optimism for the outcome, but felt it necessary to try. He would be away overnight, and until his return she was to remain indoors.
He had been gone for several hours now and still her anger and sense of injustice remained undiminished. Fiona sat at the table, a pile of prepared vegetables in an iron bowl before her, ready to be tossed into the cauldron in readiness for the nattmal, the meal they always ate in the evening at the end of the day’s labours. She and Hilla might do some spinning later, their contribution to the weaving process. There was method in her planning, since the more yarn they made available the more Brynhild could be gainfully employed at her loom and not prowling the longhouse seeking faults to pick with Fiona. It was a strategy that seemed to work well enough as the Viking woman had largely left her alone for the last couple of weeks or so. Fiona feared though that Brynhild’s hostility would have been rekindled by her anger at Gunnar’s marriage.
“Aunt, my tummy hurts.” Njal was seated with them at the table sipping at his mug of buttermilk with an uncharacteristic lack of enthusiasm. Fiona would concede the boy looked a distinct shade of green.
Brynhild abandoned her loom and came to crouch beside him. She laid her palm on his forehead. “You feel hot. Come, you need to lie down for a short while.”
“I am going to—” Without further warning the boy lurched forward and deposited a pool of undigested buttermilk on the floor of the longhouse. The women leapt to their feet and Hilla scurried for a mop.
“Poor baby. Come, I will look after you, though I am not in the least surprised that you are ill. You ate too much, you and that Celt brat guzzling honey all of yesterday morning.” She glanced at Fiona. “You, fetch a bucket in case he is sick again.”
Fiona rushed to the outhouse where such items were stored and grabbed the first pail that came to hand. By the time she returned to the longhouse Njal was installed on his pallet and Brynhild was seeking to coax him with a little chamomile tea, which she swore was efficacious in the treatment of digestive disorders. Fiona was of the opinion that a bit of peace and quiet and a decent nap would be equally beneficial, but held her tongue. She assisted Hilla in dealing with the mess on the floor, and the pair returned to their task while Brynhild tended to the sick child.
“I need to visit the privy,” Fiona murmured to Hilla. “I will be but a few minutes.”
The other girl nodded and Fiona drew on the shawl she usually favoured for such excursions. It was late afternoon, the light was already fading and the air was chilly. She scuttled around the outside of the longhouse and concluded her business there as quickly as she might. As she made her way back she glanced up into the night sky. It was clear, the stars just becoming visible in the inky blackness above her head. She paused to admire their perfect beauty, their mysterious all-seeing power as they hovered above this tiny, insignificant world.
“You, what are you doing out here? My brother instructed you to remain inside.” Brynhild stood a few feet away, her hands on her hips as she regarded Fiona with undisguised loathing.
“I was just on my way back. I paused to look at the stars, that is all.”
“And what makes you think you have time to gaze at the stars? Do you expect others to do your work for you?”
“No, but we had finished, and—”
“I shall say when your work is concluded, not you. And you know the consequences of disobedience. Do you require another thrashing this day?”
Brynhild, along with everyone else in the longhouse, had heard the commotion as Ulfric sought to exert his authority over her. It was common knowledge that he had spanked her, but Fiona knew full well that Brynhild was not permitted to do likewise.
“You may not beat me. In any case, I was just coming in…”
“My brother prefers to whip you himself, I grant you that. But there are other methods at my disposal. Since you seem to enjoy the outdoors so much, perhaps I should allow you to remain here. I think a spell in the stocks will teach you the benefits of obedience and hard work.”
“The stocks? Are you quite mad? You cannot—”
“Harald, see that she is secured well.”
The thrall shuffled over, clearly uncomfortable at this latest instruction from his mistress. “Lady, I do not think—”
“I shall do the thinking, your task here is to obey. See her set in the stocks, at once, or be prepared to take your place alongside her there.” Brynhild moved in close to Harald and leaned toward him. Fiona heard the low murmur as their Viking mistress spoke only to the other slave, but she could not make out the words. No doubt Brynhild was issuing yet more dark threats, hinting at even more fearful retribution if he did not obey.
Harald took several moments to consider his options, and in that time Fiona contemplated making a run for it. She might well outrun the lumbering servant, but she knew others would pursue her. Ulfric’s words had not been lost on her; she well understood the perils facing a runaway slave.
Harald seized her elbow. “Come, wench, let us not make this difficult. It will not be for long…”
“No, please. It is cold, and… and … Ulfric would not permit this.”
“Ulfric is not here, so you answer to me in his absence. Harald, you know what you have to do. See to it. I am needed inside to tend to Njal as his sickness has worsened but be assured I shall check that you have done exactly as I have instructed.” Brynhild turned on her heel and swept away, her chin high. Fiona could have sworn the woman was smiling.
Harald tugged her around to the front of the longhouse, into the open, central area where domestic animals roamed and the people of Skarthveit gathered during the daylight hours as they went about their errands and chores. The space was deserted now. The stocks were situated at the far end, between the tanning shed and the forge. They consisted of two heavy oak beams each with two semi-circles hewn out of their edge in order to accommodate the victim’s ankles. Handling her more roughly now, Harald shoved Fiona into a sitting position and opened the stocks.
“Put your feet in, girl. Be quick about it.”
“Ulfric will have your hide for this. He will never permit you to treat me in this way.”
“The master shall take it up with his sister. I am a slave, just as you are.” Harald grabbed the shackle that still adorned Fiona’s ankle despite Ulfric never having made use of it, and he shook the metal band hard enough to make Fiona yelp. “This is it, the symbol. We do as we are told, as we must.”
“But—”
Harald slammed the stocks shut and secured them with an iron loop threaded over the two opening jaws to secure them together. The fastening was well out of Fiona’s reach so she could only wait for someone to free her. The other slave stood over her, a smirk on his ruddy features.
“So, not so high and mighty now, are we? You could do with learning a bit of humility, girl, instead of swanning around this place queening it over others as if you had have been here for years.” He turned to leave.
“Wait! Where are you going? You cannot just leave me here.”
“Who is to say I cannot? I have a wench and a decent jug of ale awaiting me in yonder longhouse. You will come to no harm here and you shall be released soon enough.” He offered Fiona a jaunty grin as he sauntered away.
His footsteps disappeared into the gathering gloom and Fiona was left alone in the eerie silence. All around her people ate, worked, tended to their children, their animals, but none would willingly venture outdoors after dark. Even if it were not for the threat posed by the Bjarkessons, Viking folk preferred the safety and warmth of their dwellings after the sun set.
Fiona could well understand why as she clutched her meagre shawl about her shoulders. She was glad that Harald had not thought to remove her shoes before locking her in the stocks or her feet would already be turning blue. The temperatures would plummet to below freezing soon. The vengeful Viking woman had said that she would return, to check that her orders had been carried out. Surely even Brynhild would not leave her here for more than a few minutes.
Fiona’s teeth chattered and she could not control her shivering as the minutes crept by, lengthening to a half hour, she estimated, then an hour.
Brynhild was not coming. She would be here by now if she meant Fiona no real harm.
As the reality of her situation dawned, Fiona sank into a despondent weeping. Ulfric’s slender protection was gone, if only for one night, but that was enough. Brynhild meant to kill her. She had planned for this, had waited for her opportunity, and when it came, she seized it. The Viking woman might even pass Fiona’s death off as an accident, tell Ulfric that his slave had disobeyed his orders, that she had wandered off and became lost, died of the cold. Only Harald knew any different, and he would hardly be likely to tell the truth.
Fiona did what she might to remain warm, clapping her numb hands together and shifting as much as she could. It was hopeless. She called out, pleading for help, but the closest longhouse was at least thirty yards from where she sat on the frozen earth. The forge and the tannery were both deserted at this hour, and by the time the smith emerged, yawning, into the dawn light she would be just a stiff corpse. No one could survive a night outdoors, without shelter, without warm clothing.
Fiona closed her eyes and allowed her frantic mind to drift, seeking peace at last as she sank into unconsciousness.
Ulfric, why did you leave? I need you, please, please, I will never speak out of turn again. I shall obey, be the meek little bed-slave…
 
* * *
 
“What the fuck…?”
Fiona was dreaming, her imagination conjuring up that which she wanted most in the world. Ulfric, his strength, his warmth. There was a scrape of iron against wood, then a clatter as the stocks were thrown open. Gentle hands about her waist, under her stiff knees, lifting…
“Hilla! Harald! I want hot water, a bath. Now!” Ulfric’s angry bellow echoed about the settlement. Footsteps, running. Voices, questions, the pounding of his feet as he sprinted across the settlement with her in his arms. Fiona tried to lift her hand, to reach for his chin to check he was real, not another illusion. She cracked her eyelids apart and inhaled deeply. The warm, familiar tang of his leather tunic, the soft rub of his fleece cloak. These were so achingly real, so familiar. Perhaps…
“Ulfric, you are here…”
Fiona flinched at the hated tone of her adversary. She turned her head to see Brynhild emerging from the longhouse, her cloak gathered about her as though thrown on in a hurry. The woman seemed rooted to the spot now, her expression stunned as she took in the enraged Viking before her.
“Brother, I can explain. She was—”
“Not a word, Brynhild. Not a fucking word. I have heard enough from you.” Ulfric never so much as broke stride as he brushed past as though his sister did not stand in his doorway seeking to bar his way. Fiona clutched at his cloak whilst Brynhild followed. The woman reached for his elbow, but Ulfric shook her off. “Leave us. I shall hear an account of this in the morning, and believe me, Brynhild, there will be a reckoning.”
Once inside, Fiona lay shivering on the bed as Ulfric himself made up the fire in their sleeping quarters. Hilla rushed back and forth with buckets of water, but Harald was nowhere to be seen. Fiona was glad of that, even though it meant more work fell on Hilla’s shoulders. Not for long, though, Ulfric summoned more thralls and soon her bath was ready for her. He helped her to undress, or rather he managed to remove her clothing despite her own inability to move her fingers or limbs to aid herself. Then he lifted her into the bath and sat behind her to support her head.
“This seems to be all too familiar, little Celt,” he murmured. “But we shall not find ourselves here again, I swear it.”
“I… I thought you were gone, until tomorrow.”
“That was my intent, but as soon as I arrived at Bjarkesholm it was obvious that Olaf was beyond reason. I saw no point in remaining, he would not even listen to me let alone consider a truce. So I cut short the negotiations and decided to return early. And thank all the gods that I did.”
“I… I am pleased to see you. I longed for you to come home, and you did.”
“I should not have left you.”
“I was angry with you. You spanked me, just for my words. You said I could talk to you, but—”
“I know. I was wrong and I apologise. Things will be different. I have been thinking…”
“Ah, I thought I could smell burning but I believed it to be merely a cinder which had strayed from the grate.”
Ulfric laughed out loud. “Little Celt, you are clearly in need of another spanking, but that will have to wait.”
“What have you been thinking, Viking?”
“A great deal, but that also will wait. My priority now is to see you safe and well, and to deal with those who would do you harm.”
“It was Brynhild…”
“I know.”
“Harald did as she commanded.”
“Harald? How does he come into this?”
“It was he who fastened me in the stocks, because Brynhild told him to. I told him that you would be displeased, that you would not permit it, but he would not listen.”
“He will listen well enough when he has to face me with his excuses.”
“What… what will happen to him?”
“He cannot remain here, not now. You must see that.”
“Yes, but…”
“He shall go to Bjarkesholm as part of the payment I intend to make. Let him see if he finds thralldom to a madman more to his liking.”
Fiona nodded. She did not bear the other servant any real ill will, she well knew how difficult it was to gainsay Brynhild, but Harald might have remained with her, ensured that she was well instead of leaving her to her fate. No, she would not miss him.
“Let me see your hands, and your feet. Those are always where the cold bites most keenly.”
She lay still as Ulfric examined her extremities, finally announcing her none the worse for her adventure. “It could have ended very differently though, had I not returned when I did.”
“I would have released her.” Brynhild interrupted them from her position just beyond the curtain. They both turned to glare at her. Fiona noted that she still wore her cloak.
“Not now, Brynhild. I will talk to you in the morning.”
“But, I was on my way. I would have brought the wench back indoors, but you arrived, and—”
“Brynhild, fuck off.” Ulfric strode to the curtain and snapped it closed, blocking his sister from their view. Her retreating steps indicated that she had at last accepted her dismissal.
“You should sleep now. Let me help you into bed.”
“Only if you will remain there with me, Viking. You can tell me what you have been thinking.”
He aided her from the bath and wrapped her in a thick fleece, then he banked up the fire a little more. “Here, that should suffice until the morning.”
Fiona huddled among the bedding, her chin on her knees as she hugged her legs to her. Ulfric’s expression was one she could not quite read as he undressed and joined her on the mattress.
“I cannot wed you, you must know that.”
She turned to him, surprised. Whatever he had been thinking about, she had not expected this.
“I know that you will not, though I do not understand why it is impossible. Gunnar did not find it to be so.”
“Gunnar is a bastard.”
“Ulfric!”
“I mean that literally. We share a father, but his mother was a thrall, a woman who warmed my father’s bed from time to time. She succumbed to a fever when Gunnar was six years old, so he was brought into our household and raised alongside Brynhild and me. He is a Freysson, but as an illegitimate son he was never expected to lead the family after our father died. He will not inherit, he does not bear the name of our kin. He is not wholly of the jarl as his mother was a slave, and thus he enjoys a freedom of sorts. He may do as he pleases, and usually does exactly that. His marriage is no one’s business but his own, whereas I… I have responsibilities. I am expected to protect my family, our honour…”
“At the cost of my honour?”
“I know, it is neither fair nor just and I am not without regrets, but it is done now and we cannot undo the past. The future, however, is ours to shape.”
“What do you mean?”
“I cannot make you my wife, but I can grant you your freedom. For a price, a thrall may purchase his—or her—liberty. I will provide you with the wealth to do so, which would make you a karl. You would enjoy the same rights as most other women here. You could remain in Skarthveit—”
“As your mistress?”
He nodded. “That would be my preferred solution, certainly. It is a reasonable enough prospect.”
“And Brynhild? Would she accept me as a member of this household, no longer a slave?”
“Brynhild will have no say in the matter. My mind is made up and I will deal with her.”
“And will you deal with Njal too? He will have questions.”
“I believe I can make him understand. He likes you well enough.”
“And I like him, he is a sweet child though Brynhild rarely allows me to be close to him. I fear he does not know me that well.”
“That will change. It must. Then you will accept this… this… compromise?”
“As a karl, would you still have the right to spank me?”
He grinned. “Would you have it otherwise, little Celt? Even a wife has to submit to her husband’s authority.”
“I do not like the switch. You may spank me with your hand, that is all.”
“Ah, sweetheart, you do not get to choose. But I will bear your preferences in mind.”
“I believe I would like it very much if you were to fuck me now, Viking.”
“And that is a preference I am happy to accommodate. Spread your legs, my once and erstwhile slave.”



Chapter Twelve
 
 
Ulfric lay on his back staring into the darkness. Fiona snuggled at his side, her soft breathing testimony to her contentment. He had pleasured her until she had begged him to stop and swore she could bear no more. She had pleaded for him to fuck her, and he was happy enough to grant her wish. Although she had fallen asleep almost immediately after, he was wakeful, his mind busy as he made his plans.
He had the germ of an idea, a scheme to resolve this dilemma, but it was not without risks. His plan would involve trust, and he was not a man given to placing his faith in any but those closest to him.
Could he? Should he? Were he to carry this through it would be a betrayal of his kin, breaking the deeply held principles he had lived by his entire life. He would have to lie to all about him, never reveal the truth. Worse, he would face a lifetime of uncertainty, guilt, and not knowing if things might have been different. Perhaps, even now, there was something else he might do, some other solution.
No. It was this or… He could not bear to contemplate the alternative.
Brynhild had gone too far this time. Her hatred had exceeded anything he could contain by asserting his authority and he despaired of ever again encountering the sweet, caring woman he remembered. The sister he knew seemed lost to him now, and she was dangerous. It was impossible for him to watch her all the time, and because he was elsewhere Fiona had almost died this evening. Above all he had to ensure his thrall’s safety so this had to stop. Now.
Taking care not to disturb Fiona, Ulfric eased himself from their bed and dressed quickly. He had much to accomplish this night and needed to be about it.
He donned his heavy cloak and picked up a second garment, a spare cloak he kept in a chest by his bed. Then he pulled on his boots and slipped from the longhouse. A dog barked, just once, but quieted when she saw who was there. Otherwise the settlement lay in total silence. The deep, clinging blackness suggested to him that the dawn was still a couple of hours away, but he had to hurry. He needed to be done and back in his bed before anyone else stirred.
On swift, noiseless feet he made his way to the edge of his settlement and beyond. He paused as he neared the longhouse occupied by Dagr, and smiled at the gentle snores that drifted from within. His slave master was a sound sleeper, a fact that was to Ulfric’s advantage this night. A couple of hundred yards further he reached the larger, barn-like structure that housed his slaves. The single door was shut and barred from the outside. Ulfric paused to listen, but heard only the snuffles and snorts of men asleep. No voices, no soft footsteps to suggest anyone was awake in there. His jaw tightened as he lifted the heavy bar, wincing at every scrape of wood against wood, and he inched open the door.
The moon had lent him a meagre amount of illumination to light his path outside, but in here was total darkness. Ulfric could not tell one man from another, and did not dare light a torch. None but the one he sought must ever know he was here. He stiffened and remained motionless, hardly daring to breathe as his eyes adjusted to the gloom. He could make out the separate sleeping forms huddled under their fleeces. A small fire still glowed in the central hearth, ready to be stirred back into life when the first man awoke.
Minutes passed, and Ulfric peered around. He stepped slowly, carefully, between the prone bodies, stopping to peruse the features of each before moving on.
He found him. Taranc lay on his back, one arm flung across his face but Ulfric had no doubt this was the man he sought. He crouched beside the Celt and laid his palm across his mouth.
Instantly Taranc came awake. He reached for his assailant, grasping Ulfric by the throat and starting to squeeze.
Ulfric loosened his own grip and laid his finger across his mouth to demand silence. “Come with me,” he mouthed. “I need to speak with you.”
Taranc stared up at him, the forest green of the slave’s eyes gleaming in the dim light, but he did not pursue his own attack. The two men glared at each other for several seconds, then Taranc gave a brief nod and started to rise.
Ulfric offered him his hand, and Taranc took it. The Viking beckoned for the thrall to follow, and the pair slipped outside into the frigid night.
“I brought this for you.” Ulfric handed the spare cloak to Taranc. “Come, let us walk.”
They moved in silence toward the headland overlooking the fjord until they reached the spot where Ulfric had witnessed his son fall into the frothing waves—was that really only a little over a week ago? He paused to regard the water now lapping against the rock face below, then turned to look at Taranc.
“You saved my son.”
“Yes.”
“I should reward you.”
“That is not necessary.”
“I know, so I shall not embarrass either one of us by suggesting it. I do, however, have an offer I wish to make to you.”
“An offer? What offer?”
“I heard what you said to Fiona, about waiting, about watching for an opportunity to regain your freedom. You told her that eventually things change, circumstances alter and that which was previously impossible becomes possible. Was that not the gist of it?”
“Aye, it was along those lines, certainly.”
“I am offering you the change, the possibility.”
Taranc did not respond, merely held his gaze, waiting. Ulfric decided he may as well get straight to the point.
“I will grant you your freedom. Or, more accurately, I will help you to escape.”
Taranc’s eyes widened. The man had evidently not expected this. Ulfric pressed on.
“You spoke of needing a ship to take you back to Scotland, of having no desire to live as a renegade in this land. I will provide such a vessel. You can go home.”
“What about Fiona? She too wishes to return to her home.”
“Fiona is mine, she stays here.” On this Ulfric would brook no argument. He paused, then, “Actually, that is not entirely true. I have granted Fiona her freedom also. She is to be a karl, no longer my property, but she stays with me. You go.”
“Why? If you want rid of me you could simply sell me, or even have me killed. Why this?”
“I do not want rid of you.”
“You want to have Fiona to yourself.”
Ulfric gave a hollow laugh. “I already have her to myself. She cares for you, I know that, but it is different… between us.”
“Do you love her?”
“What?”
“Is my question too difficult, Viking?”
“Of course I do not love her. She is… is…” He shrugged, unable to find words to properly explain the complexity of his feelings for his little Celt.
Taranc smiled, and there was more in his expression than mirth—a knowing, sympathy, and perhaps just a sliver of amusement. “I see. You will have to tell her, eventually, but you need to tell yourself first. You will take care of her? After I am gone?”
“I will, and it is caring for Fiona which drives me to make you this offer. I shall aid you in your escape and make it possible for you to return to your home, but there is one condition.”
“Tell me what it is.”
“You will take my sister with you.”
Taranc chuckled and shook his head. “My apologies, Viking, for I fear I misheard you.”
“You did not mishear, but I shall repeat it anyway. I will help you to regain your freedom, on condition that when you leave here you take Brynhild with you.”
“You are asking me to abduct your sister? Why? Why would you even dream of such a horrendous act?”
“Fiona told you of the enmity which exists between them?”
“Yes, but—”
“Tonight, Brynhild tried to murder Fiona. It was only by sheer good fortune that I arrived home in time to prevent it. She survived, but next time, we may not be so lucky.”
“Sweet Lord,” breathed Taranc. “What happened?”
Ulfric briefly related the events of the evening, and assured the Celt that Fiona was safe, but that he feared for her safety as long as she and Brynhild shared a home. “I have to do something, and this seems like the right solution. I can trust you to take care of my sister.”
“You mean me to take her back with me, to Scotland?”
“I do.”
Taranc shook his head. “She is lovely, that much is true, but after what I have heard, I do not believe I even like your sister let alone wish to spend any time in her company. Have you punished her for this act?”
“No, though I consider banishment from her home will suffice as suitable chastisement.”
“I do not agree. She should be whipped for what she tried to do.”
“Despite all, I love my sister and I am not minded to do her injury however much that might be deserved. If you consider it absolutely necessary, I… I should not object to you administering a hard spanking, though you must not harm her.”
His companion narrowed his eyes. “From what you have told me it is clear that she would have harmed Fiona.”
“Even so, I will have your word on this, Celt.”
“Will you indeed? And there lies another problem. As you have pointed out, I too, am a Celt. Scotland is populated by Celts. Your sister would be desperately unhappy living among us there.”
“She will adjust, because you will help her to come to terms with what has happened.”
“How can you be so sure of that?”
Ulfric shrugged. “I am not completely sure of anything, but I do know this. Brynhild cannot continue as she is. She is tearing herself apart. Despite her vicious words and deeds I know that at heart she is deeply unhappy, and very lonely. She blames the Celts for all that is amiss in her life, and has lost any sense of perspective she might have once possessed. I believe that she needs to be forced to think again, and I need to act before this ends in tragedy. One of them has to leave, and I will not let it be Fiona. So, will you do this? For Fiona, if not for me?”
“Your sister will despise you for betraying her. She will hate me.”
“At first, perhaps. But you must understand that I do not wish her harm and I will require you to offer her your protection, whatever happens.”
“She will not come quietly. I would have to subdue her.”
Ulfric heaved a relieved sigh. The man would do it. He was already planning how it might be accomplished; was that not tantamount to agreement? “You will do what is necessary to ensure her compliance, but I repeat, you will not injure her. I must have your word on this.”
“You would trust my word? The promise of a Celt? A slave?”
“I once offered you my word and told you that you may rely upon it. I did not let you down, and I know that you will not let me down. So, do we have an agreement?”
Taranc met his gaze, his emerald eyes steady, considering. He put out his hand. “Very well, Viking. For the sake of Fiona’s safety, and because I know that you are the right man for her even if neither of you yet recognises that fact for yourselves, I will do this thing.”
Ulfric took his hand and shook it. “Thank you. Now, let us return to our beds before either of us is missed. I shall tell you on the way back just how I plan to aid you in this endeavour.”
 
* * *
 
Three days later, Ulfric took his place at the long table to break his fast. The dagmal, or day meal was always taken an hour or so after rising and was one of the main meals of the day. Fiona seemed to be in fine humour as she placed a cup of mead beside him, along with a bowl of leftover stew from the previous evening. A night of mutually satisfying bed sport did wonders for her disposition, he reflected. He must continue to work on that. To his left, Njal was making short work of a dish of porridge with dried fruits, and Fiona went to help herself to a bowl also. Brynhild had declared her intention to leave at first light to gather winter garlic from the meadow so would no doubt take her dagmal later. The servants had already eaten, with the exception of Harald who had not been seen since the incident with the stocks. He had fled, no doubt fearing Ulfric’s wrath at his part in the affair.
The man was wise to make himself scarce. Harald had known well enough his master’s wishes on the matter and Ulfric would not let such insubordination go unpunished.
Brynhild had apologised to him for her part in what she seemed to consider a trivial misunderstanding. She claimed that she had intended for Harald to bring Fiona indoors after a few minutes, but he had failed to do so. She had been preoccupied with Njal who was unwell, so had not thought to check until at least a couple of hours had passed, and by then Ulfric had returned and had already released the girl.
Ulfric listened to his sister’s account but did not believe a word of it. Apart from anything, his son was in his customary rude good health. He saw no point, though, in pursuing the matter further with Brynhild. The time for reasoning with her was now long past and his path was set as far as she was concerned.
He had left the timing of the plan for Taranc to determine, but had privately hoped to have seen it executed before now. Maybe he needed to speak with the man again…
“Jarl, you must come at once.” Dgar burst through the door of the longhouse, out of breath, his face red from running. “A slave is missing.”
Ulfric stood and reached for his cloak. “Missing? Do you mean escaped? Which one?” He knew the answer to that already, but for appearances’ sake…
“Taranc, the Celt. The tall one, brown hair…”
“Yes, yes, I know the man.” He was aware of Fiona’s horrified gasp behind him. “What steps have you taken to find him?”
“I have sent men to check along the coast, and—”
“That will be futile. He is no sailor, and has no access to a ship. The man will head inland in search of food and a place to shelter. Send the hunting party east.”
“Into the mountains?”
“That would be my guess. Do it. Now.”
“Ulfric, please… what will happen to him?” Fiona wrung her hands, her features ashen. “Please, do not hurt him.”
He offered her a wry smile. “I would have to catch him first.”
Of course, the searches achieved nothing. Not a trace was discovered, either inland or along the coastal route. Taranc was gone, and Ulfric took what he hoped would pass for a philosophical view of the matter. He had to work rather harder at seeming suitably distraught when his sister failed to return from her foraging trip. He arranged his features accordingly and dispatched men to search the meadows and surrounding woodland for any trace of her, and even sent to Bjarkesholm seeking news. None had seen her. The last definite sighting was the previous evening when, as was her habit, Brynhild checked their livestock before retiring to her bed. When her pallet was empty in the morning no one considered that amiss since she had made her plans known.
Ulfric considered that detail a stroke of good fortune, and not one he could have counted upon. As it was, he could be reasonably confident that Taranc had several hours’ start on his pursuers, and since the horse Ulfric had left conveniently tethered just out of sight of the track leading to Hafrsfjord was no longer there when he checked, he had to assume Taranc had made use of the mount. The missing slave could expect to be at the harbour by that afternoon, and embarking on the short voyage across the North Sea by nightfall.
The fisherman, Eiliefr, had driven a hard bargain, but he had eventually agreed a price for the use of his craft and his silence. Ulfric had done all he could for the fugitives, and now their fate lay in the hands of the gods.
 
* * *
 
“It is a coincidence, is it not, that they both disappeared on the same night. Surely, Taranc will not have…?” Fiona lay in their bed, her features troubled, then she answered her own question. “No, he would never do such a thing. He would not harm a woman, whatever the circumstances.”
“We have no cause to connect the two events,” Ulfric sought to reassure her. The last thing he needed was for such speculation to spread. “I suspect your Celtic friend to be long gone, but Brynhild might yet be found safe and well. We must not abandon hope.”
“No, of course not. I know she was… difficult, but I would not wish her harm. And Njal is heartbroken.”
Yes, his son’s grief was very real and Ulfric regretted the need for it. Njal had adored his aunt and he knew Brynhild loved the little boy dearly. “I hope we shall be able to provide comfort for him through the days and weeks ahead.”
“Of course. I will do all I can to help, you know that.”
Ulfric nodded, grateful for Fiona’s support. Now, somehow, he needed to rebuild his family. And convince himself that his actions really were for the best.



Chapter Thirteen
 
 
Fiona pulled on her warm leather sandals and tied them around her feet. The heat from the small fire in the sleeping chamber cheered her spirits, not least because spring was already softening the harsh features of the landscape surrounding Skarthveit. She longed for the return of the sunshine, had found the almost unrelenting darkness of the winter months depressing and hard to bear. Matters had not been helped by Njal’s misery at the loss of his beloved aunt, and even now, several months later, he still asked after her frequently.
Fiona remained mystified by Brynhild’s disappearance. It was possible, of course, for a person to be dragged away by wolves or even brigands, but there had been no sightings, no other losses reported by other settlements up and down the coast. She half-expected a ransom demand, had suggested as much to Ulfric, but none came. There was nothing, no clue at all as to the Viking woman’s whereabouts.
She emerged from behind the curtain into the main room to find Njal waiting for her, his eager little face bearing the remains of his dagmal.
He sprang up from his seat at the huge table. “Come, it is time to go. We must be quick, while it is still warm enough to swim.”
Welcome though it was, Fiona considered the spring thaw to amount to nothing remotely resembling suitable weather for swimming, but the boy had begged her to accompany him to the small inland lake about two miles from Skarthveit. She had reluctantly agreed, but on condition he did not expect her to dip more than a toe in the water. So they had struck a bargain, and she was committed.
Two of Ulfric’s men were to accompany them as her Viking had not forgotten his brother’s warning about the continuing threats from the Bjarkesson homestead. All had been quiet over the winter months, since as Ulfric pointed out, even blood feuds required some daylight in order to be pursued well. But with the onset of warmer weather he fully anticipated the resumption of hostilities and he saw no reason to court danger.
Ulfric appeared through the door and fixed the pair of them with his sternest expression. “You will remain at the lake for no longer than an hour. I shall expect to see you back here by mid-afternoon, well before it starts to drop dark again.” He paused. “Maybe you should postpone this excursion until a day when I can come with you…”
“No, please, we have to go today. The lake could freeze again and—” Njal hopped from one foot to the other and summoned up his most pleading expression.
“We shall be fine.” Fiona kissed Ulfric’s mouth. “I have my slingshot with me, and your men are armed. We shall return in plenty of time, I promise.” Then, before he could find further objections, she hustled the excited little boy outside to join their escort.
 
* * *
 
The lake was even colder than she had imagined. Fiona endured just a few minutes of paddling and hated every moment of it but Njal seemed oblivious to the icy temperatures as he danced and splashed in the shallow waters at the edge. Fiona absolutely forbade him to venture further, and he was still sufficiently mindful of his dipping in the fjord that he was happy enough to obey. Fiona had been glad of the chance to grant him this day out; it would help to strengthen the fragile relationship she was working to build with her Viking’s son. The boy had lost his mother suddenly a little over two years previously, and now his aunt was gone also. He was naturally reluctant to become attached to a third woman in his life, preferring to spend as much time as he could with his father. Ulfric was tolerant and patient, but both he and Fiona were convinced that Njal needed a mother.
And it seemed, for want of a better candidate, that she was it. Fiona did not mind, she found the lad charming and he made her laugh. She supposed it would not be long before he had a younger half-sibling, though as yet she had not conceived despite Ulfric’s fervent efforts in that regard. She pondered the prospect of possible motherhood as she watched Njal’s antics and decided it might be quite nice… if she were a wife rather than a mistress.
Ulfric remained adamant that a marriage between them was out of the question though in every way he behaved toward her as though she was his wife. Fiona had settled for that and she had not broached the subject again. This apart, she was happy enough living as they did. Her Viking was kind, attentive, he gave her pleasure beyond her imagining, and his creative wickedness in their bedchamber knew no bounds. Neither, it seemed, did hers as together they explored sensual fantasies Fiona had not known she harboured.
She had discovered a tolerance for a decent spanking, and this had built to become something of a craving. She was astonished that she actually found the pain exhilarating, and her release following a few minutes across Ulfric’s lap would leave her breathless and begging for his cock. She was not completely certain that she liked him to fuck her arse, and would usually protest and seek to dissuade him. It never worked. Once he had decided to take her rear hole, he would do so and any objections on her part would be met with a delicate yet relentless finger applied to her clit, or a sharp slap to her buttocks. Either would yield the desired result and he would have his way.
All in all, Ulfric was a generous lover; she could imagine none better.
Taranc had been right. Her Viking was a rare find and Fiona was glad to share his bed, his life, and his son.
“Yeeargh!”
Fiona was dragged unceremoniously from her musings by the deafening battle cry. She leapt to her feet as at least a dozen Vikings charged from the cover of the nearby trees. All brandished weapons—swords, axes, daggers—and their faces were murderous as they descended upon the unwary group beside the lake.
“Lady, quick. We are attacked!” The superfluous warning came from one of her guards as he rushed at her, the reins of her horse in his hands. He tossed Fiona into the saddle, then threw Njal up behind her, the lad still dripping wet. “Ride hard for Skarthveit and send aid. We will hold them off whilst you escape.”
“What? No, there are too many…”
Already her other guard was rushing to meet the oncoming horde, yelling his own battle cry as he swung his sword around his head.
“Go, lady. Now!” The guard slapped the horse’s rump and the animal broke into a gallop. Fiona had to cling on for dear life as her mount lurched forward. Njal plastered himself to her back as she leaned forward in the saddle and fought to regain control of the dangling reins.
At last she had the straps between her fingers. Not daring to slow down she peered back over her shoulder and was relieved to see that none of their attackers were yet in pursuit. Ulfric’s men were putting up a valiant defence. Fighting back to back, they were managing to fell any who came close, but they were surrounded and hopelessly outnumbered. Fiona knew they would not be able to fend off so many, not for much longer.
Her mount reached the cover of the trees and was forced to slow. She glanced back again in time to see one of her guards drop to his knees.
Oh, no. Dear sweet Jesus…
She hauled on the reins to pull the horse up.
“Njal, can you reach that branch there, the one hanging across the track?”
“Aye, I can,” the lad replied quickly.
She nudged the horse forward until they were immediately below the bough in question.
“Grab the branch and climb up into the tree. Get as high as you can and stay quiet. And hidden.”
“But—”
“Please, do it quickly. Remember, do not come down for anyone but me. Or your father.”
Mercifully the boy did not ask any further questions. He grasped the bough and swung easily onto it, then scrambled along until he reached the wide, solid trunk. In moments he was lost to her sight, up among the dark, thick branches of the tall pine. She was satisfied no one would find him there.
Fiona slithered from the horse and ran back to the edge of the woodland. Her remaining guard was still on his feet but surrounded by the vicious raiders. He would be down in but moments, then the mob would come after Fiona and Njal.
“I believe I might even up the odds somewhat,” she muttered as she reached inside her cloak to retrieve the slingshot. She selected a stone from among those she had stashed in her pocket before they set out, and she placed it in the sling. It took her but a moment or two to sight her first target, swing the weapon around her head a couple of times, then she let fly the small rock.
A bellow of pain erupted from one of their assailants as he toppled forward to crumple to the ground. One or two others looked around, perplexed and uneasy, but Fiona allowed them no time to assess this new threat. She was already reloading for her next shot.
The second stone was just as true as the first, taking out another of their assailants. Several now paused to scan the trees, clearly nonplussed at this unexpected attack. Fiona remained concealed as she loaded her sling again, then let fly.
A third man clasped his hand to his face and sank to his knees. A few of the raiders broke off their attack on Ulfric’s remaining guard and started to make for the trees that concealed her, but Fiona let fly a fourth missile and dropped another man before he had taken more than three paces.
“It must be Ulfric. He is coming.” The warning cry went up. It was clear the raiding party had no appetite for meeting the Viking warlord himself. Already several had turned and were running back in the direction they had come. Others limped behind them, glancing fearfully over their shoulders as though they expected a vengeful, marauding Ulfric to emerge from the trees at any second and cut them down where they stood.
Fiona would have dearly loved to do just that, but settled for firing several more stones at their retreating backs, scoring two more direct hits before the last of their assailants disappeared into the undergrowth.
Fiona counted ten men lying on the cold ground, and knew that two of them were their own. She grabbed her horse’s reins and remounted, then set the animal to a gallop back across the open land toward the site of the skirmish.
One of her guards, the first to have fallen, lay motionless, face down in the dirt. The other was just managing to struggle to his feet.
“Thor’s fucking hammer,” he murmured. “You felled eight of them, just like that.”
“Not all eight, you and Erlend took care of several. But my weapon did enough to scare them away. For now. Quick, we must take Erlend with us…” Fiona leapt from the horse, intending to sling the injured man over her saddle and lead the animal back to Skarthveit.
“Aye, but we shall take our horses too.” The guard pointed to where the other two mounts and Njal’s pony grazed quietly a hundred yards from where they stood. “Do you think you can round them up, lady, as I fear I am seeing rather more beasts than I know to be there.”
“Oh, yes, of course…” She remounted and cantered off in the direction of the horses, while the guard dragged his comrade from the ground.
By the time Fiona returned with the three mounts in tow the unconscious guard was moaning softly as his companion supported him in a position not far off upright. Between them they managed to get the more badly injured man onto a horse.
“If any of these others still live we should take them as prisoners,” the man pointed out. “Our Jarl will wish to question them.”
Fiona considered that an excellent point. “Yes, we shall do that.”
The closest of her victims lay prone on the ground. The man was young, a lad really. His unseeing eyes were wide open, as though even in death he could not bear to shut out the final rays of light. The centre of his forehead bore the pink mark where her stone had struck him. “This one is dead,” she announced unnecessarily.
She should have felt more regret at having taken lives, but she knew full well that had these raiders prevailed none of her party would have survived. Her instinct had been to protect Njal, and she had done what she must. She moved on to examine another man.
He lay on his side, groaning and holding his hand to his temple. Blood seeped between his fingers. She had no way of knowing how badly he was injured, but would not be tarrying here to find out. “Help me to sling this one over the pony,” she called to the guard. “Njal can share with me.”
“Where is the lad, lady?” Her companion scanned the surrounding moorland, only now realising that Fiona had returned alone.
“Hiding. We shall collect him on the way. Hurry, we need to be gone before these bandits regain their courage and attack us again.”
“Not bandits, lady. These were Bjarkessons. I recognised several of their faces.”
The group clattered into Skarthveit shortly after, and the people of the settlement came running. Feeling distinctly lightheaded now that the danger was passed, Fiona clung on until she caught sight of her Viking as he charged toward her from the direction of the harbour. Only then did she slither from her mount and collapse in his arms.
 
* * *
 
“I have made matters much worse then.” Later, safe in their longhouse, Fiona was tearful as she regarded Ulfric’s solemn features. “They have even more reason now to hate us.”
Ulfric shook his head. “It is not your fault that one of the men you killed was Olaf’s youngest brother. Ivarr was but fifteen summers old and his jarl should have either curbed his hot-headedness or trained him better.”
“Fifteen? Oh… oh, no.”
“Old enough to wield a sword and attack women and children who he believed to be defenceless, so old enough to face the consequences. Again, little Celt, the harm is not of your doing. I would rather it was the Bjarkesson pup lying dead out there and not you or my son. If you had done as Ranulf suggested and left your guards to hold them off, you and Njal might have made it back to Skarthveit but I would have lost two fine men.”
“Erlend will survive, then?”
“Probably, provided his wounds do not become infected. And Ranulf will have a sore head for the next few days at least. They, and I, owe you our gratitude, and our admiration.” He smiled at her, his pride evident. “I understand your aim was true.”
“I have been practising. I thought perhaps my skill would prove useful.”
“It did, and your sling is an effective weapon. Perhaps you can share your talents with others here.”
“I would be pleased to, if it will help.” She hesitated, then, “Do you think they will attack Skarthveit?”
His mouth flattened in grim acknowledgement. “Aye, I cannot imagine otherwise. I have sent to Gunnarsholm seeking my brother’s aid and we must hope reinforcements arrive in time. The Bjarkessons are a large family, and if they summon their followers and supporters they can probably muster over a hundred men.”
“And we have…?” She paused to tally the numbers in her head.
“Thirty-two. Perhaps that could stretch to forty if some of the old ones can manage to swing an axe. Gunnar has two dozen. Our men are the more skilled in battle, but the numbers are not in our favour.”
“When will they come?”
He shrugged. “I have lookouts posted to the north, south, and east. An attack from the sea is unlikely as it is not possible to land a longship here, and the Bjarkessons are but mediocre raiders.”
“How long before we might expect aid from your brother?”
“It is a two-day journey each way.”
“Four days then.”
“At best.”
“He will not be in time.”
Ulfric did not answer. His grim countenance spoke for him.
 
* * *
 
“Viking, how many thralls do you have?”
“Thralls? What does that have to do with anything?” Ulfric had been assembling his men in the middle of the settlement in readiness to defend their homes but he turned to answer Fiona’s question. “I have offered as many as it might take in recompense for the losses for which Olaf holds me accountable but he is not interested.”
“I do not mean you to barter with them. You should free them and have them fight alongside your men.”
“Slaves? Against trained Vikings, men armed to the teeth and set on killing all before them? They would be slaughtered.”
“Not necessarily. They would be of little use, I agree, in hand-to-hand fighting, but it may not come to that. You know that I managed to best those who attacked us at the lake, and I did it from a distance of over fifty paces. What if we were to be ready for the assault and could pick off at least a number of them before they could reach Skarthveit? We might hold them off long enough for Gunnar to arrive, or even deter them altogether.”
“We may have as little as a few hours, not enough time for you to train my men, Vikings or thralls, in the use of a sling. They would need to be accurate, deadly shots.”
“Many of the slaves already are. Celts often use the sling to hunt, they can take down a rabbit or even a duck in flight. The thralls will be out of practice, but in the few hours we have we could—”
“We do not possess these weapons, not in the numbers we would need.”
“You possess rope and leather. The items could be made readily enough.”
He narrowed his eyes, obviously considering, then he shook his head. “A fine idea, sweetheart, but the thralls work for us because they have no choice. They will not fight for us. Why would they? And I would be a fool to free my slaves, and then arm them.”
“In the circumstances you would be a fool not to.” She waved her hand at him, exasperated. “You may well glower, Viking, and please feel free to take a switch to me at your earliest convenience for my temerity in speaking to you so, but I repeat, you are a fool if you do not make use of what you have to hand. The thralls might agree to help, you will not know until you ask them. Offer them their freedom in exchange. You are fond of trading, so let us go down to the slave shed now and strike a bargain.”
“Us? What is this ‘us’ who will barter with my property?”
“You are right, the thralls may not do this thing for you. They may not even believe you when you offer them their liberty in exchange for their aid in this battle, but they will believe me. I may convince them when you could not.”
“Celt, I…” He hesitated. “A switch you say? At my earliest convenience?”
She gulped. “Yes, if you consider it necessary.”
“You called me a fool. Twice. You may be quite certain I will find it fucking necessary.” He turned and strode off, then halted and looked back over his shoulder. “Well, are you coming then? The sooner we can have these Celts sharpening their aim in yonder meadow the better.”
 
* * *
 
“Jarl, men have been sighted approaching from the south.” Ranulf, one of the men who had accompanied Fiona at the lake and had been posted as a lookout, yelled the warning from the edge of the settlement.
Ulfric raised his hand in acknowledgement and paused to survey his beleaguered domain.
It was less than an hour after the first rays of light had penetrated the cloying blackness. For an entire day and night, the men of Skarthveit had waited, alert, poised to fight for their homes and families. Fiona scurried beside Ulfric as he paced the settlement offering words of encouragement and praise, fortifying his Viking force for the battle to come. They both halted at Ranulf’s warning and exchanged a knowing look.
“It is time.”
She nodded. “I will get them.”
Fiona reached for his cheek and delivered a quick kiss, then she was running toward their longhouse, which now teemed with Celtic ex-captives. All were armed with hastily produced slingshots and most were elated at their sudden change in fortunes.
They were free men. The Viking had said so, and his lady backed him so it must be true since she was also a Celt. They had been promised their liberty and boats to take them home should they so desire, or they might remain in the land of the Norsemen as karls. All they had to do in return was wield a slingshot in defence of their captor’s homestead.
Many declared it a strange enough bargain, there were some mutterings about letting the vicious Viking bastards get what they deserved, but most saw the benefits of throwing in their lot with Ulfric. If the Bjarkessons were to prevail, they would simply take possession of the slaves along with all other property they took a fancy to. The Celts would be no better off, and their lives may be considerably worse since Ulfric was a less harsh master than many. It was true he had dragged them from their homes and enslaved them, but he also fed them, sheltered them, even permitted them to marry and raise their children. The thralls also had much to lose, so were ready to consider Ulfric’s offer.
At Fiona’s urging, those who were skilled in the use of this weapon fashioned rudimentary slings from the materials supplied by the Vikings, then tested them on a variety of targets. The results were somewhat haphazard initially, but improved as they practised. The slaves who were not able to handle a slingshot were set the task of scouring the surrounding terrain and gathering suitable stones to use, and the pile of missiles amassed in readiness for the coming fight was impressive.
Only when darkness descended did they come inside to sleep. Ulfric insisted that they make use of his longhouse since it was the only one large enough to accommodate them all but Fiona was not fooled by this apparent generosity. Ulfric did not fully trust the Celts and had no wish to see the ex-slaves disappearing into the night. He had preferred to keep them together and under some semblance of control, at least for as long as the threat remained.
She burst into the longhouse. “Everyone, up. Now. They are coming.”
Men leapt to their feet, scrabbling for garments, for weapons, for the mugs of mead that she and Njal hurriedly poured. Moments after she had started to rouse the men, Ulfric followed her through the door.
“Go to the southern meadows, just beyond the woodland. Your men can hide themselves in the trees and launch their attack unseen from there. Take down as many as you can, and we shall be waiting on this side of the woods for any that manage to get past you.”
Fiona nodded and turned to issue the necessary commands. By unspoken agreement, she was to lead the assault with slingshots. Ulfric was already drawing his sword as he returned to his men but he stopped and pivoted on his heel. “Be safe, little Celt.”
“And you, Viking.”
 
* * *
 
The freed slaves followed Fiona to their position at the edge of the woods that ringed Skarthveit’s southern boundary. From there they could just make out the bobbing heads of the approaching force, numbering at least a hundred by Fiona’s quick count. It appeared that Olaf Bjarkesson had called on all his followers to aid him in this attack.
Fiona gauged their numbers and speed of approach and did a quick calculation in her head. The enemy would be within range in a few seconds. There were eighteen men at her back, all armed with slingshots. She made a nineteenth, and each of them could fire off three, possibly four shots a minute. If all were on target, they would be able to cripple this attacking force within the first sixty seconds. Of course, not all would hit their marks, and as soon as the Bjarkessons realised that they were under attack they would start their charge on the settlement itself and a fast-moving target was much harder to hit.
The stand of trees in which they hid was slightly elevated so this would offer further advantage to her marksmen. She was glad of anything in their favour. The more they might fell in the very first wave, the better. That could be the deciding factor in ultimately winning this skirmish.
“Take careful aim,” she reminded them. “Choose your mark, one you know is within your range, and take your time. Once you have loosed your first shot, reload and keep up the attack for as long as they remain in sight. Then, when they have passed, we will leave the shelter of the trees and follow them back to Skarthveit. We will keep up the assault from their rear and the Vikings will deal with any that actually reach the settlement. These Norsemen prefer to fight hand to hand, so we stay out of reach. Is everyone ready?”
Her answer came in the form of murmurs and nods. All appreciated the vital part that surprise would play here so none would alert the approaching horde to this unorthodox defence. They crouched in silence as Fiona stood, her arm upraised, each one awaiting her signal that the battle was on.
“Now,” she hissed, and stood to swing her sling around her head.
The Celts leapt to their feet and did likewise. Moments later a volley of stones hurtled from the trees and rained down upon the unsuspecting men lower down the hillside. With a chorus of startled shouts and oaths the Viking force started to break ranks. Many broke into a run whilst others crumpled where they stood.
Six. They had dropped just six. She had hoped for more.
“Reload. Again. Keep at them.” She was yelling now, no longer seeking to conceal their presence.
Her raggedy little army rose to the challenge and a hail of stones pursued the now utterly confused Bjarkessons. The attackers were in chaos, some turning back as though to abandon their mission, others stopping to attend to fallen comrades. Most though just ran forward, unknowing where the assault was coming from but seeking to escape the deadly onslaught.
More fell, and their comrades just leapt over their prone bodies to rush headlong in the direction of Skarthveit as though they might find sanctuary there. Fiona urged her men to reload and shoot again and again, delighted when she estimated that at least twenty of their attackers were down and those remaining on their feet were in total disarray. They would be easy enough prey for the well trained and disciplined men of Skarthveit.
“Come, we will pursue them. Keep letting off shots from behind.” Fiona stepped from the cover of the trees and sprinted after her quarry. Her men followed, now whooping and cheering as yet more of their would-be attackers dropped under their barrage of rocks.
By the time the nimblest of the Bjarkessons reached the first buildings that marked the edge of the settlement, their numbers had been depleted by half, and several of those still upright were walking wounded. Fiona saw Ulfric charge forward at the head of his men and cut down the first two himself. Then she lost sight of him in the mêlée and in any case, she knew her part in this was to harry from the rear, not observe proceedings from a distance.
“Pick them off,” she commanded. “Select your targets now, only those at the back. Do not risk hitting any of our men. Once they reach the first longhouses, they are Ulfric’s.”



Chapter Fourteen
 
 
Fiona entered the longhouse just as Ulfric emerged from their sleeping chamber, his chest bare. She winced at the ugly wound that traversed his right shoulder, the result of a lucky strike by one of Olaf’s men. Or unlucky, depending on how the matter was to be viewed. Ulfric had slain the man for his trouble, adding one more to the tally of his enemy’s losses. One more reason for the Bjarkessons to pile fuel upon the already crackling fire of their hatred, one more crime for them to heap at her Viking’s door.
She knew that Ulfric deeply regretted the souring of relations between the two families. By contrast, Fiona was scathing in her reaction. At best she considered Olaf Bjarkesson a fool; at worst, a would-be murderer. She strongly suspected he was responsible for Brynhild’s disappearance, though Ulfric stubbornly refused to lay that at Olaf’s door.
She smiled at Ulfric. “Mairead is with Quinn and Briana. They are friends, from before…” She broke off, uncertain. ‘Before’ seemed such a long time ago now, a different life, different loyalties.
Ulfric nodded, unperturbed. “I see. And Njal?”
“Donald is here also, he accompanied his mother. Njal asked if he might remain with them this night. I saw no harm. Cedric, Briana’s husband, is there also, and—”
“Yes, that will be perfectly fine. I am glad Donald and Njal are friends.”
“Gunnar would have come to our aid too had he been at his home when your summons arrived. Mairead brought all the men who remained at Gunnarsholm with her, though, and insisted on coming herself even though she is again pregnant.”
“I know. My messenger missed my brother by just two days. How long will Mairead stay with us?”
“She hopes to return home tomorrow. Will she be safe, do you think?”
Ulfric shrugged but did not appear unduly worried. “Bjarkesson lost many of his men. He will require time to recover, to regroup. I do not expect any further trouble from him for a while.”
“I expect you are right.” She sat at the table. “Does your wound pain you?”
He flexed his arm and rolled his shoulder. “A little. It will heal and there is no sign of infection.”
“Thank the Lord. Shall I re-dress it for you?”
“Aye, if you will.” He came to sit beside her. “We shall talk as you do it.”
“Talk?” She scooted to their chamber to find the clean linens she would use, and hurried back to stand before him. “Is there a matter we should discuss?”
“There is. You called me a fool. Twice. I promised to reacquaint your bottom with my switch as punishment for your impertinence. Surely this had not slipped your mind, little Celt.”
Her heart lurched. “It had not, Viking, but the words were spoken during a heated exchange. I am quite sure that neither of us really meant what we said.”
“At least one of us did, I can assure you. Ouch! Did you do that on purpose?” He glared at her, his kingfisher-blue eyes narrowing.
“There is no need to look at me like that. I did not, though I should have.” She wrapped the binding around his wound with care, pulling the ends tight and securing them beside his neck. Then she tipped up her chin and sought for courage to stand up to him and his unjust dictates. “You may not beat me, Viking. I am not your slave any longer.”
“I am still master here. I may have anyone whipped if I judge them needful of the chastisement.” He lowered his tone. “I do consider you needful, little Celt.”
“But, I helped you. And I was right, about the thralls.”
“Indeed you were, and I will readily own that they, and you, turned the fight in our favour. We were victorious because of you.”
“Then—”
“But that does not excuse your belligerence. I require a meek and submissive woman by my side, not one who will squawk insults at me in the middle of my own settlement, within the hearing of my men.”
“Squawk? I will have you know I do not squawk. I never have.” Outraged, Fiona faced him, her fists planted on her hips. “And if you do not wish to be called a fool within your men’s hearing, you should ensure that your lackwit behaviour is restricted to private settings. I only said what—”
He silenced her with one uplifted finger. “Enough, my sweet. Let us not compound matters.”
“But…”
He lifted his injured shoulder again. “As you can see, my switching arm is somewhat impaired so I fear I will not be able to afford you the exquisite experience you truly deserve. I could make you wait, of course. A couple of weeks would make no real difference, and when I am fully restored to health I could lay a couple of dozen fine stripes across your delightful behind. I doubt you will be so ready to insult me in public again.”
Fiona covered her bottom with her hands and stepped back, horrified. “That is cruel, both the punishment and forcing me to wait. Two weeks? I cannot wait two weeks. I would… I would…”
“Quite so. My exact thoughts, little Celt. You were always an impatient little soul. I, too, prefer to resolve this matter today. I wonder, would you be so good as to fetch me some rope, two pieces, at least ten feet in length. I shall also require a lamp and do please make sure it is fully laden with cod liver oil. And a blanket, rolled up. Oh, and whilst you are about it, perhaps you would bar the door from the inside. I have a suspicion you may feel moved to speak rudely to me again in the next hour or so, and I would bear in mind your comments regarding privacy.”
Speechless, Fiona gaped at him. Rope? A lamp? A blanket? A barred door? What did he mean to do to her?
Ulfric smiled, his expression pleasantly bland. “Please be quick about it, my sweet. And when you have collected the items we shall need I would suggest you also bank up the fire. You will be naked for the next few hours and I know how you detest the cold.”
Still she remained, rooted to the spot.
“Move, Fiona. And while you are at it, you should breathe also. You are going quite red in the face. Be quick, or I might yet resort to a thorough switching in a fortnight’s time.”
His words finally penetrated and spurred her into action. Her head whirling, Fiona rushed to seek out a lamp and a jug of cod liver oil. She poured the liquid into the bowl of the lamp and set it on the table.
“Leave the jug. I may require a lubricant.”
She groaned, his meaning perfectly clear. He intended to fuck her arse, then. Well, it could have been worse…
She was quickly able to procure a blanket from their chamber and placed it on the bench next to the table. The rope was more difficult to obtain as they did not tend to store such supplies indoors. She had to run to the shed beside the longhouse where their cattle spent the winter, and there she procured two suitable lengths. He would use it to tie her up, she was certain, though why he needed quite so much of it she could not fathom.
Back in the longhouse she shut and barred the door, then laid the rope on the table beside the lamp.
“Good. Are you happy with the fire or would you prefer to throw more wood on it before we start?”
With a gulp she picked up the largest of the logs heaped next to the fire pit and dropped it onto the glowing embers. Within seconds, flames licked around the edges of the knobbed bark and the firewood caught alight. For good measure, Fiona added a second log then stood back as the heat rose to warm her already heated cheeks.
“You will undress for me now.”
He spoke from behind her, his tone low and oddly seductive.
“You mean to do it here? Not in our chamber?”
“Yes, here. On this table.”
“On the table,” she squeaked, turning to face him. “You intend to fuck me on the table?”
“I might well do, yes. So, naked. Now.” His voice firmed, that stern timbre creeping in. She recognised that tone, the one that would tolerate no further questions, no more delays.
As quickly as her shaking fingers could accomplish the task Fiona released the shoulder pin that held her cloak in place, then pulled the pinafore she usually wore up and over her head. Her loose linen smock was all that remained, and her leather shoes. She kicked those off and nudged them under the table, then she tugged the smock down over one shoulder. It slithered to the floor easily enough and she stepped from the pool of fabric to stand nude before him.
Ulfric’s eyes gleamed, the blue darkening to a midnight shade. As she watched, his cock swelled within his woollen trousers, tenting the garment. Fiona knew a moment’s triumph; she always loved the knowledge of how she affected him. Should she offer to kneel before him and suck his cock? That usually softened his mood somewhat.
Before she could make such a suggestion he tilted his head toward the table. “You will lie on the top, on your back, your arms above your head and your feet wide apart. Will you require help in climbing up?”
“N-no, I do not believe so.” She ignored the rope and the lamp, which he had moved down to one end, and scrambled up to sit on the table, her knees tucked up beneath her chin. She looked up at him, then slowly lay back and lifted her arms.
Ulfric did not speak to her. He selected the first of the lengths of rope and tied one end around her right wrist. Then he passed the rest under the table, and secured the other end to her left wrist. Fiona tried an experimental tug and found no give at all.
“Not too tight? I want you held still, but not uncomfortable.”
“I… I am fine, Viking. Thank you.”
“Good. Lift your hips.”
She obeyed, and was surprised when he rammed the rolled-up blanket under her bottom. She had assumed, foolishly, that he meant for her to have it as a pillow.
“Now you will bend your knees and spread them wide. Show me your delectable cunt, my little Celt.”
“Do you have to be quite so… explicit?” She obeyed his directions, despite her grumbling.
“I find it best. We will avoid any misunderstandings if I make my requirements quite clear to you.” He looped one end of the second piece of rope around her knee as he spoke and tied it as he had her wrist. Fiona groaned as he tossed the rest beneath the table. She knew what came next. He smiled at her as he bent to pull the rope out at the other side. Her other knee was soon secured, her legs spread wide and her most private places laid open for his use.
She was scared suddenly, the unfamiliar hardness of the table against her back, her utter vulnerability at once apparent. “Please, do not hurt me. You have no need to hurt me, not like this…”
He moved to stand at the foot of the table and he regarded her from her wriggling toes to her clenching fingers. He took his time, raking his gaze up her body, pausing to properly peruse her exposed slit, the damp curls that shadowed her cunt, her flat belly, the lower curves of her breasts, her hard little nipples. At last he spoke.
“You are right. I have no need to hurt you. I believe I shall though, just a little.” He leaned over her to place his lips on her quivering belly. “Just enough.” He straightened. “But I would never harm you, you know this. Do you not?”
“I do know, but I cannot help it. You are scaring me.”
“Which is as it should be. However, I believe you will be less apprehensive if I explain what is to happen. Would you like that, do you think? Shall I tell you what I mean to do to you?”
“Yes,” she whispered.
He strolled around her to the head of the table where the lamp still stood, and the jug of unused cod liver oil. He picked up the lamp and used a taper from the fire pit to light it. The glow illuminated his features as he moved to stand in her eye line again.
“This lamp is full, yes? It burns bright. And hot, casting its light about the room.”
She nodded, her eyes wide. Surely he could not intend to burn her with it…
“If we do not refill it, how long, do you think, this lamp will burn before the light finally gutters out?”
“I… I am not sure. An hour?”
He narrowed his eyes as though considering her suggestion. “No, it would be more than that. This is good oil, high quality and the finest cotton grass wick. I would imagine two, possibly even three hours. Do you not agree?”
“Perhaps. Yes.” She writhed within her bonds, desperate to be free.
“Be still, you will hurt yourself. You cannot escape so there is no point in rubbing your wrists raw. Now, where were we? Ah, yes, the lamp. I shall set it over here where you may see it easily.” He placed the glowing light upon a shelf let into the wall of the longhouse.
Fiona stared at it, mesmerised and utterly baffled.
“Now, for your punishment.” Fiona cringed as he turned to regard her again. “All I require of you, little Celt, is that you refrain from climaxing. Whatever happens, whatever I choose to do to you, you will not allow yourself your release until that lamp is extinguished. Simple, is it not?”
“I am not sure I understand. How can I prevent it, if you… touch me? I assume you do mean to touch me?”
“Oh, yes. I do indeed intend that. And you shall prevent it by sheer force of your will since that is all that will be at your disposal. You have been rude to me and you need to learn to curb your tongue, little Celt, to exercise restraint when your temper rises. This will be a lesson in restraint, so learn it well.”
She took several moments to digest his meaning, then groaned. He knew exactly how to arouse her, how to bring her to her climax. She could never resist, had never managed to hold back though once or twice she had tried to do so. “I cannot. You know this.”
“I know that you have not, thus far. Cannot is different. I believe you can, or at least that you might try harder. And you will, given the right incentive.”
“What… incentive?”
“I mentioned a couple of dozen strokes with the switch. You recall that?” At her nod he continued. “Those are set aside for the time being. But every time you slip up, every time you take your release before the lamp dies, I shall restore two strokes. So, you could manage to avoid the switching entirely if you are successful in doing as I ask, or you could end up receiving all of those strokes, or more if you are particularly undisciplined. I wonder how it will work out?”
“You know full well how it will end. This is unfair, I will have to endure your treatment of me now, and still be whipped after.”
“Ah, well, you may be right, but if you are, just consider the pleasure I shall give you to cause such an outcome.”
Her stomach clenched, a heavy sensation low down denoting the rapid building of her arousal. Her treacherous pussy was already becoming damp at the mere suggestion of his wicked touch. There would be pleasure, without doubt, but tinged with fear, with anxiety, with dread of the switching she would surely earn.
“I cannot, I cannot…” she wailed, her head thrashing from side to side. “Please, just do it now, the switching.”
“Not now. My shoulder, you remember.”
“Then in two weeks, if you must. This is horrible, I will not be able to do it, any of it.”
“I fear that you are right, so I shall assist you. You may have three respites during our little game. On three separate occasions, if you feel you cannot endure another moment without disgracing yourself, you may call for a rest. I shall cease and allow you, say, ten minutes in which to regather your wits and regain your self-control. Does that sound more to your liking, little Celt?”
“Ten minutes, when I ask for them? You will stop if I ask you to?” She could not quite believe it.
“Three times, that is all, so use your judgement wisely.” He smiled again, and this time the warmth reached his eyes. “Shall we begin?”
Fiona closed her eyes, and she nodded.
 
* * *
 
“I know you like it when I do this…” Ulfric sat on the table, one hip hitched on the edge beside her hips. He reached for her nipple and rolled it between his fingers as Fiona arched her back in a helpless, unguarded response. Her nub swelled and hardened as he continued to tug on it gently, then he flicked it with his thumb. “Ah, yes, you do like this, but not enough to cause you any real problems, I daresay. Perhaps you would like me to continue though?”
She would, partly because she enjoyed the intimacy of his caress, but also because he was right. She would warm, soften, relax under his tender caress, but there was no serious danger of earning strokes of the switch this way. She parted her lips and licked them, then murmured her assent.
“Yes, please. That feels good.”
He continued to toy with her nipples, first one, then the other. They pebbled under his gentle ministrations and Fiona arched her back in an unthinking gesture, seeking, demanding more.
He lowered his head to take one hard little peak between his lips and applied delicate suction. Fiona squealed as he ramped up the sensation, but was still in control, her response graduated, muted even. She could handle this.
Ulfric shifted to her other breast and suckled there also. Fiona sighed. This was beyond pleasant, but still perfectly restrained. She glanced over at the lamp. Was that a slight dimming, a flicker of the small flame? Perhaps not, but she was fine. She stretched, raised her hips just slightly.
Ulfric released her turgid nipple and lifted his head to meet her eyes. “I believe we are ready now. Time to test you a little…”
Oh. She chewed on her lower lip. He winked and shifted his position so that now he still hitched one hip on the edge of the table but his back was toward her and he was gazing down at her pussy. Her wet, exposed, utterly vulnerable pussy.
“So pretty,” he murmured. “And already so wet. I suspect I shall be requiring a decent switch in due course.”
Fiona chewed harder, until her lip hurt. She resisted the urge to whimper, to plead. It would do no good. Her previous languor evaporated. She braced and stiffened as he traced the outer contours of her slit with one extended fingertip.
Oh, sweet saviour, that felt nice.
“Please…” she began, despite her best intentions.
He ignored her and instead leaned forward to better examine her moist folds. Using both hands now he parted them to open the entrance to her channel, then without further preamble he slid two fingers deep into her.
Fiona yelped, thrust her hips up then sought to wriggle from side to side. Her movements were jerky and restricted, he had bound her well and she was powerless to obstruct his insistent probing. He withdrew his fingers then drove them deep again, somehow twisting his hand to increase the friction. It was glorious, and terrible, and quite irresistible. Her arousal coiled and threatened to surge forth. She was about to succumb, and he had barely laid a hand on her.
She opened her mouth to beg him to stop, to allow her the first of her respites, but as suddenly as he had ramped up the pressure he ceased. He pulled his fingers out and turned to smile at her.
“You see? It would be so easy. Perhaps after your first climax you will be less… volatile, though I doubt it. I wonder if you should turn your thoughts to something else, something less… evocative.”
She squeezed her eyelids shut, unwilling to even look at him. Tears of frustration trickled from the corners. This whole experience was so erotic, so absolutely sensual, so perfect, yet she could not savour it. She had to fight, to resist, to deny herself the exquisite pleasure that was multiplied many fold by her restraints, her absolute helplessness.
How had he known?
“Little Celt, you are crying. Have I hurt you?”
She shook her head.
“Then why?”
“I will disappoint you. I cannot control how I feel, how you will compel me to respond whether I wish to or not. You will think me weak…”
“I will think you beautiful. I always do.”
“The next time you touch me, I will… I will…”
“Do you wish for your first respite? A drink, perhaps?”
She nodded and opened her eyes. “Yes, please. I believe that I must.”
He ambled over to the barrel where their mead was stored and scooped some of the liquid into a tin cup, then he helped her to turn her face to his and take a few sips.
“Enough?”
“Yes. Thank you.”
He grinned. “See, you can be polite when you choose to be.” He wiped her damp face with his thumbs. “So, any more tears?”
“I am sorry, it was just… just…” She frowned, searching for a word to convey the depth of sensation and tumult of emotions he evoked in her.
“Overwhelming?” he offered, with a soft smile.
“Yes. Overwhelming,” she agreed.
“Are you still afraid?”
“Yes.”
“Of me?”
“No. Never of you. I am frightened by what you make me feel.”
“Ah, then in due course we shall discuss what, exactly, I make you feel.” He leaned in to kiss her lips and Fiona wished her hands were free. She longed to tunnel her fingers through his blond locks, to hang on to him tight and burrow into his solid, dependable strength. He made her feel many things, this Viking, but she preferred not to be called upon to give a name to them all.
“Shall we continue?”
“Has it been ten minutes?” Her belly churned, her lower abdomen heavy as a solid knot of unspent lust lodged there. Her clit tingled, though he had not yet teased her there.
“Aye, it has.”
“I see.” She closed her eyes again, and offered a brief, resigned nod.
He turned his attention back to her hot, weeping pussy. First, and with aching slowness, he used his fingers to spread her inner lips apart, then drew the tip of his tongue around them. Fiona jerked, caught off guard. She had expected him to simply resume where he had left off but again he surprised her, upsetting her equilibrium once more.
He was unhurried, patient, circling her sex with his tongue, tasting her juices, lapping at her drenched folds, then dipping his tongue into her entrance. She squeezed around him, longing for more even as she dreaded what came next.
“Ulfric, please, no more…”
“If you want me to stop again, allow you your second respite, you must say ‘halt.’”
“I did not mean that. I… oh! Oh!” She was cresting again, soaring upwards toward the glorious release she craved. But it was too soon, she must resist. Fiona clenched, hard. With everything she had, she squeezed down tight as she battled to delay the inevitable. She willed these sensations away, prayed for them to fade, to recede, just for the few precious moments she would need in order to—
“Aaagh!” She let out a keening wail as her climax seized her and she tumbled, shuddering and shaking, into the inexorable abyss.



Chapter Fifteen
 
 
Ulfric remained still for several moments, simply gazing at the woman spread out before him on his table. He wondered what superlative service he might have performed that had so pleased the gods that they had seen fit to grant him this female. She was beyond lovely, beyond beautiful. He had cared deeply for his wife, but that sentiment paled in comparison. He simply adored this little Celt, this woman who he had plucked from her home, enslaved, then freed.
She had remained with him, as a karl, a free woman, by her own choice. She had fought to protect his son, and had aided him in the defence of his home. Then, she had permitted him to bind her, to tie her to his table and do with her as he would. Had she refused, fought him, demanded that he release her, he would have done so. He knew it and she also knew it. This was why she did not fear him. And her lack of fear was the reason he loved her.
Ulfric glanced at the lamp, then moved over to check it more carefully. He allowed himself a wry grin and returned to lean over his prone captive.
“Your estimate was truer than mine.”
She opened her eyes, the pools of dark grey reminiscent of the northern skies just before a storm. Her brow furrowed.
“My estimate?”
“Aye. The lamp. It is already one third empty.”
“Ah, I see.” Now her lips curled in a shy smile. “I do not have to endure your vile attentions for a great deal longer, then.”
“You are right. We should press on. I shall keep the tally since you will be somewhat distracted I daresay. One stolen climax has earned you two strokes of the switch. I shall expect you to select and prepare a decent one, when the time comes.”
“There will be no need. You instructed me to ensure a supply is ever to hand. I am an obedient thrall.”
“No longer a thrall since I had the smith remove your leg shackle, but I do appreciate obedience even so.” He strolled around the table to the head and picked up the jug containing the remaining cod liver oil. “As a reward for your compliance, I shall do you the service of oiling my fingers.”
He enjoyed the faint blush that spread from her neck and up across her delicate features. She knew what he intended, and despite her usual protestations when he insisted on making use of her arse she never failed to find her release this way. He was confident the tally would soon rise.
Ulfric leaned on the edge of the table as she watched him, wide-eyed. He shifted his gaze to admire her cunt, pretty and plump and pink as a summer apple. He angled his perusal lower. Her tight rear hole glistened, already damp from her juices. He might have managed without the additional oil but this was about pleasure for her, pure, irresistible delight designed to sweep away her control and release the wild, unrestrained lust he knew lurked beneath. He would witness this and relish it.
“Open for me, little Celt.” He laid the tip of his middle finger at her rear entrance but did not press. Not yet.
“I cannot…” she groaned.
“Open,” he insisted, and now he did apply pressure. Not much, the merest hint would suffice. The ring of muscle relaxed and his slick digit penetrated her tight barrier.
Fiona gasped. He glanced up to meet her anguished gaze, then held it as he drove the length of his finger into her narrow channel.
She groaned now, and lowered her eyelids as though to shut him out that way.
“No. You will look at me while I do this. I want to see the need in your eyes, the desire which will heat even as you try to fight me.”
She obeyed, her irises darkening as he plunged that oiled finger back and forth. Her arse loosened as he worked her, opening despite any efforts she might make to expel him. He quirked his lip when she squeezed, unsure if she did it on purpose of if her body was already taking over, her response unbidden and beyond her control.
“Please, not so hard.”
“You are uncomfortable?” He had been gentle, he was certain of it, but felt compelled to ask.
“Yes. No… it is too much. Too intense.”
“Ah. Good.” He withdrew his finger and drove it deep again, this time with a second digit alongside it.
Fiona lifted her hips, rolled them against the blanket beneath her. He knew what she sought, and she would have it. But not yet. He would get to her engorged clit soon enough, but for now…
He swirled his fingers within her, and rubbed them against each other. She contracted around him, her sensitive walls starting to convulse as he brought his other hand into play. He inserted three fingers into her eager pussy then pressed his hands together. Only the thin inner skin separated his fingers as he stroked her.
Fiona was going wild within her bonds, thrashing, groaning, pleading with him to stop, or to never stop. He narrowed his eyes, his concentration unwavering as he brought her to the very edge of reason. He judged the moment to perfection, relented, slowed his demanding thrusts. His fingers were still now as she quivered around him.
He looked at her, met and held her gaze. Her eyes were glazed, she had little fight left and he knew he could send her soaring as and when he chose. Should he be disappointed as she had suggested? Would he have expected a more determined fight, relished more effective resistance from her?
No, he thought. Her responses were exquisite, her sensuality quite dazzling. He would have her no other way.
“Halt.”
The word was more a prayer than a command, he reflected. But her need was clear enough. He withdrew his questing fingers, left both her channels empty as he stood upright and regarded her flushed face.
“How much longer? The lamp…?” Her tone was breathy, her throat working as she sought to gather her wits. He wished her every success with that, the effects would be short-lived.
Ulfric strolled over to check, and was interested to note that over half the oil had burned away. He did a rough calculation in his head and concluded that he would have this climax from her, this release that hovered on the margins of her control, and perhaps one more by the time the light finally guttered. Even then, though he would release her and carry her to their bed, it would not be over. She might earn no more strokes of the switch, but he would have more from her.
“How…? How much?”
He turned his head. Fiona watched from her position on the table top, her expression verging on desperation. He was surprised. She did not fear the switch so much, he was sure of it. He returned to stroke her cheek, then on impulse bent to kiss her.
Fiona parted her lips and he drove his tongue into her mouth, tangling, dancing with hers.
She made a little sound in her throat, one he recognised. It was desire, always there, always hot, ever ready to flare and consume. He twisted strands of her hair around his fingers to hold her head still as he deepened the kiss, demanding, tasting, hungry for her. Her flavours were heady, spicy, enticing. He would never—could never—have enough of her.
He released her mouth but continued to kiss her. He left a hot, damp trail across her neck, her shoulder, then down to her breast, neglected since he had devoted his sole attention to the delights to be discovered between her thighs. She arched when he sucked on her nipple, let out a small cry when he bit her.
Her lips were open, wet and shining from his kiss. She rolled back her head and thrust her breasts higher as though inviting him to hurt her, to make her scream.
Ulfric would be delighted to oblige. Later. He abandoned her taut peak and descended lower. Her belly shivered as he traced patterns there with his tongue, she shook when he reached the damp, ebony-coloured curls at the apex of her thighs. He nuzzled there, inhaling the sharp, musky tang of a woman aroused beyond coherent thought.
Had she had her ten minutes? He suspected not, and they did have an agreement. In good conscience he could not add strokes to her tally if he had played their game unfairly. He kissed her abdomen, and stepped away.
“Ulfric…” Her groan was animalistic.
“You called halt. I will honour it. A drink?”
“No, no… I want…” She chewed on her lower lip again, her features contorted in a grimace. Pleasure? Pain? He was not sure, perhaps a blend of both since unsated lust had a way of turning to utter torment. He knew this from his own experience when he first captured his little Celt and she had not yet agreed to yield her virginity to him. That unhappy state passed quickly enough, but he recalled it now with vivid clarity.
“You need to drink,” he asserted and refilled the cup.
When he brought it to her he had to insist that she took a few drops, then he set it aside. Now, as he combed his fingers through her damp hair, he resisted the urge to kiss, to taste, to tease. He simply caressed her, and smiled when she turned her face to place her lips against his palm.
“I do not care about the switch. I want you. I want you to fuck me and I shall die of pleasure.”
“I will fuck you, little Celt, but you will not expire from it, I promise you.”
“I am dying now. I cannot get my breath…”
He chuckled. “No, you are not. Not quite.” He tightened his grip on her hair. “Look at me, little one.”
He waited until she turned her brilliant slate-grey gaze on him. “Breathe. Breathe slow, deep, one breath after another. In… yes. Now, out.”
She did as he bade, and when he was satisfied that she had settled he laid his free hand just below her left breast. Her heartbeat was rapid, but slowed as he rested there, as she drew in one calming breath after another, as he continued to caress her scalp through the tangled mass of her hair.
He suspected more than ten minutes elapsed as he soothed and steadied her but he was not concerned with that. This had never been about punishment, not really. It was a game, one of their sensual, even slightly perverted games, and he needed her to relish it as he did. Too little, and it would lose that edge they both craved; too much and she would be genuinely afraid of what he might do to her in an unguarded moment. Ulfric knew the importance of getting this right. The power was his, as was the responsibility. He would bring her right to her limit, and back again, and she would be forever bound to him.
He had freed her, but he would never let her go.
“Finish it.”
“Little Celt?”
“Finish it, Please. Just… do it. Anything. Everything. I want you to fuck me, and kiss me, and make me lose control. I will not call a halt again.”
“Will you not? Why?”
“Because…” She hesitated. He might have pressed her but sensed it would be better to wait, to let her articulate what she felt. He was rewarded when she turned to look at him. “Because I love you, Viking. I want you, and I want all that you can do for me, to me.”
“You shall have it, little Celt. You shall have all of it.” He smiled as he leaned in to kiss her forehead. “I love you, too.”
“I know. I always knew that you would. Eventually.”
He shook his head, quite mesmerised. She might be the one bound to the table, but he was as much a captive as she was.
Ulfric started again on his quest to cover her body with kisses. He traversed her neck, shoulders, breasts, stomach, the intriguing little mound topped by dark curls, the hollows where thigh met the very edges of her soft pussy. There he paused to tease and to explore, loving the way her breath hitched, her hips jerked as she sought to draw his tongue to her greedy clit. He had enticed her to the very edge of her sensual endurance, and had yet to touch her there.
He paused to slick his fingers with oil again, then drove two into her arse. She sighed, circled her hips, lifted her bottom up in silent entreaty. He added a third, and knew he tested her limits. Fiona gasped, her body tensed, then slackened again as she accepted what he did to her. He brought her back to her previous level of abandonment with just a couple of deft thrusts, then he waited until she opened her eyes.
“Ulfric? Viking…?”
“You shall be my wife.”
“I… yes. I shall.” She offered him her shy, tentative smile. It was enough. He lowered his face to her plump clit and took the quivering nub between his lips. He caught it between his teeth, flicked with his tongue, and he sucked.
Fiona screamed. Her body convulsed, writhing and jerking against her bonds. Her inner muscles clamped around his digits as he rammed them hard into her arse. She ground out his name, then another word in her native Gaelic. He considered it expressive enough and resolved to ask her about that… later.
Her release seemed endless. Wave after wave of pleasure gripped his fingers, caressed his tongue. Fiona bucked and twisted on the table, eventually slowing though aftershocks continued to rack her slender form. Only when she went utterly still did he withdraw his fingers and release her clit.
“Four strokes, little Celt. And there is oil left, though the flame gutters now. I shall make it six, I believe, before we lose the light entirely.”
“I want you to fuck me.”
He lifted one eyebrow though he knew she could not see. “Do I detect a note of belligerence?”
“I want… Please, I meant no insult, but I need you. Now.”
“I know what you want, what you need, but I would have you surrender one final release to me first.”
“Yes, anything.”
He pondered briefly, but the rapid flickering of the dying lamp urged him into action. He might have teased, might have nudged her more gradually toward this final precipice but there was not sufficient time for such luxuries. He trailed the backs of his fingers down her stomach, combed them through the triangle of curls, then drew a lazy circle around her clit.
“Will this do it, do you imagine?”
“Yes,” she hissed. “You know that it will.”
“What do you prefer? Shall I stroke, like this…?” He rubbed the pad of his finger over the very crest of the swollen nub and was gratified when she let out a long, low moan. “Or this?” He squeezed now, and she winced. “Does that hurt you, little Celt?”
“Yes, but…”
“But you love it?”
“Yes,” she whimpered. “I love it.”
He increased the pressure, tightened his grip. She opened her eyes, her gaze pleading as she met his. He tugged as he pinched her clitty. She trembled, but still did not succumb. He had the sense she was not fighting him, had relinquished such efforts, but still her body held out. It would not take much, the merest increase, just the slightest touch more…
He shifted around to position himself at her side, and bent over the table. Her nipple was there, ripe and turgid and his for the biting.
So, he bit.
And Fiona screamed her release as her arousal peaked again. She shivered, bucked, wriggled, and eventually lay still. Her eyes remained closed, her breathing even. Ulfric drank in the sight of her sated, utterly conquered body.
The lamp guttered and finally died.
 
* * *
 
He might have taken the time to loosen the knots but impatience won out. Ulfric drew his dagger and sliced the ropes, then lifted her from the table. Three strides took him from the main hall into his private chamber where he set Fiona on the bed. He would have left her there for a few moments while he undressed, but she reared up to wind her arms around his neck and would not let go. He eased alongside her and covered her mouth with his.
His little Celt was both yielding and demanding, giving and insatiable at once. It was she who slipped her tongue between his lips, she who explored, tasted, angled her head to deepen the kiss. It was she who rolled him onto his back and clambered up to drape herself over his body.
“I need you. Inside me.”
“That is my plan.”
“Now.” She grappled with the fastenings of his trousers, her fingers clumsy still from having been bound. He chuckled as he set her hands aside and completed the task, then he pushed her back onto the mattress and covered her. She spread her thighs wide, her fingers sinking into the muscle on his uninjured shoulder. “Hurry,” she pleaded. “I cannot wait…”
Neither could Ulfric. He drove his cock balls deep into her welcoming heat and held still, savouring the moment. Her cunt contracted around him, her inner muscles rippling to send intense sensations the length of his erection. She shifted beneath him, rolling her hips as she sought to increase the friction between them.
Ulfric withdrew then thrust again, the stroke long and deep and silky smooth from her juices. She cried out, arching under him. Would she find her release again, so quickly?
He hoped so, for he could not hold his own back very much longer. Abandoning restraint, he pounded her with his cock, each stroke deep and hard, driving his own arousal as well as hers. Her tightness, her wetness, her small, breathy cries all served to stoke his fire and Ulfric approached his peak with thunderous speed, hurtling toward the point of no return. He offered up a curse, then a plea, then gave up any semblance of control as Fiona lurched under him and her cunt tightened around his throbbing cock. She climaxed hard, gripping him like a hot and greedy fist, and he swore his aching balls twisted in their sack.
His semen surged up and out to fill her snug channel. A second spurt followed, and a third. At last he was spent and he collapsed onto her. Only at the very final moment did he scrape together sufficient wit to shift his bodyweight to the side and avoid squeezing the breath from her heaving lungs.
He lay motionless, face down, his heart thumping. Gradually it slowed, his breathing quieted, his world steadied. Ulfric turned his head.
Fiona’s profile showed a woman at peace. A faint smile played on her lips, her cheeks were flushed but prettily so. She appeared content, but he should check.
“Celt…?” He had been rough with her, unusually so.
“Viking…?” she murmured.
“You are… well?”
She seemed to consider this question for a while, then turned to regard him, her expression unreadable. “No, I am not well.”
He shoved himself up onto one elbow to peer at her anxiously. “I hurt you? It was not my intent. By Odin, I would not have—”
“I am better than well,” she interrupted. “I do not yet have a word for it, at least not in my clumsy rendition of your Norse tongue, but ‘well’ does not suffice. ‘Perfect’ is perhaps not quite the appropriate word…”
“Perfect is just right,” he affirmed. “I can attest to that. Absolutely fucking perfect.”



Chapter Sixteen
 
 
Fiona inhaled deeply. The crisp cool of the spring air was a balm to her senses. She had always loved this time of year, and even though the Norse lands lacked the soft, tentative warmth of her native Scotland she still relished the promise of the season. The newness, the burgeoning life, the sprouting of hope, of possibility, of a love she had never dreamed would be hers.
She sought him out, and found him, his elbows propped on a rough fence at the outer edge of the settlement. He leaned on the barrier, his forearms resting on the top as he gazed out over the choppy waves. Was he even now planning new raiding expeditions? His brother was already out there on the seas, no doubt balancing on the prow of his longship as he stalked foreign coasts ready to swoop and seize. She well knew how ingrained in the Viking culture was this behaviour; it was a need for them, a compulsion they could not shake.
Ulfric could not help himself. Her lover would surely be contemplating setting to sea.
Fiona moved to take up her place alongside him. He glanced at her, and reached for her hand.
“How many?” His tone was calm, conversational.
“Viking?”
“How many remain? I know our smith spent much of the last two days removing leg shackles, the forge rang with the sounds of it. Some left even before they could be properly freed. So now, how many of my thralls are still at Skarthveit?”
“Perhaps a dozen.” There was no point in understating the problem. At least twenty able-bodied men had departed, determined either to seek passage back to their old homes or to carve out a new life here in this untried land.
“So, when Olaf returns—and he will return, on that I have no doubt—we shall struggle to repel him. Even the thralls that remain may not choose to fight with my men.”
“They will. They must, if they continue to dwell here.”
He slanted a wry look her way. “They may take up arms if I command it since they will owe me the allegiance of any karl, but that does not mean I will have their hearts, their souls, their will to win. No, my little Celt, I cannot rely on them.”
“But what about Gunnar? When he returns—”
“Aye, he will come, I have no doubt of that. But will he return in time? We hurt Olaf, diminished his force but the Bjarkessons were not crushed, not by any means.”
“Next time we will inflict greater losses. We will have to.”
“And lose more of our own in the process?” He turned to face her, his expression saddened. “This is a senseless fight.”
“We have no other choice. We must defend ourselves.”
“At what cost? The Bjarkessons may have started this, though that would not be their view of matters, but I do not wish to finish it at the cost of their entire family. Nor of mine and I fear it will come to that. One or the other. We shared this land in the past, for generations all was amicable. There was peace and prosperity but the enmity has gone beyond that now. Peace will return, eventually, but at a price I am unwilling to pay.”
“Then, how…?” Fiona was bewildered. She could see but two solutions—fight or surrender. Surely her Viking did not mean to submit to the vengeful, irrational Olaf. His people would never accept that. She would obey him if this was what he demanded, but in her heart she knew that she could never truly accept it either.
His gaze was unwavering. “We could leave.”
“Leave? But where would we go? How long would we…?”
He turned to scan the seas once more. “There. Out there. Anywhere.”
“You would leave Skarthveit? But it is your home, you built it.” Whatever she might have expected from him, it was not this.
He shook his head. “My grandfather was the first Freysson to settle here, and he started the work. My father added to it, as have I. But we are a travelling people, we Vikings. We move, we settle, we move on again, re-settle. My grandfather did it, and so could I.”
“But, what about your people? You have followers, kin. What about Njal, and me?”
“You will come with me, I hope. And Njal, of course. Those who wish to remain may do so. I am certain that Gunnar will welcome any of my karls who choose to align themselves with him. So might Olaf, for that matter—his quarrel is with me alone. If they offer him their allegiance he will need new men to help replenish his ranks.”
“This is madness,” Fiona began. “You cannot just capitulate. You should not turn and run. We must fight, we must hold on to what is ours.”
“I will hold what is mine, but it need not be here. Free woman or not, you are mine. Njal is mine. Any thralls and karls who remain loyal to me, they are mine also. The rest, all of this this can be replaced. We can build it again in a new place, a place where there is no blood feud simmering, ready to ignite and destroy all that we work for. Or we may find a new home, a place already existing where we might settle, find a welcome of sorts.”
“Are you considering raiding in order to seize this haven you imagine? Will you descend upon some defenceless village, turn others weaker than you out of their homes?” She remembered vividly the utter helplessness of her family and friends at Pennglas when faced with Viking aggression, their speed, their ruthless efficiency. “I could not agree to that.”
He shook his head. “No, that is not what I had in mind. So, you may agree to my mad notion then? If the destination is to your liking?”
“I shall do as you command, you know this. I am your… your… karl? Is that correct?”
“Aye, but you are more than that. Have you forgotten so soon the bargain we struck yesterday when I had you strapped to the table in my longhouse? Did you not agree to be my wife?”
“I did, but… I was not certain you meant it. You have changed your mind on that? You told me once that we could not be married, that a Viking would never wed a slave.”
“You are no slave, and even if you were, I find my view on a great many matters has shifted somewhat. We shall be married before we leave this place though the usual days of feasting may need to be curtailed. Since you have no family here to negotiate your rights in the matter, or even to provide your dowry, we shall have no choice but to forgo that aspect of the union.”
“I am to have no rights?”
“And I no dowry, alas. Since we are to leave here neither one of us will bring much property to the match, so I consider it as fair as we might manage in these straightened circumstances.” He turned to her and took both of her hands in his. “I swear to protect you, and to love you. And to punish you only when absolutely needful.”
“And I swear to love you, and your son, and to be an obedient wife. When I am able.”
“There now, our union is all but complete. Will you see to the feasting? I need to make preparations for our departure.”
“So soon?”
“I do not wish to engage in battle with Bjarkesson again if I can avoid it. Now that my mind is made up I will avoid unnecessary bloodshed.”
She shook her head, still not quite able to comprehend the enormity of what he proposed to do, nor the alacrity with which he would carry out his plan. “I believed all Vikings relished a fight.”
“It is true we are a warlike race, but I hope we are also one not entirely without sense. I prefer to choose my battles with care. The Bjarkessons were friends once, and kin for a while. I will not see their blood needlessly shed for this futile quarrel. Olaf lacks the wit to see where his true interest lies but I do not. I relish a fight, that is true, but I also relish a challenge. I have no doubt that what lies ahead will prove to be a challenge greater than any we have faced yet.”
She stood on her toes to kiss him. “You are right. I shall inspect our stores and start preparations for the wedding feast.”
“Aye, little Celt. You do that, and I shall talk to my karls.”
 
* * *
 
The table groaned under the weight of dishes. Platters of roasted and boiled meats were passed around, thick stews, bowls laden with buttered root vegetables and sharp, sweet greens, fruits and nuts. The women of Skarthveit had rallied, and the fare included a vast variety of freshly baked breads, cheeses as well as vats of mead and ale.
A trestle had been set up outdoors in the middle of the settlement and long benches ranged down each side. Their entire community was present on this the final night before they were to depart for Hafrsfjord. There they would board Ulfric’s longships, which had been readied for the voyage. Such food as was not to be consumed here was stowed on the swift vessels in barrels, sacks, and crates to sustain them on the voyage and upon first disembarking.
Somewhat to Fiona’s surprise, almost all of Ulfric’s followers had opted to accompany him. The handful who preferred not to leave their native shores were to accompany Mairead back to Gunnarsholm where she promised a welcome would await. Her sister, of sorts, had arrived at Skarthveit within days of hearing the news of their impending marriage. Gunnar was still away, but would be well represented at this auspicious occasion.
None had any doubt that Gunnar would prove a fine and noble Jarl, and since his homestead was suitably distant, it was unlikely that Olaf would take the fight to him there. More likely the Bjarkessons would colonise Skarthveit as soon as they realised the settlement was abandoned. They would no doubt pat themselves on the back and proclaim a mighty victory. Fiona suspected this would rankle with her new husband, but he kept his own counsel on that.
The dozen or so ex-thralls who remained had all declared it their wish to accompany Ulfric. He had not stated their definite final destination, but it was to be the land of the Celts and Picts and those who wished could make their way home overland from there.
It had been a little over a fortnight since Ulfric first voiced his intentions to Fiona but once the plan was agreed all had thrown themselves into the preparations. All in all, it was a hopeful, exuberant gathering as the people of Skarthveit assembled to toast their leader’s happiness, to wish him a longhouse packed with fine, healthy sons, and themselves a safe crossing over often treacherous seas.
Fiona winced as she took her seat beside her soon-to-be husband. Ulfric cast a knowing smile her way.
“Sore, little Celt?”
“You have a heavy hand, Viking, and a mean way with a switch. I am pleased that your shoulder is fully recovered, though.”
“I would not have pressed the matter. ‘Twas a game, at heart. You knew that.”
“We agreed upon six strokes.”
“You arrived at six, I believed the tally to be just four since that final release was at my request.”
“You had your way. Just the four.”
“And you insisted they be delivered.” He leaned close to murmur into her ear. “Your bottom bears the stripes beautifully, my love.”
She flushed but did not reply, recalling instead the exquisite burn of her whipping the previous evening as they had readied themselves for bed. She had indeed insisted that he carry out the terms of their bargain. Then she had cried out, her screams muffled by the gag he so helpfully provided, her body writhing in delicious agony as he laid the strokes slowly, deliberately, across her bare bottom. She had been caught up in the wonder of it as the pain transformed into soaring lust, as her sex quivered and throbbed and wept with desire. She had lifted her hips to offer him her buttocks to spank, then her pussy to fuck.
He had taken all of it, all of her. Only then had she slept, curled within his arms, her cheek pressed against the slow, steady beat of his heart.
Now she reached for his hand and together they shared a platter as they surveyed the assembled folk of Skarthveit.
Dagr sat a few places down on her husband’s right. Ulfric lifted a hand to him, a signal that he wished to speak with the ex-slave master privately. The man nodded and slipped away from the table.
“Please excuse me, my sweet. I would give Dagr a message to impart to my brother on Gunnar’s return. It is important, but I shall be back soon.”
Fiona smiled at him and nodded, too caught up in her own fears and excitement to puzzle overmuch what word her new husband might wish to leave for Gunnar. Mairead had been appraised of their intentions and the reasons for it; she would explain this unusual turn of events to her husband. As Ulfric disappeared into the shadows of their longhouse, she turned to the woman seated at her left.
“Quinn, you will be pleased to see our homeland again. It will not be long now.”
“I will. You too, I daresay.”
Fiona nodded. “Of course, I have missed Scotland dearly though I shall remain with Ulfric rather than look to return to Pennglas. We can seek out an isolated spot where we might plant crops and raise cattle, or perhaps we shall discover an unoccupied isle on the western coast.”
“I will miss you. And Ulfric too. He was a fair master, I suppose…”
Fiona patted the woman’s hand. She understood Quinn’s mixed feelings. No matter how fair the master, slavery was abhorrent. Ulfric had taken all of them against their will, made war on their villages, their families. It was hard to forgive, though not impossible. She had forgiven Ulfric, but she did not necessarily expect others would find it so easy.



Chapter Seventeen
 
 
Fiona’s heart fluttered as the shores of her beloved Scotland came into view. They had already passed the Isles of Shetland, pointed out by Ulfric, so this must be the mainland. Her home lay there, many miles to the south, but she was closer to it than she had been since the day she was shoved onto that foul fishing craft and brought to the land of the Norsemen. So much had happened to her since that fateful day, her previous life such a distant memory, yet so vivid too. She could almost touch it, taste it, feel the soft grass of the Scottish highlands beneath her toes.
With a sigh she turned away. Ulfric had not said, but she believed it was his intention to drop the ex-slaves off if they so desired, then to continue on in search of their new home. He would never apologise for their abduction, she was convinced of that, but he understood gratitude and obligation. They had aided him when he needed it, and this was part of their recompense for that service.
The longship on which she sailed was at the head of their convoy. Four more dragon ships followed, commanded by Ulfric’s trusted men. Her husband stood on the prow of their ship, his eyes shielded under his hand as he surveyed the distant shore. Fiona was surprised at the swiftness of the crossing. She had expected to be days at sea, whereas they had spent but one night bobbing on the waves. The weather was calm, the winds brisk, which aided the rowers who occupied the ranks of benches crossing the craft from one side to the other.
She made her way forward to stand beside her husband.
“Do you see a suitable landing place? A beach, perhaps?”
“Yes, there are several such coves. I have a particular spot in mind, however and that place will not be in view for several hours yet.”
“A place you have been to before? A place you have raided?” There could be no other purpose for a visit by her Viking husband.
He smiled and draped his arm across her shoulders. She turned to wrap her arms around her husband.
“I love you.”
He kissed the top of her head. “I know. I am relying on that.”
She leaned back to peer up at him. “You are? Why?”
“You will see, soon enough.” He returned his gaze to the far horizon and pulled her close. “Just trust me, please. And try to understand.”
“I do trust you. What do I need to understand?”
“Please, not now, little Celt. Let us just see what this day brings.”
Fiona knew when to press and when to let him be. She remained at Ulfric’s side as the longship soared across the waves, carried along on a swift southerly breeze. The sails billowed above them and the grey waters of the North Sea surged below. Along with the rest of the party she observed the shoreline grow closer, the details crystallising before her eyes. A beach, a stand of trees, a farm, a cluster of dwellings. She even spotted a group of startled Celtic villagers scurrying away from their fishing boats, presumably in mortal fear of an imminent attack.
“I am sorry,” she mouthed.
Ulfric’s jaw was set firm as he watched the peasants’ frantic retreat. He said nothing.
An hour passed, then another. Never much travelled prior to the arrival of the Vikings, even Fiona began to recognise landmarks. The contours of the hills, a stretch of shingle beach, a small island inhabited only by puffins and sleek grey seals. As these familiar places slid past to her right she began to have an uneasy feeling. Surely Ulfric did not intend to return to Pennglas.
As he signalled the instruction to turn and head direct for the shore she knew that he did. He must intend to let the Celts off here and continue on. He would never attack her home again, not with her present to witness the destruction. He was a warrior, but he was not cruel.
“Ulfric…” she began.
He laid his finger across her lips. “Please, little Celt. Trust me. I believe we may be expected.”
“Coastal villages always expect a Viking attack.” She could not entirely banish the bitterness from her tone.
His answering smile was wry. “Aye, I daresay. Ah, I believe we have been sighted.”
Sure enough, a frenzy of activity unfolded before them as the fishermen of Pennglas and of nearby Aikrig raced for the shore then scrambled up the beaches toward their homes. They would be grabbing their shovels, their pitchforks, their hoes and ploughs, and anything that might be pressed into service as a weapon. Some might even hope to gather stones for their slingshots, though that would take time—a luxury the Vikings were not known for affording their victims. An attack by the Norsemen was swift and deadly. The best chance lay in fleeing, which appeared to be the strategy adopted by most.
The longships slid up onto the beach with a sickening scrape as rough sand connected with the smooth underside of each craft. As the boats shuddered to a halt Fiona expected the Nordic warriors to swarm over the sides and charge, yelling ferociously, for the closest village. That would be Aikrig, she thought.
They did not. Her husband raised his arm to signal that all were to remain where they were. He stood on the prow and bellowed his orders to the other ships.
“The Celts may go ashore. The rest, remain here until I give the order to do otherwise.”
The Vikings exchanged puzzled looks, but no one disobeyed. The Celts, however, were eager to be back on dry land and as one they leaped over the sides of the boats into the shallows. They splashed up onto the beach, and from there began to make their way cautiously toward the closest habitation. Some called out, hailing old friends, family, anyone within earshot. Within moments they had disappeared into the trees that fringed the small cove.
The Vikings looked to one another, and to their leader. Ulfric was motionless, scanning the shoreline for—what? Fiona did not know. What did he expect would happen next?
“Ulfric,” she began. “Perhaps we should—”
He silenced her with an upraised finger, so often effective. She moved to stand beside him and watched the now deserted beach.
The trees moved, parted. A lone figure stepped forward, a Celt, clad in the traditional tunic and fur cloak, his sword drawn as though he might fend off this deadly horde alone. The man was tall, his shoulder-length tawny hair fluttered in the slight breeze. To Fiona’s eye he seemed familiar, as well he might. Surely she was acquainted with all such men hailing from hereabouts. But this man, he had a look of…
“Taranc.” She whispered his name, the name of her old, dearest friend, the man she loved as a brother and whom she had last seen wearing a leg shackle, a slave in a Viking homestead.
The Celt approached, his gait slow, fearless. He halted twenty or so paces from where Ulfric regarded him with a stony expression, and returned the Viking’s flinty gaze.
“So, Viking. We meet again.” Taranc’s voice rang loud and clear across the beach. He used the Norse tongue.
“Aye. I trust you are well, my friend. Your journey not too arduous?” Ulfric’s response was low-pitched, conversational, as though he did indeed greet an old friend.
“We managed. What is your purpose here, Viking?”
“Ah, now on that matter I would like to talk with you. May we come ashore?”
May we come ashore? Since when did Vikings seek permission to swarm into an unsuspecting village and take what they wanted? Fiona was every bit as baffled as the rest of their party.
“You may, Viking. And Fiona, naturally. Is that your boy I see there?”
“Aye, my family are with me.”
“Indeed, this promises to be quite the reunion then.”
Ulfric let out a breath. “She is here? And well?”
“Of course, though I would caution against paying your respects, Viking. Your actions were not well received.”
Fiona clutched at Ulfric’s arm. “What are you talking about? Who—”
“How dare you show your treacherous face here? You claim to be a brother—you are nothing but a self-serving worm. If my husband does not fell you where you stand, I shall do so myself.” Brynhild, heavily pregnant but as majestically beautiful as ever, strode from the cover of the trees to take up her position beside Taranc.
The Vikings gaped. Silence descended as the opposing sides gawked at each other in varying degrees of fury and disbelief. Only Taranc and Ulfric seemed to have the slightest inkling what was happening. It was Ulfric who broke the silence.
“Ah, sister. You appear… well. Much has happened, I see, since last we spoke.” He turned to regard Taranc. “Yours, I presume?”
Taranc responded with a curt nod, then turned and marched away from them up the beach. “Are you coming, then?” He hurled the words over his shoulder but did not look back.



Chapter Eighteen
 
 
Ulfric was not entirely certain who was least pleased to see him, though on balance he opted for his sister.
Brynhild had offered to gut him and leave the entrails on the beach for the seabirds to forage over. When Taranc, her husband of just a few weeks Ulfric had learnt, advised her that such action might not sit well with the Viking warriors who had accompanied her brother to their home, she had stamped off and flatly refused to speak to any of them. She was currently installed in the manor house at Pennglas, his own wife’s family home, refusing to emerge until the last of his longships was gone from their shores.
He feared he would have to disappoint her.
Ulfric wished to make his peace with Brynhild but Fiona’s response was the one he found most difficult to fathom. She had hated his sister, feared her, and with good reason. Yet despite his careful explanation of the reasons for his decision his little Celt gave every sign of being appalled by the action he had taken to protect her.
“You arranged to have her abducted? Your own sister? Even knowing how devastated your son would be at the loss of his aunt, how the rest of Skarthveit would miss her, continue to search for her, long for her return, and fear for their own safety? You knew, yet still you did this thing?”
She had a point. Several, in fact. She would come around, eventually. Njal too, he hoped. The lad had paled at the sight of his aunt, as though he saw a spectre before him and did not know whether to run and hug her or hide under a bench on the longship.
Back there on the beach, Ulfric had leapt from his ship and sprinted to catch up with Taranc. The two had marched in silence to the village—Aikrig?—where he now knew Taranc had his home. Fiona had followed with Njal. The boy gripped his wife’s hand tightly, as though she were the only solid and certain thing in his life at this moment.
Curious, fearful Celts—those who had not already fled in terror—had peered at the bizarre procession from behind their own dwellings and outhouses. Ulfric heard their mutterings, their whispered questions.
“Who is he? He knows our chief? Is it him, that one again?”
Taranc ignored them and led the way.
The Celt’s dwelling was large, comparable to Ulfric’s own longhouse in Skarthveit, and at least as comfortable. As they entered the low, turf-roofed building Ulfric recognised his sister’s influence at once. The loom, the well-stocked and tidy larder, the clean linens stacked on shelves against the far wall. Brynhild never could abide mess or dirt, and she liked those in her care to eat well.
Taranc had left Ulfric, Fiona and Njal there whilst he hurried to converse with the rest of the villagers, at least those who had not scattered to the nearby hills at the first sight of the invaders.
Ulfric had used the brief time alone to outline his case to his wife and son, but he feared he had much more work to do before either would became even remotely convinced. It was not to be. Taranc returned and installed himself at the head of the table. He had a point to make, Ulfric supposed, and who could blame him?
So now Ulfric sat beside Fiona at his sister’s board, a mug of her fine ale in his hand, and the less than welcoming countenance of her husband glowering at him from the master’s seat. Only Njal seemed to be at ease. He remembered the tall Celt who had saved him from drowning and chattered about his prowess in swimming. Taranc listened to the lad, his smile warm enough, then he turned to the boy’s father.
“I ask again, what brings you here, Viking?”
Ulfric set his mug down with care and reached for Fiona’s hand.
“I did as you suggested. I took care of what was mine.” He paused. “We are wed.”
“You are happy?” Taranc’s question was addressed to Fiona.
She nodded. “Yes, he is good to me.”
Taranc appeared to accept this. He fixed his unwavering stare on Ulfric once more. “I repeat, your purpose here?”
“I had to know about Brynhild.”
The Celt nodded. “I can see that. And now that you have the assurance you need, may I assume you will be on your way? I expect you have villages to rob, innocent Britons to pillage and rape?”
Fiona bristled, a fact Ulfric found somewhat reassuring. He patted her hand.
“That is not our intent, and never was. Well, not the raping part, though I suppose I must own to the rest. We are here in search of something else though.”
“And what might that be?” Taranc leaned back and signalled to a servant hovering by the door. “Refill our guest’s mug, if you will.”
Ulfric did not allow his tone to waver. “We wish to remain here. Permanently.”
Ale sloshed over the table and splashed Ulfric’s hand. The servant squealed and scuttled back, cowering.
Ulfric bestowed his most brilliant smile on the man and shook droplets from his fingers, then reached for the ale jug. “Allow me.” He needed to win friends where he might, so no harm in starting here. The serf would soon enough tell the rest huddled outside. As the man slid away Ulfric proceeded to fill their cups—his, Taranc’s, and Fiona’s—then met his host’s impassive gaze. “Do you have any comment to offer?”
Taranc did not mince his words. “Why?”
“Here?” breathed Fiona. “We are to remain here? This is my home…”
“Yes, so where better? You will be happy to return here, will you not? It is what I understood to be your dearest wish.”
“I will! Oh, yes, of course I will, but you…?”
“I am… flexible,” conceded Ulfric. “I have given this matter much thought, and I believe we can make this work.”
“Oh, you do, do you, Viking?” Taranc glared at him from his position at the head of the table. “I repeat, why?”
Ulfric had prepared for this and had his answer ready. “My wife has kin here, and I am relieved to discover, so do I. The land is fertile, there is ample for all. And you will benefit from our protection should others come. Others less… friendly… than we.”
Taranc was not to be deflected. “Why? Why leave your own settlement?”
Ulfric sighed. “You recall the blood feud, with our neighbours, the Bjarkessons?”
“I heard of it. It was not a matter of concern to your slaves.”
“Quite, though of late that may have changed somewhat. My thralls were persuaded to lend their efforts to mine in defence of Skarthveit and our combined force was sufficient to repel an attack by our enemies. In return, I granted them their freedom.”
“All of them?” For the first time Taranc allowed his surprise to show.
“Yes. All. But rather than remain at Skarthveit and fight off one attack after another until nothing and no one remained, I decided to seek a more peaceful existence. I have a family, other considerations. So we left in search of a new home where we might settle. Those ex-slaves who chose to have returned aboard our longships. You will have seen them, no doubt?”
Taranc nodded, frowning. Ulfric continued.
“Others have remained behind, by their own choice as free karls. Fiona, also, has her freedom.”
“And if I do not agree to this… this … proposition of yours? Will you… insist?”
“You mean, is it my intention to take this village by force? No, it is not. If I cannot convince you, and the rest out there, of our honest and peaceful intent I shall request just sufficient time here for my wife to visit her kin and assure them that she is well and happy, and then we will leave in search of an uninhabited haven in which to make our home. We are here to farm, to settle, to put down roots. I believe an understanding between you and I will be of mutual benefit, and I know I can trust you. I placed something which was most precious to me in your hands and you did not let me down. For this I am in your debt, and I hope I have shown that I am also worthy of your trust.”
Taranc eyed Fiona and appeared to accept this.
“If I agree to your suggestion, my wife will skin me alive, and you alongside me.”
“Brynhild will accept us. Give her time.” He hesitated. “I suppose you told her everything?”
“Your sister is stubborn and wrong-headed on some things, but she is no fool. The evidence of your complicity was plain enough—the horse, the supplies, the fishing boat awaiting us at Hafrsfjord. I would not compound the deception by lying to her myself.” He hesitated, then added, “She was very… upset.”
Ulfric lowered his head into his hands. “Perhaps if I talk to her, I can make her understand that I did what I thought was best, for all of us. Including her. You and she are happy, yes?”
Taranc shrugged. “We have arrived at an understanding, of sorts, and I believe she is content. Or she was.”
“It is me.” Fiona gripped Taranc’s hand. “She loves you, too much perhaps. And Njal, of course. It was always me she hated. Perhaps if I were not here…”
“No!” Ulfric was vehement. “This was all about you, always. I love my sister, but I love you more. It is that simple. I will not give you up nor will I allow you to be hurt. I shall try to reason with her, explain how it was. Now that she is wed, with a child on the way, surely she will see things differently.”
“I wish you joy of that,” observed Taranc, “but whatever Brynhild’s opinion, I believe you are sincere. And our villages are vulnerable to attack so perhaps there is benefit in considering your proposal. Even the sight of your longships on the shore will deter others from landing on our beach.”
“So you will consider allowing us to remain?” Ulfric got to his feet, and Taranc followed suit.
“Aye, I will. If Brynhild can be convinced to at least tolerate your presence, I will not object. But you must understand that I am chief here, in Aikrig, and Fiona’s father is lord at Pennglas, so…?”
“My father? He is alive?” Fiona had paled, her hands clasped together before her. Both men turned to regard her.
“Did I not say?” Taranc frowned. “Surely, I told you—”
“No, you did not. And… I was too fearful to ask.”
“My apologies, for that should have been the first thing to be settled. Aye, he lives, and for reasons I cannot entirely fathom, your father and Brynhild appear to get on well, which is why she has taken refuge in his manor house rather than here.” He turned to Taranc. “The village of Pennglas is our closest neighbour, perhaps two miles or so from here. Ah, but I forget, you are no stranger to that particular settlement.”
Ulfric narrowed his eyes but allowed that jibe to pass unremarked. “We are not here to usurp anyone, nor to seize what is not ours. We will adapt, and fit in. We are here to settle, not to conquer.”
“Very well.” Taranc picked up his cloak. “We shall go now to Pennglas. Your father will be eager to see you, Fiona, and I suppose you must face your sister again sometime, Viking.”
 
* * *
 
The walk to Pennglas took perhaps a half hour, and was conducted in near silence. Again, Taranc and Ulfric walked side by side, and Fiona followed with Njal. Ulfric thought she appeared deep in thought, no doubt overwhelmed by the revelations of this day, and the realisation that soon she would soon see her father and stand within the walls of her family home once more. Ulfric allowed himself a few pangs of regret for the wrong he had done her, but in truth he would not behave very differently had he his time over.
He was what he was, and what was done was done. The future was what mattered, the future was yet to be forged while the past was already set in stone. He grimaced. If only he could convince Brynhild of that.
The reunion between father and daughter was one that touched even Ulfric’s battle-hardened heart. Fiona’s father, Dughall of Pennglas, was elderly, grey-haired and his sight failing, yet at their approach he hurried down the steps from his front portal to take her in his arms.
“My daughter, my beautiful girl, I lost your brother and I thought that I had lost you, too.” Tears streamed across the man’s cheeks and Fiona wept also. Ulfric managed the occasional surreptitious wipe to dispel any stray moisture that might be in the air.
He was grateful when Taranc offered his hand to Njal and told the lad he would take him to his aunt who had remained within the manor house, still refusing to come out and greet them. The pair disappeared inside the house, and Ulfric allowed himself to be drawn forward and introduced to his father-in-law.
Dughall seemed less than enamoured and took a swing at Ulfric’s jaw. The blow was never destined to land. Ulfric stepped back smartly, but he could not blame the older man for the sentiment. He had witnessed his son perish in the raid on their village, seen his daughter carried off.
“I owe you an apology, sir.” The words took some stringing together but he knew when he needed to build bridges. This would not be the first apology he would be called upon to issue.
Dughall glared at him but undeterred, Ulfric extended his hand.
“Your daughter is my wife, and very precious to me. For her sake, if not for mine…”
Long, tense moments passed until grudgingly the older man took the proffered hand. “For her,” he muttered.
Ulfric settled for that. “I am pleased to meet you, sir.” He spoke in Gaelic, and was gratified at the lord of Pennglas’ reluctant nod. It was a start.
“You are here, intending to stay? My daughter tells me…”
“We are. We are settlers, and find ourselves in search of a home.”
“This was always my daughter’s home,” the man pointed out grimly, “until such time as you and your heathen mob saw fit to abduct her. You took her from us, and… and…” It was clear he preferred not to articulate the rest, and Ulfric, too, saw no merit in dwelling on matters best set aside.
“We have returned, and have come here in peace. I have wed your daughter, and I love her dearly. I hope that, in time, you and I will find an accord.”
Dughall responded with a sound somewhere between a snort and a cough. It would have been fanciful to interpret this as agreement, but Ulfric believed it was likely to be the best he would get, for now. “Perhaps we might go inside?” he suggested. Now that the moment had come to face his sister he had no desire to prolong the waiting.
The manor house consisted of a great hall, a solar, and a kitchen. Brynhild, Taranc, and Njal were seated in an alcove below the single window that illuminated the hall. From the tearstained faces of his sister and his son he surmised their reunion had been every bit as emotional as that between Fiona and her father. Ulfric shifted uncomfortably. His intentions had been good, and even now he believed he had done what was best, but he had much to answer for.
“Brynhild? Sister?”
“Brother? Bastard,” she spat.
Ah, so this was how it was to be. It went against the grain, but he would grovel if he must.
“I am sorry…” he began.
“Do not bother. Save it for one who cares what you think, how you feel. This one, perhaps.” She levelled a glare at Fiona. “I hear you are wed to your little—”
“Do not say it, Brynhild,” Taranc broke in quietly. “Not in front of her father, and the lad.”
Brynhild gave a curt nod, but her features betrayed her furious anguish. “For her? You sent me away, for her? I was your sister, your own kin. I cared for your home, your son, yet you threw me aside.” Her haughty, angry facade crumpled and she buried her face in her hands. “I loved you. You and Njal were everything to me. How could you do it?”
Ulfric would have stepped forward but Taranc beat him to it and enfolded his weeping wife in his arms. “You have your family back, now, sweetheart. All of them and more besides. They are to stay here, with us.”
Her sobs grew louder, and she gripped her husband’s cloak with renewed vigour. Njal moved closer and laid his hand on her back.
“Please, Aunt Brynhild, are you not at all pleased to see us?”
She groped for the boy, blindly reaching until she could gather him in. Taranc beckoned Ulfric to join them.
“She is shocked, and grieving for what she thought was lost. Give her time.” The Celt shifted back to allow Ulfric the space to join their tight circle. As Brynhild’s grip on his garments loosened, Taranc eased away and handed her to her brother. Ulfric took her in his arms and Brynhild wept against his chest as though her heart was breaking.
Taranc stepped away from them and came to where Fiona and Dughall stood in silence, watching the tableau before them.
“It will take time,” he murmured. “There is much to forgive, and not only between your husband and my wife. She is not blameless in this. She wronged you, Fiona, but I have come to know her these past months and I do not believe it was all intentional. In time, you might become friends. Brynhild is… difficult, but there is much to love about her. Do you not agree, Dughall?”
“Aye, yon lass has a fierce temper but she has been kind to me in my infirmities. There is much good in her.”
Fiona was astonished, could not readily reconcile her father’s assessment with the woman she remembered. She agreed as far as the temper was concerned but as to the rest… Still, they would all need to adapt and she was already determined to do her part. Ulfric had more than shown willing and she felt moved to speak in his defence. “There is much good in Ulfric,” she murmured. “Despite everything.”
The old man sighed. “These are strange times, my girl, very odd. Still, I believe I shall instruct my cook to lay out a feast. ‘Tis not every day my daughter returns to me from the dead, even if she does bring a Viking into my hall.”
He shuffled off in the direction of the kitchen. “Aye, very odd. Very odd indeed.”



Epilogue
 
 
Six months later
 
Fiona finished her porridge. She set her bowl aside and rose from the table, then stepped toward the door. She still thought of the morning meal as dagmal though she rarely used the Nordic tongue herself since her return to Pennglas. Ulfric and Njal continued to speak in their first language, though the boy was now proficient in both Gaelic and Norse.
The lad had struggled to settle initially, viewed with suspicion by others of his own age, even feared. Ulfric had guided him well, insisting that his son take the time needed to allow the Celtic youths to become familiar with him, with all of the new arrivals, and to realise that the Vikings posed no threat. Indeed, that they brought with them a guarantee of safety or at least a better chance of it.
Time had healed, as Ulfric had known it would. Or mostly. His relationship with his sister remained fraught. She was hostile, angry, and bitter, and even the birth of her son some four months previously had done little to soften her attitude.
Fiona knew how much this continuing ill feeling saddened her husband. He did not feel any remorse over his actions in banishing Brynhild, though he regretted the pain it had caused her. Fiona took care not to exacerbate matters by further provoking her old enemy. She tended to avoid Brynhild, which was not especially difficult as they lived in separate villages and Brynhild rarely ventured to Pennglas except to occasionally visit Dughall.
Ulfric, on the other hand, was in daily contact with Taranc. The two had forged an alliance that blossomed into what appeared to be genuine friendship, and that never failed to amaze Fiona. Both villages prospered as a result. The Vikings brought with them skill with weapons and knowledge of agriculture, whereas the Celts were mainly fishermen and their knowledge of farming was limited to the rearing of livestock. The villages worked together and all ate well.
Too well, perhaps. With a groan Fiona clutched at her stomach and ran from the hall. She rushed into the solar, the private rooms occupied by herself, Ulfric, Njal, and her father. Just in time she dropped to her knees beside the pail she had deliberately left in the corner and deposited the porridge there.
This was not the first time she had cast up her accounts since she rose this morning, and if the experience of the last few days was any indication it would not be the last. She groaned as her stomach continued to rebel, and despaired of ever feeling well again.
Light footsteps behind her heralded the arrival of Hilla. The maid had accompanied them across the North Sea and had somehow attached herself to Fiona’s household. It was an arrangement which suited all.
“A damp cloth, if you please, Hilla,” croaked Fiona, not yet daring to rise lest her fragile hold on whatever might remain in her stomach be loosened once more.
Moments later a moist cloth was placed in her outstretched hand. Fiona wiped her mouth with it, and turned to request a mug of buttermilk. She didn’t normally like the stuff, but just recently…
“Brynhild!”
Fiona shot upright at the unexpected sight of her nemesis standing beside her, the four-month-old Morvyn nestled in the crook of her left arm. With uncharacteristic bitterness Fiona reflected that motherhood had done nothing to dim the other woman’s stunning beauty. Brynhild was simply perfect, which rendered Fiona all the more despondent about her current predicament. Her stomach was already heaving again and with a groan she sank back onto her knees to hug the pail.
“‘Twill pass,” observed Brynhild evenly. “Does Ulfric know?”
“Yes, but no one else. It is very early…”
“I see. I wish you and the babe well.”
Had she heard correctly? Fiona made use of the wet cloth once more before attempting to stand again.
“Thank you. I had not expected to see you here today. Is there something I can do for you?” Her tone was cool. Despite the Viking woman’s good wishes Fiona knew better than to trust her and entertained no wish to delay Brynhild.
“Yes, there is. I want you to know the truth of what happened that night in Skarthveit, the night of the stocks.”
Fiona frowned. “I do know the truth. I was there.”
Brynhild shook her head. “I do not think you do, at least, not all of it. My brother is of the opinion that I attempted to murder you that night, and you share his view, do you not?”
“That is what happened…” began Fiona.
“No, it is not. I had no such intention.”
Fiona made to step past Brynhild. There was nothing to be gained by quarrelling with the woman again, reopening old wounds. “As you wish. Now, I have tasks awaiting me so I should—”
“Wait!”
The command rang out and Fiona turned, one eyebrow raised. The time when Brynhild could order her about was long past. “If you will excuse me…”
“Wait… please.” Brynhild softened her tone. “I would have you hear me out.”
Fiona drew in a long breath, then, “Very well. Shall we be seated?”
The pair settled on a bench close to the one window in the solar and Brynhild shushed the baby who was starting to stir. As ever, Fiona was struck by the similarity to Taranc. There could be no mistaking this sturdy little boy’s sire and she was pleased for her oldest friend.
“He is growing so fast,” she offered, falling back upon the age-old female bond of shared motherhood.
“He is.” agreed Brynhild, who then fixed Fiona with a level look. Apparently the Viking was not to be deflected from her mission in coming here. “It was not my intention to leave you out in the cold all night.”
Fiona appreciated that Brynhild had come straight to the point but found she was not in any mood to pander to the woman’ self-delusion. “Yet still, that is exactly what you did. Or you would have, but for Ulfric’s unexpected return.”
“No. I was distracted, as I have said, by Njal’s illness. His mother died of a sudden ague, and I feared… Well, my fears were groundless, but I was not to know at that stage. I had instructed Harald to remain with you and to release you after a short while. You saw me speaking to him? Just before I returned to the longhouse?”
Brynhild paused, one perfect eyebrow raised as though to check that Fiona did indeed see this.
Fiona gave a slow nod. “You spoke to him under your breath. I was not intended to hear your words.”
“Yes. It was my intention to frighten you, so I did not allow you to hear me tell Harald to release you after thirty minutes. After I returned to the house I became preoccupied with Njal and I am ashamed to say I forgot all about you. I should not have, but that is what happened. It was only when the boy eventually slept that I realised that neither Harald nor you had returned indoors. I came at once to seek you out. I was on my way when my brother charged past me into our longhouse, with you in his arms.”
“I know, you have said all of this.” Brynhild had never wavered from her story. Ulfric did not believe it, and neither did Fiona.
“Because it is true.” She tilted her chin defiantly. “I would not be judged unfairly for that which I did not do.”
“No?” A flash of rare temper ignited within Fiona. “Yet you have seen fit to judge me unfairly since the moment we first met, holding me, and indeed all Celts, to account for the death of your betrothed. Why should you not be unfairly judged?”
Brynhild’s features hardened, but she was the one to lower her gaze first. “Very well, I accept your rebuke. I was… wrong.”
Wrong? Fiona stared, incredulous and quite lost for words.
Brynhild rocked her fretful child as she continued. “I have come to appreciate that Celts… well, some Celts… are decent, and…”
“Taranc’s influence, I do not doubt,” was Fiona’s bitter observation.
Brynhild nodded. “Yes, in the main. And that of your father. He was kind to me when I first came here, more so than I deserved.”
“My father is a generous man. He has found it within him to accept Ulfric, if not to entirely forgive what took place.”
“Forgiveness is precious. I know better than to ask it of you for I treated you very badly. I would have your honesty, however.”
“Honesty?” Fiona was still reeling from Brynhild’s comments and finding it hard to follow the other woman’s train of thought. “I have always been honest in my dealings with you, and with Ulfric.”
“He does not believe my account of that night, because he insists that his son was not ill. Indeed, Njal was quite recovered by the following morning when Ulfric next saw him so I can readily understand why he believes it to be so. But you know, do you not? You remember?”
Fiona nodded slowly. She did recall being sent running for a pail as the child was sick.
“You will also remember that I told you, and Harald, that Njal needed me indoors. I left you in order that I could tend to him.”
“Yes,” agreed Fiona. “I do recall what you said. You also told Harald that you would return to check that your instructions had been carried out. You did not come back.”
“I did, though not as soon as I should have. By then Ulfric had also returned just moments before me and he freed you from the stocks. He would not listen to my explanation.”
“Why would he believe you? He knew that you hated me, that you wished me harm.”
“Wishing and doing are not the same. I was cruel to you, but I did not intend you to die that night. You would not have, as I would have freed you had my brother not already done so. Harald knew that we would never leave anyone outside for more than about half an hour, and he had his instructions. My commands were perfectly clear, he knew what I expected of him and he was to bring you back inside after that time had elapsed. He had done so on other occasions, with other thralls.”
“He left me. He said there was a woman, in one of the longhouses…”
“He had no business leaving you unattended in order that he might dally with some wench. He should have stayed. He knew that and I suspect his disappearance by the following morning has much to do with him knowing full well that he had disobeyed me and would be punished. Add to that my brother’s wrath… Harald would not have wished to face either of us to explain his part in that night’s events.”
“You did not instruct Harald to stay. I would have heard that.”
“I did, but not in your hearing. Harald knew, and I knew, but I could not prove it. I still cannot, but I swear that it is true.”
Fiona regarded the Viking woman with lingering suspicion, though she could see that Brynhild’s version was at least possible. “Why should I believe you now?”
“Why should you not? I would not lie about this. You know that Njal was ill, events could have been as I say.”
Fiona nodded slowly, though she remained far from convinced. “Very well. Let us leave it at that then.”
“No. You must tell Ulfric.”
“Ulfric knows—”
“Did you confirm to him that my nephew was ill that night?”
“I am not sure. Yes… perhaps.”
“You did not. You could not have, as he does not know of that.”
Fiona tried to remember, but after a year her own recollection of the hours following her ordeal was hazy. She had been bathed, then wrapped up in furs. She had slept…
Perhaps she had not mentioned every detail, and had had no cause to do so in the weeks and months since. Brynhild mysteriously disappeared and Ulfric had been reluctant to discuss the matter. Fiona considered it closed, over and done.
“You saw,” insisted Brynhild. “You know, as did Hilla, and Harald. Harald is gone, and in any case, my brother might not accept the word of a thrall.”
“Njal could—”
“Njal is but a child, he barely remembers last week let alone the events of over a year ago. And my brother knows my nephew loves me and the lad would say what was needed to aid me. Hilla too, perhaps. But you… you have no cause to back me up apart from that it is the truth. Ulfric will not question it if you say it is so.”
Fiona remained silent for several moments as she considered Brynhild’s words. She could not fault the other woman’s logic, and there was no doubt that Brynhild was telling the truth about Njal’s illness. If that was so, then perhaps the rest…
“Very well, I shall tell Ulfric what I remember of that night. All of it. He may still not—”
“No, but it will be a start. The truth is important, there can be no reconciliation without it.” The woman got to her feet, her baby now fretting in her arms. “Thank you. My son is hungry so I must attend to him. Shall I send your maid to you? I could explain to her how to prepare a chamomile tea which might settle your discomfort.”
“That would be very welcome,” murmured Fiona. “I believe I may remain here for a little while.”
Brynhild paused at the door. Fiona reclined on the bed, her eyes closed as another wave of nausea swept over her but she managed a wan smile for her old enemy. If reconciliation might be in the air, she would do what she could to nurture it.
“We are sisters now,” announced Brynhild. “Perhaps, in time, we might be friends.”
“Perhaps,” murmured Fiona to the door as it closed behind her old adversary, “in time. Without doubt, stranger things have happened.”
 
* * *
 
“Do you believe her?” Ulfric pulled Fiona in closer, tucking her under his arm as she snuggled into his side. They lay together in their bed, in the privacy of their chamber at Pennglas, enjoying a few moments of quiet solitude before rising for the day.
“I was uncertain at first.”
“At first? Not now?”
“Taranc believes her. He would not have wed her otherwise. I trust his judgement.”
“As do I, but—”
“And I spoke with Hilla. She was there, in the longhouse, that night.”
“Yes, I recall that.” He paused to nuzzle her hair. “And did Hilla have anything of significance to add?”
“She told me that Njal did seem very ill, at least for a while. He did not strike me as particularly unwell whilst I was still in the house so I dismissed Brynhild’s excuses. Indeed, your sister also made light of it in my hearing, blamed her nephew’s sudden sickness on the honey he had consumed during the day. When I questioned Hilla yesterday though, after I had spoken with Brynhild, I specifically asked about Njal. Hilla told me that by the time Brynhild returned your son was vomiting and seemed quite delirious. Brynhild did not leave his bedside. She was beside herself, weeping and beseeching the goddess Freya to intercede. She even offered to sacrifice your finest ewe if the boy be spared.”
“My finest ewe? This does indeed sound more serious. Why was this not explained at the time?”
“It was, my love. Brynhild did claim that she merely forgot to come and release me, that she was preoccupied with Njal and overlooked her other duties. I did not believe her and I told you she was lying. None of us would listen…”
“Njal’s mother, Astrid, died in similar manner. She was struck down by a sudden illness and within hours she was gone. Astrid and Brynhild were close, perhaps she thought she might lose her nephew the same way.”
“That would make sense,” murmured Fiona.
“Fuck,” muttered Ulfric, exhaling a long, low breath. “And I…”
“You did what you believed to be for the best. You were protecting me.”
“If this new account is true, then it is clear that my actions were ill-conceived and disproportionate. I was convinced that Brynhild meant to kill you that night, and I banished her for it. If I was wrong, then no wonder she hates me.”
“I do not believe she hates you, not any more. And your sister’s actions toward me were ill-conceived and disproportionate from the outset, so she must bear some of the blame.”
“What a fucking mess,” he groaned.
“Yes, but perhaps not beyond retrieval. Your sister spoke to me of reconciliation, of wanting you to know the truth. I believe she wishes to make amends. She offered me tea, to settle my stomach…”
“Tea? It will take more than tea to set this shambles to rights. My sister needed my help, my understanding, and instead I—”
“You did help her. She is happy now, with Taranc. She has moved on from the loss of her betrothed, has a new life, a child.”
“That was what I hoped for, but I did not really believe it would be so. My main concern was always for you, not her.”
Fiona shoved herself up onto her elbow in order to better see his face. She assumed her sternest expression, modelled on one she saw often enough on her husband’s features. “It is time to stop raking over the past. We have said over and over that Brynhild should move on and let the past go. Now, we should too. No more apologising, no more blaming.”
He narrowed his eyes at her, not entirely convinced. “It will not be easy, so much has happened…”
Fiona set her mouth in a determined expression, her chin tilted up as she took charge of the matter. “I shall invite Brynhild to eat with us. And Taranc too, of course, and Morvyn. My father will enjoy the company. So will Njal.”
“A meal? And tea? Will such things really settle our differences?” He shook his head in apparent disbelief. “You women are all the same, Celt or Viking.”
“Perhaps we are. And if so, that is where we should start. And this will not merely be a meal. We shall have a feast to celebrate our new understanding. We will start over. Tomorrow, I think. We shall have cod, salted pork, and perhaps some fine mutton. Might you and your men be able to take down a hind for us, do you think? A haunch of fresh venison would be most welcome…”
 
 
The End
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Following her husband’s sudden, tragic death, Faith is left widowed after only six months of marriage. She wallows in grief until a neighbour, Ewan, reaches out to her. Although his work takes him away a great deal, Ewan slowly becomes Faith’s rock, helping her heal and encouraging her as she struggles to rebuild her life. As time passes, Faith grows more and more attracted to Ewan, but one thing holds her back: he is a dom, and she is not ready to be a sub.
Though the idea of kneeling naked at Ewan’s feet excites her in a way she can’t fully understand, Faith fears that his sexual appetites would prove too much for her. But when he discovers that she has been exploring the lifestyle without his knowledge and hiding her activities from him, Ewan issues an ultimatum: either she becomes his submissive, or they go their separate ways. This is just the push Faith needs, and in the end her decision is not a difficult one.
Ewan quickly proves to be a firm, commanding lover who is more than capable of mastering her completely. He challenges Faith’s boundaries and introduces her to a level of sensuality she never dreamed she could experience, and Faith soon finds herself at peace in a way she has not felt in years. But when fate takes another turn and she learns the truth about her husband’s death, can Faith count on Ewan to be by her side as she adjusts to a new reality yet again?
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The Widow is Mine
Since her husband’s untimely passing, Lady Natalia has resigned herself to a quiet life as a young widow and perhaps one day as a nun. But her world is turned upside down when her adopted home is conquered and she is taken captive by Duke Stefan of Richtenholst.
Almost from the moment he sets eyes on her, Stefan cannot imagine allowing Natalia to languish behind the walls of a convent, and he makes no secret of his plans to take her as his bride. The duke is more than ready to compel his new wife’s obedience when it is necessary, but he wants much more than that. Can Stefan ever truly make Natalia his own, claiming her heart as fully as he has claimed her body, or will she forever see herself as no more than the spoils of war?
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Spirit
When Matthew Logan offers a homeless young woman a bed for a few nights, he expects the girl to eat, sleep, recover from the flu, and then move on. Instead, in no time at all eighteen-year-old Beth Harte has captured his affections completely. Though Matt wants only to protect her and has no intention of sleeping with her, Beth has other ideas, and she proves to be very persuasive.
But after Beth is attacked by a friend of Matt’s and subsequently learns for the first time that Matt is an experienced dominant, she is unable to separate the man she is growing to care about from her hateful memories of previous exploitation. Confused and frightened, she runs away.
Almost six years pass before Matt sees Beth again, and in that time his vulnerable little waif has reinvented herself as an artist. Now she has a stunning proposition for him and his environmental engineering company: to collaborate on a project fusing art and science to promote one of the most prestigious sporting events in the world. But when Matt demands to know what went wrong before, she tells him the truth, both about her childhood and about his friend’s actions.
Matt is determined to make Beth’s abusers pay for their crimes, but he’s also not about to let her run away from him again. Can Beth bring herself to trust Matt despite her fears and give him the chance to love her and show her the pleasures of being his submissive, or will the wounds of her past keep her from trusting anyone ever again?
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Shared by the Highlanders
After she becomes lost in a thick mist while hiking near the borders of Scotland, Charlene Kelly is shocked to encounter two men on horseback. To her horror, the pair—both of whom are dressed in Scottish tartans—accost her and won’t let her go. Though the men speak with accents so strong they seem to come from another era, Charlene is able to gather that they believe she is a thieving boy. Unsure what else to do, Charlene plays along.
When Will Sinclair and Robbie MacBride discover that their captive is in fact a woman—and quite a beautiful one at that—there is only one thing to be done. She must be punished for her deception, and punished thoroughly. A switch applied to her bare bottom does the job well, and soon enough the two men are comforting Charlene as she nurses her bright red, sore backside.
Upon learning that the highlanders are hand-carrying an important message from Elizabeth of England to the court of Mary, Queen of Scots, it finally dawns on Charlene that she is no longer in her own time. Though she is desperate to find a way home, Will and Robbie are both unlike any man she has ever met, and their unabashed dominance awakens in her a powerful need to submit. Soon enough, she finds herself blushing with shame and quivering with desire as she is taken long and hard by two rugged highlanders at once. But can these hardened warriors keep her safe from the perils of a world far more dangerous than the one she left behind?
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A Scandalous Arrangement
After a foolish wager costs her brother ownership of the weaving mill in Yorkshire which provides her income, Victoria Wynne is left with no choice but to confront the man who took the bet and seek to dissuade him from claiming his prize. Unfortunately for her, that man turns out to be Adam Luke, an experienced, ambitious entrepreneur who is intent on keeping what he won.
Upon meeting her, Adam is enchanted by Victoria’s beauty and charm as well as her nerve and self-reliance. Adam is a man of singular tastes, and when Victoria asks to manage the mill in return for a share of the profits, he offers her a bold proposal of his own. She will continue to run the mill as she has for years, but in return for a substantially larger portion of the profits she will also serve at his beck and call behind closed doors, submitting to him in any way he desires.
Wanting to earn enough money to buy back the mill as quickly as possible—and with some part of her shamefully aroused by the thought of kneeling naked at Adam’s feet—Victoria accepts his terms. But submission initially proves difficult for a woman used to running her own affairs, and soon enough she finds herself bare-bottomed over his knee for a firm lesson in obedience.
Adam’s plans for Victoria run much deeper than just an occasional spanking. She will be stripped naked, bound, and teased until she is aching for release, and then at last he will take her long and hard. As Adam continues to train her, teaching her to yield to his mastery while bringing her more pleasure than she ever thought possible, Victoria cannot help falling for him. But can a lifelong bond truly emerge from such a scandalous arrangement?
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Her Noble Lords
After eighteen-year-old Linnet Routh is kidnapped from her home in Wellesworth castle by Ralf, the powerful, handsome Earl of Egremont, and his identical twin brother Piers, it quickly becomes clear to her that the seasoned warriors have mistaken her for someone else. Convinced that she is Lady Eleanor, a noblewoman who was promised in marriage to Ralf yet has refused to wed him, the brothers bring Linnet to a church with plans to compel her to speak her vows.
Linnet attempts to steal a horse from Piers and make her escape, but when she is caught her efforts end up earning her a thorough, humiliating bare-bottom spanking. Though terribly embarrassed by the manner of her chastisement, she cannot help becoming helplessly—and shamefully—aroused by the punishment.
When the brothers recognize the truth of Linnet’s claims at last, she expects to be cast aside as a mere commoner. To her surprise, however, they instead offer to make her their shared bride, and despite her misgivings about the idea Linnet agrees to the union. As they each take their turn to claim her, the pleasure of their dominant lovemaking leaves her yearning to be taken long and hard by both of them at once, and soon a passionate romance has grown between Linnet and her noble lords. But when tragedy strikes will it bring a permanent end to their newfound happiness?
 
Buy on Amazon
 
 
The Highwayman’s Lady
After the death of her mother, twenty-year-old Imogen Bennett faces the prospect of being coerced into marriage by a scheming relative, but fate intervenes when a masked highwayman accosts her on the road. Desperate to escape the unwanted wedding, Imogen pleads with the mysterious, handsome rogue to rescue her.
Alistair Graham is a proud Scotsman who rebelled against British rule, and since the defeat of the highlanders at Culloden he has taken to robbing rich Englishmen travelling through Scottish lands. He is no gentleman, but he is certainly not a man who would ignore a young woman’s pleas for help, and he agrees to do what he can to assist the beautiful girl he has waylaid.
Though Alistair warns her that he expects a woman’s complete obedience both in bed and out of it, Imogen cannot help being drawn to him, and she soon finds herself longing for him to take her hard and thoroughly. When he claims her, Alistair’s mastery of her virgin body leaves Imogen utterly spent yet still aching for more, but after her shock at her own wantonness leads her to speak disrespectfully to him he bares her bottom and punishes her soundly.
A highwayman is no suitable match for a lady, however, and Alistair fears that her association with him can only put them both in danger, so he makes her promise that she’ll tell no one about what took place between them and then ensures that she is delivered safely to the home of her honourable cousin in Kirkleven. Yet despite her best efforts to put Alistair out of her mind forever, in her heart Imogen knows she will always belong to the man who rescued her, mastered her, and made her his. But will her highwayman ever return to reclaim his lady?
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Hardened
Despite the fact that he is doing time for armed robbery, Molly MacBride is drawn to Jared North almost from the moment she sets eyes on him. Even behind bars his confidence and dominance are undeniable, and soon enough she is willingly baring her bottom and placing herself across his strong thighs, surrendering to both firm punishment and intense pleasure.
When all hell breaks loose during a prison riot, it is Jared who saves Molly’s life, but she is so shaken by the incident that she quits her job and does her best to put him out of her mind. As the years pass, however, Jared never relinquishes his place in her heart—or her fantasies—and when she learns that he has been released on parole Molly cannot resist seeking him out.
Through a combination of hard work and natural talent, Jared has forged a career for himself as a world-renowned photographer, yet in spite of his newfound sophistication and wealth he is no less dominant than he was when she first met him. It isn’t long before Molly finds herself submitting to both his stern discipline and his masterful lovemaking, but can she truly risk falling for a man whose criminal past could come back to haunt them both at any moment?
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Her Alien Commander
After leaving Earth on what she thought would be an adventure, Caria Montgomery quickly ends up in way over her head. Captured by hostile aliens, she faces the prospect of perishing on an isolated planet until she is rescued by Commander Phahlen Verdar and his crew.
Phahlen is delighted to have a human female aboard his ship. In the years since the women of his own world were nearly wiped out by a terrible plague, taking a mate has become all but impossible for most males of his species, and he doesn’t plan to let this opportunity pass him by. His plan to claim Caria is aided by the fact that, due to the unsavoury nature of the crew of the ship on which she was travelling, she is now a wanted fugitive back on Earth.
Though Caria is initially defiant, a sound spanking on her bare bottom demonstrates her admittedly handsome future mate’s resolve. His bold dominance awakens an intense need within her, and before long she finds herself yearning for the pleasure of his masterful lovemaking. But is she truly prepared to surrender herself fully to her alien commander, or will she seek to return to Earth and clear her name as soon as possible?
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The Laird and the Sassenach
After her half-brother attacks the kinsmen of Blair McGregor, Lady Roselyn of Etal is brought before the stern highland laird to answer for her reluctant, unwitting role in the crime. Once she has told her story, she throws herself at his mercy.
Blair soon realizes that Roselyn is as much a victim of her half-brother as anyone, but his people’s demands for justice cannot be ignored entirely, so he strips the young Englishwoman bare and chastises her firmly with a switch applied to her naked backside.
The painful, humiliating punishment both assuages Roselyn’s guilt and leaves her yearning to be even more thoroughly mastered by the handsome laird. Though Blair makes it clear that she is free to return home, she instead chooses to remain with the him in his castle… and in his bed. Their passion soon blossoms into romance, but can the highlander protect his beautiful Sassenach when the villain who caused them both so much pain tries to tear her away from him?
 
Buy on Amazon
 
 
Theirs: Found and Claimed
When they board a derelict spacecraft in search of valuable scrap metal, the last thing Luca and Sylvan expect is to stumble upon a beautiful, naked woman in need of medical assistance. Despite her protests, they bring her back to their ship, treat her illness, and take it upon themselves to look after her.
After she contracted the virus that wiped out her people and killed everyone else on her ship, Llianna didn’t expect to survive, and she is shocked when she awakens from a comatose state with two men standing over her. Once she regains her health, however, she is horrified to realize that she is about to enter her fertile period, a uniquely vulnerable time for females of her species.
Knowing that she will end up begging Luca and Sylvan to take her in any way they please if she doesn’t act quickly, she flees in her partially-repaired ship, only to be caught, stripped bare, and spanked soundly. The stern punishment leaves her desire burning even more fiercely, and soon she is writhing in ecstasy as her handsome rescuers claim her hard and thoroughly.
Though Luca and Sylvan make it clear that she is free to go once her ship is finally fully operational again, Llianna finds herself yearning to belong to them completely, and as she learns to submit to their firm, loving dominance, her passion for them grows more intense with each passing day. But when she discovers that she is not the last of her kind after all, will she leave the men she loves to live amongst her own people?
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