
        
            
                
            
        

    Table of Contents
Prologue
Chapter One: Serenity
Chapter Two: The Interlude
Chapter Three: A New Reality
Chapter Four: A Familiar Penance
Chapter Five: The King of the Northlands
Chapter Six: Disclosure
Chapter Seven: The Penance
Chapter Eight: Ordeal by Denial
Chapter Nine: The Banquet
Chapter Ten: Aftermath
Chapter Eleven: Betrothal
Chapter Twelve: Norse Traditions
Chapter Thirteen: Consummation
Chapter Fourteen: A Brighter Dawn
Chapter Fifteen: Banishment
Chapter Sixteen: Power, Pain, and Pleasure
Chapter Seventeen: Sweet Possession
Chapter Eighteen: The Trouble to Come
Chapter Nineteen: Distant Kin
Chapter Twenty: Sombre Transitions
Chapter Twenty-One: Loss
Chapter Twenty-Two: Magnus
Chapter Twenty-Three: Abduction
Chapter Twenty-Four: The Forest
Chapter Twenty-Five: Darkness
Chapter Twenty-Six: Redemption
Chapter Twenty-Seven: Explanations
Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Return to Lundborg
Chapter Twenty-Nine: Life Reordered
Chapter Thirty: Reparation
Chapter Thirty-One: Doubt
Chapter Thirty-Two: An Unexpected Turn
Chapter Thirty-Three: Love, Respect, and Desire
Chapter Thirty-Four: The Void
Chapter Thirty-Five: Lust
Chapter Thirty-Six: A Time for Goodbye
Chapter Thirty-Seven: Coronation
Chapter Thirty-Eight: The Matter of Magnus
Chapter Thirty-Nine: Judgement
Epilogue
More Stormy Night Books by Felicity Brandon
Felicity Brandon Links



 
 
 
The Viking’s Possession
 
 
By
 
Felicity Brandon
 
Copyright © 2018 by Stormy Night Publications and Felicity Brandon
 
 



 
 
Copyright © 2018 by Stormy Night Publications and Felicity Brandon
 
All rights reserved. No part of this book may be reproduced or transmitted in any form or by any means, electronic or mechanical, including photocopying, recording, or by any information storage and retrieval system, without permission in writing from the publisher.
 
Published by Stormy Night Publications and Design, LLC.
www.StormyNightPublications.com
 
 
Brandon, Felicity
The Viking’s Possession
 
Cover Design by Korey Mae Johnson
Images by Period Images, 123RF/Pavlo Raievskyi, Dreamstime/Stefan Balaz
 
 
 
This book is intended for adults only. Spanking and other sexual activities represented in this book are fantasies only, intended for adults.



Prologue
 
 
The swish of the lash reaches my ears before its soft leather tresses caress my skin. I arch against the impact, my body yielding to the intensity as the pain washes over me. My mind free-falls as he swings the leather at me again, my skin coming to life with each of its agonising kisses.
“Do you need the taste of the lash, my sweeting?” Anders’ voice vibrates next to me.
“Oh, yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply breathlessly. “I have missed you.”
All at once he appears at my side, his breath hot against my cheek as he gazes into my face. “Missed me?” Anders repeats. “Why, Aurelie, it has only been a couple of days since I last punished you.”
I bite my lip, unable to stop my hips from rolling forward in response to my Viking’s words. “I know,” I whisper, lowering my eyes as I answer him. “Yet I find that I need your discipline more and more, my Lofðungr.”
He grins at me, snaking his hands around my back and drawing my bound body forward. My Viking conqueror has me bound and spread-eagled, each limb stretched and held in place by his coarse ropes. My arms strain against the binds, but my torso moves as he commands, my beading nipples grazing his naked chest as they make contact with him. “My, my, Aurelie,” he growls. “You are so exquisite.”
I mewl at him, desperate to be free of my binds, yet never wanting my captivity to end. “Please, Anders,” I beg him. “Make me yours.”
He smiles, tilting his head to assess me. “All in good time,” he purrs. “And you, my sweeting, should remember yourself. How do you address your Viking master?” His tone has taken on a deeper timbre, and the sound makes me clench the wet muscles at my core.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply. “My apologies…”
My voice trails away, and I am left mesmerised by the look of his hypnotic pale blue eyes.
“A few more, my love,” he declares, raising the lash in the air even before he concludes.
The strike lands on my exposed behind, and I yell out as its resonance floods through me. The sound of the impact echoes around the room, and instinctively I lurch forward against my binds.
“Yes,” he tells me sensually, as he flails the lash at my reddened bottom a further three times. “My little captive must mind her manners and remember her place.”
I shriek at the latest impacts, dancing in the ropes at my ankles and wrists. “My Lofðungr,” I call, uncertain as to what I expect him to do or say. Do I want him to stop my penance, or would I prefer he kept me here, the source of his undivided attention for all time?
My eyes fall closed at the contradiction, the weight of it just too much to bear. All at once I feel his taut body behind me, the rough fabric of his trousers scraping my tender skin as he moves into position.
“Now, my sweeting,” he purrs, caressing my throat with hot kisses. “Now you shall get what you need.” He tips my body in the bondage, drawing my hips backwards with his large coarse hands, so that my wet seam is hopelessly exposed. Running a digit over my sex, he pauses as he assesses the extent of my arousal.
I groan, the intensity of the desire in me threatening to overflow as the head of his manhood slides into my slick entrance. “Oh, Gods, yes,” I moan. “Take me, Anders. Make me yours…”
He fills me up in an instant, my channel engorged with his large length. “You are already mine, Aurelie of Donrose,” he replies from behind me. “And soon, nobody will ever be able to doubt it.”



Chapter One: Serenity
 
 
Pale pink light breaks in the east, heralding the beginning of another new day. Summer has arrived, but our journey takes us north, and with each new sunrise, the world around is a little colder than before. I clutch my longsword, swirling my digits around its intricate handle, and unexpectedly a memory of Aurora, my brother’s favourite weapon, fills my mind. Squeezing my eyes shut, I catch my breath. I’ve not thought of Aurora for some weeks, and the depth of my emotion catches me off guard.
“Aurelie, are you well?” The sound of my master’s voice stirs me from my private memories, and I open my eyes to find him gazing down at me, concern etched into his handsome, weathered face.
“All is well,” I assure him, offering him a small smile by means of reassurance.
“It is not,” he replies firmly, taking a step toward me. “What troubles, my sweeting—tell me?”
Blinking up at this giant of a Viking, I smile again, and this time I mean it. Thrown together by bloody and gratuitous circumstances, Anders has transpired into my greatest friend and protector in recent weeks. I simply cannot imagine my life without him now, which seems odd when just a few months ago, we had not even met.
“I was thinking only of Donrose, my homelands,” I explain. I glance away for a moment, absorbing the majesty of the rising sun.
“Of course,” he says. “The memories are painful, but give me time, I vow to make new memories for you.” He pauses, pressing his tall and powerful frame against me. “For both of us.”
I rest my temple against his doublet, breathing in the earthy scent of him. “Thank you,” I murmur. “But I must counter one point, my Lofðungr.”
He towers over me, eyeing my expression with obvious fascination. “So, the lady wishes to counter me already, and the sun is not even risen in the sky? Is it time perhaps, for your next trip over my knee, to remind you who is the prince, and who is his lady?”
I watch his expression intently, and I can see that he speaks only in jest, and yet his words produce the usual effect on me, heat and moisture pooling at the apex of my thighs. “No, no, my Lofðungr,” I reply. “I mean not to provoke you, but only to say this—I am not sad at the memory of my home. I have made my choice, and I do not regret it.”
His face softens at the admission, and in a flash one of his long, muscular arms snakes around my waist, pulling me tight against his body. “That is exactly what I want to hear,” he tells me with a dazzling smile. “I am pleased that you do not regret the path you have chosen, and I swear I will never rest a day to ensure things remain so.”
I crane my neck to appraise him, enjoying the way the light bounces from his blond locks. “I am sure of so little these days,” I murmur. “But of this, I am certain—should I have my time again, my Lofðungr, I would make the same choice that day in castle Donrose.”
He looks down on me smiling, and I swear I feel my heart swell with joy at the way he appraises me. “You saved me, my sweeting,” he says, his voice a virtual whisper. “Take a look around you, Aurelie. See all of these men, my men—the knights of my people. Not a single one of them has ever sacrificed for me the way that you did when you cut me from the gallows.”
My glance follows his hand as he gestures to the scores of men who are packing up camp around us in the early morning light. The frenzy of their activity all the starker compared to our sensual moment of stillness.
An unexpected wave of emotion washes over me, and my eyes tear before I can halt the flow. “Anders,” I whisper, wanting so much to tell him again why I made that choice, and how I will—always—stand by the decision. “I…”
His right hand is at my face in an instant, the huge palm resting against my left cheek with care and precision. “Hush, my love,” he says, leaning down to plant a firm, yet gentle kiss against my mouth. We are eye to eye as his thumb strokes my cheekbone, his expression intense and powerful. “You need not say the things which are on your mind to speak,” he continues. “I know them already to be true.”
My eyes fall closed again, and one large teardrop escapes down the length of my face. I don’t know why I cry. I mean what I have told him, and I do not regret my choices. And yet, the consequences of those decisions have ripped me from the only land I’d ever known. Everything now is foreign to me, and the thought fills me with trepidation. Anders’ thumb moves, and I feel him collect the tear and wipe it from me. “Remember what I have said,” he tells me. “You are mine now, Aurelie of Donrose, and nothing and no man can ever come between us again.”
I take in a deep breath of cold, northern air, feeling my strength return. “I will remember,” I tell him as I open my eyes and take in the look of his handsome face.



Chapter Two: The Interlude
 
 
Our progress north is slow and tedious. The upheaval of recent months bears down on me the further I ride from Donrose, and I never can seem to stay warm, despite the great many furs Anders has provided. It’s been several months since Anders had ridden from my homelands with me as his prize, and since the initial turmoil, things between us have settled into a new and burgeoning dynamic. Yes, this Viking is my master. There is no doubt about that, and I do not query it, but he is much more than that. Anders is the man I have given up everything to save. I have left my home, my family, and my titles to grant him the liberty he, ironically, refused me when he kept me as his prisoner.
However, since that day in Donrose, the connection between us has changed. He may be the master still, but I am no longer his foreign slave to parade and display. I am now quite literally his most cherished prize—his fondest possession—and I have welcomed and revelled in the comfort of it. This change, though, has not been so universally well received. Many of Anders’ soldiers and advisors were sceptical of the news upon our arrival back to what remained of their camp. Yet, their joy at seeing Anders alive and well has quelled their obvious distrust of his growing fixation with me.
And so it has been for weeks now. What remains of his armies and peoples travel north, back to the Viking homelands, retreating from their war with the lands of the south. And with them they take me, the princess who betrayed her own family to save the life of their prince. We travel first on horseback, and then by longboat, the journey no less arduous by sea than on land. Once docked again, the endless days of riding have blurred into one, punctuated only by the sensual warmth of the nights spent with Anders in his private pavilion. Here, he has sought to ravish and dominate me, the way he always has, but now, I receive him with an open heart, as well as lusty fervour.
“We should reach my home this day.” Anders’ voice is gruff in my ear as we ride his stallion at the head of his progress, and I twist right to meet the sound of it.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply, smiling to meet his insistent pale blue eyes. He is clearly excited at the prospect, but it has been so long that I am unsure how I feel about the revelation.
“Are you pleased, my sweeting?” He leans forward, depositing the words into the side of my face as a whisper.
“Of course, my Lofðungr,” I reply unthinkingly. And I am—pleased, but also racked with insecurity about the notion. A knot of nervous energy rises in my belly as testament to my point.
Anders kicks at the stallion, riding him hard as we make our way onward. “Come now, my love,” he calls to me over the sound of the hooves. “Do you forget that I know you better than this?”
I still, tension rising in me, but his left arm has already abandoned the reins and holds me steadily at the midriff.
“I do not forget, my Lofðungr,” I call back, feeling the heat of his breath at my hair.
“Good,” he answers me. “So, tell me honestly, what do you feel about our imminent arrival?”
My mouth dries at his question, knowing that he will be able to sense any sign of concealment or deceit in my voice. “I am excited,” I begin, turning my head to meet his face. “Yet I must concede I am also nervous about it.”
Anders laughs softly, the sound catching on the wind behind us. He slows the stallion, though his grip on my middle does not lessen. “I had presumed as much,” he replies, reaching down to kiss the nape of my neck.
I groan at the welcome sensation, my body whirring into life at the touch of his lips. “Anders,” I moan, the word sounding more like a gasp than a statement.
The prince at my back chuckles darkly. “Watch your tone, my Lady,” he responds at once. “Remember the time, and the place. I am not Anders when I am with my men.”
I press back into his taut body, twisting to make out his expression. Though he looks more amused than angry, I am rueful at once. “Apologies, my Lofðungr,” I answer him. “It is just when you kiss me so, I seem to forget myself.”
“Evidently,” he chortles. “Yet you are forgiven, my sweeting, although please do not make the same error of judgement in the presence of my father.”
My body tenses again. The king. He is the primary reason we are making this progress at all. Anders seeks the monarch’s permission to take me as his betrothed, and see me ultimately the queen of his people. Since the day he proposed the venture, the thought of it has riddled me with anxiety. How can this northern king ever accept me as his son’s choice, let alone as the mother to his heirs? And then there is the matter of my maidenhead, already taken by Anders when I was his willing captive. I am no longer a virgin, and where I come from, that makes me entirely unsuitable for marriage at all.
“Stop fretting about the king.” Anders’ tone is hard and unforgiving as he senses my insecurities. “We have had this conversation. You will leave the king to me, do you understand?”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I gasp, the strain of my concern etched into my voice. “I just worry…”
“You worry too much,” he barks back at me. “Your place is by me, and that, my little sweeting, is where you shall stay.”
His arm pulls me tighter against his groin, and I smile as I feel his growing hardness at the thought. The fact that he wants me is comforting, and I wish for all the world that we could unsaddle the horses, and I could ride my Viking for an hour or two. Sadly though, that reality is not forthcoming, and there remains a great many hours of travelling still to conquer.
 
* * *
 
By nightfall, our pace finally begins to slow, and the torches of a large settlement loom large on the horizon.
“Valhalla!” cries Anders from behind me. “It’s Lundborg. We’re home, men!”
A great cheer rises from around us as the north men realise their journey nears its end. I peer into the darkness, surveying the grounds that are now to become my home, my belly churning with weeks of growing fear and anxiety. What if the king rejects me? What if the people here despise me? I know enough of people to doubt that any would choose a foreign princess over one of their own…
Several guards from Lundborg ride out to meet us, delighted beyond belief to see their prince return.
“My Lofðungr!” exclaims one as he sets eyes on Anders. “Sæll! Praise the Gods, how wonderful it is to see you! When we heard news of the attack on your camp, I must admit that we feared the worst.”
Anders slows his horse to a leisurely trot, advancing toward the guards as he replies. “The Gods were watching over us,” he shouts back, eliciting more cries of triumph from his men behind. “And now we have returned, seeking warmth and good cheer.”
The one who had addressed Anders catches sight of me in his torch, his eyes narrowing at the vision. Still, he is clearly not foolish enough to contradict his prince, and hearing Anders’ words, he bows low on his horse. “Of course, my Lofðungr,” he agrees. “We shall ride on ahead and let the castle know of your arrival.”
Anders nods, his face lit by the large torches. “Good,” he answers. “But before you go, how is the king?”
The guard smiles as he replies. “The king is in good health, my Lofðungr,” he says earnestly. “Though I am certain news of your return will make him all the happier.”
“Indeed,” muses Anders. “Go now—ride on and bring news of our return to Lundborg!”
The riders depart, and we continue the short distance to the perimeter walls, the spirits of Anders and his men lifted by the sight of home.



Chapter Three: A New Reality
 
 
Once we reach the perimeter, Anders rides his stallion hard until the walls of his father’s castle loom high above us. Coming to a halt, he drops from the horse in an instant, and is met by yet another guard, elated to see him. He waves him away once instructions have been given in his Norse tongue, and then comes to help me down from his horse.
“Come, my sweeting,” he says, guiding my leg over the girth of the stallion, before offering me his hand as I jump from the saddle. I have become used to riding this way in recent months, although it was not so long ago that I used to ride side-saddle. Being stretched over a horse this way would have been considered outrageous for a young princess back in Donrose.
Anders’ large digits lace between my own small fingers, and he leads me on in the dark. We pass a number of his kinsmen, all equally tall and well-built in stature, and excited exchanges transpire in front of me. I have mastered a little of their Norse tongue over the last months since my capture, so I understand some of the interaction, yet I say nothing. Instead, I stay behind Anders, watching the interplay with fascination.
“Anders!” The booming voice of one Viking overshadows all of the others, and instinctively I spin to face its owner. “Heil, brother, Velkomin! I am so glad to see you alive and well!”
The two men embrace, Anders using his left arm to pull the unknown ally into a bear hug. All the while our hands remain intertwined, his reassuring grasp never leaving me.
As the men pull apart, the stranger looks over Anders’ shoulder and spotting me, he smiles appreciatively. “Are you going to introduce me to your friend, big brother?”
I assess his large blue eyes and long slender face, and all at once I can see the familial connection. Anders turns, pulling me forward in front of his body. “Certainly, Olaff,” he says with genuine enthusiasm. “May I introduce Princess Aurelie of Donrose.”
Olaff’s eyes widen at the introduction, yet he smiles again, offering me a courteous bow. “Lady Aurelie,” he says softly. “Velkomin to Lundborg. I trust my brother here has been looking after you?”
His eyes flit to Anders, and the two exchange glances. I shift my weight awkwardly, certain that I am blushing despite the plummeting temperatures. “Good day, sir,” I reply, falling into a small curtsey. “It is good to make your acquaintance.”
He laughs, a kind and hearty sound, and turning to his brother he replies, “Come now, both of you. Let us get in from the cool summer night. It seems, Anders, that you have much to share about your campaign. I heard about some losses, brother?”
Anders nods, leading me on gently as the three of us resume the path to the castle. “Indeed,” he replies. “Certainly it is not all good news, brother. Perhaps you heard about our setbacks outside Donrose? I’m afraid we lost a great many good men.”
My belly twists at the name of my homeland as I listen to the exchange. Anders goes on to paint a picture of the campaign for Olaff, in which nearly all sympathy is awarded to his people—the aggressors who had stormed Donrose in the first place. I tense at the discussion, my mind heavy at his words. All of this talk of my homeland makes me sombre, my thoughts returning to my brother, Bowen, and how I betrayed him by sparing Anders’ life. My eyes flicker closed, and an unexpected sense of patriotism fill me. I may have fled, but I am still of Donrosian blood, and I owe it to all those lost to defend their honour. I draw in a breath, trying to compose myself, but Anders’ biased portrayal of events continues to rile me.
“There were losses on all sides, my Lofðungr,” I mumble, finally unable to suppress my irritation any longer. “Many of Donrose’s men were also slaughtered.”
The two men stare at my interruption, Anders’ expression hardening. “Of course, my Lady.” His tone is stern, sending a wave of anxiety coursing through me. “War is a bloody and brutal business, and yet, Olaff asked me specifically about the losses on our side.”
I blanch, my heart pounding as he counters me. “Yes,” I reply, “and I know there were a great many, but please be fair, my Lofðungr,” I continue. “It was not Donrose who invaded Norse and started this war.” I can hear the indignation rising in my voice at Anders’ partisan description of his campaign, and I know he will not approve, yet still I speak, apparently unable to stop myself. “My father’s land has lost more than its share of good men, because of the choices Lundborg has made.”
For the longest time there is silence. Anders’ gaze drills into me, his complexion hard as he muses on my outburst. Eventually, his expression breaks into a malevolent chuckle. “Aurelie.” His tone is firm, leaving me no room for doubt. I have overstepped an unspoken line between us, and now I am in trouble again… “I do not recall my brother asking for your opinion.” He hesitates, and the look in his pale blue eyes makes me gulp. “We will speak of this later, when we are alone.”
He turns back to his brother’s sullen face, and explains something in their native tongue. Nodding slowly, Olaff answers, so that I will better understand this time. “I have heard something of this grave news, and yet I am beyond thrilled to find my elder brother alive and well. We had received reports that you were executed?”
Anders glances in my direction, our eyes meeting in knowing silence. “Yes,” he agrees. “My execution was certainly planned, and yet—there is time enough for this. Let us get inside the castle and see our father. Then I can explain a little further.”
Satisfied for the time being, the two men lead me inside the giant fortress of Lundborg.
Like most princesses, I have never stepped foot in the castle of a foreign power before, and as we enter, I’m absorbed by the indigenous sights and smells. The walls rise high above us, the stone reminding me a little of castle Donrose, but the colour is lighter and each slab larger. They lean into archways, which open into grand rooms, and narrow hallways lit by small thin candles, the cold stone present everywhere I look.
Olaff leads us out into some type of open courtyard, the ceilings even higher here than elsewhere. The space is filled with servants, all busy with their duties until they glance up to see their two princes approaching. They bow low as we pass, but I’m aware of curious eyes studying me as I weave my way past their bodies. We reach an archway to the west, and at last the two men pause.
“The king is in his quarters,” Olaff announces, glancing to his brother. “Why don’t you go and get your guest settled, and then come to meet me there?”
Anders blinks at him, and answers with a smile. “Good thinking, little brother,” he says. “I shall join you there in a short while.” He nods as he concludes, drawing me back from Olaff.
“It has been my pleasure to meet you, Princess Aurelie,” the younger of the two remarks, dipping his head as I scurry after Anders.
I turn, offering him a small smile, and as I appraise him there I am amazed at the resemblance he has to his brother. He is equally tall, lean, and looks just as powerful. His eyes are a similar blue, and his blond hair is drawn back behind his head.
“Come, Aurelie,” Anders commands, his voice dragging me back to the direction he is now taking us. “There will be time to meet my family, but that time is not now.”
I run to catch up with his large strides, glancing up to query him. “But your father, my Lofðungr,” I say, breathless from the exertion, but more from the low-level anxiety that Anders’ chastisement always produces in me. “When will I be introduced to the king?”
He throws me a contemplative smile, squeezing my fingers as he replies. “All in good time,” he says. “First you must rest. It has been a long day of travelling for us all.”
On that point at least I agree, and not wanting to displease him further, I say nothing more, allowing him to navigate the dark corridors until we finally reach a large wooden door.
“This is it, my sweeting.” His voice sounds triumphant as he presses his free palm against the dark wood. “These are my private quarters.”
Something about his tone makes my insides quiver, the resonance taking on that authoritative edge that has driven me wild since he first enslaved me back in the Viking camp outside Donrose.
I blink up at him, feeling my emotions surge as my heart pounds faster and faster within the walls of my chest. “Is this where I am to stay, my Lofðungr?” My question sounds small in the shadows, my voice bouncing off the stonework and disappearing.
The corners of his lips turn at my words, and I swear I am almost panting by the time he speaks. “Well, of course, Aurelie,” he murmurs, pulling me toward him with two powerful arms. One hand rises to my dark hair, and slowly he tugs my head backwards, so that my face rises to meet his eyes. “You are mine now, and you will stay wherever I am.”
I swallow hard at the intensity in his tone.
“I trust you will be happy here,” he continues as his thumb strokes the edge of my chin with gentle caresses. “I am a prince after all, so I can keep you in the manner to which a princess should be already acquainted.”
That makes me smile, and I lower my eyes despite the hand at my face. Anders tuts at me, his hand pushing my face higher until my gaze returns to him. “You know better than to look away, Aurelie,” he warns me.
I pull my lower lip between my teeth, anxiety at the soft admonishment stirring within me. “I apologise,” I reply. “I will be happy,” I assure him. “I am happy with you.” And I mean it, his mesmerising blue eyes holding my gaze steady.
All at once the hand disappears, and he jerks the strong door beyond us open. We both move forward, my steps tentative as I peer into the darkness.
Anders drops my hand for the first time since we arrived, pacing into his old room. The musty scent of the air hits me as I follow after him. Evidently, Anders has not been here for some time.
“We’ll need a little light,” he announces, already striding past me to one of the lit candles in the hall. I stand in the middle of the space as he returns, armed with two candlesticks, now both aflame. He proceeds to light each torch in the vicinity, and soon enough the flickering lights reveal his large private quarters.
“That’s more like it,” he smiles, shifting the door closed with his left hip, as he paces back toward me. “It’s cold, and full of cobwebs,” he explains, looking around, “but it’s home.”
I look around me, taking in Anders’ private space. “How long has it been since you were last here, my Lofðungr?” I ask him, as I remove my longsword and prop it against a nearby piece of furniture.
He tilts his head as he shakes off his large furs, thinking on my question. “It has been some time,” he muses. “Several seasons have passed since I left Lundborg.”
I glance around, taking in the ornate furniture in the room. At the far end is an oversized four-poster bed, and when my eyes fall over it, Anders chuckles next to me.
“Ah, yes, my sweeting,” he agrees with a dark laugh. “That is the place where I shall have you bound and splayed.” He closes the distance between us in one stride, his large, muscular frame towering over me once more.
I look up to him, fighting to push the air in and out of my body. “My Lofðungr,” I murmur, but there are no more words. The swirling mix of panic and arousal makes me giddy, and I reach for his forearm to support me.
His face softens at the gesture, and within a moment his full lips come crashing down onto me. His kiss is demanding, possessing me and leaving me ragged as he pulls away. Now my head is spinning, the caress of his lips a temporary reprieve for my mind, which is still trying to make sense of all the changes that have occurred in my life of late.
“I understand, my love,” he purrs, spearing me with the dark intensity of his gaze. “This is all new, and it will take you time to feel settled—to belong—but belong you will, my sweeting.”
He pushes his groin into me, the evidence of his arousal clear at my belly. A reflexive groan escapes my lips at the sensation. My body, unable to resist my Viking prince, moves even closer to him, my hips rolling against his hardness.
Anders smiles, his blue eyes sparkling. “Oh, Aurelie, yes,” he murmurs. “I want you too, but first…” He pauses, a wicked grin spreading over his handsome face. “First there is the matter of your transgression in front of Olaff.”
My anxiety, so recently calmed by our rising passion, resumes full pelt. “But, my Lofðungr?” I ask, hearing the tremble in my voice.
“Aurelie?” His response is fast, and one of his dark blond brows arches as he repeats the enquiry back to me. “Do you protest?”
“I do, my Lofðungr,” I implore him. “Please, I did not mean to offend. I wanted only to offer the other side of the story?”
He nods as his large palms collect both of my hands between us. “On this point I am clear,” he replies, never breaking eye contact with me as he speaks. “Yet you spoke out when you did not have permission. You interrupted us, and were defensive, arguing against my account, and contradicting me in front of my brother. Do you know how that makes me feel?”
I hesitate, seeing the genuine feeling in his gaze. Is that what I had done—contradicted him? Yes, I muse, I suppose that I did, and yet I meant no ill by it. I had only wanted to defend Donrose, and speak for those who are no longer here to defend themselves.
He towers over me, motionless, waiting for me to think on my behaviour.
“I see I have undermined you,” I say finally, the notion clear to me for the first time. “I am sorry to have caused you embarrassment in front of Olaff.”
Anders leans in, his lips grazing my mouth again as he trails kisses over my lips. “So, now you understand?” His tone is even and I know he is not angry, and yet still my core liquefies at the prospect of what he may have in mind for my penance.
“Forgive me,” I whisper up to him as his hot mouth draws away. “I am still not so used to this submission you ask for, my Lofðungr.”
He laughs at that, the sound warming me in the half-light of his private quarters. “But how can that be so, little sweeting?” he enquires. “Is this not what I have expected from the very start? That you yield to me in all things?”
I blink up at him, my heart threatening to race into my throat. “Yes,” I reply, certain that it is the case. “Yet you forget, my Lofðungr, that I was a princess in Donrose. I was a lady with power and influence. You have plucked me away from that life, and now…” I pause, the words ahead unknown to me.
His large fingers fly to my chin again, and gently he brings it north to meet his gaze. “I plucked you?” he repeats, and his tone sounds almost amused. “Are you sure, my brave little Aurelie? As I remember it, you cut me down from your brother’s gallows and saved the life of your Viking. Is that not how it was?”
I close my eyes at the image he describes, my breath catching as the memory and the reality collide. “Yes,” I reply, my eyes fluttering open. “Yes, that was me, and I’m sorry if I presented the tale any other way. I must also take responsibility for my actions.”
He chuckles, and the sound draws my attention back to his hot, insistent gaze. Those eyes,
so blue and intense. They capture me, the way they have always captured me. I am his… “You are too hard on yourself,” he purrs, brushing the stray strands of hair from my face. “And you have no right to do so. I am your master now, my little sweeting, and only I have the right to punish you.”
I swallow hard as he vocalises what I have been thinking. “So, will you?” My voice is tentative as I ask for what we are both contemplating.
His lids are hooded and dark as he surveys me. “Do you think that is what you deserve?”
I blink at him. So, he is to torture me further, by making me say the words aloud. “Perhaps,” I respond. “I, I did not intend to be disrespectful, and yet I see now that I did undermine you. It is just…” I run out of words, my internal struggle between the lady I once was, and the one I must now become, ever present in mind.
“You shall be spanked for this transgression, my sweeting,” he tells me, his voice low and foreboding. “I will bare your delicious behind, and I shall tan it with my palm. Do you understand me?”
The aforementioned palm resumes its place at my face. Anders strokes my left cheek with feathery light touches, the contrast stark compared to his ominous words. His question hangs in the air between us, and for the longest time my trepidation paralyses me. I know that look in Anders’ eyes, and I dread the spanking he has in mind. His expression hardens, waiting for my response, forcing me to react.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I whisper eventually. “Yes, I understand.”



Chapter Four: A Familiar Penance
 
 
As soon as the words are out, the atmosphere between us shifts fully in that silent, perceptible manner in which it does when my masterful Viking seeks to rule me once again.
“Strip,” he instructs me, just the one soft word required to get my heart pounding even louder, and my hands moving to the seam of my heavy gown.
He watches me struggle for a moment, before coming to aid me and whipping the fabric from my body. I stand nude before him in the flickering candlelight, save for my Viking-style boots, which I have taken to wearing whilst we travel. He stoops, unlacing the tall boots without a word, before rising and taking my right hand. “Step out,” he commands, and I do so, using his hand to steady me.
My eyes are fixed on his unfaltering gaze as my body tries to adjust to the sudden cold. Around me I feel my flesh goosing, and at my chest my small buds harden into tight, painful knots. I inhale deeply, unsure if my body is responding to the temperature, or the tangible tension in the air between us.
“You are cold,” he says, more of a statement than a question, and I nod to reply in the affirmative. “Into bed with you,” he orders, gesturing behind him to the giant structure of the four-poster. “There you can stay warm until I am ready to spank you.”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I murmur, my words tiny in the expanse of the room, as I skip naked to the edge of the bedstead.
The structure of the thing is massive, significantly larger than the one he had erected in the old Viking camp. I literally climb onto the bedding, fighting back the covers that have been made with military precision. I know he is watching as I draw back the cool linen and slip under it, burying my body in its dense sanctuary. The sound of his heavy boots echoes around the chamber, and I know he is close. Raising my gaze, I catch sight of him as he approaches. As though I have somehow forgotten, I assess his unbelievable height and his powerfully built body. My eyes climb up the length of that muscular torso, resting finally on his strong jaw and those mesmerising eyes. The look of him is devastating, and I catch my breath as his eyes lock onto mine again.
“How is my captive now?” His tone is deep and intimidating, and the resonance sends a flood of moisture rushing from my core.
“A little afraid, my Lofðungr,” I admit, watching as he strips his doublet from his torso, revealing his strong arms and chest.
His eyes narrow slightly, but he does not pass comment. Instead, he pauses, watching me in silence for a moment, seemingly deep in thought. At length, he moves to a large trunk in place against a far wall, lifting the substantial lid, and identifying something he desires from its contents. He swoops, collecting it, and his gaze is back on me at once, searing into my flesh. “Why afraid?” he asks, stepping back toward me.
Trapped in the confines of his bedcovers, I eye the implement in his hands with trepidation. It’s a lash, much like the one he has used on me before, and memories of those times flood my brain, my mouth drying in an instant. “My Lofðungr, please,” I say, the plea out before I even have time to think. “Do I really deserve such a penance?”
He reaches the opposite edge of the bed, smiling. “Is it for you to decide how your punishment is delivered?”
I shake my head, fear and arousal combining to make me feel giddy. “No, my Lofðungr,” I whisper.
He drops to the covers below, his weight reverberating up the length of the bed to where I sit, curled into something of a ball. “You have no reason to fear me, Aurelie,” he smiles. “After everything which has transpired between us, do you really think I could cause you any real harm?”
I blink away the tears that have collected in my eyes, once more shaking my head at his question. “No,” I sniff, watching him as he slides further up the bed toward me. “But please remember, my Lofðungr, you hold all of the cards here. These are your chambers, your town—your people. I am but a foreigner here—an alien—your most recent conquest.”
His tongue darts from his mouth, licking his lower lip in an unconscious way. “Au-re-lie,” he murmurs in that way that makes me belly clench and my sex yearn for him. “You know me better than this now, no?” He poses it as a question, yet gives me no time to respond. “I do not bring women back to my castle—not ever—not until you.”
There is silence for a moment as I absorb his words.
“I have done a great many things which I am not proud of,” he continues. “I have humiliated and treated you unfairly…” Here he pauses, his gaze intense as we both recall the deeds to which he refers. My face begins to flame at the memory of the things that have transpired between us. “I am a devil, Aurelie. I do not deny it. Yet you saved me, my sweeting, and so now, what am I?”
I draw in a deep breath, hypnotised by his performance. “You are the prince?” I offer in a tiny voice. “You always were.”
He smiles, dismissing my answer with a small shake of his blond hair. “A prince perhaps,” he concedes, “but much more than that, Aurelie. Now I am your devil—all yours—and you are mine.”
My heart is slamming against my chest as he crawls toward me, the black implement still clutched in his left hand. He rips the covers from my chest, exposing my breasts to the cool air once more, before straddling me with his formidable legs.
“You need not worry about my intention, or what you deserve,” he laughs softly. “I want all of your attention on me, right here, right now, do you understand?”
I nod, panting as he lowers his body over me. As he supports himself on his elbows, his lips brush over my mouth, his beard grazing me as he delivers soft caresses, before claiming my lips again. He finds me open and pliant, my mouth yielding for his sweet possession. It’s the most natural sensation in the world, and somehow the power of his kiss gives me strength. I am not afraid. I have come this far—and I do trust him.
He pulls away, granting me a few inches of space as he assesses my face. “I understand,” I murmur. “I’m sorry. I am yours, Anders, do with me what you will.”
The smile on his face warms me, and in a flash, he leaps lithely from my body, positioning himself at the edge of the bed, with his back propped up against one of the thick, carved posts. “It is time then,” he announces. “Come to me. It is time I spank you.”
I climb from the protection and warmth of the bedding, nervous butterflies swarming in my belly as I crawl to where he sits waiting. His left brow arches at my approach, but he says nothing, only gesturing for me to take position over his lap. I do so gingerly, my head falling over the bed to his left and resting on the covers. Bracing myself, I allow my eyes to close. Breathe, I remind myself, as I try to gain some level of composure. From the very first time Anders had ever taken me over his knee for a sound spanking my body had responded with warmth and arousal. Anders had been cruel at times, of that there is no doubt, and there was often a sense of indignation and shame, yet always his authoritative approach left me breathless. As I lay over him again, the same surge of emotions washes over me. There’s a little of the embarrassment, and the resentment that he has seen fit to punish me, but also the carnal need that burns deep within me.
His hands are on me, his hot flesh skimming over my cooler skin. I’m aware of one hand coming to rest at my shoulders, and the other sweeping down past the small of my back to the vulnerable, exposed orbs of my bottom.
“It is time I punish you once more,” he purrs from over me.
I open my mouth to respond, but all at once that hand is gone, replaced by a hard swat to my backside. The sting is immediate, warming the area, before his palm lands the second strike.
“These long days journeying home and your near impeccable behaviour have meant I have been remiss in my duties to redden your delicious bottom.” His voice has taken on a compelling sing-song quality, and I am almost lost in it, until the next swat lands. This one is much harder, producing a small yelp from me. “You must accept my apology for that,” he says breathlessly. “Know that now I am back in Lundborg, I will dedicate myself to giving you the attention you deserve, and reminding you of your place.”
Three further strikes land in fast succession, creating a dull ache from behind me. My hips roll forward, an unfortunate, but inevitable consequence Anders’ spankings seem to produce in me.
“Yes, my sweeting,” he says, his voice vibrating over me. “You have come a long way in the time you’ve been mine, Aurelie, but you should not forget your place. You shall not command me, or any man of my blood, and you certainly must learn to hold your tongue. By the time this spanking is done, I hope the point will be much clearer for you, my sweeting. Do you understand me?”
I moan at the next impact, taking a moment to absorb the pain before I answer him. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I groan, feeling the moisture pooling between my thighs already. Whatever it is about being taken in hand by a powerful man, Anders has it in good measure. The strikes are hard, but despite the pain, I am moved by his sentiment. I have upset Anders by speaking out of turn, and I am rueful to have done so. Now, I must accept my penance, and hope I am still able to sit down when I am introduced to the king tomorrow.
He spanks me again, and again, each strike lighting a trail of fire over my backside. The sting starts to become unbearable, and I want to tell him to stop, yet I know there is little point. My Viking is the one who decides how and when to punish me, and only he will decide when my spanking is done, but oh, Gods, each strike is so painful! I wonder if I can really tolerate the intensity of this spanking. I lose count after thirty strokes, feeling the outline of his palm against my bare bottom.
“Just because you are in Lundborg does not mean you have free rein to say as you wish, Aurelie,” Anders goes on, his voice hard and unrelenting. “Let each swat of my hand be a reminder of this fact to you. I am the master, and you are the captive, whatever transpires between us. Every time you overstep the line, I will be here to punish you, my sweeting. I will be here to tan this beautiful backside and correct you.”
And correct me he does, his palm impacting over and over until I am on the verge of tears.
“Please, my Lofðungr,” I whimper, wanting desperately for the spanking to be done, and for his warmth and affection to resume in its place. “Please, I have remembered, and I will remember. Please stop!”
My plea is met by Anders’ dark chuckle, and I know in an instant that my punishment is far from over.
“I do so love to hear you beg, Aurelie,” he purrs, “but no, now is not the time to stop. Your spanking only truly begins when you think you can bear no more, and rest assured, my love,” he pauses to land a further three firm strikes to my sore bottom, “you will bear more for me.”
My eyes flutter closed at his promise, my head filled with the misery at his verdict. Of course, I never expected him to give in to me—Anders never has—yet I cannot help but think this penance far outweighs the severity of my crime.
“Tell me, Aurelie.” His voice rouses me from my wretchedness, his tone goading me as his palm finally pauses at my punished cheeks. “Tell me you will bear it. I want to hear you yield.”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I mewl from over his lap. “I am yours, and I will bear it.”
“That’s my good little sweeting,” he replies, the timbre of his voice vibrating over me. It’s thick with condescension and oozes glee, as though he is thoroughly enjoying my correction. If I know Anders, then I’m sure that he is. I writhe in abject humiliation over his hard legs, my mind weighted with the usual intolerable contradiction. There’s the distress of the punishment, and my inability to control proceedings, versus the simmering need within my core. The need to submit to him, to please him, but more than that—my desire to.
My spanking resumes, his palm landing heavy smacks against my exposed and vulnerable bottom. Soon I lose track of the strikes again, my head preferring to concentrate on the warm, fuzzy sensation the punishment is stirring in my womb, rather than the actual number. I know I am grinding over his lap now, the little nub at my front pulsating with eager anticipation, and yet I find I can barely stop myself, let alone care. I gyrate helplessly, surrendering to the desire I feel, as well as the will of the Viking.
It is at this time that I notice his swats appear to have stopped, the loss of impact leaving me strangely bereft. I shift my head, peering at him in the half-light. Can my spanking really be over so soon? The thought is oddly disconcerting. “My Lofðungr?” My voice is raspy and echoes around the shell of the bed.
He smiles. “I had forgotten how much my little captive enjoys her punishment,” he replies, winking at me as his right hand returns to the now warm orbs of my bottom.
I flush, shamed by his revelation, although I know it to be true.
“It seems you are now ready for my lash?” he speculates, his warm left hand shifting from its place at my shoulders, and sliding under my body to find the implement.
I tense, having quite forgotten he had selected the thing at all, but his hand soon returns, stroking the rigidity from my back.
“Tell me, Aurelie,” he purrs, his voice somehow distant despite his proximity. “Why do you deserve my lash?”
I lower my face from his insistent gaze, recalling once more the incidents that had led to my current predicament. “I argued with you,” I answer him with a trembling voice. “I interrupted, and contradicted you, my Lofðungr, in front of your kin.”
I hear the sound of the lash fly through the air around me, and a second later the thing hits the lower portion of my bottom, catching the edge of my wetness as it impacts. A noise escapes my lips, although it’s impossible to say if it’s a gasp or a groan. It’s just a fraction of the emotion resonating through me as his leather whips over my flesh.
“Good girl,” he purrs, the strands of the lash already connecting with my hot behind again. “And which of my kin was it, my sweeting?”
I cry into the bedding at the newest hurt, wanting desperately to rub the affected skin with my hands, but knowing just what that will earn me. “Your brother, my Lofðungr,” I gasp as soon as my breath allows. “I’m sorry!”
He laughs, a soft dark sound. “I am certain that you are now, my sweeting,” he says, whipping me for a third time.
I flinch at the impact, my toes curling as I absorb the raft of sensations.
“How does my lash feel?” he asks, the question hanging over me like the cloud of carnal energy in the chamber.
“It hurts, my Lofðungr,” I answer, squeezing the words out through gritted teeth.
“Yes, it hurts,” he says, laying the leather on the small of my back as his right hand examines the punished area. “But you deserve the hurt, don’t you, Aurelie, and furthermore, you desire it?”
I draw in an unsteady breath, wanting to protest, but halting myself. What would be the point? We both know he speaks the truth; I do love his lash, despite its vicious kiss.
It hits me for a fourth time, and this time I am braced, soaking up its cruel impact with rather more grace than before.
“Do you desire my lash? I asked you a question!” His tone has become curt, and the idea that my delay has caused offence makes me jump.
“Yes, Anders, please…” My admission is cut short by another swat with the leather lash. The sound of the thing cracking against my flesh reverberates around his chamber.
“Lift your hips,” he commands. “Show me what’s mine…”
I raise my bottom in an instant, not wanting to displease him further, though reluctant to leave the satisfying contact that his lap had provided for my excited little nub.
“Good,” he purrs, rubbing the orbs of my ass with his large palm. “Five more lashes, Aurelie,” he pronounces, “and these will be to your wet sex directly.”
I groan aloud, my only acknowledgement of his verdict before the leather comes crashing down against my exposed lips. The agony is intense and exquisite, shooting through me fast and hard, leaving me ragged with passion. “My Lofðungr, please,” I beg, although I have no idea what my plea concerns.
“That is number one,” he remarks, his voice full of unrestrained glee. “Count the remaining strokes for me.”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I gasp, already braced for the next.
It comes soon afterwards, striping my core with heat. “Two,” I breathe, trying to catch my breath as the pain gives way to my simmering, wet desire.
“Good, little sweeting,” he muses as he lands the next stroke. This one is hard and elicits a low, guttural sound from my mouth, and yet still the burgeoning arousal in me grows, pushing the pain to the periphery.
“Three, my Lofðungr,” I count, garnering my control from the excitement. This is the tipping point, the moment when the pleasure begins to outstrip the pain, and I bury my face into the cool covers as my body acknowledges it.
The fourth strike hits my throbbing sex, and this time my hips are pushed back waiting for it. The pain does register, but already it is being manipulated into something sweeter. My core is dripping with need at the intensity, and is testament to how I feel about Anders’ punishment. I mark the number of the stroke, ready at once for the next—and final—swat. As it lands I want to call out in triumph. Not only have I endured his pronounced sentence, but I have learned to enjoy it.
“Five,” I say, fighting to control my fervour.
There’s a thud as the lash hits the bed beyond us, and then the sweetest sensation as Anders’ fingers dip into my wetness.
“Oh, my love,” he murmurs as the extent of my arousal becomes evident to him for the first time. “How you love my lash!”
“Yes,” I reply, gasping as he slides two of his large fingers inside me, filling and withdrawing from me in their own sweet, rhythmic way.
“What do you need now, my wilful little girl?” The powerful Viking beneath me shifts, cupping my punished bottom with one hand as he pleasures me with the other.
I moan into the covers, pushing myself onto his digits. “You,” I pant. “I need you, my Lofðungr.”
The sound of his chuckle washes over me again. “I disagree, Aurelie,” he purrs.
His response is unexpected, and I twist my face back to see him. Our eyes connect, his expression thick with sin. “First you must be pleasured to climax, and only once you have found ecstasy in the indulgence I offer, will I take you.”
I blink up at him, listening to his words as my hips roll reflexively against him.
“Aurelie?” He sounds amused as he calls my name. “Do you want me to make you come?”
My mouth opens of its own accord, his words finally beginning to register. “Yes, please, my Lofðungr,” I mewl in reply.
He swats my ass playfully. “Then climb down from me now, and onto the bed. Face first, with your hips up.”
His instructions are brief, but enough to make me move, and I scramble across the covers as he has commanded. I land without ceremony, pressing my breasts and face into the cool bedding, before pushing my punished bottom up and into the air. The bed shifts behind me as Anders settles himself into position. I hold my breath, not entirely sure what he has in mind, but certain that he is about to push me back to the limits of ecstasy.
The heat of his breath tickles my inner thighs, and his mouth descends against my upturned sex. The sensation sends me reeling. I press my palms down beside my face, gasping as he slides his tongue up my wet seam. His hands are at my thighs, splaying my legs wider as though he cannot get enough of the taste of me. The experience is absorbing, lewd, and glorious. Anders plays me like an instrument, controlling me with every kiss and each wave of his tongue. I am here, subservient and willing, lost totally in the magic he creates.
All of a sudden, his face pulls away, leaving me bereft at the unexpected loss of contact. “I want you to push back onto my mouth,” he growls from between my thighs. “Grind against me, let me fuck you with my tongue—whatever you need to do. But I want you to come, and I want you to climax fast. I can no longer wait to possess you.”
I whimper in response, shocked and grateful for his outburst. He lands another swat against my upturned behind, and unthinkingly I groan in response. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I pant. “Thank you.”
The familiar low chuckle reverberates against my wet lips, and a moment later the sound is swallowed up by his mouth sculpting my pleasure. I gyrate as he has commanded, like an animal who has been trained to please her master. I squirm at the unwelcome imagery, realising that the analogy is all too fitting. That is precisely what I have become—the usual wet, needy mess that Anders’ discipline seems able to create. Lost in our combined, lush rhythm, I push back against his powerful tongue, allowing him to fill me over and over again. I am close, so close to the point of shattering hedonism. Arching my back, my head falls forward, whilst my mouth opens into a silent scream of carnality.
I do not know how he achieves it, but all at once I feel his digits at my cleft, mercilessly teasing my throbbing little nub. The shock of the sensation rouses me, but even before I can let out the burst of feeling, the peak of my gratification is upon me. It hits me hard, the brink a brutal and desolate place. For one moment I cannot take a breath, and then I unravel; all rasping breaths and moans. I plummet, falling consciously into the forbidden oblivion Anders has promised me. He stays with me the whole time, his mouth riding my convulsing waves of intensity, his tongue lapping me relentlessly.
There is black silence. It’s a place filled with warmth and serenity, but also one of depth and exposure. I am aware of Anders leaving my shuddering pelvis, and vaguely conscious of him splaying my parted knees further apart.
The sound of his voice vibrates over me. “You are so delicious,” he soothes, the sound muting as yet another surge of orgasm rolls over me.
His legs are against my inner thighs, and all at once he spears me. His erection pushes hard and fast into my wet channel, possessing me in one sweet thrust.
“Ahh!” I cry, arching further to allow Anders greater access to me, and even as I do, he has withdrawn and slammed back inside me.
I feel his testicles land against the underside of my sex, making brief contact with my satiated bud and sending new jolts of lightning through my exhausted body.
“Arch for me, Aurelie.” The order is given as a growl, and I comply, raising my hips as high as I can whilst I throw my head back.
His left arm appears at my neck, sliding back against me until I am caught in the crook of his elbow. I gasp for air, trapped between the sinews of his powerful arm and the relentless thrusting of his mighty erection. Here he claims me, pounding into my sex over and over, his possession seemingly greater and more intense than anything I have experienced before.
Panting as best I can in the prison of his arm, I search for larger mouthfuls of air. “Anders,” I gasp, my eyes widening as he fills me again. “I… can’t breathe!”
His face is at the side of my face, his hot breath grazing my right cheek. “You are breathing, my sweeting,” he whispers, shifting his pace to short, insistent thrusts. “Just. Relax. Au-relie,” he groans, and all at once he comes apart before my very eyes.
I never tire of watching this strong and powerful man unravel because of me, and despite my protests, I obey, slumping against his arm as he fills me with his hot seed. The large, potent thrusts become small shudders, and finally he collapses onto my body, catching his breath against my now punished behind.
For some moments we just lie here together, a tangle of hot, trembling limbs. My body has been punished, and commanded to pleasure, and yet now it is cherished and enveloped in his sensual masculinity.
Anders raises his head, those pale blue eyes boring me with intent. “Do you feel better, my sweeting, now that you have received what you so badly deserved?”
I smile into the bedding, thinking that he is right—this is exactly what I needed. “Yes, thank you, my Lofðungr,” I sigh, contentment evident in my satiated tone.
He climbs up the length of my body, so that our faces once again meet. Gazing down at me, he broods authority and control, and yet there is a flicker of the other man I have come to know—the Anders who wants to treasure and take care of me.
“Rest now,” he tells me, his tone sensual but firm. “Under the covers and get some sleep.”
I scurry to obey, wincing as my bottom scrapes the bedding. As I glance up I notice that his attention is already elsewhere—on the large doorway behind him.
“Will you not sleep with me, my Lofðungr?” I ask, my contented mood vanishing in a heartbeat.
He turns back to me, tucking the covers up over my breasts before he hovers above me, once again balanced on his powerful arms. “Of course, I will,” he smiles. “But first I must speak to my father. It cannot wait until morning.”
All I want at this moment is for Anders to hold me and lull me into a sated sleep, and yet it seems my first night in this foreign land is not to be so. I am crestfallen, yet I try not to show it. “I understand,” I say, my voice faltering as I blink up at him.
His smile widens. “Do you?” he enquires, half laughing. “Do not fret, my sweeting. This castle is now the safest place in the land, and I shall ensure a guard is posted outside my door.”
I nod, reassured, and yet still secretly just wanting Anders and his own unique recipe for slumber.
“Sleep now,” he commands me. “Do not let me find you awake when I return, or I shall have to take you over my knee again.” He pauses, gazing at me to ensure I have understood the point. “I am not sure your pretty little bottom could withstand another lashing so soon.”
I clench my behind, already noticing how tender it feels, and I have to agree with him. “I will sleep,” I assure him. “Thank you.”
Anders’ expression softens, and in that one moment I can see how much he cares for me, his fallen foreign princess.
“Oh, and Aurelie?” His tone is soft and almost contemplative as he calls my name.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I answer.
“Welcome to Lundborg, my sweeting…”



Chapter Five: The King of the Northlands
 
 
In spite of my reservations, sleep comes easily after my first punishment in Anders’ homeland. I am exhausted and the bed is surprisingly comfortable, and I slip into a deep slumber soon after he leaves the chamber. At some point in the night, I stir, aware of movement in the room. I rouse sleepily, eyeing my Viking master undressing in the flickering candlelight.
Recalling his warning to me, I pretend not to have seen him and snuggle back into the soft bedding, but it is to no avail. He is already striding toward me, and one of his large, rough fingers trails a line across my exposed face.
“I did not mean to wake you, my sweeting,” he says soothingly.
My eyes blink open to find him smiling over me. “How was the king?” I murmur, my voice croaky with sleep.
He climbs into bed beside me, his muscular body pressing up against my no-doubt reddened backside. “The king is well,” he replies as he sweeps my hair from my neck and plants a line of kisses against my throat.
The caresses are like fire in my blood, sending sparks of arousal throughout my body, all of which pool at my core. Instinctively my back arches, and my punished bottom presses back into his manhood.
He chuckles at the action, chiding me in an amused tone. “Well, well, my audacious little sweeting. What an imp you have become!”
I squirm against him as his arm snakes around my waist, pulling me against him. “He is pleased to see his son’s return,” Anders continues, ignoring my wanton behaviour, “and eager to meet the Donrosian woman who has captured him…”
I baulk at that, his words stirring me from my sleep-induced state. “Captured you?” I laugh, turning to appraise him.
He scowls at me playfully. “Oh, my Lady,” he chuckles. “You’re not contradicting me, are you?”
I shake my head at once, biting down on the laugh rising in my throat. “No, my Lofðungr,” I answer, snuggling back down into his hard body.
He sniggers at my retreat, but does not push the point. Instead, he kisses my forehead. “I must sleep now,” he sighs. “Tomorrow, we shall both seek an audience with my father.”
 
* * *
 
The nights this far north seem endless, and when I open my eyes again the room is still shrouded with darkness. Rolling to my right side, I find my Viking sleeping peacefully next to me, and I press myself into his body heat. I have had such few opportunities to explore his body. I am usually either bound, or being commanded in some other shameful, though tantalising way, but rarely do I have free rein to touch him. I press my palm into his chest, trailing it south over his torso. My fingers run over the firm contours of his abdominals, following the muscles as they taper down toward his groin. I smile into his side, knowing full well where my fingers are going next. Desire swells at my centre, goading me to continue, and my index finger nudges against the nest of hair at his manhood.
Excitement races through me at the prospect of being able to handle Anders’ magnificent cock without supervision, and unthinkingly my digits move into his coarse hair. I find his organ, already semi-erect, and stirring at my limited stimulation of his body. Nervous energy floods my mind. I am finally going to get to play with his erection—after all of the immense frustration and pleasure it has brought me over the last months. I can barely believe it. I wrap my hand around the lower shaft, fisting it gently and gleeful as it hardens under my touch.
“What is this?” Anders’ tone is sleepy, yet there’s no denying the rasping eroticism laced within it. “I see my little sweeting is awake already?”
My fist stills, yet I squeeze his cock gently, willing it to swell further for me. “I am sorry, my Lofðungr,” I murmur up his body. “I can hardly resist you.” I glance up at him in the shadows. “Are you angry with me?”
His left arm sweeps up my body, across my shoulders and his fingers are suddenly in my hair. “Not angry, Aurelie,” he chortles as his digits grip into my locks. “Though perhaps increasingly stunned by your growing pluck.”
The early morning light is still weak, and I blink into the darkness, uncertain if he is amused or upset with me. “Forgive me,” I whisper. “I do so desire you, Anders.”
He is on me in a moment, spinning me onto my back and capturing one, and then two wrists, which he contains easily in his right hand. “You are becoming rather informal, Aurelie,” he breathes, pulling my imprisoned wrists up behind my head.
I gasp, my head whirring at the dramatic change of events. Is he cross with me, or just playing? It seems impossible to tell. I glance up to his expression in the half-light, looking to his scintillating blue eyes for clues. “Again, forgive me,” I splutter, apparently full of apologies this morning.
He assesses me, his powerful body pinioning mine to the bed below us. My ass, still sore from last night’s punishments, rubs painfully against the covers. “I am pleased that you desire me,” he smiles, “and yet I think you forget your place, my Lady.”
My heart pounds at his words, and the sensual threat they promise.
“You do not touch me without permission, are we clear on this?” His tone is firm, but he doesn’t raise his voice, and somehow the cool, calm persona is all the more disconcerting.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply in a hurried whisper. “We are clear.”
His hard-set features thaw a little at my evident trepidation, his eyes now just visible from the first light of dawn. Anders’ gaze holds me in place, immobilising me with his intensity as much as his body. “Good,” he answers finally. “I will punish you for this transgression, my sweeting, although as yet I am undecided how. I will make up my mind in due course, and deliver your penance this evening.” He pauses, lowering his face to kiss my mouth in an unhurried way. I squirm beneath him, passion pooling at my core at the casual authority and control he has over me. The feeling of his hardness nudging my hip does little to alleviate my growing desire. “We have an important day today,” he continues as he draws away. “I want you to remember what awaits you this evening as the day passes.” He smiles at this, obviously imagining the agonising anticipation that will torment me. I imagine it too, and all at once it feels hard to breathe.
“I will remember,” I vow, as he hovers just a few inches over me, smiling.
“I know you will, my love,” he replies, the self-assuredness oozing from him.
My head spins, overawed by it all. At times like this I would like to despise him—I should despise him. If it were not for Anders I would still be living in my castle in Donrose, oblivious to all of this—sensation—but as it is, I am not. I have been kidnapped, paraded, and humiliated at his hand, and now I am estranged from my own kin, at my own doing.
What is wrong with me? Why do I not loathe this man?
I already know the answer, and I squeeze my eyes shut, needing to block out the image of him for just a moment.
For everything he has done, for every callous and cruel act he has ordered, Anders has awakened me. He’s created and roused feelings in sweet little Aurelie that I never even knew existed, and now, having experienced them, having lived them, there is no going back. I cannot be the princess I once was. That is why I saved his life at the gallows in Donrose, and that is why I will stand by his side now. This arrogant, unfeeling man can also be the most loving and protective. I have glimpsed more of this latter side of Anders since we escaped my homeland, and I crave it—now and always.
“Aurelie.” His voice bursts my train of thought, and my eyes are back on him in an instant. “Are you well?” There is genuine concern in his voice, and the thought warms me.
“Yes, I…” I hesitate, unsure how to vocalise what I had been thinking.
“Lost in your thoughts?” he asks, his tone amused.
I nod. “Yes, my Lofðungr, I…” My words are consumed by his hot mouth, which descends to claim me once more. I yield to his tongue as it dances with my own, my hips splaying at the eroticism of the kiss.
He pulls away, but just an inch or two. “There is not much time,” he purrs, breathless with the rising passion between us. “Let me ravish you now. We will talk more later.”
I want to respond but his mouth is already at my throat, those full lips sending lightning up and down my body as he kisses me. I pant beneath him, opening my legs further as though I am inviting him inside.
He grins devilishly as he answers my call and positions the head of his cock at my slick entrance. “Always so ready for your prince,” he murmurs as he gently slides into my folds.
Gasping, I arch my back under him, desperate for more of his length. “Always,” I agree. “I always am.”
 
* * *
 
It is some hours before we are suitably dressed and ready to be presented to the king. I am full of nerves, unsure what to expect from Anders’ father, but equally worrying what his son will have planned for me this evening. Sensing my quiet dread, Anders walks to my side, grasping my hand and squeezing my digits. I look to him, astonished by how extraordinarily handsome he looks in his official robes.
He leans in toward me. “Do not fret,” he whispers into my left ear, as his large palm flattens down the long skirts of the gown he had found me. “The king will love you as I do.”
I force a smile, not sharing any of his quiet confidence. “But what if he does not?” I murmur back. “What if…”
His left index finger is at my lips in an instant. “Aurelie, look at me.”
That is an order, and I follow it without complaint, my wide eyes finding his calm ones.
“He will love you,” he repeats, not breaking eye contact with me as he speaks.
I nod, uncertain how to respond.
“You recall how to address him?” Anders asks as he draws away a little.
I study the detail of my right sleeve as I indeed remember his instructions. “Yes,” I reply. “I am to call him my Lofðungr.” It seems such a peculiar idea to me, that the father and the son should share the same title, but it is apparently the custom.
He nods, smiling as he stands upright. “Then we are ready,” he says, gesturing to a nearby guard, who pulls back the long, heavy red drape that separates this small chamber from where the king waits for us.
We pass by four more guards, all lined up by the substantial curtain. They salute at the sight of Anders, who, still gripping my hand, leads me onward as we overstep the threshold into the throne room.
As soon as we enter, we are met by the sound of music. I turn my head to the left, trying to identify the source of the fanfare, and spy two men playing what looks to be some local instruments. I glance around quickly, assessing the sheer size and scale of this place. My father had quite an impressive castle, but this dwarfs anything we had in Donrose. The roof is higher than most buildings, and the space is lit by equally high windows that adorn the walls on three sides. There’s no doubt it is impressive. Whoever rules here must be equipped with wealth and influence; the thought doing little to calm my anxiety. One squeeze of my fingers brings me to heel, and I remember myself, falling into step with Anders as we approach the throne.
Anders’ pace slows as we near the first of many steps, each lined with a regal red rug at our feet. At the very top sits two huge golden thrones, and from the left an older man stands to greet us.
“Here is my son!” he beams, descending the first few steps with a lithe grace that disguises his years.
Anders bows, dropping my hand and extending his arms to hail his father. They hug for a long moment, and I stand, a little back, observing them together.
“My Lofðungr,” replies Anders, dropping from the embrace to one knee. “Thank you for granting us an audience.”
The Norse king watches him, grasping Anders’ hand as his son rises, and then, as though time has moved to slow motion, his gaze falls upon me. His face is long and slender, and I see the same strong jaw that Anders has inherited. His eyes are a deeper blue than his son’s, and although he is clearly mature in years, he is still a strikingly good-looking man. He takes a step toward me, offering me a warm smile.
“Of course,” he says, taking my palms into his large hands. “This must be Princess Aurelie?”
I fall into a low curtsey at once, my hands lost in his large fingers. “My Lofðungr,” I murmur. “Thank you for welcoming me to your court.”
“Rise, my Lady,” he replies softly. “You are indeed most welcome.”
I blink up at him; his frame, though not quite as towering as Anders’, still looms over me. “Thank you,” I respond, feeling rather overwrought at the meeting.
Anders paces to my side, facing his father with a smile. “May I also thank you for receiving Aurelie as my guest, my Lofðungr,” he remarks.
The king drops my left hand, placing it on his son’s back supportively. “Our guest, Anders,” he counters. “Aurelie is our guest here.”
I swallow hard, amazed and yet stunned at the king’s response to me.
“Aurelie.” The king’s attention is back on me in an instant. “May I call you, Aurelie, my Lady?”
My eyes fly to Anders, who gestures for me to answer his father. “Of course, my Lofðungr,” I reply. “I would be honoured.”
The king’s smile widens. “Wonderful!” he says, “then it is settled. Come, my Lady, take a walk with me, and let us discuss your arrival.”
I blanch, totally unprepared for this turn of events.
“My Lofðungr.” It is Anders who answers for me, perhaps reading my shocked expression. “Let me walk with you both—I agree, we have much to speak about.”
The king flashes him a cursory glance. “Not now, Anders,” he replies dismissively. “Now I should like to talk to Princess Aurelie alone. You may join us next time, perhaps?”
I look to Anders, noticing something quite remarkable. His face flushes, evidence of his discomfort clear for me to see. In all the time I have known him, I have never seen him this way, but then I have never met anyone with the power to veto him until now.
“As you wish, my Lofðungr,” he says with a bow. His tone is resigned, yet he flashes me a warning glance, which I absorb with a wave of new anxiety. “I will find you later, my Lady.”
“Do not fret, Anders,” laughs the king. “I shall deliver the good lady to you upon our return.” He pauses, looking from Anders to myself. “My Lady?” The king offers me his arm, and I step toward him, accepting it with some trepidation. Soon I am moving, this time led by the father, instead of the son.



Chapter Six: Disclosure
 
 
We walk from the throne room, and beyond the labyrinth of hallways, onto the castle grounds. People fall into deferential bows around us, and a small number of the king’s personal guard keep a watchful eye over us from a respectable distance behind. The king keeps a surprising pace for his age, and soon I am scurrying to keep up in my heavy gown.
It is with some relief then that the older man finally slows as we approach the edge of his castle’s battlements. The day is fair, and despite the cold temperatures, my head seems to welcome the fresh Nordic air. The king leads me to a sturdy-looking stone wall that overlooks the vast township below, and I take a moment to absorb the sheer size of the place. Lundborg is huge, more than twice the scope of Donrose, and Anders is set to be the ruler of it all one day…
“Aurelie, my dear.” His voice is warm, and I turn to look at him as he addresses me. “Thank you for walking with me. I do so enjoy the air in the castle grounds at this time of the year.” He smiles, and I cannot help but return it. I had expected to fear Anders’ father, and yet he seems so genuinely kind and agreeable.
“Thank you for asking me to accompany you, my Lofðungr,” I reply.
His gaze returns to the view briefly, the mountain backdrop absorbing us both for a long moment of silence. At length, he glances back to me, evidently ready to say whatever it is he has brought me here to advise. My belly knots with anxious energy as the moment looms over me.
“Aurelie, I should like to talk to you about a matter which is most…” He pauses, searching for the right words. “Delicate. Do I have your consent to go on?”
I bite down on my amusement that the king of a land as vast as this requires my permission to do anything. “Of course, my Lofðungr,” I answer him. “Please do so.”
He nods with a smile before he continues. “I spent a great deal of time with my son last night,” he begins, “and he told me of his recent conquest—the successes and the failures—and how the two of you came to be acquainted.”
His eyes fall upon me with a new intensity, and I shift my weight awkwardly as my face flames. Can Anders really have told his father what had transpired between us?
Thankfully he saves my blushes and does not wait for me to reply. “I should like to be frank with you, my Lady, and as I am sovereign here, I shall do so. I know a little of what transpired at our camp outside Donrose, and I know that my son was not always fair to you.”
My eyes blink up at him as he speaks. Suddenly it feels hard to pull the air in and out of my chest. Presumably seeing my response, he reaches his large palm for my hand, grasping it tightly. The contact, rather than settling me, produces a new wave of nervous energy rushing through my body.
“I do not wish to cause you distress, my Lady,” he says calmly. “But Anders has admitted this much to me himself, and other reports of the same nature have also reached me.”
I draw in a deep breath, gripping the edge of the stone for support. “I am quite well, my Lofðungr,” I lie, feigning a smile that almost certainly does not reach my eyes. “Please continue.”
His coarse fingers squeeze my small digits softly. “Let me be clear with you, my Lady. I do not condone my son’s behaviour, but then I do not condemn it, either. War is a beast and makes a savage of even the best of men. My son is a good man, and yet, I am more than aware of his innate flaws.”
I blink up at him. “Flaws, my Lofðungr?” I repeat, my voice trembling slightly.
“Indeed,” he replies. “Anders is my eldest surviving child, the heir to my kingdom and I love him very much, but, I am not blind to his weakness for certain desires…”
I think I am panting as he goes on, some of his words lost to the myriad emotions that I am wrestling with.
“There is no need to be coy, Aurelie. I know we are both aware of what I speak about. Let me explain myself a little better. Norse men are traditional in so many ways, perhaps more so than your own kin? Part of this translates into the way we manage our women folk.” His eyes drill into me as he speaks. “I spanked Anders’ mother when she was alive, and my father did the same with my mother. It is our way—we love, nurture, and cherish the fairer sex, but the man will always be in charge. If the lady crosses the boundaries set for her by her man, then she will be pulled over his knee and given a sound spanking.”
The blush that engulfs my face leaves me overwrought, and instinctively I want to pull my hand from his palm. “My Lofðungr,” I gasp. “I do not know if I can speak of such things with you.”
He smiles at me, the warmth of his good intentions evident in his expression. “I am sorry to have made you feel this way, my Lady,” he remarks sincerely, “but do please listen. I know that Anders was brutal with you. Your treatment at times was little better than a common criminal, and for that, I am candidly sorry. But…” He hesitates, looking into my eyes as he goes on. “If you have found it in your heart to forgive my son, then that is good enough for me. I am not aware of everything which has gone on between you, and it is none of my business, but it is clear to me that Anders has a deep affection for you now.”
I gasp at the statement, the sound unfortunately audible.
“Aurelie.” His free hand reaches for my palm, still clinging to the stone wall. He takes both of my hands between his, capturing my full and undivided attention. “As a father, I would like to extend my gratitude to you for saving the life of my son. He may not have deserved your intervention, but thank the Gods that you chose to come to his aid, and I believe, his rescue has come at some cost to yourself, my dear?”
I nod my head for a moment, until intelligible words have reformed in my head. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I agree. “There has been a cost, and yet I do not regret my choice.”
The king’s eyes tear as he squeezes both of my hands. “You are brave beyond the remit of your age and sex, my Lady,” he says eventually. “And you have gained my gratitude and admiration with your plucky recourse.”
I smile, watching as he drops my right hand and looks back to the township beyond us. “Anders has asked permission for you to reside here in Lundborg.”
I hold my breath, realising that the king is building to perhaps the most crucial part of our discussion.
“He has also asked permission for the two of you to marry.”
He turns back to me, the intensity of his gaze reminding me of that of his son. “Under the circumstances I see no reason to refuse either, but I give leave for you to have your say, Aurelie. Anders is my son, and one day he will become king of this domain. That means he will rule everything we can see from here, and a great many places which we cannot. Do you want to stay here, my Lady, and become his queen, helping him to rule over the northlands for the rest of your life?”
I gulp, astonished at his candidness. I always expected him to reject me outright, but it seems my assumption has done the king a great disservice. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I answer him. “With your consent, I should very much like to.”
He smiles, leaning in toward me to plant a chaste kiss on my forehead. “Then you shall have my consent,” he says, his blue eyes sparkling as he looks at me. “And I foresee that the two of you shall make a strong and handsome royal house. But Aurelie, let me say one more thing on the subject…”
My gaze travels up to his handsome face, waiting with bated breath for what is to come. “What is that, my Lofðungr?” I ask.
“Should Anders ever be too heavy-handed again, you will come to me. He must learn to treat you with the respect you deserve, especially when you become his wife.” He pauses, staring down at me. “Remember, there is still one person to whom even Anders has to kneel…”
He winks at me as he concludes, and I flush again, lowering my eyes at his comment. “Th-thank you, my Lofðungr,” I murmur, my heart racing at everything that has just transpired.
I never expected an advocate in the king, and yet it seems I have found one. As we turn to make our way back into the castle, I can finally take a breath again, knowing I have the strength to face whatever penance Anders sees fit to deliver.



Chapter Seven: The Penance
 
 
The rest of the day passes with ease. Anders and I luncheon with the king, and by late afternoon I find myself alone in my Viking’s chambers. Called to various meetings by his father, Anders has departed, leaving me with strict instructions to remain here and await his return.
I pass the time idly, reticent to sit for too long on my tender backside. Memories of last night’s spanking flash through my mind. I recall how much I’d resented the severity of the penance, and how I’d had to battle my inner conflict as he’d swatted me over and over. Anders had pushed me—further than I expected, and perhaps further than I’d wanted to go—but it hadn’t surprised me. That is exactly what Anders has always done. He pushes me, stretching my boundaries, until the previous limits are merely jots on the horizon. I should expect nothing less, and yet for a while last night I had wondered how much more I could tolerate. I gulp as I realise I now face yet another punishment after my error this morning.
Perching on the edge of one of his large stone windows, I survey the Nordic landscape. This place, which is now to be my home, is so different from my homelands. It’s so… foreign. Even in the fair seasons, the air has a natural chill here, and I wonder if I will ever get used to it, ever be warm. I exhale slowly, the burden of all the changes of recent months catching me off guard for a moment.
“That was a big sigh, my love…”
Anders’ voice breaks my internal monologue all of a sudden, and I spin from the window ledge to find him leaning against the closed door. He looks devastatingly handsome of course, as he usually does, yet the intensity of his gaze reminds me that he’s here for another purpose. Not just to love me, but to punish me.
“I…” I hesitate, my throat drying in an instant. “I had not expected you to return so soon, my Lofðungr.” I sound small, nervous even, and I know he will have noticed.
“You seem disappointed by my prompt return, Aurelie,” he replies, pushing himself from the entrance and approaching me. His pace is slow, leisurely even, and a smile spreads over those delicious-looking lips as he meets me by the window.
“No, of course not, my Lofðungr,” I assure him, greeting his grin with a smile of my own, but the whole time all I can think about is my punishment. It looms over me like death itself, spreading its dark wings into every corner of my mind. What will he do to me, or what will he expect me to do? I shiver reflexively as the question hangs in my mind.
“Are you cold, my love?” Anders enquires, his tone soft, yet menacing.
I blink up at him, gulping hard. “No, not really,” I answer him. “But it is much colder here than I am used to.”
Anders’ smile dissolves into a small chuckle, and one of his large palms appears at the side of my face. His fingers stroke my cheek gently, quelling a little of the knot of anxiety in my belly. “I’m sure you will acclimatise soon,” he murmurs, as his hand lowers, catching the underside of my chin between his finger and thumb. “And I know you are nervous, Aurelie. Tell me why, please.”
Why? Tell him why? What is this—a new way to torture me? Surely Anders of all people knows why I’m anxious. It seems such a ridiculous question to ask me, yet ask it he has, and now he looms over me, his expression expectant.
“You have vowed to punish me, my Lofðungr,” I concede in barely more than a whisper. “The thought has been with me all day. I… I can’t bear it any longer. Please, tell me what you plan to do?”
His eyes widen a fraction at my admission, and then comes the soft laugh again. “Oh, Aurelie,” he purrs, snaking his free hand to my waist and drawing me against his hard body. “You know how much I enjoy watching you suffer for me! Yes, I wanted you to think of your offence, and know that your penance awaits you, but you need not look so severe—the wait is almost over.”
He throws me a wink as he concludes, and the hand at my face disappears. “I needed time to decide how best to punish you. I want to teach you a lesson you’ll not soon forget, and it seems that even my lash may be insufficient to this end.”
I exhale at his words, relieved that at least I will not have to endure that cruel kiss of the lash again so soon. “Then, may I ask what you have decided, my Lofðungr?” I ask, my voice trembling as I enquire.
The arm at my waist loosens, and wordlessly Anders guides me from the window toward the large four-poster bed at the other end of the room. When we reach the sturdy wooden posts, he pauses, turning to face me once more.
“You may enquire,” he replies, “but I choose not to indulge you, my sweeting. It seems I have spoiled you of late, and given you cause to think that you can explore my body at will? If this is true, then please accept my apologies, for this is not the case. I am the master here, Aurelie, and whilst I seek to have you as my wife, and spend my days with you by my side, I want you to remember it.”
His tone has hardened, the timbre lowering into a foreboding sound that sends my heart racing.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I answer him, uncertain how else to respond. I pull in a shaky breath, more than a little afraid of whatever is to come next.
Anders leans down toward me, allowing his hot mouth to graze my lips. It’s a small, intimate gesture, but somehow it helps to settle some of the apprehension in me.
“I do not blame you, Aurelie,” he tells me, resting his forehead gently against my own. “Perhaps I have given you leave for increased independence in recent weeks, and in doing so, I have misled you. Now, I must set the record straight, and impress upon you my authority. There will be no touching my cock without permission, and no exploring my body unless I say it is acceptable.”
Blinking up into his face, I nod my head in affirmation. “I understand, my Lofðungr,” I reply in a whisper. “I am sorry for the offence.”
And I am. It had been a foolish act of impulse, playing with his manhood as I had done earlier. I should have known he would be displeased, and now I must pay the price.
“Thank you for the apology, my love,” he says, his voice a soft vibration again as he raises his head to glance down at me. “I know you are sincere, but I hope you know that I still mean to punish you.”
I purse my lips, nodding once again to show that I do know it. I know Anders too well. There is no escaping his will—whatever it may be.
“Let us commence it now then,” he suggests, shifting backwards and taking my right hand in one of his large palms. “You have waited long enough, and the sooner the matter is resolved, the better.”
On that point at least I can agree, so I do not counter him as he leads me around the side of the bed. As he gestures for me to sit, I comply wordlessly, and watch as he busies himself around the chamber. Anders collects some strands of rope from a box near the door, before turning his attention to a wooden trunk on the other side of the room. Here he stoops, opening the lid and reaching inside. I eye the object he chooses as he saunters back toward me. He does not try to conceal the thing, splaying it openly on his left palm.
“This is what I have chosen, my sweeting,” he confirms as he comes to stand beside me.
I blink at the thing nervously. It’s a slim, smooth item, probably around four inches in length. One end is particularly narrow, but I note the thing widens in the middle, before tapering out again toward a wide flat piece at the other end. The whole object looks to be made from some type of local stone. “Wh-what is it, my Lofðungr?” I ask, already dreading the answer before it comes.
Anders smirks as he responds. “Seems innocuous enough, doesn’t it?” he remarks wryly. “It’s for punishing naughty little bottoms like yours, Aurelie, although not in the way you are used to.”
I swallow hard at his words, my gaze darting between the giant Viking before me and the strange object in his hand. Anders’ stare is insistent, and that smirk never leaves his lips either. Clearly, he wants me to understand, he’s waiting for some spark of recognition in my expression. Eyeing the thing again, I take a deep breath, and it’s then that his fiendish plan falls into place in my head. That thing is for me—for inside me. He wants to insert that thing into me! Reeling, I gasp as the realisation dawns.
“So, now my little captive understands?” Anders purrs from beside me.
“My Lofðungr, please,” I pant, my eyes returning to the smooth object in his left hand. “I do not want it inside me, please…”
He raises his right palm in front of my face, a sign that I should be quiet. I mewl at it, knowing what he wants and yet utterly incapable of acquiescing as the short bursts of air whimper from my mouth. “Be calm, Aurelie,” he tells me. “There is no need for upset. This is a punishment, but there will be no lasting harm to you. Now, look at me…”
As always, something about his voice captivates me, and I comply, feeling the panic in my chest lessen as our eyes meet. He’s right of course, and I know it. For everything he has done, Anders has never really hurt me, and I know he never will. I trust him. I trust him with all of my heart, yet I can’t help but register the trepidation that fills me as this new, unsettling punishment looms ahead.
“That’s better, Aurelie,” he replies. “It’s time to strip. This punishment must begin in earnest.”
It takes less than five minutes for my Viking master to bare me, and almost at once I find myself bound to the bed. Anders positions me carefully, securing my arms at either side of my head behind me with two of the ropes he had brought with him. I watch as he binds me, appraising his handsome profile as he shifts from one wrist to the other. Finally, after he is satisfied, he sits to my left side, smiling at his handiwork.
“As ever you look glorious,” he purrs as his eyes devour the look of my bared flesh. Betraying my need as always, my nipples bead painfully into tight buds at the ends of my exposed chest. “Now for your ankles, my love,” he muses, as though he is speaking more to himself than me. “For this I will require a more natural aid,” and I watch in silence as he slides from the bed and rummages beneath the giant structure.
He rises with a long, thick branch in his hands, and I feel my brows knit together as I examine it from the spot on the bed. I strain my neck north, trying to get a better view. “You’re not going to beat me with it, are you, my Lofðungr?” I ask him nervously.
Please, Gods, don’t let him use that thing on me…
Anders shakes his head with a smile. “Of course not!” he replies sincerely. “I would never use anything like this on your precious skin, and anyhow, this punishment is really more about what I choose to give, and what I choose to take away.” He pauses as he shifts back onto the bed. “There will be no beatings, whippings, or lashings this time.”
He works fast, securing fresh strands of rope to my ankles, which he also wraps around the length of branch. By the time he is done, my feet are bound to either side of the length, the ropes holding the branch snugly at the back of my ankles. It feels bizarre to be bound this way, but I do not query it. Instead, my head falls back against the covers as his words replay in my head.
“…This punishment is really more about what I choose to give, and what I choose to take away…” What in the name of the Gods does that mean?
“Are you well, Aurelie?” The sound of his voice cuts through my nervous thoughts, and I glance back to see Anders beside me again.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I murmur, trying to make my voice seem calmer than I really feel.
“Good,” he tells me, “because now comes the tricky part…”
In a split second he is on the bed, swooping to avoid the roof of the structure as he reaches for my bound ankles. I watch in fascinated horror as he collects my bound limbs and draws them north toward the canopy that covers the roof of the bed. A small yelp escapes my lips as my legs are literally dragged up with the branch, and I’m stunned as he moves them back toward my face. My limbs are now held in this unusual position, my bottom mercilessly exposed, and I’m panting again as Anders uses a fifth piece of rope to secure the length of wood against a hook that is fixed into the structure above my head.
The first thing I notice is how much harder it is to breathe in this new position. My body is being rolled back over itself in the most curious way, and in doing so the space allowed for breathing seems to have reduced substantially. The next thing I realise is just how completely powerless I am. I am not only bound, but utterly helpless, and Anders now has unhindered access to all of my most private parts.
“My Lofðungr?” I gasp as he retreats, dropping to his hands and knees in the place my legs had been.
He comes into plain view between my bound legs, his face smiling again. “Are you still well?” he prompts me. “Can you take in enough air?”
His query tells me that I may not the first damsel who has been bound this way by my Viking master, and I cannot decide if the thought is riling or reassuring. “There is less air,” I admit, “but yes, there is enough.”
He nods, shifting into position between my thighs. “Good, Aurelie,” he replies. “Because for what I have in mind, you shall surely need air…”



Chapter Eight: Ordeal by Denial
 
 
There is little time to muse on Anders’ warning. All at once he buries his face between my outstretched thighs, and his tongue goes to work, eliciting another gasp from my mouth. My head spins as the pleasure begins to escalate. This is supposed to be a punishment, yet how can that be so? How can being worshipped by Anders this way ever be considered such a thing?
I pull against the bondage, acknowledging just how uncomfortable the position is for the first time. Having my blond god between my thighs however, provides just the right level of distraction, and I ignore the awkwardness. Instead I focus on Anders’ ministrations, revelling in each new lap of his powerful tongue.
“Oh, my Lofðungr,” I moan as the intensity builds.
I want to gyrate and increase the friction, but it’s almost impossible in my current upturned place. I open my mouth, intending to cry out again, to encourage him on, but before I can get the sounds out, Anders’ mouth vanishes.
“You’re just as divine as I recall,” he tells me playfully, as his face appears in my eye line.
I groan at Anders’ words, wishing he would just resume my pleasure, but to my frustration, he shifts his place on the bed instead. Straining my neck, I try to see what he is doing, but all I can make out is his shirt-covered torso as his attention is captured elsewhere on the bed. Now I really pull against the ropes at my wrists, my irritation at the disturbance in his ministrations growing, just as the carnality had done a few moments before.
“My Lofðungr?” I whimper, wanting his attention again.
“Patience, Aurelie,” he replies, and the tone of his voice sends me a warning. “Part of this punishment is about patience, the other is about perseverance. You must garner all the energy you have for both, my love.”
Our eyes lock again, his expression calm and in control. I want to cry out, such is my frustration. One moment I am to be punished, the next I am pleasured, and then what—what is this?
“I see my little one has enjoyed my devotion to her sweet pussy?” Anders’ chuckle fills the air around me. “Just looks at how wet you are, my sweeting.”
His fingers caress the sensitive skin around my sex, and I shiver at Anders’ touch, pushing my hips up to meet his digits as best as I can. “Oh, yes,” he continues as he slides one and then two fingers inside my wetness. “So very wet…”
The fingers inside me begin to move, fucking me slowly at first, before building in the fervour. I know I am groaning then, welcoming their exquisite intrusion as they plunder me over and over. And then, just as the pleasure becomes potent, they are gone. Anders’ digits disappear as fast as they arrived, leaving me bereft of his touch.
“Oh, please,” I mewl. “Please, my Lofðungr, fill me up.”
He laughs again, but now the sound is darker than before. Edgier. “Oh, I shall fill you up, Aurelie,” he chuckles. “Just you wait…”
His voice trails away, and all of a sudden there’s a new pressure at my wet channel. It’s not Anders’ fingers anymore, and not his magnificent cock. I can’t see the thing, but whatever it is, it’s cold as it presses against me.
I gasp at the contact, wriggling in the binds that hold me firmly in place. “My Lofðungr!” I pant. “Wh-what is it?”
“You already know, my sweeting,” Anders answers, his voice full of unrestrained glee. “You saw the implement on my palm with your own eyes.”
My memory flits back to the sleek, smooth stone object that he had pulled from the wooden chest and instinctively I tense.
“Now, now, Aurelie,” he chides me. “Relax and let it in. You will yield to this just as you surrender to me.”
I am beside myself, not wanting to be filled with this strange, foreign object, and yet wholly unable to resist the thing. Anders has me tied in such a way that I am completely powerless to prevent its intrusion. He presses the stone phallus beyond my entrance, and I feel the first inch impale me.
A desperate whimper escapes my lips as the thing invades me. “My Lofðungr!” I cry, my voice demonstrating how fearful and frustrated I am.
“Take it, my captive,” he instructs me. “You will take the phallus, first in your pussy and then, when I command it, in your dark entrance.”
His fingers, still full of my arousal, probe my ass as he speaks. One digit plunges into my most vulnerable place as the phallus continues its descent into my sex.
I pant as best I can in the bondage, trying to accept both intrusions at the same time. “Why, my Lofðungr?” I cry out. “Why must I take it?”
Both his finger and the phallus press on, eliciting a guttural moan from me. “This is part of your punishment, my sweeting,” he explains as he begins to withdraw his finger from my backside, before thrusting it back into position. “I want you to remember that I am your master. This means I will touch you whenever I please, but you, my sweeting, you will not touch me without permission. During this penance, I will control you totally. I will fill you with whatever I choose, and I will bring you right to the brink whenever I like, and you, my sweeting, do you know what you will do?”
I am barely able to follow his words at this point. The stone phallus is now tucked tightly inside me, whilst Anders’ fingers continue to fuck my ass. I am certain that if this torture continues, I will soon lose my mind. The sensations are crude and foreign, and I would gladly be rid of the stone intruder in a heartbeat, yet there’s no denying that the combination of the tight ropes at my wrists and ankles, added to my current predicament, fuel my passion. It was Anders’ mouth that roused me, but this exquisite suffering is carnality itself. I am his now—literally his to do with what he pleases. The thought is as riling as it is hedonistic.
“I do not know,” I gasp, doing my best to answer his query. “What should I do, my Lofðungr?”
He laughs again, the resonance of his breath tickling the sensitive flesh of my inner thighs. “You shall be bound and take what you are given, like a good little girl.”
I do not much like the sound of that, but I’m completely at his mercy, so all I can do is murmur my intention to be a good girl and take whatever he chooses to bestow upon me. After a few moments of further torture, there’s a tug on the end of the phallus.
“Breathe out, Aurelie,” he instructs me firmly. “It is time for this to be removed.”
I obey as best I can, forcing myself to exhale as he draws the stone from my wet channel. There’s relief as it leaves my pussy, but anxiety about what Anders is planning next. His fingers ease from my ass, and I tense out of instinct.
Sensing my trepidation, Anders’ gaze finds my face. “Come now, Aurelie,” he coos. “Relax…”
I shake my head from side to side. “I cannot, my Lofðungr,” I moan. “I do not wa…” My sentence is interrupted by Anders’ mouth, which attacks my desperate flesh again with no warning. Already aroused, his tongue stirs me at once, each lap building my fervour anew. “Oh, Gods!” I scream, yanking at the ropes that hold me in place. “Yes, my Lofðungr, please.”
The intensity grows, desire unfurling in my core and then tightening again as each flick of Anders’ tongue goads my body. I am close to the edge of pleasure now, so close, my breath coming out in short, sharp gasps as the tension within me burgeons. Then, all of a sudden, the contact of Anders’ mouth vanishes, and my sex is left bereft and wanting.
“No!” I gasp, straining my hips futilely in search of his attention.
A firm swat lands against my upturned ass, the strike making me catch my breath.
“Silence, Aurelie,” he barks, and I flinch reflexively at the sound of the order. “You do not give the commands here, my sweeting, and if you cannot control your mouth, then I will happily fill it for you.”
I gulp at that, his warning sealing my lips in an instant. Anders had enjoyed gagging me at the Viking camp, and I know his threats should not be underestimated. I do not want to be gagged again, but oh, Gods, this is too much! To be so close to my climax, and then to have it snatched away… this is punishment, this is cruelty! He watches my desperate struggle with a wry smirk, evidently enjoying the consequences of his actions.
“That’s more like it,” he purrs, “and now I think you are understanding more about your penance, Aurelie.”
He blows softly against my wet flesh, the sensation making my hips buck wildly. I am so turned on that even this most gentle of stimulation sends me reeling. Biting my lip to stop myself from shouting out, I concentrate on breathing through the intensity. Anders is right, I am starting to understand just what he has in mind, and for the first time, I begin to miss the sting of his lash.
My thoughts are disrupted by the phallus that nudges at my dark entrance. This time I groan out loud, I can’t help it. Anders has made it plain what he intends to do with this object, yet the feeling of it right there takes my breath away. Using the moisture from my own arousal, his fingers sweep south from my pussy to my ass, and I imagine him covering the stone in my slick juices.
Flushing, I begin to pant. “My Lofðungr,” I whisper urgently. I’m afraid that he might choose to silence me, but the sensation of the phallus is too intense. I have to speak, I must release this plea somehow.
Ignoring me, Anders presses on, pushing the phallus inside my ass. I buck against my bondage as it invades me, utterly conflicted by the experience. The ropes make it impossible to prevent this intrusion, and we both know it. This is why Anders has chosen to secure me in such a bizarre way. My sex and my ass are totally exposed, and vulnerable to his every dark desire.
“Feel my phallus claim you, my sweeting.” His voice floats from down between my legs. “You will take this for me for the rest of this punishment, and whilst you do, you’ll remember who is in charge. You’ll remember who can touch, claim, and explore, and who must yield, receive, and endure.”
I groan again, my head now flat against the bedding as the stone fills my ass. It’s not the largest implement, and Anders’ manhood is certainly longer, but the hard, cold stone is different to what I’m used to. It’s odd and unsettling, reinforcing Anders’ point with perfect clarity—he is in charge. He is in control. All I can do is take it, take the phallus and take my punishment.
Once he is finally satisfied that I have taken the length of the stone, Anders swats my ass playfully. “Good girl,” he says teasingly. “You will keep that phallus in place until I tell you otherwise.” His body shifts and his face comes into view over my bound body. “Do you understand?”
I’m nodding even before I’ve had time to process his question. This is what Anders does to me. He takes my usual clear-headed wilfulness and turns it to mush. I can argue, I can push and protest, but in the end, I know I will always submit to this man. “Yes, I understand, my Lofðungr,” I murmur.
He nods, smiling as he leans down to plant a chaste kiss on my panting mouth. “Now, let me pleasure you some more…”
His body slips from view and I squirm needlessly in my ropes. It’s like I cannot keep still because I know now what he has in mind. He doesn’t want to pleasure me at all, he only wants to build me up to the brink of ecstasy, before abandoning the pursuit. He wants to torture me with denial—that is my punishment. As his mouth descends to my pulsating sex once more, I’m overwrought with misery. His ministrations are amazing, his tongue flicking over my excited nib at perfect intervals, whilst the phallus fills my ass in its hard and denigrating way.
Within a moment I am right there again. My mind reels, and I consciously try to control my breathing, reasoning that I can fool Anders. Perhaps if I don’t make my burgeoning pleasure so obvious, I can trick him into thinking I am not at the brink. Perhaps I can achieve my orgasm after all? The idea gives me a glimmer of hope. I close my eyes, willing myself to remain as calm as I can in light of his merciless pursuit of my suffering, but oh, Gods, it’s just too good. Before I know what is happening I am panting again, my nipples beading painfully as Anders takes me right to the brink, before—inevitably—stopping short of allowing me to climax.
This time I screech in frustration, not caring what the consequences of my outburst will be. Damn him! Damn this man who has captured me in just about every way possible. It’s as though this Viking can read my mind, and he knows instinctively when I am about to explode. He is the only man who has ever known me carnally, and it seems he is truly at one with my body.
“Now, now, Aurelie,” he tells me, admonishing me in a gleeful way. “What did I warn you about that pretty little mouth?”
My eyes fly open, and I moan out of instinct, my hips—still rolled forward by the bondage—struggling desperately for some stimulus as Anders shifts from the bed. I’m vaguely aware of him stripping beside me, and then he disappears from my view, striding to the other side of the room. By the time he returns, I’m desperate. The weight of the contradiction afflicts me. The same things that irritate and repel me—the strange bondage, the phallus shoved inside me, and the unrelenting denial of pleasure—also arouse me. I know without needing to check that I am soaking with desire. Anders is playing my body like an instrument.
“Open up, my sweeting,” his voice coos from my left side.
I blink up at his towering naked form. His body is hard, chiselled perfection, and his cock juts out eagerly in front of him. My eyes dart to his hand, which he presents to me. Between his thumb and forefinger is one of the small orange fruits he had taunted me with in the Viking camp. My belly knots in anxiety. I know what is coming next.
“Now, Aurelie,” he tells me, his tone increasingly insistent.
My lips part slowly, my breath shaky with apprehension as I comply.
The expression on Anders’ face is pure lust as he appraises me. “I warned you, my sweeting,” he purrs, and I watch as the fruit moves into view, descending slowly toward my waiting mouth. “I asked for silence, and since you cannot comply, instead I offer you fruit. I’m sure you remember my favourite fruit, Aurelie.” He chuckles at his own words. “I always keep a bowl of fresh fruit in my chambers.”
If he expects a reply, then he gives me no time to offer one. The orange fruit slides perfectly into my mouth, capturing my teeth around its soft flesh. He grins down at me, satisfied with what he sees, and I do not try to resist. The fruit, I suppose, is inevitable. He must have known I would never be able to contain my responses during this penance, even if I hadn’t. This is what Anders had planned all along.
The realisation makes me wretched, or at least it would do if I wasn’t so intolerably turned on.
“And so to resume,” he muses as he lands lithely back onto the bed. “I think I should take you to the very edge one more time before denying you, my sweeting.”
“No, my Lofðungr,” I groan around the fruit now well lodged into my mouth.
He laughs at my predicament. Those pale dancing eyes are the last thing I see before his face delves down, assaulting my tender flesh. I’m screeching now, fruit or no fruit. Desperate for release, or if there really is no relief coming, then just desperate for this sorry punishment to be over. But it’s not over, and it only will be when Anders decides it’s time.
The tongue at my sex is relentless. Of course, Anders knows all of the buttons to push to arouse me now. Just to compound my misery, one of his hands reaches north up my body to one of my pebbling nipples. He pinches the sensitive bud, twisting and teasing it cruelly as his attack at my pussy continues. The extra impetus drives me crazy, sending me writhing in the ropes like an untrained animal. I sense this is how he sees me too, and the thought makes me heady. Perhaps that’s what I am? Nothing but a carnal, wild animal, and it’s Anders’ job to tame me?
And then the brink is right upon me again. The pleasure is burgeoning and intense, threatening to explode around me like a thousand fireflies in the night’s sky. Oh, Gods, so close… I am so close, but this time I know it won’t last. I know Anders will not allow it. The thought is crushing, but still I chase it, desperate for a climax he has already denied me. When his mouth leaves my sex this time I am close to tears, all of the pent-up energy crashing around my bound and helpless body.
His fingers graze my hot, needy sex, careful to avoid the nub that will likely send me driving into hedonistic ecstasy. “Do you understand now, my love?” he asks me.
A strained whimper leaks from my fruit-filled mouth. I cannot answer and he very well knows it.
“I decide what happens to this beautiful body.” Anders’ fingers drive hard into my sodden pussy as he speaks, and I lurch in the ropes. “And I decide when to touch, when to pleasure, and when to deny you.”
I nod as best I can, aware of hot tears spilling down my face. Anders watches me, shifting his hardness so that he’s positioned directly over my bound body. “Aww, now, hush, my love,” he tells me, his voice half patronising and half soothing. “You have done well, especially once I dealt with that naughty mouth, and soon—if you’re a good girl—your punishment will be over.”
I pull in a shaky breath around the fruit, eyeing his handsome face through tearstained lashes. I want to believe in his words. I want this to be over more than anything I have managed before it.
“First I will fuck you, whilst you’re soaking with desire, bound, gagged, and filled with my stone phallus.” His face grins at his own apt description. “And then, after my pleasure, I will decide if you’ve learnt your lesson.”
Learnt my lesson, I think, blinking up at him. Is he joking? I have never learnt anything as well as this, and I swear I shall never touch Anders without permission again. Not ever.
Anders spears me then, his cock huge as he claims me hard and fast. With the stone well lodged in my bottom, and the fruit in my mouth, I am filled completely as my Viking masters me once again. His gaze never leaves me as he pounds into my sex, his expression telling me everything I need to know. I am his. As his climax overwhelms him, he topples over me, his blond locks spilling over my face. I gasp, biting into the fruit’s juicy flesh, and overawed by the whole experience. Heavy with fatigue, my body is sore from the ropes holding it in place, and my mind is full of Anders’ lesson.



Chapter Nine: The Banquet
 
 
With the king’s consent, plans for the wedding fall into place fast. It is less than two weeks since I had spoken with his father so candidly on the castle battlements, and now the wedding of his son, Anders Elkstrom to his young and foreign bride is set for less than two days’ time. In the interests of some feigned tradition, and at the king’s insistence, I have been moved from Anders’ private chambers to rooms of my own. Apparently, despite the fact that my maidenhead has already been plucked by his son, the king chooses to perpetuate the notion that Anders and I are mere strangers to one another. We are forbidden to enact carnal relations until after our vows have been exchanged. The reality is that I miss him terribly. Despite his terrible punishments, Anders is the rock that grounds me, and each night without him in my bed is cold and lonely.
It has been a most tedious day, the majority of it concerned with fittings for my wedding gown and plans for the festivities, and it is after sundown that the knock at my door startles me.
“Who is it?” I say, rising from my stool. I do not expect visitors at this late hour, and am idly passing the time before bed with my own personal musings.
“Knock, knock, my sweeting…” The reply is low, but it sends my heart racing.
Anders!
I skip from my place to the large oak door, yanking it open without hesitation. My maid, Inger huffs at my impetuous behaviour, yet there is little she can do since I am already here before her. Anders stands there, towering over me, his complexion dark and brooding. I swear I feel the moisture between my thighs at just the mere sight of him.
“My Lofðungr,” I exclaim, smiling up at him. “Oh, how wonderful to see you!”
His lips merge into a broad smile at my welcome, and in a flurry of movement so fast that I barely register it, he sweeps me up into his arms. “My beautiful Aurelie,” he purrs, his mouth already at my throat. My eyes flutter shut at the heady sensation his lips produce as they caress the flesh of my nape, and it takes all of my concentration to resist the desire that floods my body. “May I enter?” he enquires seductively.
I smile, drawing myself back from his hot mouth, assessing him with a small chuckle. “I do not think you have ever asked permission before, my Lofðungr,” I answer him with an impish grin.
He nods, accepting my critique. “You are correct,” he concedes, “and yet, things are different now, my sweeting. Soon you will be my wife, and it is important to observe the traditions of such things.”
I blink up at him. “I know, and accept that,” I say with a sigh.
Now it is his turn to laugh. “Alas, you seem frustrated, Aurelie?”
Nodding, I concur as he strides past me into my chambers, dismissing Inger with a few native words. She scurries past me, her look of disdain replaced with something else—clearly whatever Anders has said has startled her too.
“How do you find your chambers, my sweeting?” he asks me, moving to close the door behind the woman.
I turn to him as I answer. “I miss you,” I reply, knowing I am practically pouting.
He chuckles again, that low vibrating sound that resonates so profoundly within me. “Oh, my love,” he says, shaking his head as he comes toward me. He takes me into his strong and powerful arms, wrapping me up in a warm embrace. “We are agreed on this point,” he murmurs as he claims my lips. I yield to his tongue, groaning as it probes me sensually. As he draws away, his lips linger, delivering small caresses. “I ache for you, Aurelie,” Anders tells me. “It’s a yearning the like of which I have never known before.”
“I am so pleased to hear it,” I whisper to him. “These days apart have been a horrible bind, and I fear that you will have taken another in my absence.” The thought of my Viking prince with another of these Nordic ladies makes my blood boil, but having seen his appetite for carnality, I cannot believe that he can go so long without satisfaction.
He stills before me, his expression hardening. “Aurelie.” His voice carries that low-level warning, the tone of which makes my sex clench. “Listen to what I am about to tell you and listen well.”
I swallow hard, fearing whatever is to come next. “My Lofðungr, I am listening.”
“There has been no one else, Aurelie, and I vow, from this day onward, that there never will be.” His face is so close to me that I can feel the warmth of his breath against my face. “Do you understand what I am telling you?”
Nervous butterflies in my belly stretch out their wings at his words. He is proclaiming his fidelity to me—a notion I don’t think I ever thought possible.
“I understand,” I whisper, “and my Lofðungr, you have no idea how happy it makes me to hear you say so.”
He smiles, pressing his kiss into my mouth again. “I have been a fool,” he sighs. “Reckless and selfish in my endeavours. Bringing you home to Lundborg has given me a new perspective. One day I shall be king here, and when that day comes I will need a spirited and beautiful woman, with extraordinary levels of pluck by my side.” He pauses, that right brow raising at his description of me, and I cannot help but giggle at the comparison. “I will need you, Aurelie.”
“And you shall have me, my Lofðungr,” I reply, raising to my toes to kiss the soft hair at his chin. “There will only ever be you.”
This seems to satisfy him, and he appraises me with quiet contemplation for a moment. “So, there it is,” he says at length. “We are both to get what we need, but we must be patient. Only this night, and one thereafter, and then, my sweeting,” he pulls me at the waist, bringing me hard against his taut body, “then we shall never spend another night apart.”
“I cannot wait,” I murmur to him, unable to suppress the smile at my lips at the thought of the future he presents.
He takes a step back, and then apparently recalls something further. “Ah, yes,” he remarks, eyeing me as he resumes his original place. “There is one other thing. The king is to host a special banquet in our honour tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow?” I repeat. “How peculiar, my Lofðungr. Are these festivities not usually saved for the wedding night itself?”
He laughs, taking my right hand in his large palm. “Perhaps,” he replies, “and of course there shall be a wedding feast. Think of this as more of a personal gift from the king himself.”
I blink up at him, considering what he has told me. “Well then, we are most fortunate,” I eventually respond.
“Indeed,” he agrees, nodding his head. “I do not know what transpired between you and him that day on the battlements, but I can say this, my sweeting. The king admires you, and he likes you a lot. Not only does he approve of our union, but he is actively promoting it.”
I think back to the conversation I had shared with his father and smile at Anders’ words. “I am pleased to know it,” I answer him. “I do not know the king, but he seems to me to be a sage and good leader. I shall be honoured to attend the banquet.”
“Good,” says Anders, “then I shall leave you to rest, my sweeting.” He lifts the hand already between his digits to his lips and brushes them over my knuckles. “Until then…”
My sigh is audible as the contact between us is broken, and he strides from the room. I bite my lip as I glance toward my own large bed. Everything seems vast and foreboding without Anders.
 
* * *
 
The banquet is hosted in the large throne room in which I had first laid eyes on the king. I am led there by a number of the palace guards, accompanied by Inger and other fine-looking, fair-haired ladies. All of the women here are so slim and angelic-looking, it brings out the green-eyed monster in me despite Anders’ assurances of loyalty. The vast space is laid out before us as we enter to the king’s fanfare, the room filled with long, decorated tables, each full of guests I do not recognise.
“Introducing the Lady Aurelie, Princess of Donrose and soon to be Prince Anders’ bride!”
The voice booms from a far corner, and every face in the room stops and looks in my direction. My face engulfs in a fierce blush at once, my already anxious belly tightening into a cruel knot inside of me.
“My dear?” I glance up and see the king by my right side. I had not seen him approach and am astonished, yet strangely relieved to find him with me. He is a familiar face in a room full of strangers.
“My Lofðungr!” I reply, falling into a small curtsey in front of him.
He takes my hand as I rise, offering me a warm smile. “Let me take you to your place, my Lady,” he says. “It seems only fair since you know no one else at my court yet.”
His warm digits curl themselves around my right hand, and he begins to move left toward the top table. I follow his lead gladly, even happier to see Anders already in his seat, and grinning at me as we approach. The centre of the top table has two seats remaining, and the king gestures for me take the one to his left. I comply, offering Anders a warm smile as I take my place, watching as the king remains standing between us.
The throng of guests settles at once. “My lords and ladies, I extend my gratitude for your presence here today to celebrate the forthcoming union of my son, Anders to the Lady Aurelie.” There is a burst of whispers as the assembled guests acknowledge his words. “I know there has been discussion about the origins of this union, and this matter I would like to address today.”
My blush, which had previously been fading, begins to burn bright within my cheeks again. I glance surreptitiously right to where Anders is sitting, and find his attention consumed by his father’s speech.
“As many of you will no doubt be aware, my son met Lady Aurelie during his recent conquest of the south. She has proven to be a loyal and brave friend to him, and was in fact the one who rescued him from his imminent execution there.” He pauses as audible gasps fill the air around us. I shift awkwardly in my seat, tense and embarrassed at this very public introduction to the gentry of Lundborg. “As such, my good lords, let me be clear. Lady Aurelie has my full and complete support, as does her marriage to my son. If anyone at my court is of a different opinion, then I invite them to step forward now and voice their concerns—or hereafter, forever hold their peace on the matter.”
The huge space is silent at this, and I am quite unable to take another breath. Whatever I had expected at this juncture, it was not this, and time seems to protract, suspended in the air around us, as Lundborg casts its verdict over mine and Anders’ betrothal.
“My Lofðungr, may I speak?”
Shock reverberates around my body at the unexpected voice, and everyone in the vast space turns to identify its owner. I swear my heart stops as I see who it is, my throat drying in an instant.
“Magnus the Strong!” the king roars. “Of course, you are most welcome here.”
The sound of his voice bounces off the walls of the room, and instinctively my eyes fly to Anders, who remains unmoved at his father’s right side.
Magnus strides into the centre of the room, the very picture of masculinity. Unthinkingly my gaze trails over his form, recalling the last time I had seen him in the Viking camp. Somehow, I cannot quite believe that he is here before us now. I had assumed he would be many hundreds of miles away in the south.
“Thank you, my Lofðungr,” he replies, falling to one knee in front of his monarch.
“What is it you have to say, Magnus?” says the king, his tone impatient. “This is your opportunity to speak.”
Magnus raises his head, his eyes glowering at the sight of me at his king’s left hand. The bubble of unease within me stretches, filling my insides until it is fit to burst. Whatever Magnus has come here to say does not bode well for me, or my union with Anders.
“My Lofðungr,” continues Magnus as he rises before us. “I have some reservations about the betrothal of your great son, Anders Elkstrom, to the lady sat here before me.”
I shift in my place again, conscious of my chest heaving as my apprehension rises to breaking point. To my right, Anders tenses next to his father, and I can tell by his body language that all is not well.
“What is the basis for your reservation, Magnus?” the king’s voice booms next to me. “Make it known now, or else explain why you have chosen to interrupt this banquet?”
“My Lofðungr,” Magnus goes on. “Please allow me to explain. I have information about the conduct of Lady Aurelie which may alter your perception of her.”
The tension in my own body peaks, bile rising from my belly to my throat. I am certain that the colour has drained from my face as I grip the side of the high-backed chair on which I am seated.
As though he senses my anxiety, Anders rises from his own chair at once, the sound of the wooden seat scraping against stone floor sending chills through me. “Apologies for my interruption, my Lofðungr.” Anders’ voice is strained, as though he is working hard to contain his outrage at Magnus’ presence. “I fail to see how Magnus’ opinion should be given credence, particularly in this context. The last time I saw Magnus, I sent him away to run reconnaissance of new territories. Things were not left on a positive note, my Lofðungr, and this just sounds like sour grapes to me.”
“Is this true, Magnus?” the king asks, his tone unamused at the blatant interruption of the banquet he had planned for his eldest son.
“My Lofðungr, please,” answers Magnus. “You must believe me—there is no malice in my action today. I fear only for the happiness of Anders, and the health of your kingdom if he is allowed to marry this veslingr of a woman.”
The assembled guests gasp in shock. Though I do not understand what has just been said, clearly Magnus has insulted me—and based on the faces of the gentry around us, in some particularly unpleasant way.
“How dare you speak about my future wife in this way!” Anders snarls from beside the king. “You have no right to insult her, and by the Gods I shall make you pay for it!” Anders glares at Magnus, now stood right in front of us, and from beyond the king I see his large hands balling into tight fists.
“Anders.” The king’s voice is firm. “Be seated, my son. I will deal with this.”
Anders turns to face his father, his face seething. “Magnus must pay for the insult,” he breaths, his own tone rasping with fury.
“It is no insult,” shouts Magnus from a few feet in front of us. “Ask her yourself, my Lofðungr. Ask her how wanton and lewd her behaviour was when I was charged with supervising her at the punishment post in camp. See if she can deny the truth!”
I inhale, stunned at the accusation laid down before me, and utterly humiliated that so many of the most significant people in Lundborg have borne witness to it. My mind flits back to the time that Magnus speaks about, the memory forever scorched into my awareness. I had then been Anders’ captive—his prisoner—and he had seen fit that day to spank me naked in the marketplace, for all of his men to see. After my ignominious punishment, I had been taken by Magnus—carried over his shoulder no less—and chained to a large wooden post aside from the main stage. Here, within Anders’ sight, but out of his grasp, I was probed and caressed by his large soldier, Magnus, until I had ultimately reached a shameful climax at his hands whilst I was still held in tight bondage.
“No,” I gasp, my eyes tearing as I address Magnus directly. “It was not this way. You did those things to me—I had no choice!”
I lock eyes with Magnus for the first time, and the evidence of his hatred of me is clear. I had ruined his plans by befriending Anders—an unexpected complication he never foresaw—and after being sent away by his prince, he has now come back to expedite his revenge, and spoil our union. I want to scream. I want to run, and yet, this place is still foreign to me—there is nowhere for me to run.
“My Lofðungr, please,” shouts Anders from next to the king, his fist banging heavily on to the table in front of us. “End this now, or I will.”
“Order!” commands the king. “I have heard enough. Magnus, you shall leave my court and are banished until the wedding celebrations are completed. After this time, you will be instructed when and how to return, and offer your sincerest apologies to your prince and his wife.”
Magnus’ scowl is cutting, his dark complexion hardening before us. “My Lofðungr,” he begins. “Is this how it is then—that you should take the word of this foreign whore over that of your own loyal subject?”
I flinch at the latest cruel insult—my understanding of this one thorough enough to make me feel nauseous. “Please,” I gasp, the air around me seeming to disappear.
I’m aware of both Anders and his father turning to look at me, but then the heat of the atmosphere overwhelms me. I fall back against the hard chair, my head hot and giddy.
“Aurelie!” Anders is at my side at once, drawing my seat back from the table and laying his large hand at my forehead. “The lady is unwell,” he shouts, gesturing for assistance.
I want to offer him reassurance, to dispel the concern etched into his handsome face, and yet it is quite impossible for me to do so. Even lifting my hand to touch him seems beyond me, and all at once my heavy lids slide closed quite of their own accord.



Chapter Ten: Aftermath
 
 
My head is heavy and clouded as I open my eyes. It is Inger who I see first, and I am surprised to see concern has even reached her cold eyes. As she notices me rousing, she races off, speaking in her indigenous tongue, and seconds later Anders appears in my eye line.
“Aurelie, my love,” he soothes, reaching for my hand. “Thank the Gods you are well.”
I open my mouth to speak, and yet I barely recognise the croaky timbre that comes from my lips. “Anders,” I mumble, and then, remembering myself, “I’m sorry, my Lofðungr.”
He smiles. “Aurelie.” His voice is soft and genuine. “There is no need for formality now.”
I nod, raising my weight to my elbows, but he gestures for me to lie back. “Rest now,” he instructs me sensually. “We have an important day tomorrow.”
Blinking up at him, I struggle to find my voice. “But, how can this be so?” I ask. “Surely, the king will not allow us to marry after this? What must he think?” I gasp, a low sob forming in my throat. “What must they all think?”
“Oh, on the contrary…”
A deep and familiar voice vibrates across the bed from the other side of the chamber. I turn, instinctively recognising the tone, and yet not believing that it can be true. The king—here in my rooms!
“My Lofðungr,” I reply, once again hoisting myself to my elbows. “I did not know you were here.”
He strides into view, behind his son, his smile nearly as wide as that of Anders. “My Lady,” he begins, moving in toward my bedside. “Where else should I be, when the heir to my throne’s wife-to-be is taken ill?”
I blanch, the content of Magnus’ speech flooding back to my mind. “My Lofðungr,” I murmur. “I…” I hesitate, unsure how to continue. “I do not know what to say. The things Magnus said, they are…”
“Aurelie.” The insistence in the king’s voice silences me in much the same way Anders’ can achieve. “There is no need for an explanation. Anders has already told me what happened in that market square, and I am certain that none of it was your responsibility.”
Glancing to Anders, I reply nervously, “Yet again, I do not know what to say, my Lofðungr.”
“Yes, you do,” interrupts Anders, reaching out and grasping my hands. “You shall thank the king.” He cocks his brow at me as he speaks, and even in my current state, the small gesture pools desire at the apex of my thighs.
“Of course,” I murmur, flushing at his suggestion. “Thank you, my Lofðungr.”
The king stands over me, and he smiles at my response. “Of course, my dear,” he replies. “Now, you must do as my son says—rest and be well. Tomorrow you shall be a most beautiful bride.”
“Thank you, Father,” says Anders, rising to acknowledge him.
“Indeed,” replies the king. “Anders, we shall hear no more of this, and from now on, you are ordered to take care of your lady. Do you understand?”
I watch the exchange from my bedding, barely believing what is playing out in front of me.
“I do,” Anders answers with a nod, and then turning to me, he smiles. “I do.”
 
* * *
 
I spend the remainder of the day in bed. Inger brings water and hot broth, and between refreshment I doze. I am apparently exhausted; the months of captivity, war, and travel at last caught up with me.
Late into the evening there is a familiar knock at the door, and when Inger answers it, the foreboding stature of Anders stands in the doorway.
“My Lofðungr,” she greets him, bobbing into a curtsey. “If I may be so impertinent, it is not right for you to see my Lady again until the ceremony.”
He laughs, entering the room in three strides as he gestures her away. “Leave us, Inger,” he tells her, looking to me in the bed. “I vow not to keep Lady Aurelie occupied for too long.”
My maid scurries away, closing the door behind her, and in a heartbeat, there is only Anders and myself. He approaches my bed slowly, finding me upright against a nest of feathery cushions. “How are you, my sweeting?” he asks in a soft tone.
“I am well,” I reply. “Just tired, I think.” I pause, watching his face intently. “Are you well, my Lofðungr?”
He nods, reaching out for my face and caressing the side of my cheek. “I am now that you look more like yourself,” he replies warmly.
I sigh, a sense of contentment that I have rarely felt before falling over me.
“And so, my sweeting, tomorrow we will finally be betrothed. Man and wife in front of the Gods.” He smiles as he describes our fate, and my heart races at the idea. The notion of a wedding though, after everything that has happened today still seems rather absurd.
“Are you certain that the wedding should go ahead, my Lofðungr?” I ask tentatively. “I mean, I want us to wed more than anything, but—after today, and the things which Magnus has said—is it wise?”
Anders listens to my plea, but the look in his eyes tells me that his mind is already set. “I appreciate your concerns,” he says, his fingers stroking my right cheek, “but I promise you, Magnus is no longer an issue.”
I blink at him, a part of me wishing he would pinion me down in this bed and claim me again. “But what of the things he has told the court?” I remark, my throat drying at the shameful recollection. “I can still see the faces of the king’s guests…”
Anders shifts closer to me on the bed, his hand trailing to my chin. He holds it gently between his thumb and fingers, directing my attention back to his mesmerising blue eyes. “Today was terrible for you,” he replies, “and more than anything, I wish I could have saved you from the ordeal.”
I close my eyes for a moment, replaying the appalling scene again.
“Aurelie,” he breathes, his voice closer to me than before. I open my eyes to see his face less than a few inches away. “Nothing and no man is going to stop me from marrying you. Tomorrow you will be mine officially, and I do not care who knows about it.”
My heart is pounding at the passion in his voice, and yet the gnawing anxiety about Magnus still lingers.
“Au-re-lie.” His eyes probe me with intent as he speaks. “I know that expression… What is it that troubles you?”
I sigh, not wanting to ruin the relaxed mood between us. “Do I have leave to speak?” I ask, watching him from under my lashes.
He chuckles, releasing my chin and tilting his head at me. “My, my, has my little captive finally found her manners?”
I know I am blushing as I reply, “I am rueful to upset you, my Lofðungr.”
“Well, that is good to know,” he says with a smile. “Now, what troubles you, my Lady?”
I hesitate, still unsure how he will receive my concerns. “I know I ought not to worry, and yet I am still concerned about Magnus.”
Anders’ eyes darken a fraction, but his face remains relaxed. “What about Magnus?”
“Well,” I begin, exhaling some of the tension in my body. “The king has sent him away, but what if he returns tomorrow, to spoil the ceremony?”
“Aurelie,” sighs Anders. “I know I have not always given you reason to have faith in me, but I ask that you do now. Magnus will not be ruining our day tomorrow.”
“But, how can you be certain?” I say, the words spilling from my mouth before my mind can engage.
His lips turn at the edges of his mouth as he speaks. “You have had a trying day, my love,” he purrs, his tone much deeper than before, “and no doubt I should let you rest. But please do not think I will not take you over my knee if your behaviour requires correction…” He pauses, those sparkling eyes waiting for the statement to register. “I have asked for your faith. Now, will you oblige me?”
I draw in a shaky breath. “I will always oblige you, my Lofðungr,” I reply.
He nods, smiling as he leans over to my body. “Now, there’s my good girl,” he says, winking at me. “Sleep now, and on the morrow, I make you mine…”
His lips graze over my mouth, teasing me with a gentle caress before he stalks from my side. I watch as he leaves, my heart still racing at everything he has had to say. Fleetingly I wonder if he is right to be so adamant about Magnus, but a new wave of exhaustion rolls over me, and before long I have fallen foul of its desire.



Chapter Eleven: Betrothal
 
 
When I rise the next morning I am rested, and ready to face the day. I suppress my embarrassment about events at the banquet, reconciling that if Anders and the king are happy to continue, then so should I be. Excited butterflies awaken, stretching their wings in my belly. Today is the day. By nightfall, I shall be Anders’ wife. The thought makes me gleeful and eager. Whilst I had dreamt of my wedding day many times as a girl, never had I imagined that it would take place here, so many miles from my home, with a foreign prince…
I try to push the anxiety away, reasoning that it is rarely my friend, and focus on my preparations for the day. Inger joins me in a pleasant mood, and assists me keenly, helping me to bathe, and dress in my pale, handmade bridal gown. I blanch a little at its virginal colouring, musing that it is improper to wear such a thing in my case, but Inger’s enthusiasm is infectious. As soon as the dress slides over my head, I feel different; settled, and ready to face the day. Ready to wed my Viking prince.
As Inger gathers my heavy gown behind me, there is a soft knock at the door. I reason from the force used that it is not Anders, but just in case, I scurry to my bedside, allowing Inger to deflect whoever it may be.
She pulls back the heavy door, and drops into a curtsey at once.
“Good morning, Inger,” comes the voice from the hall. “It is nearly time, I think?”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” she agrees, skipping out of the way as the king moves into the room.
His gaze falls upon me in an instant. “There she is,” his voice booms with genuine excitement. “The lady who will soon be my daughter. I have come to escort you to the ceremony, but first, I should like a word, if I may?”
“Of course, my Lofðungr,” I reply, shifting my weight awkwardly as I watch him approach.
“Leave us, please, Inger,” he says, dismissing his servant without so much as a glance at her.
The maid nods, her eyes wandering to us both for a moment before she leaves us in private.
The king strolls to the small window in the room, glancing out over his lands. I risk a tentative peek at him, eyeing his fine and rich clothes, and it’s then that I notice he holds a large parcel in his hand. He turns to look at me. “Join me, Aurelie?” he says, the words posed as a question, but resonating more like an order.
I shift toward him, managing my heavy skirts as best I can without Inger’s support.
He watches me advance, beaming as I reach him. “May I say how utterly wondrous you look, Aurelie?” the king remarks. “My son is indeed a fortunate young man.”
I smile, dropping my eyes from his intense stare. “Thank you, my Lofðungr,” I reply.
“I hope that you do not mind my escorting you?” he says softly, as though he does not want to scare me away. “It is customary for the bride’s mother and sisters to accompany her today, but since you have neither, I should like to do so.”
His words hit me hard, the thought of Donrose opening up the old contradiction within me again. I want to wed Anders more than I have ever wanted anything. Yet to do so now, in this foreign place, without the love of my family, leaves an unmistakeable void. Anxiety builds within me, combining with my conflicted feelings about Donrose, and for a long moment, I am stunned by the weight of the wretchedness. Why must it be this way, I muse. Why can I not have my family’s approval for the man I love? Why can I not have everything my heart longs for?
“Aurelie?”
The king’s voice startles me from my inner monologue, and I exhale, steadying myself. It is time for this struggle between my past and my present to be over. I must think of my betrothal to Anders, and of the fact that the King of Lundborg desires to accompany me to my marriage of his son. Thank the Gods for the king’s kindness, I remind myself. He has made the transition north so much easier than it might have been.
“Thank you, my Lofðungr,” I respond dutifully. “It is an honour.”
“I know all of this is new to you,” he continues, appraising my face. “Yet I should like to share something special with you this day.”
I glance up at him, watching as he unwraps the package in his left hand. The fabric that encases it falls away to reveal a shimmering diadem of golden metals, decorated with large, shining gems.
“This was the queen’s,” he explains, holding the precious item up into the light of the window. The sunshine catches the edges of its intricate peaks, casting light in all directions. “But first, let me explain. It is our custom that the bride wears a coronet to her marriage ceremony, and even more important for a princess to do so. I never had any daughters, and so this has remained with me since my wife’s untimely death. Today, I should like to pass it to you, Aurelie, as a sign of my affection for your union with my son.”
My eyes widen at his words, my chest suddenly unable to take a new breath. I look upon the sparkling diadem in his hands, thinking of the years of Elkstrom history that lie within it. “My Lofðungr,” I gasp, my mind reeling. “I cannot possibly accept this.”
“I had a feeling you may say such a thing,” he chuckles, “and yet am I not the king, my Lady? If it is my request that you accept this bridal crown, then accept it you must.”
I bite my lip, realising that I am not likely to get my way in this. The king, it seems, is every inch the man that his son is.
“Of course, my Lofðungr,” I murmur. “I did not mean to offend you.”
The older man laughs, a hearty sound that echoes around the whole chamber. “There is no offence, my child,” he smiles. “Just pride and pleasure that I can pass this crown to its rightful owner. That is you now, Aurelie.”
He moves toward me, and places the diadem gently on my head. It is lightweight, yet I am more than aware of its presence, and I swallow hard at its meaning.
“Th-thank you,” I whisper, catching his eye as he assesses me.
“You look beautiful wearing it,” he marvels. “I knew that you would, and it pleases me to be right.”
I stifle a small laugh, glancing at my slippers as he takes a step toward me. As my head falls forward, the diadem slips. Frozen to the spot in horror, I feel the precious item slide, and I imagine its descent to the floor in my mind. The king moves in a flash, demonstrating a dexterity that I have never known in a man of his age. He reaches forward, catching the small crown as it slips from my hair. A small gasp escapes my lips as he captures the diadem in his palm.
“I’m sorry, my Lofðungr,” I pant. “I must be more careful.”
He purses his lips, but the severity of his expression breaks into a smile. “Indeed, Aurelie,” he agrees, “but do not worry. I trust you, and I know you will take care of this gift.”
Shifting back toward me, he slides the edges of the diadem into my hair, resting the crown on my head again. I inhale slowly, moving the stray strands of hair from my face. Inger had insisted I wear my hair down for the ceremony, but the weight of it around my shoulders is bizarre and disconcerting.
“You realise, Aurelie,” begins the king softly. “I know you will make Anders very happy, and my kingdom very proud. There is no need to be nervous.” His hand falls to my shoulder, and he squeezes it gently as he waits for my response.
Peering up at him, I am suddenly overwhelmed at everything that has befallen me these last days and weeks. “Thank you,” I sigh, my eyes tearing. “I do not know what I have done to deserve your support, but I do so appreciate it.”
He smiles. “You shall always have it,” he replies tenderly. “Now, I think it is time, my Lady.” His voice has taken on a deeper, more authoritative tone. “Are you ready to make an honest man of my son?”
 
* * *
 
The ceremony passes without event. Anders looks devilishly handsome as he greets me at the designated hilltop. Surrounded by Olaff, and scores of his other men and dignitaries, we observe the local rituals. Two fine-looking swords are exchanged between us, and sacrifices are made to various Gods, many of which I do not fully understand. The whole time my heart races, my attention utterly absorbed by the Viking prince at my side.
As the ceremony concludes, he reaches for my hand, drawing me close against his body. As the crowds around us cheer, he leans toward my face, nibbling the nape of my neck with his mouth. “Now, you are mine in the eyes of the Gods,” he whispers. “And tonight, after the feast, I shall possess you as a husband should claim his wife.”
I shiver excitedly at his words, my eyes meeting his as he stands straight once more. He guides me onward, heading a procession back to the castle, whilst cheering and fanfares herald our arrival. As we near the entrance, Anders halts, drawing his sword from his body and laying it flat across the threshold.
“Allow me to help your entry, my Lady,” he purrs, winking at me as he takes my left hand and steadies me as I step over the waiting blade. “Welcome to your new home.”
“Thank you,” I murmur, overwrought with the weight of my emotions.
Anders smiles at me, squeezing my hand he guides me toward our wedding feast, which has been prepared in the throne room. The vast area has, once again, been dressed in rich and elegant fabrics, and I recognise many of the faces who had been in attendance the day before. Pushing the thought from my mind, I follow Anders to the top table, this time taking my seat between the two men, with my new husband on my right, and the king to my left.
The feast commences, and we are offered plate after plate of meats, fish, and breads, plus other local delicacies. I do not have much of an appetite, but I manage a little and join the men in a glass of deep red wine. I glance around me as the meal continues, taking in the sights and scents of the scene. I am reminded of the merriment that had taken place in the Viking camp when I was little more than Anders’ latest conquest. Then, after my public punishment and humiliation, he had ordered his men to bind me naked at his feet whilst he gorged himself with his soldiers. I shift in my seat at the memory, rightly disgusted at my past treatment, and yet, also undeniably aroused at the thought of it.
I have never understood my body’s response to Anders’ alpha male display of authority, and yet even now the recollection of my degradation at his hands makes me hot and wet. I inhale deeply, trying to calm myself, and as though he can read my mind, he leans into my right ear.
“What is it, my love?” he murmurs as he chews on a hunk of freshly baked bread. “You seem agitated—are you well?”
I can already feel the heat of the blush that engulfs my face at his query, and his eyes widen in acknowledgement. “I was only thinking of the feast we attended together,” I whisper. “At your camp outside Donrose. Do you recall?”
His smile is wide as he answers me. “I do,” he purrs, eyeing my flaming cheeks. “As I remember, you were in bondage at my feet, my Lady?” His brow arches at the suggestion, and heat gathers at my core.
“Yes,” I murmur, barely able to take a breath. “I was…”
His grin widens. “And now you are here at my side, Aurelie. Which do you prefer, I wonder?”
I lower my eyes at the intensity of the question, swallowing back my embarrassment before I can answer. “I much prefer my place here,” I whisper. “Though I do sometimes miss the bondage, my Lofðungr, and your discipline.”
My blush increases at the admission, and he chuckles at my honesty. “Those issues can easily be rectified, my sweeting,” he replies, lifting my right hand and kissing my knuckles. “In fact, I have some surprises in store for you tonight.”
“Surprises?” I repeat, my throat drying at his dark implication. “What kind of surprises, my Lofðungr?”
Anders’ smile is salacious. “Just you wait,” he purrs, leaning even closer to where I sit. “Just you wait.” His hot breath dances over my flesh, and I find I am panting in response, quite unable to answer him.



Chapter Twelve: Norse Traditions
 
 
The day is long. Speeches follow the feast, and the merriment looks set to continue long after they conclude. I am told that Nordic wedding celebrations often last over several days, and our guests seem keen to perpetuate this tradition. At some point, Anders glances toward me, beckoning for me to come to him. I lean over to where he sits, ready to receive his instructions.
“It is time we retired, my Lady,” he tells me, his voice raspy and sensual.
I eye him and concur with a nod. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I agree, although I cannot forget his earlier reference to the surprises he has in store for me. The thought creates a knot of excited tension in my belly.
“Custom dictates that we be led by torch-bearers to my chamber, and that there I will claim you as my wife.” His compelling eyes light up as he describes the scenario for me, and I am left with the image as he gestures for his attendants. “It is time,” he tells them, and they scurry away to presumably ready the necessary servants.
Within moments two lines of four attendants arrive, each bearing a large torch in their arms. The hall falls silent at their approach, the meaning apparently evident to everyone assembled.
The king rises from his place at my left and turns to his son. “It is time for my son to take his bride to his private chambers. This union will now be consummated.”
After everything I have endured, it seems an unlikely comment to embarrass me, but unbelievably a flush of heat engulfs my face.
“Good luck to you both,” he says, and at his words, Anders rises from his seat and offers me his left hand.
“My Lady,” Anders purrs. “Accompany me, please.”
I stand on shaky legs, gripping my husband’s hand as he guides me from the elevated platform on which the top table is situated. We walk in silence to the rear of the torch-bearers, and once we are in place they begin to move, one step at a time, in a wordless procession. We are led out of the great hall and along the wealth of candlelit corridors until we reach what I remember to be Anders’ chambers. Here the men still, lining the entrance with their flaming beacons as my groom guides me into the large space inside.
Once we are alone, he turns and reaches for me, pulling me into a hard embrace. “At last,” he purrs, as his lips trace a line of kisses at my throat. “At last you are truly mine.”
I blink up at him, overawed by the devotion in his eyes. “I am yours,” I murmur, as though I am transfixed by the look in his eyes.
He raises his hand, gently drawing the length of my raven hair from my shoulder. “Yes, my sweeting,” he answers me. “You are my wife now—mine formally in the eyes of the Gods—and soon, you shall be mine carnally once more.” He takes a small step toward me, so that our bodies press together. “It is time that I take this from you now,” he whispers, reaching for the bridal crown that still rests on top of my dark locks. The precious metal is so light that I had almost forgotten it was there, and I glance up to inspect the dainty diadem as he pulls it from me.
“Why is that, my Lofðungr?” I ask, my voice sounding absurdly detached from the rest of me.
“It is a sign of my possession of you,” he replies, placing the crown down on a nearby table. “And it marks the end of your purity,” he adds with a salacious wink.
I clench the needy muscles between my legs. “But, my Lofðungr,” I protest. “You have already taken my purity, for I was but a maid when you attacked my castle, and there has never been another.”
“And neither will there ever be,” he concludes, sliding my hair behind my left ear. “I know that I have been a ruthless conqueror to you, Aurelie,” he says, his eyes narrowing at his own self-evaluation. “And I cannot vow that life with me will be easy, but I swear, I will be a loyal and dutiful husband.”
My eyes tear at his sentiment, yet he continues before I can reply.
“Now, let us consummate this union,” he says, taking my hand and guiding me toward his four-poster bed, “and Gods willing, we shall soon be with child.”
I gulp at the thought, but concede the point, and do not resist as he strips the heavy, formal gown from my body. Standing before him naked, I watch as he seats himself on the bed. There is a heavy, palpable silence as he appraises me. “What will you have me do, my Lofðungr?” I ask, my voice shy as the weight of the anticipation within me burgeons.
His blond brow rises at the question, and he smirks at me. “You know what is expected, my sweeting,” he announces. “Kneel before me, spread those glorious legs, and present yourself to me.”
I shiver at his words, but comply at once, falling to my knees onto the rough animal skin under my feet. My thighs part and I lower my head, glancing up to him through my lashes.
He looks pleased, his tongue licking his lower lip as he watches me. “Of all the lands I have travelled to,” he purrs, standing as he goes on. “Of all the treasure I have plundered, you, Aurelie, are by far the most precious and wonderful prize.”
Swallowing at his compliment, I fail to reply, not knowing what I should say.
“Look at me,” he orders, the instruction sensual, yet firm.
I raise my face, craning my neck to see him towering over me, and permitting my gaze to land over his handsome visage once more.
“There are some Norse traditions which I have yet to explain to you,” he purrs. “Traditions of my own people which dictate exactly how a man should manage this moment.” He pauses, and I sense that this is the instant to which Anders earlier referred. This is my surprise…
“W-which moment, my Lofðungr?” I stammer, unable to control the nervous energy ravaging my body. He seems so tall and foreboding as he towers over me and I wonder what in Donrose he has planned.
“This moment, Aurelie,” he tells me, reaching for my hair and running his large digits through my locks. “Our consummation.”
I gulp at that. There are traditions regarding our first carnal relations as man and wife? Why had no one told me about this before? Why had Anders not warned me?
“First things first,” he continues, and as he talks he leaves my kneeling body, striding away behind me.
I risk a glance over my shoulder to find him immersed in the wooden trunk at the far end. The same trunk where he had previously found ropes and that vile little stone phallus that he insisted on punishing me with. Shuddering quietly, I return my gaze to my knees, my heart pounding with newfound anxiety. The sound of his heavy footsteps on the hard floor is the first sign that my husband is returning, but now I don’t dare look up. Instead I see his fine boots come into view and I hold my breath as he stands before me once more.
“This shall be yours for the evening, my sweeting.” His voice is low and sensual, and the resonance makes me lift my head and look.
My eyes fall over his large right palm, which is now held out in front of my nose. Sat in the middle of the hand is a length of dark leather pulled into a circle. There’s an intricate-looking buckle connecting the two ends, and a quantity of rope that is fixed to the metal clasp. It looks like a collar, perhaps the sort that you might see on some domesticated animal. Memories of my time as his prisoner in the Viking camp fill my mind. Anders had kept me collared and chained there on many occasions, but why present me with such a thing on our wedding night? Does my new husband intend to collar me like a pet? I force my gaze back to the leather. It seems innocuous enough sat on Anders’ palm, but somehow, I cannot believe that is the case. My belly knots at the prospect of what is to come, sending a wave of anxiety crashing through me.
“Thank you, my Lofðungr,” I answer him after a lengthy pause. “May I enquire what this is for?”
There’s a dark chuckle from Anders before he replies. “It’s for binding and leashing you, my love,” he purrs from over me. “My men love their wives more than any possession, and on their wedding nights they leash the bride for consummation.”
I blink up at him. “I…” I hesitate, my throat suddenly dry at this unexpected turn of events. I’d assumed these degrading acts were now behind us, and had no idea that Anders would produce such a thing tonight—of all nights. “I do not know what to say, my Lofðungr,” I manage at last.
He smiles, meeting my eye. “I know this is not what you expected,” he tells me matter-of-factly. “But do not concern yourself. As I recall I collared you at my camp in Donrose and you always seemed to enjoy it?” There’s silence as his gaze drills into me. “Now shall not be any different, Aurelie. I shall ensure your satisfaction, so long as you offer me your obedience.”
Swallowing hard, I nod slowly. “I shall try, my Lofðungr,” I say, aware of how ridiculously small my voice sounds in the dark depths of his chambers.
The smile on his face widens, and he closes the remaining distance between us in a flash. His large digits take hold of the collar and all at once I’m aware of the feeling of cold leather at my neck. My Viking husband passes behind me, drawing the lengths of the collar closed.
“I love your hair, Aurelie,” he calls from my rear. “You know I do, but I do not want it caught in the buckle. Pull it together and out of my way, so that I can complete this important task.”
I’m nodding as I comply, my arms moving north to capture my unruly hair in my fist. Anders fastens the metal a moment later, twisting the collar so that the rope now hangs down between my trembling breasts.
“There we are,” he announces as he strides back in front of me. “Let me look at my wife, kneeling, collared, and leashed—just as she should be!”
His description makes me fluster. I do not like the sound of my fate when he puts it this way, and I had not anticipated finding myself in this predicament, and yet, even now, I know there’s moisture pooling at my core.
Anders reaches forward, catching the end of the rope in his right hand. “Finally,” he says lustfully. “You are mine, and now I can claim you.” He loosens the fastening of his trousers with his free hand, allowing the fabric to slide down to his ankles. “Take me in your mouth, Aurelie,” he commands. “Polish your husband’s cock.”
I fall forward onto all fours, feeling the tug at my neck as the rope draws me closer to where he stands. Lifting my chin, I’m met by his proud organ, and I lick my lips instinctively at the sight of it. Despite my rather denigrating accessories, I rarely have consent to pleasure Anders this way, and so it’s a treat to be able to do so. I devour him at once, all too aware of the rope drawing me onward. Sliding the length of his hardness down my throat, I don’t pause until I make myself gag around him.
“Oh, my, you consume me like a starving woman,” he groans excitedly. I raise my eyes to glance up at him, but do not stop. Instead, I take him inside me again and again, allowing his cock to dominate my open mouth. After a few moments, I draw myself away from his rough thatch of hair, catching my breath before slamming back down against it. Anders’ free hand reaches for me, his fingers tightening in my hair.
Soon Anders is moaning with glee, his stance widening to support himself as I pleasure him on my knees. His cock hardens in my mouth, and somehow seems to grow even longer. I gasp, trying to reel back to my haunches, but the rope and collar do not permit my movement, and instead I am held in place at his wide, veiny shaft.
“You will stay put, my sweeting,” he tells me in a low groan. “Your husband is not done with you.”
I mewl, not wanting to displease him, but needing a moment to compose myself. “My Lofðungr,” I mumble as his cock approaches my lips again. “Please. If you would allow me some air?”
“Open,” he commands, and instinctively my gaze rises to meet his stern expression. “You have been my wife less than a day, and have only just been collared. When I tell you to stay put then I mean it. Your job is to obey me, Aurelie, remember?”
I’m flushing as the crown of his erection pushes back inside my mouth, barely able to process the myriad emotions I am feeling. Of course, I adore his display of dominance, and I am certain that if I were to touch myself now I would find a sodden seam desperate for Anders’ attention. Yet this show of authority has caught me off guard. I had expected a night of sensual lovemaking, not the humiliating experience of being stripped, leashed, and forced to pleasure my husband’s cock.
This time Anders gives me little room to manoeuvre. He tightens his grip on the rope attached to my collar, and holds my head in place with his other hand whilst he claims my face over and over. I never knew his manhood could be so excited or grow so long, and yet as it slides in and out of me I swear it continues to lengthen. He thrusts into me at his leisure, deciding the pace and giving me no time to adjust my position. The message of the act is clear. I may be his wife, but tonight my place is here at his feet, charged only to be the vessel of his pleasure.
At last he pauses, drawing his erection away as he loosens his grip on me. I gasp, falling back to my heels as much as the rope will allow.
“Have your air, Aurelie,” he tells me, his voice little more than a growl. “And once you have a sufficient quantity, we shall begin again. I want to fuck that sweet mouth and spill my seed over it.”
I pull in a shaky breath, eyeing him wildly. “B-but, my Lofðungr, I thought you wanted to create a son this night?”
He flashes me a wide smile. “Oh, we shall, my sweeting,” he confirms as he draws me back toward his waiting organ. “But first I claim your mouth.”
Blinking up at this giant of a man, I nod, finally understanding Anders’ intent. This tradition—this leash—is all about showing the new bride that her Viking husband is in charge. Anders will claim me, use me, and fuck me however he wishes this night. Our consummation will be his utter domination of me.
Within a moment his cock is at my lips again. Unthinkingly I open, permitting him entry to my mouth, which he takes with vigour. His erection hits the back of my throat and instinctively I gag, but Anders pulls the rope tight, holding me against his body. Slowly he withdraws, but his manhood never leaves my mouth completely. Anders remains between my lips—in control and evidently gleeful of the fact.
“Yes, my love,” he purrs. “Yield to me.”
My eyes find his face as best I can from this position, and silently I concur. A part of me wants to protest, to resist. I begrudge the way he fucks my face and would much prefer to pleasure him myself, but I accept that it is not my choice. The decision belongs to Anders’, and I must trust him to make good ones.
He continues to thrust beyond my lips, claiming me over and over as he holds me in place on my knees. I can sense that Anders’ climax is close, tasting the subtle changes in his body, and within a moment an exasperated groan leaves his lips.
“Oh, Gods,” he cries as his body stills all of a sudden. “You are so sweet, Aurelie.” His cock withdraws from my mouth, but Anders holds it directly over my face. “I am going to explode over you. Open up.”
I watch from my place on the animal skin as he does just that, climaxing just above my face. My mouth parts just in time as his hot fluid lands over my lips. It’s unbelievably ignominious to be treated this way, and yet there’s no denying it, it’s also incredibly erotic. I remain naked on my knees as wave after wave of hedonism passes over my husband. In the end my face is thoroughly covered with his seed, and I blush as he appraises me.
“This is what I want to see,” he muses aloud. “My beautiful wife bared, leashed, and covered in my pleasure.”
I baulk at his apt description, both shamed and aroused by the words. “Is this the way you want me to be now I am your wife?” I whisper.
Anders smirks at me. “That does sound idyllic,” he chuckles, “but no. You are my wife and will one day be my queen. I will never again expect you to be paraded and humiliated in front of my people, but in private, you will surrender to me, Aurelie.”
I swallow down the hot, salty fluid that has landed in my mouth, and lower my eyes. Surrender… that is what this consummation is all about. Evidently I had been foolish to think otherwise. Whatever happens in the future, it seems I shall always be his captive… A hard tug on my collar breaks my train of thought, and I glance back to my husband.
“Good girl,” he purrs. “Now we shall rest and enjoy refreshments.”
He strides from the place he had been standing, the rope attached to my collar still in his hand. As the length tightens, I am forced onto all fours and made to crawl behind him. My head falls at the shame, yet even as I shuffle forward I’m aware of the moisture at the apex of my thighs. However much my head may resist, my body betrays my need—as it always has done. For all of my denigrating treatment at Anders’ hands, his acts of authority always inspire arousal in me.
Anders pauses by the bed, and I watch wordlessly as he secures the end of the rope around the nearest bedpost. He turns, eyeing me salaciously as he fastens his trousers. “You shall stay put here, my love,” he coos almost gleefully.
I avoid his grinning expression, casting my eyes to my knees as I try to make myself comfortable. The rope has me leashed quite close to the post, and I only have a few inches to manoeuvre my body, so I rest on my haunches, waiting to see what Anders will do next. There’s a dark chuckle as he saunters away. I hear his footsteps against the stone floor as he moves behind me, but I don’t turn to see where he’s going. Instead, I twist left, examining the small knot that has me bound to the bedpost.
“I wouldn’t even think about that,” snorts Anders as he strides back toward the bed.
I flush at his words, swallowing hard. “I am not thinking anything, my Lofðungr,” I murmur.
He laughs at that. “Oh, Aurelie,” he chuckles. “Remember I have leashed you before. I know how your mind works.”
I know my face is colouring as Anders moves toward me, sitting himself on the edge of the bed next to where I wait. In his hands are two of the local orange fruits and a small knife.
“Let me feed you now,” he tells me sensually. He slices a piece of juicy flesh from the fruit in his palm and holds it out for me. “Come and get it, Aurelie.”
I raise my gaze to meet his expectant face. I know what he wants. He wants me to come forward and take the fruit from his fingers, like a well-trained dog. The muscles of my sex clench at the thought, and I inhale deeply. I already know I am going to do what he wants, and as my heart begins to pound inside my chest I feel my limbs begin to shift. I move slowly, falling back to all fours and edging closer to Anders’ fingers. As I approach, my lips part and I take the fruit into my mouth.
“Good girl,” he purrs in a low seductive tone. “I know you can be good, little one, because you have already been fed from my fingers before, haven’t you, Aurelie?”
I rouse at the question, swallowing the tasty flesh in my mouth. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I whisper, feeling my face flame with embarrassment.
It is one thing to be used and humiliated this way, but to be reminded of all those previous times—of the mortifying shame of my time in the Viking camp—is too much.
“I see you do recall,” he chuckles at my response. There’s a pause as he slices more pieces of fruit. He drops one into his waiting mouth, before offering me the other. Once more I come forward onto all fours to accept the fruit.
“Lick the juices from my fingers,” he orders sensually.
Eyeing my husband briefly, I comply, allowing my tongue to lap at the tasty juice smothering his fingertips.
“How beautiful you look, my love,” he coos as he watches me. “Such a good little one, licking me clean whilst still covered in my seed.”
I swallow again, shamefully aroused by his description. Accepting the compliment as I finish cleaning his digits, I try to ignore the burning need burgeoning between my legs.
Things continue this way for some time, although I have no way of quantifying the period. I remain on all fours, legs splayed and mouth open as I receive the fruit that he presents to me. At some point he pauses, resting the remaining fruit on the covers by my head as he strips his upper body of his formal attire. I gasp at the look of him, my eyes running all over his rippling muscles as he resumes the task of feeding me. By the time the fruit is consumed entirely, I am thoroughly humbled and desperately aroused.
Anders watches me intently as I clean his fingers for the final time. “So how does my little wife like her surprise?” he asks.
I lift my head, pulling against my collar as I find his dark blond brow arching over his pale blue eyes. The look of him at this moment is devastating. “I do not know what to say, my Lofðungr,” I admit.
Anders smirks at that. “Of course you do,” he counters as his fingers move into my hair. They caress me gently, encouraging me to respond. “Tell me, do you enjoy being leashed again?”
The question makes me gulp. “Not at first,” I tell him honestly. “I am riled to be denigrated this way. I thought we had moved past this?”
He blinks at me. “Past this?” he repeats. “You know we will never move past this, my love. Though I will honour and love you, a part of you will always be my little Donrosian captive.” The hand in my hair falls down to my chin, hooking it north with his index finger. “You know that, don’t you?”
It’s the strangest thing, but his words make sense. I know Anders is right. I am his captive, whatever diadem I may wear. I’m nodding before the words even reach my lips. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I gasp. “I know.”
He smiles. “And I bet my little one has a wet pussy after all of this time in my collar?”
This time my face burns with mortified embarrassment, because as ever, he is utterly correct. The finger at my chin holds my face in place, and he grins as he notices my blush.
“My Lofðungr,” I whisper, unable to say the words he wants to hear.
He laughs out loud, amused by my coy display. “Come now, Aurelie,” he chortles. “There are no secrets between a Viking and his wife.”



Chapter Thirteen: Consummation
 
 
Before I can even process his words, Anders rises, striding around my kneeling body. The tug at my leash garners my attention and I turn to see him untying the rope from the post, before pulling me toward his legs.
“You have pleased me, Aurelie,” he purrs, “and now it is time to return the favour.”
Anders offers me a hand, which I take as I climb shakily to my feet.
“On to the bed,” he commands me at once, and I retreat toward the massive four-poster.
The idea of Anders pleasuring me makes my head whirl, especially after my recent humiliations, and I sit there expectantly as he steps out of his trousers.
“Lie back and spread those legs,” he orders in a low growl.
Excited tension bubbles in my belly at the sound of his tone, and I obey, splaying my knees wide. Anders rounds the bed to my right, collecting the rope now hanging between my breasts, and tugging it north behind my head. I strain my gaze to see him securing the rope around the nearest post, and then he saunters back past my head, climbing onto the bed between my legs. His gaze flickers to my own, capturing my remaining breath as he moves toward me.
“You look nervous, my love?” His voice is a soft purr, tantalising me with each malleable syllable.
“No, my Lofðungr,” I pant, as he climbs over me. “I am no longer nervous.”
He smiles, his teeth flashing at me as he pushes me back against the covers, pinioning me to the bedding. “Good,” he replies, leaning down to kiss me. He begins with a gentle, chaste caress, but his tongue becomes insistent, claiming me sensually for a long, lingering kiss. As he finally draws away, his powerful thighs remain in place, keeping me well and truly spread before him.
“You, my Lady, have done exceedingly well. I know you did not welcome the leash, yet I also suspect you revelled in its denigration of you.” Anders hesitates, eyeing me intensely, as if my gaze would confirm his suspicions. Perhaps they do, because he continues with a smile. “Now you will consign yourself to the pleasure I am about to bestow.” His pale blue eyes sear into me, leaving me breathless.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply, watching as he shifts backwards and his head dips between my thighs.
“Stay there,” he purrs, his breath tickling my inner thighs as he manoeuvres into place.
I comply, trying to calm my heaving chest as I await his intimate ministrations.
His lips begin at my right thigh, planting soft caresses north to where my glistening sex awaits. He pauses, lifting his gaze to look upon my body before he continues. His huge hands press my legs down into the bed, leaving me open for him, ready to be devoured. I gasp, taking small, shallow breaths as he turns his attention to the waves of dark curls that protect my trembling lips. The weight of Anders’ hot mouth is on me at once, his tongue parting my folds and lapping at the sensitive flesh inside.
I buck against him wildly, trying to contain myself, but quite unable to manage the task. His right hand snakes at my thigh, lifting my behind enough to plant a short swat there. I yelp, but I understand the meaning of the spank: Be still or bear the consequences.
Drawing in a deep breath, I fight for composure as his mouth consumes me, my fingers balling into fists in the bedding beside me. He continues his relentless task of pleasuring my delicate flesh, one long lap following the next, my lips opened and exposed to his attention.
At length, I begin to relax into the routine of his lovemaking, each flick of his tongue drawing fewer gasps from my open mouth. Sensing my acceptance of his deed, he seems to refocus, his mouth journeying north to find my small, pulsating bud at the apex of my sex. As his lips clamp onto it, I squeal, physically lifting from the bed, save for him anchoring me here.
“Oooh!” I cry out, glancing down between my legs to see his long blond hair in position there.
His eyes flicker up to me for a moment—the gaze loaded with dark and debauch sin—and then he is gone, consumed once again with the task at his lips. I fall backwards, my collar keeping me in place as my back arches, splaying myself as wide as I can. Now I am ready to receive his gift—more than ready. The heat and intensity of his mouth goad the waves of pleasure as they rise in me, threatening to crash me against the rocks at any moment. Once again, my lover seems to recognise the subtle changes in me, and rather than relenting, he redoubles his efforts, tormenting my exasperated little bud to distraction. I squirm, bucking against his face to gain the sweet friction that I need to take me right to the precipice.
The ball of arousal in my womb grows, tightening and contracting as the pulses of pleasure roll over me. My desire flourishes, threatening to burst, and I gasp, fighting for air as the need for release becomes overwhelming. All at once his mouth disappears from between my thighs, and I feel one, and then two digits slide within my glistening sex.
“Oh!” I cry out once more, frustration at the change in tack engulfing me.
“That’s right, my sweeting,” he growls, evidence of his own arousal laced in his tone. “You are going to come apart for me, Aurelie, but not until I give you permission. Do you understand?”
My back arches of its own accord, pressing down to his knuckles as his fingers fill me again and again. The whole time the collar at my neck reminds me that I am his hostage, thoroughly used and pillaged by my master. “My Lofðungr,” I pant. “Please!”
His dark chuckle fills the air around us. “Yes, my love,” he soothes. “I know, I know…” His digits never cease, driving into me with relentless enthusiasm. “I am going to devour your sweet sex again, and you will unravel for me. Do you understand?”
I grunt at him, hearing his words, and yet barely able to decipher their meaning.
“Do you hear me, Aurelie?” he asks again. “I want you to come hard and come fast, and do so now…”
He does not await my reply, but dips back to my throbbing need, caressing me with passionate fervour. My desire is reignited at once, and within a moment I am right back there—at the edge of my climax. His palms press down into my outstretched thighs again, the weight of him immobilising me against the bed as my hips try to roll forward toward his insistent mouth. His words ring through my mind, I want you to come hard and come fast, I want you to come hard and come fast, and as my lids flutter shut I can hold back no longer. My core contracts with intensity, sending an upsurge of new arousal through me as the pleasure becomes paralysing. For a long moment I cannot breathe, my body arched and suspended in a prison of Anders’ creation. And then, as though he has snapped his fingers, I fall, plummeting hard as the convulsions of gratification cascade through me.
I land on the bed, eyelids flickering open and closed as the spasms of pleasure continue to overpower me. Anders shifts his weight on the bed over me, and as my lids fully open, I see him come into view over my face. His gaze is compelling and holds me to the bed every inch as much as his leash.
“Roll onto your belly,” he commands me, lifting his body weight to give me enough room to spin as instructed.
Once I am in place, he lowers his hard body over my own, spreading my legs apart with his knees. I know just what he will do next, and as though it is some unspoken agreement between us, the edge of his large erection nudges at my wet, exposed sex.
“I need you, my captive,” he murmurs, his mouth whispering into my right ear.
“Take me,” I reply, twisting my head to acknowledge his words.
His lips find my own, capturing my mouth in his kiss as he plunges slowly into my empty channel. The scent of my own desire wafts over me, and the reality that his mouth has just pleasured me leaves me overwrought. Between our legs his hard length fills me right up to his testicles. The depth and intensity of the act is the clearest sign yet of his possession of me. My mind whirls at the sensation, my mouth opening into a silent ‘o’ as he withdraws, and then slams back into me again.
There are no words between us now—language seemingly lacking the coherence required to elaborate such a connection. His mouth falls to my neck, nipping and kissing my nape as his groin flexes forward, penetrating me over and over, pushing me into a frenzy of desire. I want to speak, to call out, to demonstrate somehow the way his passion makes me feel, but I simply cannot find the will. His hardness pinions me there, grazing my nub into a flurry of new excitement, despite its recent satisfaction. I notice that his thrusts have become shorter and more insistent, and I gaze back at Anders, marvelling at the look of agonised ecstasy on his handsome face.
“By the Gods, my sweet,” he shouts as his head falls forward over my right shoulder. “I am going to claim you!”
Anders stills abruptly, and all at once he empties his seed inside of me, his body clamping down onto me as his orgasm shudders to a climax.
I inhale as best I can as his weight collapses over me, the masculine scent of his leather and sweat goading my nostrils, whilst the collar at my neck reminds me of my place. He rises up onto his elbows, our bodies still locked together in the most intimate fashion.
“Now, you are mine, wife,” he pants, straining his neck so that he can gaze into my eyes.
I swallow hard, clenching his hardness inside of me. “Now, I am truly yours,” I agree, and despite all of the humiliation, the reality makes me warm inside.



Chapter Fourteen: A Brighter Dawn
 
 
The days after our union are a frenzy of frivolity and fornication. Anders seeks to possess me in all his favourite ways, each act simultaneously as shameful and arousing as the next. I savour his mastery of me, relishing his utter ownership of my body, and certain that he is close to capturing my soul as well. Anders’ affections are intense and powerful, and it takes some days for him to even permit my departure from his chambers. By the fourth day though, we are both rather in need of some fresh air, and so it is that we find ourselves, walking hand in hand, on the castle battlements.
The summer is nearing an end, and the breeze, though still primarily warm, has an air of something cooler to come. I snuggle into my husband, his hand leaving mine and snaking around my waist.
“And here is my son, at last!” It is the king’s voice that permeates the air around us, and we both spin to face its owner.
“My Lofðungr,” I say, dropping into a low curtsey.
I glance up to see Anders bow as at the king’s approach. “Good ‘morrow, Father,” he smiles. “It is good to see you.”
The two embrace and at length, the king turns to me. “And now, my dear, tell me how you are now that my son has finally released you back into my court?”
I flush, but am forced to smile at his bright disposition. “I am most well, thank you, my Lofðungr,” I respond. “How delightful it is to see you once more.”
He returns my smile, gesturing for us to walk with him, and we do so, my small frame flanked by the two giants on either side of me.
“I trust that my grandson is well in the making, Anders?” the king quips, his eyes flickering from his son to my midriff.
My husband laughs at his jocularity. “Rest assured, my good wife and I will do everything in our power to make it so.”
My face flames at the conversation, although the tenderness between my legs is testament to how much effort we have been devoting to the task they speak of.
“That is most pleasing to hear,” replies the king. “Now that you have found a good wife, nothing will make me happier than to see the next in our bloodline born in my lifetime.”
My gaze flits between the two of them. I want to counter his point with the knowledge that any child of Anders’ and mine will likely not be flaxen-haired like the rest of his people. I gasp a little at the thought, wondering whether my dark-haired son will be accepted by the people of Lundborg…
“And what news of Magnus?” The change of tack captures my attention at once, and I turn to see how the king will answer Anders’ query.
“He is still where we put him,” clarifies the king, clearly wanting to reassure his son on this point.
Anders nods. “Good,” he says, squeezing my fingers with his free hand. “What will you decree once he is released?”
“Released?” The word escapes my lips before my mind can advise the better of it. “Is he imprisoned, my Lofðungr? I thought his sentence was banishment?”
The two men exchange glances over my head.
“Excuse Aurelie,” says Anders, his tone laced with amusement. “She is relentlessly curious.”
“I do not mind it,” chuckles the king to my left, and turning to me, he says, “In light of your imminent union, and Magnus’ desire to spoil the marriage, I thought it best to keep him at my disposal until the festivities were complete.”
I glance to Anders, his face knowing as I appraise him. So, that’s what he had meant when he had tried to reassure me before the wedding. Magnus was certain not to spoil our day as they had him imprisoned somewhere already…
“Thank you, my Lofðungr,” I reply to the king. “I’m sure your action was very wise. Magnus has proven that he does not care for me, or my attachment to the prince.”
The king smiles. “Your wife is very shrewd, my son,” he counters. “You have chosen well.”
I swallow hard as I glance up at Anders, wondering if I have overstepped the unspoken boundary between us. “I do not mean to speak out of place,” I fluster. “As has already been stated, I am rather too curious for my own good…”
Both of them laugh at that, and we walk on for a while in silence, my face flaming in the cool air.
“To answer your question, Anders,” says the king, pausing at the edge of the battlements. “I think I shall have to banish him for good upon release. Magnus cannot be trusted; he has made that more than clear by his actions.”
Anders looks out over the mountains to the north. “It is a shame,” he says eventually. “But I suspect that you are correct. I had hoped some time away would have cooled his ardour for retribution against Aurelie, but it now appears to have been a false hope.”
“Indeed,” agrees his father. “Nothing is more important now than the safety and protection of you and your family, Anders. You are the heirs of this great kingdom.”
The conversation seems to have taken on a sombre tone all of a sudden, and I stand between the two men in silence, wandering at how Magnus will receive this news.
“I should be the one to tell him,” remarks Anders after a moment.
“No,” replies the king. “The judgement is mine, and I shall be the one to deliver it. He will be brought to the throne room and the verdict shall be reported to him. You may be present if that is your choice.”
I glance up at Anders. His jaw is set in a hard line, and I can tell that he is not pleased with this latest decision. “Very well then,” he concedes with a sigh. “Inform me of the time, and I shall be there.”
The king departs from us, and the two of us remain, hand in hand, overlooking the township.
“May I accompany you when Magnus is banished?” I ask him, suspecting that I already know the answer.
“Absolutely not,” snaps Anders, although his face softens as he looks to me. “You heard the king; your safety is my number one priority now. Our son may soon be growing in your belly…” He rubs my midriff tenderly, and I glance down to acknowledge his large hand there.
“I will be quite safe,” I protest. “I have you, the king, and all of the castle guards to protect me.”
Anders’ expression hardens once more. “My answer is no, Aurelie,” he says firmly. “You will do well to remember it.”



Chapter Fifteen: Banishment
 
 
Word reaches Anders that the king is to deliver his sentence on Magnus the Strong at two this very afternoon. Eyeing me severely, Anders makes it clear that I am not to attend the verdict, and should stay put in our chambers until his return. Pouting, I greet his words with a sullen expression, and watch as he departs the room.
Turning, I scurry to a nearby window, surveying the clouds as they gather on the horizon. Something about Anders’ decision doesn’t feel right. Magnus’ banishment is one thing, the thought of it is actually startlingly reassuring, but I need to see the sentence for myself to know that it is truly done. Magnus has haunted us for long enough, the spectre of his hatred a veil over each happy day since our union. I need to know he has gone for good—I need to know that it is over.
I draw in a deep breath as I think on my options. How am I going to get to the throne room unescorted? It won’t be easy, each room and corridor of the castle closely guarded by the king’s men, but I reason that as Anders’ wife, I should now have some sway over them. I make my way to the door, pulling back the wooden frame to find two large guards in place there.
“Your Highness?” The one to my right turns and addresses me with a small bow.
“Good ‘morrow,” I reply with a flourishing smile. “Excuse me, but I have a sudden and queer craving for herring. I should like to go to the castle kitchen and find something to quell my desire.”
His face, shielded in regulation helmet, scrunches in confusion at my request. “Herring, Your Highness?”
“Yes,” I agree with a nod as I skip from the room. “I cannot say why, but it seems to be the only thing I can think of…”
The two men exchange a glance over the top of my head, before the first speaks to me again. “My Lofðungr gave us very explicit instructions that you are to stay here, my Lady,” he continues. “Perhaps one of us can carry out this task on your behalf? We can ask the kitchen to deliver herring to you here?”
I pull a face at him, eyeing him with deliberate scorn. “Absolutely not!” I snap. “I must be the one to choose the fish, do you not understand that?”
He flinches at my shrill tone, his light eyes once again searching for his partner. They exchange a few sparse words in their native tongue, but eye me again doubtfully.
“I fear my Lofðungr will not be pleased with this plan, Your Highness,” he begins, evidently hopeful that I will still back down.
“Nonsense,” I berate him. “Your prince is highly attuned to my cravings. He seems to think they are of some relevance. On the contrary, I think he will be most displeased to hear that this one has gone overlooked…” My words trail away, but I can see by the look in the young man’s eyes that I have planted enough doubt to make him falter.
“Very well,” he sighs, shifting his large frame awkwardly. “I shall take you directly to the kitchens and accompany you back here. Is that acceptable to you, Your Highness?”
I smile, knowing I have won this first battle. “It is, sir, thank you.”
We depart at once, leaving the other guard in place at the door to our chambers. Since I am still so new to the ways of the castle, I fall naturally behind the one accompanying me, allowing him to lead the way. He is clearly conscious of this, and keeps pausing to check that I am still alongside him—a fact that is going to seriously hinder my chances of slipping away.
As we round a corner I hear what sounds like fragments of the king’s voice echoing against the stone walls. Hesitating, I twist my head to garner more of the sound, my feet eventually following suit and taking me in the opposite direction to that of the guard.
“Your Highness!” The guard’s call is little more than a hiss, the sound reverberating through the small archway. “You are going the wrong way!”
Choosing to ignore his plea, I continue on, aware that the sound of the king’s voice is growing in resonance with each step I take. Making my way to the end of the hallway, I find myself at the edge of the entrance to the grand throne room. I peer around the thick stone wall hastily, unsure how much time I will have before I am dragged away by the anxious guard, and my eyes absorb the scene playing out in the enormous space beyond me.
The king and Anders are in place on the high thrones, both looking severe as their collective attention focuses on the man in chains at the bottom of the steps. My gaze falls over him, knowing it to be Magnus even from this peculiar angle. On either side of him there are lines of men, some castle guards in full uniform, some from the king’s own military, and seemingly other assembled gentry.
“Henceforth you are to be banished from my kingdom…” The king’s words echo around the vast space, and I’m surprised to hear him speak in a tongue that I can decipher. “I must be clear, Magnus the Strong—if you are found back in my lands then you will you face immediate execution. I must have obedience and loyalty from my people, and this applies to the prince’s men every inch as much as it does the ordinary folk.”
Magnus kneels listening to the verdict, his muscular shoulders hunched and his head lowered. I wonder at how he has received the verdict, and a shiver shudders down the length of my body.
“Your Highness!” The hiss is louder, but still constitutes little more than an exasperated whisper.
I spin, taking in the vexed face of the guard behind me.
“You should not be here, my Lady,” he explains, holding out his palms to me in a conciliatory manner. “We should leave… now!”
I sigh, knowing he is right, and yet eager to hear and see more of what is unfolding. “Just one moment,” I reply, twisting back to my place at the giant archway in time to see Magnus rising to his feet, and being led away by six strapping guards. They move with purpose toward where I am waiting.
My heart is pounding as I register what is transpiring. By the time I can take a breath the procession is already upon us, the first of the guards sweeping into the hallway where I stand. My eyes fall over the initial men, before my gaze locks onto the prisoner behind them. Magnus stands, his wrists and ankles cast into heavy irons, and his demeanour grave indeed. His eyes widen at the sight of me. He clearly did not expect to see me here, and after the surprise comes the fury. It shrouds his once handsome face, his features contorting at the sight of me.
“You!” he snarls accusingly. “What are you doing here, whore? Come to revel in your newfound glory, have we?”
I shrink back at his hateful tone, but I need not have worried, as two of his enormous guards have already stepped forward, flanking me. “That’s enough from you, prisoner,” barks the largest of the two as he raises his spear to keep Magnus back.
“Your Highness!” The guard from our chamber sounds desperate, and I turn to see him wide-eyed. “Please, we must go!”
My chest is heaving as though my heart will rise from my throat at any moment. “Of course,” I agree finally, falling back to his side, but it’s too late, and we both know it.
“What is going on here?” The voice of my husband shatters what little remains of my composure, and I spin to see him standing behind me, his expression darkening as he takes in the scene. “Take the prisoner back to the dungeon—he is to be released later.”
“Ja, my Lofðungr,” replies the guard holding Magnus back. He shouts an order in Norse, and the procession moves on, taking Magnus with them.
I blink up at Anders, my eyes large as he glowers at me. With one long stride he reaches me, his attention turning to the guard at my side. “You had one order,” he hisses at him. “One simple instruction.”
The man gulps, knowing he is in deep trouble. “My Lofðungr,” he replies deferentially. “I am sorry. I…”
Anders silences him with one raised palm. “What was that instruction? Tell me, please.”
The guard stutters to a halt, eyeing me momentarily. “You asked me to keep Her Highness safe, and in your room…” His voice trails away, and I flush as his admission hangs in the air around us.
Anders’ eyes flicker between the two of us before they fall back to his guard. “You have failed in this one instruction,” he tells him solemnly. “And you will pay the price for it.”
The guard’s eyes fall south, shame evident on his face and all at once I am sorry for the trouble I have caused him.
“My Lofðungr, please,” I begin, imploring him to see reason. “Do not punish this man. This was not his fault—I was the one who stole away and came to find you.”
His eyes are on me in a heartbeat, surveying me with an intensity that I haven’t seen since we married. “I am well aware of whose responsibility this is,” he replies, his tone low and little more than a sneer. I still, my heart pounding out of control at his powerful implication. “You shall be dealt with also, my Lady, and that’s a promise…”
I gulp at that, suddenly unable to meet the weight of his gaze.
“And what is this?” The new voice startles me, and I look up hastily to see the wry smile of the king. He stands behind his son, leaning against the stone archway.
“It seems Lady Aurelie could not do as she was told, and came down to witness Magnus’ sentencing,” explains Anders, although his eyes never leave me as he answers his father.
“So, I see,” chuckles the king, his expression bemused as he shifts closer to us. “You know I admire Lady Aurelie’s mettle, but it seems you will need to keep her pluck under control, my son!” He turns to Anders, who still looks to be seething as he eyes me.
“You need not worry on that front, my Lofðungr,” he replies. “I shall deliver her punishment personally.”
I gasp audibly at his verdict, the muscles between my thighs clenching at the authority in his voice.
“I have no doubt,” smiles the king with a nod. “I have no doubt! In the meantime, leave the disciplining of the guards to me, Anders.”
The king and his son exchange a wordless glance, and after a lengthy silence Anders nods his consent. “Very well, my Lofðungr,” he says, bowing slightly as he backs away from his father. “Please excuse us then, it is time that I speak to my wife alone.”



Chapter Sixteen: Power, Pain, and Pleasure
 
 
He marches me back to our chambers in silence, his fingers laced with my own in a vise-like grip. I want to speak to him, to beseech him—make him see reason—but I know Anders, and I know there’s little point. As we reach the door to his quarters, we are met by the remaining guard.
“See that we are not disturbed,” growls Anders, as he sweeps past the man, pulling me along behind him.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I hear him reply just before the door slams shut behind us.
I turn, scuttling to the centre of the room as he approaches me.
“What am I to do with you, my sweeting?” His tone is dark, knowing, and expectant.
I swallow, nervous energy ricocheting around my body. “I meant no offence,” I begin, willing my legs to stand my ground as he looms over me.
He laughs, the smirk still evident on his handsome face when my gaze meets his eyes again. “You meant no offence?” he repeats again. “Oh, really. Is that so?”
I nod. “It is,” I say, my own exasperation evident. “I only wanted to see Magnus banished for myself. Where is the harm in that?”
He shakes his head, and takes a stride toward me that leaves him towering over my small frame once more. “The harm, my sweeting, could have been significant. I asked you to stay here and wait for me, yet you deliberately ignored my request and you did the one thing I forbade you to do. You came down to the throne room to see Magnus…” His tone dims as he goes on until he eventually pauses, allowing his gaze to penetrate me. “Why, Aurelie? Why did you defy me?”
I bite my lip as the anxiety rises in me. “I thought I deserved to see it for myself,” I mumble, knowing how pathetic the admission sounds.
“And why would that be?” he asks coolly. “Why is your desire suddenly more important than mine? Than the king’s? What makes you know better than us?”
I sigh, lowering my face, but his hand is already there, at my chin, propping me up.
“I asked you a question, and you will answer me.”
“I don’t know any better,” I admit, despising the way his index finger holds me in place. “I just wanted to get my own way, Anders, and I’m sorry—I really am.”
He smiles, and the look of it reminds me of the predator who had kept me in bondage in the Viking camp outside Donrose. “My beautiful Aurelie,” he says as his other arm snakes to my waist. “I love you, you know that, don’t you? You have enthralled and captured me. You bring light to the darkness of my life, and will always have my heart.” He hesitates, licking his lips as he leans in to claim my mouth. Stunned by the power of his unexpected sentiment, I yield at once, surrendering to his masterful tongue as it sweeps its own private route between my lips. As he draws away, he leaves me reeling and breathless.
“Anders?” I pant, my eyes blinking up at him for an explanation. His face is calm as he resumes.
“I know you understand me,” he continues, pulling my body flush against his hip. “Perhaps you understand me better than anyone… And yet, even after our union, I find that you still cannot obey me. It disappoints me, Aurelie. Perhaps I need to keep you leashed more often?”
The sudden weight of his upset falls over me and I am filled with remorse, despite his torrid threat to tether me. “My Lofðungr,” I begin, my voice trembling as I go on. “I am sorry. I did not intend to disappoint you.”
“I know,” he says, resting his forehead against my temple. “But you must understand, by flagrantly disobeying my request, you not only disrespected me, but worse—you put yourself in great danger.”
Blinking up at him, I absorb his words slowly. I did flout his instruction, and I cannot deny it, but putting myself in danger? How had that been the case? “I was wrong to defy you,” I admit, my voice absurdly small as I crane my neck up toward him. “Yet there was no danger, my Lofðungr. Your guard was with me the whole time…”
He shakes his head, his finger shifting from my chin to the side of my flushed face. “Magnus made a direct threat against your life, Aurelie,” he tells me, his voice etched with angst as he says the words aloud. “Whilst he was incarcerated, he told the guards that he intends to take you, hurt you, and…” His words catch in his throat, and instinctively I raise my hands to his face to comfort him.
“All is well, Anders,” I reassure him soothingly. “I am safe, and Magnus cannot touch me.”
He nods, drawing in a deep breath as acknowledgement of my words. “I know,” he says, shutting his eyes as the emotion washes over his face. He opens them again, his intense, pale blue gaze targeting me at once. “Aurelie, please listen. Magnus’ threats are real, and they stand until he is banished from the kingdom for good. If anything happened to you, I do not know what I would do…”
His voice breaks as the reality of the threat wins out, and for a moment there is nothing but silence as we hold each other. My arms fall from his face to his broad shoulders, and he pulls my face against his chest. If ever I had doubted how much I mean to my Viking prince, then this is the moment that makes it clear.
He draws away slightly, ensuring that he has my full attention before he continues. “My rules have been evident from the very beginning, my sweeting. My will is absolute, and my instructions must be obeyed. When you defy me, you will be punished. On this occasion, your defiance led to your own safety being jeopardised, and that is simply not acceptable, do you understand?”
I pull in a shaky breath, understanding precisely where this discussion is going. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply contritely.
“You are my everything, Aurelie,” he breathes over me. “My world. I will do whatever it takes to keep you safe.”
“I know,” I answer him. “I understand.”
He gazes down at me, his eyes warm as he delivers his verdict. “I’m pleased you understand, my sweeting,” he murmurs, reaching down to press a chaste kiss into my hair. “I think you know you deserve to be punished. You know that disobeying my instruction was the wrong thing to do, and you did it for no better reason than to indulge your own sense of righteousness. Am I right?”
I nod, my eyes tearing. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I respond. “I had no idea that Magnus had made threats against me…” I pause, shuddering at the thought of how much hatred the man must harbour for me. “You’re right,” I concede as I swallow down the idea. “I should have trusted your judgement, and respected your directive.”
He offers me a small smile, drawing me into a hard embrace. “Good girl,” he whispers into the top of my head. “And so, you understand why I am going to punish you now?”
I had known this moment was coming right from the start, and in the usual obscure way, the apex between my thighs throbs at the prospect. Anders is going to punish me! The thought makes me tremble with anxiety and exhilaration. “Wh-what are you going to do to me?” I stammer softly.
His smile broadens. “You know what you deserve,” he murmurs wickedly. “I am going to have to spank you, but because your petulance nearly placed you in the path of Magnus, I have decided to reintroduce you to my lash.”
I still at his words, feeling the weight of his stare as he assesses my responses. The lash. Anders hasn’t used that damn implement on me since we first arrived in Lundborg, and I cannot deny the shiver that the thought produces in me.
I lick my lips, raising my eyes to answer him. “You’re going to lash me?” I ask, hearing the quiver in my voice.
“Yes,” he asserts, his face calm. “I think you deserve at least ten lashes. I want you to think about your behaviour, and understand that how you behave has consequences.”
I lower my eyes out of instinct, listening as he delivers his verdict.
“Aurelie.” The irritation in his tone brings me right back to the present and I glance up to see him waiting for me. “Did you hear what I said?”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I mumble. “Ten lashes.”
“At least,” he agrees, taking hold of my hands in his large palms. “Now you will strip and stand by the end of the bed.” He hesitates, considering my fate for a moment. “Hold onto the bedpost, and wait for me.”
I eye him, fear bubbling in my belly, but my feet are already moving toward the place he has instructed me to wait. I inhale a shaky breath, my fingers playing with the laces holding my gown in place until it loosens and slips from my petite shoulders. The fabric pools at my feet, leaving me naked in the large, cool room. I reach for the girth of the wooden post, leaning forward at the hips, the way Anders likes me to present myself for punishment.
Punishment…
The thought makes me tremble with trepidation, although I can already feel the trickle of moisture at my thighs.
The room is hushed, save for the sounds of Anders behind me. The weight of the silence bears down on me, my laboured breathing more than evident as I await my sentence.
“My beautiful captive…” Anders’ voice purrs from behind me, and instinctively I hold my breath, straining to listen to his words.
When none are forthcoming, I blow out the air in one rapid gush of air. “I thought I was no longer your captive?” I say, my voice trembling with anxious desire.
I don’t know why I say it. We both know I am more captured now than I have ever been.
He laughs, the sound low and taunting, and all at once I hear him approaching, his hot breath tickling the back of my neck. “You are my lover, my wife, and one day you shall be my queen, but Aurelie…” He pauses, and I feel one of his fingers trailing an invisible line from my throat to my shoulder blade. I shiver, gulping reflexively at the intimate gesture. “Aurelie, I’ve told you, you shall always be my captive. You know that, don’t you?”
I glance right, finding him in my peripheral vision. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply, my nipples beading beneath me. “I know.”
Anders smiles, and his face descends to my nape. His hot lips press into my neck, caressing the sensitive flesh there, and an unconscious moan escapes my mouth at the heady sensation. And then he is gone, the heat and weight of his body disappearing as quickly as it arrived.
“It is time,” he says, his tone lower than before. “We begin with ten lashes, and we shall see how you fare.”
I nod, trying to muster my mettle from wherever it is hiding. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply, my tone breathy.
The subtle noise the lash creates as it slices through the air is the only warning I receive, and seconds later the cruel impact of the thing lands against my exposed behind. The sound as it lands is loud, cracking through the air like lightning, and making my feet leave the rug below them even before the pain registers. The sting is next, and the hurt is intense.
“Oww!” I call out, unable to contain the burn of the lash.
“Does my lash sting, my sweeting?” he asks coolly.
I still at his tone, indignation flaring in me, the force of which takes me by surprise. The inner battle between my pride and my contrition as intense as it always was. “Yes,” I snap. “Yes, it does.”
The implement is in the air again and this time it lands against the other side of my bottom, making me jump again as my fists grip tightly to the bedpost before me.
“Good,” he muses aloud. “I am pleased to hear it. Whilst you think on the pain, consider also why you come to find yourself in this predicament in the first place.”
He lands the third strike then, catching me off guard, and I draw in a breath. All of my stoicism abandons me at this moment, and tears begin to burn in my eyes.
“Tell me, Aurelie.” His voice is so stern. “Why are you being punished this way?”
The flames at my ass sear into me with such intensity that I have to take another deep breath before I can even answer him. “I was dis… obedient,” I begin, “and disrespectful.”
I brace myself, waiting for the next strike, but instead I hear his words.
“Go on,” he coaxes. “Why the lash? Why do you deserve the lash?”
I sigh, dropping my head between my outstretched arms as the first large teardrop falls past my nose. “I put myself in danger, my Lofðungr,” I answer him miserably.
“Yes, you did,” he replies, and all at once the lash cracks against my skin again, making me cry out. “You are my everything,” he hisses from behind me, the angst evident to hear even in his voice. “I cannot lose you, Aurelie. Not. Ever.”
He punctuates the final words with two new strikes to my punished cheeks, and the momentum of them takes my breath away. I let out a low sob, allowing the tears to come now and not caring who hears me.
“Four more, Aurelie,” he tells me, and his tone has softened.
I nod, sniffing back my self-pity as I reply. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I tell him without lifting my head.
The remaining strikes arrive and they are just as hard as the rest, harder maybe. Now that I recall how much each hurts, it is woeful to have to wait for the next, and the sting of the previous ones ignite with every new impact. As Anders lands the tenth, I exhale as though I have been holding my breath in anticipation of it. I risk a sideways glance through my tearstained lashes, seeing him watching me.
“Aurelie.” His voice has shifted into that velvety, seductive tone, the one that speaks directly to my wet sex.
“Is my punishment over?” I say, my own voice shaky with the pain and ignominy of my lashing. I am loath to ask, but I have to know what he has in mind. I have to prepare myself.
He moves toward me, closing the space between our bodies with lithe speed. The coarse fabric of his garments connects with my sore bottom, goading me into a reflexive moan. “Do you understand now why I had to lash you?” he asks, his voice low and husky as his left arm reaches for my exposed breasts, cupping them.
“Yes,” I reply, leaning my head back into his hard body. The weight of my emotions is tiring, and his proximity strangely reassuring. “I understand.”
“Then, we are done,” he says, and I hear the lash dropping to the hard floor on our right side. “But if you ever knowingly put yourself in danger again, my little one, then know that I will not be as kind in my judgement.”
I shudder at the warning, but I nod all the same, grateful that my penance is over—for the time being.
“May I let go of the post?” I ask, enjoying the sensation as he nuzzles into me.
“Oh, no, my sweeting,” he chuckles, the dark, delicious sound sending sparks of desire straight to my core. “You shall stay right there—in position—with your legs wide and your very punished behind on display, and I shall claim you once more.”
I swallow, giddy with the things he says, and I comply in silence, splaying my legs and arching my back. His hands are on my body, goosing my flesh as they travel and explore the curves of my breasts and thighs.
“Aurelie,” he murmurs, his tone thick with his own arousal. “Even now—after all of this time—after everything we have been through, you do not understand what you do to me.”
His right hand dips between my outstretched legs, and I gasp as those long digits begin to stroke the wetness he finds there.
“And now, you are my wife…” he purrs, those hot lips just inches from my right ear. “And you are still as errant as ever; still so badly in need of my discipline…”
“Yes,” I reply, my voice barely audible for its breathy rasp. “Yes, my Lofðungr.”
I buck against his hands, flexing my hips to gain more of his digits, desperate to be filled by him once more.
He chuckles into my ear as his fingers press into me, fucking me into a slow and sensual frenzy. “Well, you will always have my discipline, my sweeting,” he answers with a hearty laugh at my response. “And you shall also always have my cock…”
I groan, my fingers turning white with tension as I grip the wooden post ahead of me. “Anders, please,” I moan, my voice croaky with need. “Claim me now, make me yours once more?”
It’s a desperate plea for his manhood, and I twist my head right to see the wicked glee in his eyes as he registers it.
“So frantic for me, my sweeting?” His tone is goading, and I know he is taunting me, teasing me with the prospect of the pleasure only he can deliver.
I nod, accepting with embarrassment that he is right. “Yes,” I implore him, grinding my throbbing nub against the palm of his hand. “Yes, I am desperate for you.”
He smiles, his left hand snaking south from my breasts, navigating my hips and joining his other hand from behind me. I am caught between his two hands, a prisoner to the ecstasy he’s creating. I feel that left hand, the digits running between my punished cheeks and down to the wet pool of desire that his other digits are pleasuring. They capture my moisture, and bring it north to the hidden dark place at my behind.
“Stick out that ass, my sweeting,” he purrs. “Offer yourself to me.”
I gasp, feeling one and then two digits press into my ass, and all the while Anders’ other hands continues to pleasure me, screwing me with an unrelenting rhythm. I do my best to comply, arching my back and permitting him greater access to my behind, and I am rewarded with his hot lips, which graze my throat with passionate caresses. “Oh, Anders!” I murmur, my body writhing in his manmade trap. “Please… please!”
“What do you need, my sweeting?” His question goads me. “Tell your prince about your desire…”
The throaty groan that escapes my lips is a guttural reflex, his fingers driving me closer and closer to the precipice. “I need you,” I just about muster. “I need you inside me. Please!”
I catch sight of his gleeful smile at my right side, and the look of him drives me wild. He has me, as he always has—and as usual, I am completely powerless to prevent his utter domination of me.
“You shall have me,” he purrs at me seductively. “You shall indeed be claimed. I will pound you longer and harder, taking what is mine without question, but first…” His face moves closer to me, his lips scraping the side of my right cheek. “First I want to watch you climax. I need to see you unravel before me, your body shuddering at my command, giving in to my every demand. Do you understand me?”
My head is shaking, apparently in agreement. “Yes, yes, my Lofðungr,” I whisper. “Yes, I understand.”
His smile forms into a hard line, the concentration in his eyes evident as he presses himself back into position at my hip. He switches gear then, the fingers buried deep in between my wet folds accelerating in pace and intensity. I gasp out loud, my knees buckling at the sudden power of his hands.
“Yes,” he murmurs into my ear. “Feel my fingers inside you. Feel each digit as it slides in and out of what belongs to me, commanding you to your pleasure at my bidding.”
I groan, my eyes closing as I squirm like an animal against him, my every essence filled with the feeling of his fingers around me and inside me. It’s as though I am possessed by the strength of his passion, the intensity to which he wants to see me splinter, and then plunder me once again. I am his, and only his. I always have been. Anders was the first man I ever knew, and he mastered me in many ways even before the time his Viking cock first speared me. I am nothing but a vessel for our mutual pleasure, and with each stroke and flick of his hands, I edge nearer to my own.
“Good girl,” he purrs at me, and something about his tone makes my eyes flutter open. He is right there, next to me, eyeing my face as I hasten toward my climax.
I offer him a smile, or as much of one as I can in my current predicament. I like being his good girl, and even now that I am his wife, the power of those words is not lost on me.
The fingers at my rear press deeper suddenly, mastering me and catching me off guard. The sensation of being filled and stretched in both holes is consuming, and I pant against his shoulder at the exquisite depravity of the experience.
“Who owns this sweet pussy, my little captive?” His voice is taunting and his expression dark as he waits for me to answer. He knows that I will gladly acknowledge my submission to him; my husband, my prince, and my master.
“You do, my Lofðungr,” I moan back at him, my hips rolling back, and then pressing forward, caught in the ecstatic web that both of his hands are providing.
“Hmmm,” he replies. “Yes. And who owns this sweet, sweet ass?”
“It’s you.” I can barely get the words out now, my back arching further as my mouth gasps for air. “You, Anders—you own it.”
At my admission, his fingers cease, the inactivity causing my pelvis to buck instinctively. He shifts, manoeuvring his body slightly so that the top of his thumb now nudges against my needy little nub. “Now you will climax,” he growls at me. “Fuck yourself against your master’s fingers, and don’t you dare stop until I tell you to.”
My lips open in response, but there are no words now. There is only the motion of my hips, the rhythm of his fingers, and the palpable passion between us. I writhe in silence, approaching the precipice at speed. “Please,” I gasp, flexing my wetness back against him again. “Now. I’m coming now!”
I’m aware of his lips curling at my admission, but my eyes flutter shut reflexively, my head falling back as the power of my climax overtakes me. It rips through me like lightning, paralysing me with the pleasure that consumes me. My channel tightens around his digits, gripping him as I shudder, wave upon wave of sensation rolling through my tightly wound body.
He stays inside me for a few moments, seemingly enjoying my convulsions almost as much as I do, and then, at last he growls the words I long to hear. “Now it is time, my sweeting. Now, I will claim what’s mine.”



Chapter Seventeen: Sweet Possession
 
 
I barely catch my breath as his fingers withdraw, leaving my core bereft of his touch. Anders disappears from my eye line, and his weight presses against my punished behind as he splays my legs wider. Once more, I arch for him, pressing my ass out behind me, a welcome invitation to his cock.
My mind is subdued as he spears me, sliding inside me as though the space were designed for him. In so many ways, it seems as though I was. I gasp, the sound raspy as it catches in my throat. He is always so damn huge, his body dominating me in the most carnal way imaginable.
He slams into me until there is no space between us. I grip the wooden post for dear life, alive with the intensity of the act, and lost in the intimate surrender of it all.
“Anders,” I cry out, only half aware that I have said the word out loud.
His right hand moves from its place at my hips, curling instinctively at my pebbling nipples, and then clamping my breast as he withdraws and pounds into me once more. “You are divine,” he murmurs, his voice from some distant place behind me. “So fucking divine.”
I mewl in response, relieved that my punishment is over and the transgression is forgotten, but more than anything, ecstatic to be caught in his web again. He possesses me this way, grinding into me, and then withdrawing time after time. I squirm at the delicious intensity of the act, the knowledge that he is so deep inside me making me all the more wanton. Then, without warning, his body disappears and the weight of his right arm falls to my midriff, pulling me backwards with him.
“This way, my sweeting,” Anders purrs, his voice a low growl.
Breathless at the change of tack, I turn and see him positioning himself against an animal skin laid out on the floor behind me. I have to suppress my smile as I skip over to where he now sits waiting, the sight of him enough to make my womb contract with need. My eyes crawl over his taut body, the firm flesh tainted only by the many scars of battle he has accrued. His manhood stands proudly at his groin, hovering over his defined abdominal muscles. It appears to be as eager for my arrival as its master.
“Now, Aurelie,” he says, his voice more insistent.
I bite my lip at the admonishment, but I can tell by the expression on his face that he is only jesting. He grabs my left hand as I approach, guiding my body down as I straddle him.
“I need you,” he purrs, his tone full of yearning. “Ride me, my sweeting. Ride me, and bring us both to climax.”
I swallow at the instruction, the notion rather overwhelming. In all of our time together, I have rarely been permitted to take control this way, and the prospect is as daunting as it is exciting. Gingerly I lower my wetness over his throbbing need, relishing the exquisite sensation as I sink myself down and onto him. He moans, a scintillating sound, and lowers himself from his elbows to lie flat against the soft fur below. Emboldened by the response, I begin to move, flexing my hips as I raise my body up his cock slowly, before pressing myself back down against him again. This time we both gasp at the intensity of the union, and our eyes lock for the first time.
Time seems suspended as our gazes meet, my pussy clenching in a reflexive way as we acknowledge each other. It seems my time against the post has clouded my memory, and somehow, I had quite forgotten how devastating he looks, that blond hair swept back from his face, and those pale blue eyes searing me with their passion.
“Ride me,” he reminds me, the command sensual, yet his tone edgy enough to make me move.
I comply wordlessly, allowing myself to let go and relish every sensation of his glorious hardness inside me. His large palms reach for my breasts, cupping them as I slam down against him again. A salacious groan leaves my lips as his digits—so recently inside me—find my excited buds, and squeeze them hard between his index finger and thumb. His ministrations are amazing, and the stimulation at my nipples sends waves of desire rushing to my already soaking core. My hips react to the surge of arousal, grinding against him, harder and faster than I was moving before. I arch my back, drawing in more of his length, and my eyes flutter closed at the enormity of the experience.
“Aurelie.” The sound of his breathless tone draws my eyes open again in a heartbeat. He is clearly well entrenched in pleasure, the ecstatic torment of our connection etched into his handsome visage. “Open your eyes,” he coos. “I want to see you whilst you ride me, and I want to see your face this time when you splinter around my cock.”
His words goad my body, and I splay my legs wider as I flex over him again and again.
“Yes,” I moan. “I love you, my Lofðungr.”
His expression softens at my words. Although our affection for one another has become clear in recent weeks, it is still unusual for me to express the sentiment out loud. The palms massaging my breasts shift, and in a split second his hands are at my back, pulling me down against his taut chest. As normal I am left bemused at the speed of his action, and I lay flush against him, my hips wide open as he resumes control of our lovemaking. The sensation of his cock sliding in and out of me is now all-consuming, the long shaft capturing every ounce of my attention. His arms snake around my back and waist, immobilising my body over him and leaving me with little doubt about who is in charge.
“I have you now,” he murmurs into my hair, which is now just below his lips. “And now I will show you just how loved you are.”
I surrender to him at this moment, lost to the intimacy every inch as much as the pain had cast me adrift earlier. He loves me, this man. My ferocious Viking invader is as sincere as he is brutal. He’s the sentimental sadist, if such a thing should exist, and right now he is trapped beneath my hot, writhing body.
My back arches, straining to keep my hips flexed and my eyes locked into his mesmerising gaze. He smiles up at me, the connection intense as his strong arms hold me in place, and all the while his hardness claims me over and over again. I am dizzy with fervour, my needy little nub, so recently satiated, now already close to finding the summit once more. My body is his, and it’s instinctive, wordless. I rock forward, chasing my imminent climax and watching the pleasure build in his eyes.
“Fuck, Aurelie,” he purrs, slamming his erection upward into me. “You feel so good.”
I gasp, wanting to agree yet having no breath to do so. At that moment my arousal peaks and I fly, free-falling into the pleasure. My muscles contract, massaging his manhood as he finds the apex of his own climax. Together we soar, our limbs tangling as we shudder in unison. When I finally come up for air, his mouth is waiting, and his kiss claims me with renewed passion.
Whilst our tongues dance, Anders rolls me left and all of a sudden, I am pinioned on my back, my Viking husband back in control of proceedings.
“Now we know where we both stand, my sweeting,” he muses aloud. “I am here to master, worship, and protect you, Aurelie, and you…” He pauses, raising his head to smile down at me. “You will be loved, cherished, and conquered.”



Chapter Eighteen: The Trouble to Come
 
 
What is it he said, conquered? The word reverberates around my body somehow, summating perfectly the dynamic that has grown between us since our first days in Donrose. I roll onto my side, eyeing Anders as intently as the half-light will allow. It’s been some hours since he punished and claimed me, the sting of both warming me as he sleeps peacefully by my side. I inhale, amazed at how content I feel lying here with him, yet bemused at how awake my mind remains.
I permit my thoughts to wander over the events of recent weeks. Everything has changed, and not one facet of my life is as it once was before Anders’ men invaded my father’s castle in Donrose. I was different then, so headstrong and naïve. I had been disgusted by the men who attacked my castle, and angered when Magnus had taken me to Anders’ camp at his prince’s command. And the things that had happened in that camp… Goodness. I was adored and abused, pleasured and objectified, and all at the hands of Anders. I was a maid when I entered that place, and I left a woman, consumed with the lust that my Viking had inspired. But when I’d returned to Donrose, everything was different. Or more to the point, everything was the same, but I was different. Ill-content to stay and perpetuate the life my brothers had planned for me, I knew I had to intervene when Bowen ordered Anders’ execution.
And now, there is no going back. Whatever my personal conflict about the choices I made in Donrose, my homeland is behind me. I am Anders’ wife, and one day, I will be his queen—Lundborg is my future.
The muscular body of my husband stirs. “Aurelie?” His voice is croaky with a heavy veil of sleep. “What troubles you?”
I smile into the shadows. It seems I am not the only one who has changed of late. Can this really be the savage prince who’d mastered me so thoroughly? “There is nothing, my Lofðungr,” I reply. “I did not mean to disturb you.”
His body weight shifts, his left hand reaching for my hip and rolling me toward him. “I am far from disturbed, my sweeting,” he muses. “I am but a concerned husband.”
I hear the quip in his voice, and though I cannot be certain in the darkness, I swear he is jesting with me. “And I, a lucky wife,” I reply, flashing him a smile from the shadows.
He pulls me into a hard embrace, pressing his stubble into my hair. “Tell me what keeps you awake at this hour.”
I sense this is not a request, but a command, and I shift against him. “I was only thinking about how our lives have become so intertwined,” I murmur, tilting my neck so that I can trace the outline of his face with my lips.
“I hope they’re happy thoughts?” His question hangs in the air for a few seconds as we both absorb the ramifications of what he’s asked.
“Of course,” I murmur, after the lengthy pause. “They are happy, yet they are bewildering too. So much has altered so quickly.”
“I know,” he agrees, grazing a trail of kisses from my forehead down to my chin. “That is true for us both.” He hesitates, as though he too is musing on the idea. “I can only think this is what the Gods want for us, Aurelie. This is what they want for you, for me, for Lundborg, and for all of Norse—for the children we will bear this realm.”
I sigh, snuggling into his soft chest hair. I have never been much for the Gods, yet a part of me hopes that Anders is right, and that this path we have chosen is in fact one we were always destined to follow. The thought is comforting. Quieting.
“Aurelie?” His tone has shifted somehow, and the change garners my attention.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply, pressing my face into the warmth of his chest.
“I hope you are happy. I want you to be, and if you are not, then I vow to make it so.” His voice is etched with emotion, and I know in my heart that he means every word.
I lift my right hand, finding his well-built shoulder in the shadows, and caressing his exposed skin. “Anders,” I whisper. “I am so happy. You may not always have been kind to me, but you’ve awoken things in me—yearnings—desires which I do not yet understand, and I cannot hope to control. I crave your discipline, my Lofðungr. I need it.”
He chuckles, manoeuvring his hips and pushing his growing hardness into my midriff. “I know that much,” he chuckles darkly, “and you know I love you for it. But it is much more than that now, Aurelie. I want to cherish you, to nurture you, to possess you.”
I listen to his words, lost to the beauty of them, and the truth. I want all of the things he speaks about, and I know that he can give them to me. “I am yours to possess, my Lofðungr,” I answer him as he positions himself over my body.
“Mmmm, yes, you are,” he murmurs, nudging my knees wide with his legs.
His lips meet mine, the soft hairs at his chin tantalising me as his hard length finds my wet core. I groan, the sound guttural as he spears me, claiming what is his once more.
 
* * *
 
There is no further talk of Magnus the next day, and not wanting to reopen the wound, I decide not to press the matter. I assume that he is now banished from the realm, and is—finally—out of our lives for good.
My mind is clouded from the intensity of the day before. As is often the case with Anders and me, so much has happened in such a short space of time, that my head can barely process it all until hours—or days—later. I think back on yesterday, remembering our warm equilibrium before Magnus’ sentencing, and how angry Anders had been when he’d found me outside the throne room. I shiver as I recall his face, the fury evident in his strong jaw as he addressed me. My eyes flutter closed then, thinking on his words and the solace he offered me before and during my punishment. By the Gods, that lash had hurt, each lick christening my flesh with a fresh trail of fire, and yet I knew I deserved it. I had acted on my own selfish impulses, needing to satisfy my desire to see Magnus banished, instead of trusting Anders and his father to do the job. And I had paid the price, garnering his disappointment and his lash.
I inhale deeply, glancing out of the narrow castle window, considering the intimacy my husband and I share. No matter what—no matter how far he pushes me, whatever his expectations and demands—we always create beauty in the darkness he spins. I know in my very essence that my Viking master adores me, and he’ll spend the rest of his days proving it.
In my distracted state, I barely notice the day passing. I find myself wandering the castle grounds with Inger. She seems eager to show me some native flowers, and keen to occupy myself whilst Anders is busy with the royal council, I feign an interest in her botanical knowledge. Finding the plant she intends to show me, we pause and I listen whilst she tells me of its origins, and how it survives the cold weather of the north. Apparently, the small flower was brought here originally from warmer climes, but has adapted to the harsh winters of Lundborg with uncharacteristic success for such a fragile-looking thing. I bite back a smile as she explains. The analogy of the flower bears a striking resemblance to my own story, and I wonder if that is not why she has sought it out in the first place.
Offering her a furtive smile, I nod as she concludes. “Thank you, Inger,” I tell her, emphasizing my gratitude. The woman was undeniably frosty toward me at first, but since my union to Anders, she has blossomed into something of a friend. Or at least as much of one as I have here in the north.
“It is a pleasure, Your Highness,” she replies. “May I ask how you are finding life here in Lundborg? I understand it is vastly different from your home.”
My gaze shifts from the small yellow flower back to the flaxen hair of Inger. “I am finding my feet, thank you,” I answer her. “Thanks to the generosity of my Lofðungr and the king.”
“Indeed,” she says with a smile. “My Lofðungr and his sons are great men and mighty rulers.”
I can see her devotion to the crown as she speaks, and her loyalty pleases me in an unexpected way. I am part of this monarchy now, and my children will one day also rule over this realm. I hope that all the subjects of Norse are as loyal as this woman.
“My Lady,” continues Inger, her voice quiet. “I know it is not my place to say such things, but I should like to be honest with you—with your permission?” She pauses, looking to me for approval, which I grant with a small nod of my head. “When you first arrived, I must admit that I was sceptical.”
I glance at her, my eyes narrowing. I may have given her leave to be honest, and yet this introduction sounds very much like a critique of the woman who will one day be her queen.
“Forgive me,” says the young woman hastily. “I mean not to offend you, my Lady!”
I allow my expression to soften perceptively, and study the face of the servant before me. She is only older than me by a few years, her complexion beautiful, with stunning sky blue eyes that complement her light blonde hair. “Go on,” I coax her. “I give you leave.”
She relaxes visibly, nodding as she continues. “I mean only that there has never been a union between a prince of Norse and a foreign princess. This is new territory for us all, Your Highness. Yet, after everything which has befallen you, you remain strong and beautiful, my Lady,” she pauses, eyeing me with admiration.
“Thank you, Inger,” I reply. “Pray tell me though, what do you know of the things which have befallen me?” Her words make me prickle, and I fight hard to resist the urge to pour scorn on them.
She blinks at me. “Only that you were my Lofðungr’s prisoner before you rescued him, Your Highness,” she answers me, her contrition evident from her tone. “And thank the Gods that you did,” she goes on. “Every one of his citizens is thankful for your courage.”
I bite back my irritation, musing that my mind is still heavy after yesterday’s penance. “Well, thank you,” I murmur, choosing to accept that Inger intends only to compliment me. It would be foolish of her to have any other motivation.
She smiles, relieved at my comments. “Please know that I am proud to serve you, Your Highness—you are most welcome here!”
Her sentiment seemingly over, we turn, wandering back in the direction from which we came, Inger following my lead at a respectful pace. I try to process her words as we return to the castle, certain that her views reflect many of those in the people beyond these battlements. Of course, the northerners are suspicious of me. I am a foreigner. A princess of the south—natural enemies to Lundborg. Yet their king has welcomed me here with warmth and grace, and in turn, he will expect his people to do the same.
We enter the arrival hall, and I pause, sensing that something is not right. Servants are scurrying wildly from one place to the next, and groups of the king’s guard huddle together, exchanging whispers.
As we approach, one of the taller guards spots our entrance, and strides over to meet us. “Your Highness,” he begins, bowing low to greet me. “Please let me escort you back to my Lofðungr. It is urgent that he speaks with you.”
Inger and I exchange a nervous glance, before our attention returns to the guard, who immediately begins to pace away. “Thank you,” I reply, skipping to keep up with his giant strides. Like all of the men here he is enormous with lengthy strides. “Pray tell me, what is wrong?”
He offers me a sideways glance. “Forgive me, but I cannot say, Your Highness,” he replies respectfully. “It is for my Lofðungr to deliver the news.”
I swallow at his words, my belly twisting anxiously. What has happened that would cause such an unsettling atmosphere in the castle? My thoughts turn automatically to Magnus. Has the fiend escaped? Suppressing the dread that washes over me, I scurry after the guard, even more eager than usual to set eyes upon my husband.
The guard leads us through a number of dark corridors, the path unknown to me despite my weeks of residence here. Inger follows at my heel, her laboured breathing a suggestion that she has also picked up on the unsettling air around us. At last we approach a large door, illuminated by numerous candles in the darkness of the hallway.
The guard turns, acknowledging our arrival with another bow. “Here we are, Your Highness,” he says, his voice solemn as he knocks loudly on the door.
I hear my heart pounding as we wait in the dark corridor. The weight of the silence around me is oppressive, making my racing heart seem all the louder. We’re met by one of the king’s guard, who nods at the sight of us, exchanging words with the guard as we gain entry to the room. My eyes survey the scene that awaits us in the stone room. There are three narrow windows along the opposite walls, but by far most of the light in the space comes from rows of candles set against the wall. The room is dominated by a large, rectangular table, seated around which are a dozen men, who all rise as I enter. My gaze finds Anders almost instinctively. His blue eyes are enthralling as they assess me.
“Lady Aurelie.” It is the king’s voice that cuts through the strained atmosphere, and I shift to meet his greeting.
“Join me, please,” he instructs, and I comply wordlessly, moving toward the place where he stands. He watches my arrival with a wry smile, reaching for my left hand, which I offer without resistance.
“My Lofðungr?” I murmur, aware of multiple sets of eyes on me, including those of my husband, who sits across the table at his father’s left hand.
The king squeezes my digits gently. “Thank you for joining us,” he continues. “I understand your confusion.” My gaze flits to Anders, who eyes me with profound intensity.
“What has happened, my Lofðungr?” I ask, my heart threatening to burst from my throat with the anxiety I feel.
The king eyes me with a calm and experienced gaze. “Aurelie, we have news from beyond our southern waters.”
I blink at him, my mind rushing with the possibilities that would mean he’d feel the need to involve me in the military meeting. “News, my Lofðungr?” I mumble.
“Yes,” he says evenly. “And I’m afraid it concerns you personally.”



Chapter Nineteen: Distant Kin
 
 
My heart skips a beat as his words resonate. “Personally?” I say, apparently now only able to repeat his last statement. “How so, my Lofðungr?”
“The news concerns your brother, Aurelie.” Anders’ words are like a dagger, spearing me in a profound and unexpected way. My brother? The thought of Bowen’s face fills my mind.
“Bowen?” I gasp, my free hand rising to my mouth too late to keep the word in.
Anders’ pale blue eyes soften at my response. “No, my love,” he says, rising from his place at the table and stalking beyond his father to where I stand. “Your other brother.”
Eustace. My eyes widen at the revelation. I haven’t thought about the younger of my two older brothers for a long time. He has been away in battle for so long, I think a part of me has assumed the worst. Anders’ arms snake at my waist protectively, as though he senses the shock resonating within me.
I turn back to the king. “My Lofðungr.” My voice is shaky, and my response surprises me. I thought I had dealt with being ostracised from my family, yet now, only the sound of Eustace’s name has sent panic flooding through me.
The older man releases my hand, placing it on the solid table in front of us. “We realise this is a terrible shock for you,” he says kindly, “but we’ve had news from our soldiers. This Eustace is approaching our southern waters with hundreds of Donrosian men.”
I shake my head. He’s right of course, he must be. It sounds exactly like my hot-headed brother, but still I cannot quite believe it. “Why is Eustace at your southern border?” I ask.
“We assume the worst, my love,” Anders answers for him. “That he intends to attack us once his ships land.”
“Attack?” I repeat, the information coming at me too fast, even though the king and my husband could not have been less aggressive in their delivery of this news.
I glance around the room, pairs of hard eyes meeting mine, each presumably weighing up the extent to which they can now trust me if my brother looks set to attack their lands.
“What will you do?” I say, the words addressing the whole room this time, rather than the king.
“I shall send men to meet them,” the king answers, his eyes unblinking as I turn back to greet them.
“There will be battle then?” I say, the words sticking in my throat.
Another war—yet more bloodshed—and this time I am on the side of my family’s great foe. My thoughts turn to my father, and what he would have made of my sorrowful situation. All at once hot tears prick the corners of my eyes. I blink them away hastily.
“We will protect our borders,” Anders breathes into my right ear, and I find myself nodding, despite the knot of revulsion in my belly.
I know full well what sort of protection men with swords and horses like to partake in.
“Thank you for advising me of this grave news, my Lofðungr,” I reply to the king directly. “May I be excused now, please? It has come as something of a nasty surprise.”
He glances at me, no doubt appraising the tears forming in my eyes. His large palm pats my own gently. “Of course,” he answers. “Anders will escort you. This meeting is concluded for the time being.”
I nod, desperate to be out of the confines of the room all of a sudden. It’s as though I cannot breathe, every lungful of air a painful effort. “Thank you,” I murmur in response, and yet even as I speak Anders’ arm at my waist is guiding me right, back toward the exit of the room.
We pass the men seated at the table, sweeping from the room in only a few seconds. As we reach the doorway, the tears begin to flow. I cannot tell you what my feelings are. Perhaps it is the shock resurrection of Eustace that pricks my conscience, and the alarming news that one of my own kin now journeys north. Why would that be, I wonder? Are my brothers so set on war that they can see no other way to proceed with foreign relations? Or, has Eustace learned of my betrayal, and has taken an army to find me himself? The idea makes my belly clench with unease. Perhaps Bowen has not the chance to speak to Eustace, and my younger brother thinks I have been brought to Lundborg against my will? Eustace has always been fast to act, and slow to think. It is just possible that he views this pursuit as some type of rescue mission.
I pant as my thoughts turn to my new home, and how the news will likely change my standing in Lundborg. How can the people here love a princess whose own brother attacks their lands? A profound sadness falls over me. There is to be war again. Another battle in another place. The names and the faces of those to be slain will be new, but the script will remain the same. The thought is suffocating, and as we reach the dark corridor, my trembling legs begin to give way beneath me.
“Aurelie?”
The speed and strength of Anders is—as always—awe-inspiring as he catches me in his arms with seemingly little effort. If I was feeling more myself, I would certainly find the act a rather arousing one. As it is though, my heart is racing, my eyes wide, and a well of nausea rises from the pit of my belly. I turn to his face as he sweeps me up against his body. Anders’ gaze is intent, focused upon me, the concern etched into his strong jaw.
All will be well, I want to tell him, but somehow the words simply will not form at my lips. Instead my head crashes against his chest, my eyelids growing heavy at the intimate proximity.
He carries me onward, although I lose track of the time and our location. I hear the occasional order he gives to someone, and the deep breaths he takes as he speeds me through the castle, but even these sounds cannot rouse me. At some point, I am laid out on a soft surface, and a warm cover of some kind is placed over me.
My mind is awash with vivid and tumultuous dreams. Images of swords crashing through the air and hitting stone walls fill my head, and then there’s the blood. There is blood everywhere, the sight and the smell of it making the air thick. I want to run, but everywhere I go the rivers of blood follow me, trying to drown me in their tides of death. I am running now, running from the blood and the swords, but it’s a battle I know I can never win. You cannot fight the tide, and this tide will be high.
“Be well, Aurelie.”
It is the voice of my husband, the sound breaking through the trauma of my nightmares. I turn my face toward the place the voice came from, seeking the warmth of the light that only he can bring me. Anders is the sun in the bleak depths of the impending darkness, and I need him. I need him now more than ever. “Please, my love,” he whispers, his voice imploring. “Live. Be well.”



Chapter Twenty: Sombre Transitions
 
 
Apparently, I sleep for some time. The impact of my brother’s impending invasion has affected me more seriously than I would have ever believed, and by the time I am up and about again, several days have passed. Frustratingly, news of the southern raid is kept from my recovery, and yet I can still remember the moment the king delivered it, the memory burned into me for all time. Just when the wounds of my betrayal had begun to heal, my brother brings an army of my people here, to the north. Surely, this cannot be a coincidence. Again, I have to wonder if he knows of my choice? What if news has reached him of how I saved Anders from our brother Bowen’s gallows? If this is true, then what must Eustace think of me now?
My mind is consumed with the concerns of the conundrum, thoughts of them even penetrating my dreams as I recover. The disquiet builds, and somehow, I know that everything will be different. War changes things, and in particular it changes men. I saw it in my father, and then in my elder brother. My deepest fear is that this invasion will change Anders, and that in turn, it will affect the profound connection that exists between him and me. After everything we have been through, I cannot lose him now, especially at the hands of my other brother.
As my strength returns, Anders rarely leaves my bedside. His presence invariably aids my recovery, every touch of his skin a tonic, every whispered word medicinal. And now, he sits at our bedside, listening to the advice of the king’s medicine man, though his gaze never leaves me.
“The lady seems much recovered,” the old man begins, after a brief assessment of my eyes and temperature. “Though I would suggest rest is the best course for the time being, my Lofðungr.”
Anders nods. “I understand,” he replies. “I shall ensure it is so.”
I shift in my bed sheets, the constrictive gown tugging beneath me. “Do I not get a say on this, my Lofðungr?” I ask, my tone tentative.
He blinks at me, as though he cannot believe I have asked the question, although his expression tells me otherwise. “Absolutely not,” he informs me. “You will do as you are told, my love.”
I want to smile at my overprotective husband, even in spite of the restrictions of his order. It is his love that lies at the root of his actions, and his fear of losing me. Seeing me in such a state at the news of Eustace must have been an awful shock for him, and inwardly I regret the concern I know I have caused.
He concludes discussions with the medicine man. I do not try to interrupt them again, knowing there will be little for me to gain from the effort. Instead, I watch my husband as he escorts the older man from our chambers, and sealing the door closed, he comes to sit with me again.
“Aurelie.” His tone is serious, and something about it makes the tension in my belly tighten. He gazes down at me with large blue eyes. “Thank the Gods you are well.”
I smile at him, wanting desperately to lighten the mood. “All is well,” I reassure him.
His gaze softens, just a fraction. “This is the second time you have collapsed in as many months,” he admonishes me playfully. “Any more episodes, and I’ll need to take you over my knee, my love…”
I swallow hard at the implication, the arousal I had kept buried for so long suddenly simmering inside of me. “I would like that, my Lofðungr,” I whisper as his face moves closer toward me.
Our lips graze in an exchange of heated passion.
“How I have missed you, Aurelie,” he says, his forehead resting against my own. “And now, with the foreign army approach—”
He pauses abruptly as though he had never intended to say the words aloud. Yet he has. It’s the first time anyone has mentioned Eustace’s intentions to me since the day the news had been delivered, and I seize upon it. Drawing away from him, I gaze up into his eyes.
“What news is there now of Eustace?” I enquire. “Please, do not keep this information from me, my Lofðungr.”
His brow furrows at that, and yet I can see already that he knows he has to tell me. “The Donrosian army moves north,” he replies in a low sigh. “They are crossing the water as we speak.”
My mind flits back to our own crossing, and I blink up at him, nodding. “What is to be done?” I ask, knowing already what the answer will be.
He is serious once more, his strong jaw locking as he acknowledges the truth. “We will fight,” he tells me. “I know it is painful for you to hear, my love, but we must fight.”
I screw my eyes closed, the memory of the night my husband’s own forces had conquered my father’s castle still all too fresh in my memory. It was the night I’d met Anders. It was the night everything had changed.
“Aurelie.” My eyes flicker open to find his face right there next to me.
My lips part, and I mean to speak, and yet, the look in his eyes stops me. There is something else. He has news—more bleak news—that he needs to share with me. I blink at him, barely breathing as I await his verdict.
“Aurelie, I’m so sorry.” His voice is pained, and the timbre shocks me.
“Anders?” I gasp. “What is it? What do I need to know?”
My mind is flooded with every possible grim alternative, and yet I am too fearful to consider most of them.
He reaches for my left hand, squeezing my cool fingers. “I must go with my men,” he says at last, his voice catching as the sentence concludes. “It is the right thing for me to do, and yet…” He hesitates, and I watch in horror as his pale blue eyes begin to tear. “Yet I cannot bear to leave you, my love.”
I blink up at him, hearing the words from those full, commanding lips, and yet not ready to process them. “Leave?” I whisper, my mind clouding as the reality dawns. Anders is going to leave me here. He’s going to ride south, leaving me here with his kin, whilst he goes to fight my own. My belly tenses, a low nausea rising within me.
“I know,” he replies, gripping my hand tightly. “Every part of me wants to stay with you, to protect you, to nurture and cherish you as I swore to do in front of the Gods, but my country needs me, my men need me…”
I gaze at him, acknowledging the conflict in his face. It pains me to see him this way, my Lofðungr,
the man I have come to worship and adore. “You must do what needs to be done.”
The words bleed from me, splintering my heart open as they fall into the air around me, and I can’t believe my own ears as I hear them. What am I saying? I am giving him permission to leave—permission to go back to war. Reflexively my own eyes fill with water at the mere notion. Anders is going to war with my family—again.
His large right hand comes to rest upon the side of my face, and the feel of his skin makes my eyelids flutter closed.
“Since I met you, Aurelie, everything has changed. I was once only a prince, an heir to my father’s vast kingdom, and I was content to indulge in activities of the flesh—in carnality with beautiful women, and war with our many foes. I had few other considerations until the day I met you.” He pauses, and the silence draws me from my stupor, my eyes widening as I take in his earnest expression.
“Me?” I murmur, mesmerised by the look on his face.
“Yes, you!” He chuckles, his callused thumb creasing the edge of my sensitive flesh. “You, the little captive who has entranced me, forgiven me my every evil whim, and saved my life. Aurelie, you have saved me, you know. In so many ways. Can you forgive me this one last time?”
I gulp at the intensity in his eyes. “Forgive you?” I repeat. “What do I need to forgive, my Lofðungr?”
Anders’ expression softens just a little. “My absence, my love,” he explains with a sigh. “I promised that I would never leave you once we were married. I swore that I would share your bed every night thereafter, and yet now—only weeks after that blissful event—I am forced to break this vow already.”
I blink away heavy tears as I listen to him. He has promised me those things, and yet, how can I expect him to stay? He is prince, and one day he will be king. It is his place to lead his men, but it is also his place to be here with me.
“What shall I do without you?” I ask, my voice breaking as the question leaves my lips.
He presses his temple into my forehead, our minds combined in the misery of this moment. “You will be safe,” he murmurs. “The king will watch over you as if you were his own daughter.”
I nod against him. “I know,” I whisper tearfully, “and I am grateful to the king for the love he has shown me, but the king is not you, my Lofðungr. The king is not my husband.”
“I shall miss you, also, my love,” he tells me. “And whilst my body may be miles from here, know that my heart and my mind stay with you, Aurelie. Now, and for all time.”
Drawing in a shaky breath, I allow his affection to wash over me. It is done then. He is leaving, and there’s nothing I can do but carry on. Survive.
“When will you leave?” I mumble, my head full of the woe I feel.
“Soon,” he assures me with a heavy heart. “The sooner the threat is vanquished, the sooner I shall return to you, and to the matter of our prince…”
His left hand shifts to my belly, gently rubbing the area.
“I think it’s too early for me to be with child, my Lofðungr,” I murmur as I gaze into his brooding eyes.
“Too soon you say?” he answers me, that handsome expression changing from the pain he feels to his burgeoning arousal. “Then perhaps we should continue to work on this matter, before I am forced to leave?” The dark blond brow over his left eye arches at the idea, and for the first time since the news of his departure, my own desire simmers, moistening the apex between my thighs.
Anders’ lips claim me even as I consider the shift in dynamic, his hot mouth possessing me as he pushes me back into the soft covers of our bed. Of course, I yield to him. I surrender as I always do, as I nearly always have done. Yet I surrender also for the many days and nights to come, when the memory of this moment of intimacy is all I will have to hold onto.



Chapter Twenty-One: Loss
 
 
He leaves with the rising of the sun, no less than two days since I’d woken in our chamber. I stand with the king at my side, watching as Anders, his brother Olaff, and hundreds more of his men march proudly from the walls of Lundborg. My heart is heavy at the sight, fearing the worst for the man that I love, and for those whom they ride to face.
Sensing my emotion, and no doubt full of his own, the king grasps my hand at his side. “Stay strong, Aurelie,” he urges me.
I glance up at him, eyeing his hair blowing as the wind catches it. “I will try,” I assure him, trying to offer a weak smile.
He returns it with gusto, pulling me into an embrace. “I know that you will,” he tells me.
We remain there, watching in silence until the last horse and the final flag are lost to our eyes.
“Walk with me,” the king tells me, signalling for his men to fall back to their lines. “Walk with me the way you did that first morning, before I consented to your union with my son.”
I nod, turning and following in his direction. Together we cross the battlements, returning to the spot he had alluded to, the one where miles of his kingdom are visible. Here he turns to face me, taking my small hands in his larger palms.
“Aurelie,” he says with a smile. “I know this is a difficult time for you. To be without the man you married, such a short time after your union, is a great disappointment.”
I bite my lip as he speaks, watching the morning light reflected in his eyes.
“Know that it is hard for me also,” he says, dropping my hands and turning back to face the town beyond us. “I lost Anders’ older brother, Alexander to battle many years ago, and seeing him and Olaff ride away to fight again…” He hesitates, his eyes flitting to the mountains.
Moving toward him, I touch the side of his arm. “I’m so sorry,” I begin. “Anders has never spoken of his brother. I did not know what happened.”
The king turns to face me, his expression sad. “Alexander was born when my union to the queen was young. He came many years before Anders and his brother. He was a man when Anders and Olaff were only boys, and he rode south to war before they had reached manhood.”
I swallow as I contemplate his statement. To lose a child in such a savage way. How do you reconcile that? How do you ever move on? And now, he has watched his two remaining sons ride away again…
“Anders barely remembers him,” he concludes wistfully. “He was only seven when Alexander’s body came home, and from that time, he has been my heir, and the next king of Norse.”
I nod, my understanding of my husband clearer now than perhaps it has ever been. This is the root of Anders’ mettle, his need to claim, to possess things, to constantly prove himself. He can never match the memory of his elder brother. “Thank you for telling me,” I murmur, catching the king’s eye as I look out over Lundborg.
“Aurelie,” he sighs, the sound disappearing on the mountain breeze. “The Gods never blessed me with a daughter, but now Anders has.” He shifts his gaze, his expression gentle. “You are the daughter I never had, and I swear I shall be a good father to you, and grandfather to the heir you’re carrying inside you.”
His eyes fall to my belly, and I follow his gaze there. “I am not with child, my Lofðungr,” I whisper.
He laughs at me softly. “Perhaps not yet,” he muses, “but you will be. As soon as Anders returns from the southern border, I feel sure that you two will be blessed.”
I muse at the thought, my mind clouding at the idea of Anders’ baby—our baby. “I hope you’re right,” I whisper.
The sound of his laugh is heartier this time, and it makes me glance back to his handsome face. “I am right,” he tells me, his voice self-assured. “You do not live as long as I have, Aurelie, ruled for as long as I have, seen the things I’ve seen, without trusting your intuition. And my intuition tells me that my bloodline is safe. You shall bear Anders many strong and vibrant children, and you shall blossom as a mother.”
Blinking up at him, I smile. I do not share his optimistic view, the memory of Anders riding to fight with Eustace still burned into my vision, but I appreciate it nonetheless.
The king accompanies me back into the castle, and we spend the day together. I read, trying to distract my thoughts from Anders’ plight, but it is no good. I cannot resign myself to the impending battle, and I cannot risk losing Anders. As the light leaves, we dine in the great hall. I finish my fish supper in silence, allowing the older gentleman to interrupt with conversation from time to time. Once his meal is concluded, I decide it is time for me to retire. I am restless, and I have a plan…
“Thank you, my Lofðungr,” I say, excusing myself. “I have appreciated your company today. But now I find that I am exhausted. Will you please excuse me?”
The king smiles, patting my left hand as he nods. “Of course, my dear,” he replies. “Go to your chambers and rest. Jonsson shall accompany you.” He gestures to one of the waiting guards, who moves forward at the silent command.
“Oh, no, my Lofðungr,” I respond at once. “With your permission, I should like to go on my own? I know the way by now, and Inger shall be waiting for me.”
I watch his expression for responses, secretly hoping for his approval so that I can slip out of the castle unnoticed. I have wrestled with the real motivations for Eustace’s invasion ever since I heard about it. Eustace and I were never the best of friends, but my instinct tells me that his sudden need to push north is not a coincidence. It is linked to me, and whether he is aware of my choice to leave Donrose or not, Eustace clearly thinks he can rescue his little sister from the clutches of the Vikings. The long hours since Anders’ departure have done nothing to quell the unease growing inside me about this matter. There must not be another war—I simply cannot allow it. Especially one that is set to see my husband come to blows with my brother. I must use the cover of night to leave the castle, and ride south myself. Anders’ men are largely on foot, and I know I can beat their pace if I ride hard. Perhaps I can intercept Eustace’s men before Anders does? Whatever my brother believes, he will surely give me leave to explain myself. I can tell him of my situation here in Lundborg, let him know that I am loved and well-protected. If I am the reason for this impending war, then I should be the one to offer the remedy. I know more about war than most ladies my age, and I know I must at least try…
The king’s gaze narrows at my plea, and I sit, awaiting his verdict. In so many ways, he is just like his son, the shape of his face and those large, expressive eyes reminding me of Anders, and now, his dominant personality also does the same. How many hours must I already have spent pending some decision from his son, and now I am to play the same game with the father.
At length, his serious face nods slowly. “You may have my permission,” he confirms. “But you must agree to have two guards posted outside of your chamber during the night. At least I will have peace of mind then.”
I smile at his concern, offering my consent at once. “Of course, my Lofðungr,” I reply excitedly. “Of course!”
 
* * *
 
Excused from the king, I make my way along the shadowy corridors of the castle. I wander for a while, looking for a route out, and I lose myself in a part of the castle I barely know. The hallways here are dark and empty, but rather than feel fear at the desolation, I am only relieved. Moonlight streams from nearby windows, and the sight reminds me of the night I had sat watching the impending approach of Anders’ men from my chambers in Donrose. The moon had been almost full that night, as it had the evening I had rescued Anders from my brother’s noose. I recall how safe I had felt in his arms as we rode out of Donrose for the last time. I haven’t considered such things for some time, and the recollections are unsettling. I cannot decide if my fortunes now are better or worse than on those occasions. Of course, I am married now, and I know that Anders loves me, so in that way I am wholly privileged. Yet the knowledge that I can never return to my homeland and know my kin again leaves me tarnished somehow, as though a part of me can never be wholly replete. The thought that Anders rides at this very moment to meet yet another of my brothers for battle makes the whole experience all the more torrid, and it makes me resolute. I must act to stop this new conflict. I owe it to both my old and new bloodlines.
I move toward one of the windows to look north at the moon’s great beauty, before my eyes fall south. To my right I eye a quiet, winding stairwell, and my hopes soar that there may be a side entrance to the castle based just below. I skip toward it, descending the narrow steps to find myself in another dark corridor below. In the half-light I make out a large door, and my heart skips. This is it, I think excitedly. This is my way out! I can find a horse in the castle grounds, and be away within the hour…
A small shuffling sound behind me captures my attention. I turn, not overly alarmed, expecting to find a small rodent scurrying to its home. Instead, there is nothing to see, and the realisation sends my heart racing. I heard something, and yet there is nothing evident. But how can that be? The question is odd, and leaves me anxious. Where I had been secure and free, all of a sudden, I feel exposed and vulnerable.
I cast my gaze in both directions, taking in the sights and sounds of the dark corridor.
Nothing.
There is no one.
Blinking into the shadows, I exhale audibly. It is time I flee, before the night gets late and my absence is noticed. I step toward the heavy-looking door, and it’s then that it happens.
He steps out from the darkness. The shadows, having cloaked him for Gods know how long, fall away to reveal his massive bulk, the extent of which now blocks my exit. I know instinctively who it is, the sheer size of him leaving me in no doubt. There are only two men who possess such a height and frame. One of them is my husband, Prince Anders, riding south to the waters that separate his homeland from mine. The other unfortunately, is Magnus.



Chapter Twenty-Two: Magnus
 
 
His face looms from the darkness, the smile more sinister than the surroundings. “Aurelie…”
The word comes out as a lengthy whisper, as though he had been holding his breath for the longest time, and now—finally—he can breathe. I shudder at the sound of it, my name on his lips making me feel nauseous.
“Wh-what are you doing here?” I stammer, fear whipping through my body.
The smile widens, and he closes the distance between us in silence. Reflexively I draw back, my feet sliding against the stone as my head tries to process what is happening.
“Come now,” he says softly, the glee evident in his tone. “You already know the answer to that, don’t you, my Lady?” He adds emphasis to the title, his face contorting into a sneer at the mere notion that I deserve it.
If there had been any doubt on the subject, then now I know. This man, this giant of a man, this brute who has tormented me for so long is here to hurt me. Again, I stumble backwards, my eyes wide with panic, and my heart pounding hard and fast, as he moves toward me.
“Don’t be a fool, Aurelie,” he sneers. “We both know you can’t outrun me, you proved it well enough once before as I recall?”
My mind flits to the memory to which he refers; the night he had descended on castle Donrose with Anders and the rest of their Viking army. Magnus had been the one who’d found me that night. I shiver as I recall how he had wanted to finish me then, and that it had been Anders who’d saved me.
“Don’t do this,” I say, raising my voice to convey a false sense of confidence. “You are already banished, Magnus. Don’t do something stupid now and promote the sentence to death.”
Magnus’ expression darkens at my words, and I shrink at the sight. “Do not speak to me of my fate, woman,” he snarls, the anger practically sweating from his muscular frame. “I am more than aware of it, and of the cause of it.”
His gaze drills into my face as he speaks, and I know that he means me. He blames me for the fate that has befallen him; he has right from the moment Anders sent him away from the Viking camp.
I should run away, or attack him—do something to defend myself. My eyes scan the hallway, looking for something, anything I can use as a weapon, but there is nothing. I had chosen this quiet corner of the castle intentionally, seeking its solitude to flee into the night, but in doing so, I have inadvertently walked straight into Magnus’ clutches.
“What are you going to do?” I ask, my voice trembling as the question hangs in the air between us.
His face draws into an eerie smirk at the query, and the look of his expression makes my insides tighten. “Like before, Aurelie,” he says, continuing to press forward toward me as I retreat to the end of the hallway. “I am going to take you from the castle, but this time it will not be on anyone’s orders, but my own. This time, you’ll belong to me.”
A part of me understood that this would be answer, but hearing the words out loud sends a fresh wave of energy crashing through me. “No!” I shriek, “you cannot do this!”
For a fraction of a second, my response startles him, and he stops moving, his body recoiling in shock at the volume of my voice. It gives me what I need, just a second’s advantage, when the giant is caught off guard, and I can move. I leap right, away from his arm’s reach, and away, running back up the stone corridor as fast as my legs can carry me. He’s after me in a second, the echo of his heavy footsteps reverberating from the walls around me, each step making his approach evident.
Still, I run, arms flailing as I flee, my heart fit to burst from my panic-stricken chest. He is almost certainly right, I cannot outrun him. His long strides far overpower my own; his will is as strong. He will have planned this for days, looking for the perfect opportunity to capture me, and now, with Anders away, I have handed it to him. Tears burn in my eyes at the realisation, and just at that moment one of his large hands grasps for me. I feel the strong fingers at my shoulder, catching me and throwing me off balance. My feet lose their footing in the tussle, and all of a sudden, I am hurtling to the floor, my free hand unable to break the fall in time. It is my face that absorbs the impact, the hard, unforgiving sting of the stone resonating through my skull as I land. I gasp with the shock, my eyes opening just as the pain registers.
The hurt is intense and it’s everywhere. I clutch my hand to my face, feeling the blood at my nose and mouth. In the panic, Magnus flips me onto my belly, wrestling my arms behind me. A fresh wave of pain springs from my left wrist, and I realise that it has also been injured in the fall, but before I can think he has already bound it to the other with some coarse material.
“Stop it!” I yell, my voice more of a sob this time, the blood in my mouth mingling with the cry. I struggle against the binds, writhing like a serpent on the hard floor as my nose bleeds against the stones below me.
To my horror, the brute lifts the back of my gown and lands three hard smacks against my bare behind. “Silence!” he orders. “I’ll have silence from you, or I’ll gag you as I did before.” Magnus spins me sideways to reveal my face, and shakes his head at my injuries. “Look at the state of you,” he purrs, twisting my body left and then right to assess me. “If you had just yielded, instead of running, this would never have happened.”
I blink away the tears in my eyes, anger spearing me nearly as much as the pain of the fall. “Get your hands off me!” I say through gritted teeth. “You have no right to touch me.”
He smiles at that, the thought clearly amusing to him. “Do you forget that I have already touched you, Aurelie?” he asks, leaning over my middle as he holds my bound arms in place behind me. The pain in my wrist shoots through me and I wince, the memory he invokes almost as agonising as my arm.
I squeeze my eyes closed, remembering the scene he refers to. I was bound then too, but that time had been to the camp’s punishment post, and I had been naked. I flush as the memory washes over me, my breaths coming out in small, shallow gasps.
“Ah, I see the lady does remember?” The sardonic edge to his voice garners my attention and my gaze flies back to him at once.
“You had no right then,” I snarl, “and you have even less now. I am your prince’s wife!”
He throws me a withering look. “You’re a Donrosian whore,” he tells me, his tone cold. “Nothing more, and nothing less. No one will ever accept you as their queen.”
I recoil at his words, blinking at the hatred in his tone. “What do you want with me then?” I demand, kicking my right foot against the floor. “If I am such a whore, why bother with me?”
The look on his face makes the remaining blood in me run cold. “I know what whores are good for,” he says, winking at me darkly. “And from now on, you’re going to be my own personal whore.”



Chapter Twenty-Three: Abduction
 
 
“There’s no way!” I counter him, ignoring the plummeting feeling in the pit of my stomach at his words. He reaches for me, literally pulling me up to my feet before him.
“I am not yours, Magnus,” I cry. “I never was, and I never will be.”
The hand at my bound wrists drags me backwards unexpectedly. Pain shoots up my arms, as he pushes me hard against the stone wall. Pressing himself against my body, Magnus towers over me as he whispers his cruel words in the darkness. “A whore you were in the camp, and whore you will always be. Anders knew it then, and in his heart, he still knows it, I’m sure. But since he won’t be needing you for the time being, you can be of service to me instead.”
His threats sicken me, sending a potent mixture of fear and indignation running through my blood. The emotions are so intense that the pain from my fall barely registers anymore.
“You’re nothing but a brute, Magnus,” I spit at him. “Your prince is worth a hundred of you.”
He sneers at me, his contempt obvious from his expression. “That’s as may be, my dear,” he replies, pressing his large forehead against my own, and effectively pinioning me against the wall behind me. “But where is he now, huh? Where’s your precious husband now that you need him?”
He draws away, leaving me ragged with misery. He’s right. Anders is miles from here and headed in the wrong direction. He cannot save me now, and I am powerless to stop Magnus from taking me, from taking whatever he wants. The thought overawes me, and now I have nothing to say. There are no cutting remarks or snipes coming from me, only the sound of my heaving chest as my shoulders slump forward. I am defeated. It’s hopeless. Magnus is going to capture me, and the Gods alone know what he will do once he has me.
His gaze devours the look on my face. Perhaps there is something there that he recognises from his previous conquests—a flicker of defeat, or some other small sign that indicates he has won. Whatever the reason, he smiles, lessening his weight against me. “That’s more like it,” he says, his tone calmer and less hateful. “You know me, Aurelie, and you know what I expect. If you’re a good girl, and please me, I will be easier on you. Consider this, I am in charge now, and I can either make your life relatively easy, or I can send you to Hel.”
I blink up at the smirking giant, my head beginning to pound furiously. All of a sudden, I am so cold, my bound limbs losing the feeling in them altogether. “Please,” I whisper. “I’ll be good. Just don’t hurt me.”
 
* * *
 
Magnus smuggles me out of the back of the castle. He knows the layout like the back of his hand, and uses the knowledge to his advantage. We emerge, hidden behind the battlements, and under cover of the night, we move quickly toward the place he has left his mare. His arm holds me tightly at the waist, the proximity of his body riling me, as I strain against the binds at my wrists. Frustrated, I moan into the impromptu gag he made from the ripped hem of my gown. Apparently leaving my mouth free was too much of a risk, and Magnus saw to that before we left the confines of the castle.
Standing before the horse, he pauses, whispering to me in a gravelly voice. “We need to mount now, and quietly. Either you can be a good girl and cooperate, or I can flip you over her back and ride with you bound like a sack of herring.” He pauses, the weight of his stare evident to me even in the darkness. “Which would you prefer?”
Blinking at him wildly, I complain through the material shoved into my mouth. I have no intention of getting on his horse, and going anywhere with him. The idea of being Magnus’ prisoner makes me sick to my stomach. I know precisely what he has in mind. He wants to master me in all the ways that Anders has done. I draw in a breath through my bloodied nose, recalling the way his eyes had lit up when I’d been Anders’ hostage before. He had wanted to use and abuse me then, and he’ll see that he does so now. Without Anders here to tame his proclivities, I am done for…
“Too late,” he sneers, his tone gleeful. “Looks as though I get to decide, and I am in no mood for accommodating you.”
I flinch at his words, and a split second later he grabs me, picking me up around the middle and throwing me over the mare’s back. I screech into the gag, the shock of the movement, coupled with the pain in my wrist and my undignified position, making the guttural noise come from me. Magnus mounts the horse a moment later, and wasting no time, he pulls the back of my gown north over my body, the fabric covering my bound wrists.
“I told you to be quiet!” he hisses, as he smacks my exposed behind three times. The swats are hard, and I yelp again, producing a fourth strike from the Viking next to me. “I will tan this pretty backside every time you make a sound,” he growls from over me. “So, if you want to be able to sit down again, I’d suggest silence.”
Aghast with the horror of my situation, I try to breathe through the pain. Everything hurts now, my face aching from the injuries my fall had caused. I can taste the blood still drying at my mouth, the flavour making me even more nauseous. My torso twinges from the way Magnus threw me over his mare, and my arm is particularly troubling. The pain in my wrist has not ceased since I landed, and having it contorted at my back is not helping in any way. To add insult to injury, my bottom is now smarting from the smacks he has just delivered, and as we move away, the stinging area remains exposed and vulnerable.
Panic rises through me as the horse begins to canter. This cannot be happening, I think, the air burning through my painful nose as I try to take another breath. But it is happening, and even as I muse on my predicament, my new captor is taking me further and further away from Lundborg, the only sanctuary I have left.
We ride for what seems like hours. Time and location are lost to me almost at once, and all I’m aware of is the chill of the air and the smell of the animal that I am sprawled across. I am bilious and dizzy, my head hanging low next to the body of the horse, but I am also absurdly vulnerable. Without the use of my hands I could slip and fall at any moment. A fall from this distance onto my head could easily be fatal. From time to time, one of Magnus’ large hands comes to rest upon my bared bottom. My instinct is to shake him away—I do not want his hands on me, touching me, caressing me—and yet, I know I need him now to keep me safely on board. I shudder at the realisation, a low sob catching in my throat. Surely, I am done for? My absence may not even have been noticed at the castle yet, and even when it is, the king has few men left to despatch to my rescue. I need Anders to come and save me, but I know that’s impossible. My Lofðungr is many miles away, and I will probably never see him again. That knowledge hurts more than any of my other injuries, the truth stabbing at my heart painfully.
At some point he slows the mare, and we come to a halt. The ceasing momentum is partly a relief, but the idea that he has found somewhere to stop and hide me fills me with a new dread. A sharp tug above my knees pulls me abruptly from the horse, and I find myself back on my feet, the towering stature of Magnus looming over me.
“We’ll rest here for what remains of the night,” he explains, seeing my wide-eyed expression. “I need some sleep.”
His arm is back at my waist again, my gown having thankfully fallen south again to protect what remains of my modesty. I shudder at his touch, aware that the bile from my stomach is threatening to make a reappearance. Magnus’ gaze is on me. “You need rest too,” he muses thoughtfully, “and we’ll need to clean up your wounds. You’re no good to me if you’re half dead.”
I shudder at the venom in his voice. Blinking away the tears that loom, I watch him as he rounds my body and tugs at the material tied behind my head. The impromptu gag falls away, and I take in a mouthful of fresh air for the first time in too long.
“Come with me.” The order is little more than a growl and I turn my head to see him moving toward some type of small wooden hut.
I strain my eyes to look around me, trying to get some bearings. It looks as though we are in some type of forest, the area densely populated with some species of tall native tree.
“Come on,” he calls from my left. “And don’t even think about making a run for it. You’ll never last out here on your own.”
My eyes widen once more, his threat resonating within me. Gods only know which indigenous wild animals live in the Nordic forests, but Magnus is right. Without a weapon and the use of my hands, I wouldn’t stand a chance. I fall forward on trembling legs toward the small wooden door he has disappeared into, my belly sick with whatever fate awaits me here.



Chapter Twenty-Four: The Forest
 
 
Inside the small hut I find Magnus waiting for me. My eyes scan the place. There is some sort of makeshift bed, a small wooden table with a few items of clothing on it, and one large flickering candle. His sword and other weapons are slung on the floor by the entrance. Evidently, this is where he has been hiding out since the king banished him from Lundborg. I imagine him here, night after night, plotting and scheming his sick revenge.
“Sit down on the bed,” he instructs me flatly. There is no malice in his voice as the order is given, but still I hesitate, uncertain about what he will do to me once I am there. “Aurelie!”
His agitation startles me, and I jump at the sound of it, my feet already moving in his desired direction. He watches me take a tentative seat before he moves, closing the door behind me and collecting a large bowl that is sitting in one corner. I eye it nervously as he approaches, but find that it’s filled only with water.
Magnus places it down on the floor by my feet, and crouches in front of me. “Let’s clean up that pretty face of yours, shall we?” An unspoken emotion flickers in his gaze as he says the words, and I watch as he takes my old gag from his pocket and submerges it in the water next to us.
Wringing the material in his large fist, he approaches me with it slowly. I flinch instinctively at the sight, hating how I cower to him, but unable to stop myself. Magnus is so big and so strong. Only another soldier could hope to stop him… only Anders.
He cleans my bloodied face with surprising care. There is some pain as he clears away the dried areas, but I remain passive, my mind whirring away as he concentrates on caring for me. How am I going to get out of this? The sense of dread burgeons within my head, the weight of it pounding like an insistent drum. Each bang reinforces my plight and escalates the doom.
“What are you going to do with me?”
I don’t know why I ask. The answer is obvious. He’s going to hurt me, to use me, to degrade me in the worst possible ways. I know because I’ve been here before—this has happened to me before, but this time it’s so much worse. The words bleed from my mouth anyway as he leans over me, and then it’s too late. I’ve said them, and they are out there.
The sound of them makes him stop, and his hand lowers again, allowing his hard gaze access to my no-doubt terrified face. “You’re my prize, Aurelie,” he replies dryly.
“Prize?” I repeat, my chest heaving as he shifts his body nearer to me.
He smiles, but the sentiment exists only in his lips, and never reaches his eyes. “I have lost everything,” he explains, his tone quiet. “My position in the army, my friends, my home…” He pauses, the realisation washing over him as he speaks. “Everything.” His eyes move north to my face. “You are all I have now. Taking you is my reward for everything I have suffered.”
I gulp at his words. He seems so absurdly calm. Somehow, I’d preferred it when he was snarling and making threats. “I’m sorry,” I respond, and in part I am. Although I have not hurt him directly, it is true that Magnus has lost everything in the last few months. Losing favour with his prince had ensured that.
His blue eyes soften. It’s an almost imperceptible thing, but still, I notice it. It gives me hope. If Magnus can view me as a person, rather than a prize, then he may rethink his plan… He shifts from his knees in front of me and throws the rag back into the bowl. Moving it back to its place in the corner, he turns, coming to sit beside me on the bed. Dread resurfaces at his sudden proximity, but the silence between us still feels oddly tranquil.
“Me too,” he murmurs, his gaze shifting to look straight at me. “Am sorry, I mean. I’m sure you’re a good woman at heart, Aurelie. You don’t deserve any of this. You should still be safe in your castle in Donrose…”
His words trail away and I am quieted by the truth of them.
“We cannot change what has happened in the past,” I murmur, hearing the emotion in my voice. “Neither one of us can go back to where we were.”
He nods. “You’re right, but you have a future, and I no longer do. Your husband has made sure of it.”
I gulp at the mention of Anders, the sense of bereavement I feel without him never too far from the surface. “So, by taking me, you hurt him. Is that how it works?”
That malevolent grin spread back over his face again. “Precisely,” he says. “The prince is madly in love with you. Any fool can see it. Somehow you have captured him, even though you were supposed to be the prisoner. The loss of you will be greater than any pain I can inflict upon him.” He pauses, watching my face as his words register. “He will never recover from it.”
“It won’t help you though,” I proffer, pushing down the misery that the image he paints inspires in me. “Hurting me won’t win you back your place in Lundborg.”
Magnus snorts. “There is no place for me now,” he sneers. “I’m an outcast in my own homeland—there’s nothing for me here. The best I can hope is that I have a little pleasure before the end, and you, Aurelie, you’re going to be that enjoyment.”
I know there are tears in my eyes at his explanation. My heart aches with all of the woe. Sadness for my own plight, but also for him, and for the pain that Anders will experience when he finds out. It’s all too much all of a sudden.
“I’m sorry,” I say, turning my face to hide the tears. I wish I could wipe them away, but with my wrists still bound I am powerless to do so.
His right hand moves toward me in a flash. I squeeze my eyes shut, expecting a slap, or some other reprimand, but instead, I feel the caress of his thumb. It travels across my skin gently, collecting the tears from one, and then the other eye, and wipes them away. The whole thing takes place without words, and as I blink my eyes open again, I find his face just inches from mine.
“It is as it should be,” he muses. “You feel the grief I should feel on the matter. I have been so numbed by rage and hatred that I’ve never even considered the loss until now.”
We stare at one other in silence.
“How has it come to this?” I whisper, the pounding in my head making me nauseous again.
He smirks at that, chuckling as he looks at the dark little hut he now calls home. “I think it is what I deserve,” he says at length. “We both know I am a brute, Aurelie. I have taken what does not belong to me for too long, and this is my punishment.” He waves his arms around for dramatic effect, as if to illustrate his point.
“And me?” I ask with trepidation. “Do I also deserve to be punished?”
The question brings his head spinning back to me. “You are only a woman, I’m afraid,” he answers. “You have to take what men give to you, whether it is good or bad.”
I sniff back more tears as his statement washes over me. Of everything he has told me, there has never been a truer word. I have spent my life trying to impress and emulate men; my brother, Bowen, and my father before him. And now Anders, and his father. And all the while they have continued to pass judgement on me, and I am forced to bear it.
“Rest now,” he says, standing from the bed all of a sudden. “We will not stay here long.”
I raise my head to eye him as he paces to the table, fiddling with some unknown items there.
“Can you at least unbind me?” I enquire. “I hurt my wrist in the fall earlier. The pain is quite considerable.”
Magnus turns his head to glance at me. “Alright, let’s have a look,” he sighs, pacing back toward me. “But I promise you this, Aurelie. If you try to run or fight, I’ll have you bound and gagged permanently.”



Chapter Twenty-Five: Darkness
 
 
The darkness goes on around me. Considering it is still the summer, the hours of black seem endless. Cast within the shadows I am left with only my thoughts. I strain against the new bondage Magnus had left me in before he fell asleep. My wrists had been unbound and checked for swelling. Fortunately, there was no obvious sign of a break, although it was clear that there would be substantial bruising for the next week or so. Content that my wrists would withstand yet more bondage, Magnus insisted in tying them, this time in front of me. One long piece of rope secures them together, whilst a second secures the first to the makeshift headboard now rising up behind me.
I shift in my place, all too aware that my captor lies sleeping just behind me. Without an open fire, the body heat is necessary, but still, he is far too close for my liking. I pull the rope forward, straining against it as I edge toward the perimeter of the bed. An image of Anders fills my mind, and I imagine him riding hard, intent on the southern border. He will have no idea of the fate that has befallen me.
“Now, where are you going?”
Magnus’ deep timbre stirs from behind me, his long arm reaching for my middle, and drawing me back against his torso.
“I cannot sleep,” I sigh. “Please, let me be.”
A dark chortle comes from behind me. “Do not try to command me, Aurelie,” he laughs. “You are mine now, and you must learn to obey my commands. If I tell you to sleep, then sleep you shall.”
Drawing in a deep breath, I consider his words. It is true that I shall do well to keep in Magnus’ favour. He now has the power of life and death over me, and yet each time I do his bidding I am conflicted. It’s as though my very obedience makes me unfaithful to Anders. Every act of capitulation is like an infidelity. The thought makes fresh tears spring to my eyes.
“Please,” I whisper into the darkness. “It is not too late, Magnus. If you take me back to the kingdom now, I swear I shall not send the king’s guard after you. There can be peace between us?”
The arm at my waist tightens. “Foolish girl,” he says mockingly. “There can never be peace. This thing I have done is unforgiveable. You are the prince’s wife, and I have taken you by force.”
My heart hammers inside my chest as he explains. Hearing the words out loud suddenly makes them all the more real. “Taken me, yes,” I murmur. “But I have suffered no other ills at your hand. You are a good man at heart, Magnus, I know it to be true, even if you do not.” My tone is beseeching, and I pray that he will see reason and agree to return me to the king.
“This is not a fairy tale, Aurelie.” His reply is hard, his tone cutting. “There can be no salvation for you—for either of us. I am all you have now, so you’ll do well to resign yourself to your fate.”
A surge of emotion rises within my body, threatening to drown me. “No!” I sob. “It is not true. It can’t be…”
A large hand appears at my mouth, the palm covering my lips entirely. “That is enough,” he tells me, his tone dropping back into a sneer. “I will have silence, so either you will seal that mouth, or I will gag it again. Which is it to be?”
The hand shifts away, but I am shaking as I answer. “I…I will be good,” I respond.
His palm lowers to my throat, where it waits menacingly. “Finally, some obedience,” he laughs. “Remember that I know you, Aurelie. I recall how much you relished your obedience to Anders. It will not be long until you forget all about him, and desire me in the same way, eh?”
He poses this as a question, and I want to object passionately, yet his words still ring in my ears, and I cannot bear to be gagged again. “Perhaps,” I whisper, as another large tear leaks from my eyes.
“Wait and see,” he says, and I can hear the smile in his voice. “We can make this work, you and I. You shall obey and satisfy me, and I shall protect you, Aurelie.”
I can still hear Magnus’ words in my head long after the sound of his peaceful sleeping echoes around the small space. The tears on my flesh may have dried, but the ache in my head and in my heart rages on, consuming me. Is this to be my fate then? Am I to become little more than Magnus had described me himself? A whore to be taken and used. I strain against the ropes at my wrists, overwrought with the burden of it.
The wind has whipped up outside the small hut, its anger sounding as powerful as the emotion whirling within me. I imagine it bending the boughs of the trees, the noise of their branches scratching at the walls. Somehow, it calms me, silencing my mind despite the grim reality.
I am a prisoner—again. And this time there will be no hero.
There is no one to save me, no Bowen to appear at my side as he did in the Viking camp. There is no hope, and somehow, I must live with that.



Chapter Twenty-Six: Redemption
 
 
The noise of the door bursting open crashes around the wooden cabin, drowning out the shrill pitch of the wind. I yell out in fear, trying to leap from the bed. In my semi-consciousness I had quite forgotten that I am still bound to the structure, and I find myself landed on the cold, hard floor. Magnus is on his feet too, standing on the other side of the bed, his gaze wide with shock. Our eyes spring to the doorway as the early morning air rushes in.
There are now five, maybe six men standing there, watching us. I blink my eyes as the first approaches, my heart leaping as their uniform comes into view. It’s the king’s guard! Am I saved?
“Magnus the Strong!”
A loud voice booms from behind the nearest soldier, capturing everyone’s attention. I peer from behind his leg, and there, in all his glory is my husband. Anders is larger and more powerful than I have ever seen him. His gaze falls upon me, and with one small gesture from his prince’s hand, the guard nearest my place swoops down, slicing the rope that holds me to the bed with one swish of the blade in his hand. Wordlessly he collects me like a doll, lifting me from the floor and carrying me to the comparative security of the other men behind Anders.
It all happens in a heartbeat, and as I turn back I see Anders approach Magnus. “How dare you!” he snarls. “How dare you take my wife, how dare you touch my wife! You have been banished from my father’s land, and after this, your life shall pay the forfeit for your arrogance.”
Magnus’ face changes, distorting as he is confronted. “Damn you!” he screeches back at his prince. “Leave us be. Your precious wife is little more than a whore, Anders, we both know that. Why not accept what she is and leave her with me?”
Anders’ blade, already drawn and poised for action, points perilously at Magnus’ throat, as three guards rush behind the prisoner, cuffing his wrists in chains and holding him in place. I swallow, shivering with nervous energy. I have never been so pleased to see Anders, yet I cannot bear to see him slay Magnus like this.
“My Lofðungr,” I call out, my voice shaky even to my own ears. “Please, don’t kill him. Not here—not like this?”
Anders turns at the sound of my voice, lowering his blade now that Magnus has been seized. He closes the distance between us in two large strides, gesturing for the guard to put me down at his approach. Wordlessly, he pulls me into his arms. “Aurelie,” he sighs, the word sounding like an exhalation. “Thank the Gods.” He drops to his knees, crouching before me. “Are you well, my sweeting? What has happened to your face? Did he mistreat you?”
I shake my head, my gaze blurring with tears. “I am well,” I reply in a rush. “I am so happy to see you!”
He smiles, allowing his lips to graze mine momentarily, before he stands, turning back to Magnus. “You are fortunate that my wife has more mercy than either of us, Magnus. You shall be taken back to my father’s castle,” he determines. “Let the king draw verdict upon you. If he decrees you shall be exiled then so be it, but…” He hesitates, as his left hand searches for my small palm, still caught in Magnus’ bondage. “Know this. When I am king, I shall not be so forgiving.”
Magnus grins at him, his expression wild. “I should have killed the whore whilst I had the chance,” he laughed. “Then I’d have forced you to find a woman virtuous enough to be queen.”
“That is enough from you, prisoner,” scowls the guard to his rear.
The reprimand produces a snort from Magnus, but one swift kick from the enormous soldier to his left brings him to his knees.
“Bind him properly,” orders Anders. “We shall return to the castle.”
“And Lady Aurelie?” asks the guard who had been carrying me.
Anders eyes him as he falls back to the door. “Lady Aurelie is mine,” replies Anders, his possessive tone warming my core. “I will take governance of her now.”
The guard bows. “Very good, my Lofðungr,” he says, retreating outside after Magnus.
After a moment, all of the guards depart, dragging Magnus with them. There’s a moment when he passes me, our eyes connecting for the briefest second, and then he is gone.
He is gone.
And I am left with my prince.
Cutting my binds from me with careful precision, his gaze falls over me. I sigh as his arms snake to my waist, and he wraps me up in the warmest of embraces. He covers my face in hot kisses, breathing in the scent of my hair. “Aurelie.” His voice breaks as he holds me. “Aurelie, I thought I had lost you.”
My arms wrap around his muscular back, offering him the solace that he has brought me. When he draws back just a little, I gaze north into his intense pale eyes. “I thought you had too, my Lofðungr,” I murmur. “Yet, I underestimated you, it seems?”
Anders laughs lightly. “I recall a time I said the same of you?” His query surprises me, but brings a smile to my lips as I recall. Those had been his words in Donrose, after I had rescued him from my brother’s gallows.
“I saved you that day,” I whisper, reaching on my tiptoes to kiss his full lips.
“And now I have saved you,” he smiles, the satisfaction evident on his handsome face.
“Yes, you have,” I agree, fresh tears rushing from my eyes, but this time they are born from happiness, and not despair. “My Lofðungr, you have saved me.”



Chapter Twenty-Seven: Explanations
 
 
I travel home to Lundborg’s castle, riding with my prince and husband. Perched in front of him on his massive saddle, I feel safe for the first time in hours as Anders holds me at the waist.
“How did you find me?” I murmur, my head heavy with the overreaching emotions I have experienced in the last day.
“It was thanks to the king’s fast thinking,” he replies.
I twist my body to look upon his face as best I can. “The king?” I repeat.
He smiles, leaning forward to kiss my nape as I turn back to face the road ahead. “Mmmm,” he confirms. “Inger reported you missing, and the king despatched a rider to intercept my progress. We had not even left Norse when news of your disappearance reached me, and I knew it must be Magnus, so I left with a few of my best men to track you down.”
My mind races at this, and I twist to see his face once more. “But, how did you know where Magnus would take me? I don’t even know where we were hiding.”
“The king and I had Magnus followed when we first banished him,” he explains. “We knew he was hiding out here, although we had no idea he had such an audacious plan in mind…” His jaw tightens as he speaks, and the tension in his voice is obvious. “My first thought was to come this way and look for you, but it took some hours to find the hut in virtual darkness. Thankfully, the rising winds meant Magnus never heard our approach, and fortunately, he is as unoriginal as he is aggressive, holding you exactly where I’d imagined.”
There is silence for a few moments as I absorb what he has told me. It was a combination of the king’s actions and Anders’ ingenuity that had led my husband to where Magnus held me. I sigh with relief against his chest, musing how both of their actions have saved me. Or perhaps, it was just the will of the Gods?
“But what of Eustace, and the army from Donrose?” I ask, the thought coming to me all of a sudden. It still feels strange to speak of my own people as the enemy, and yet I suppose I am almost more Norse than Donrosian now.
Anders blows out a long breath behind me as he explains. “Olaff has the vast majority of our soldiers,” he says. “He will lead them onward and deal with the threat…” His voice trails away as he considers the point. He knows the subject causes conflict within me, so he does not press the matter.
“Will he be able to lead?” I continue, “without you, I mean?”
He chuckles, the arm at my waist tightening and pulling me back against his groin. “Olaff is more than capable,” he sniggers. “I bet he’s desperate for the chance to be free of me and finally lead his own campaign.”
I glance over my right shoulder at my husband again, admiring his handsome face as the thought amuses him. His gaze lowers and captures me, the heaviness in his eyes returning.
“Oh, my sweeting,” he mutters, his eyes appraising me fully. “Look at your face.”
My chest aches at the sadness in his eyes. “It is only superficial cuts, I think?” I reply to his unrelenting eyes.
“If I find that fiend has done anything to you, I swear I will take him apart.” His tone is sensual, despite the malevolent content, and I rest the side of my face against his armour-plated chest. Even through the protective barrier, I love the proximity to him.
“I didn’t think you’d come,” I whisper. “I didn’t think anybody would come. I thought…” My voice is lost amidst a low sob, which catches in the back of my throat. The strength of the emotion returns with unexpected force, and it literally takes my breath away.
Anders slows his steed to a slow trot, before stopping altogether. He dismounts in a heartbeat, before reaching for me and pulling my trembling body from the saddle.
“Anders?” My voice shakes as I blink through the tears spilling from my eyes.
Towering next to me, he yanks the armour from his torso with his two powerful hands. Beneath it, his taut, muscular chest is covered only by his doublet. Wordlessly, he pulls me into the heat of his body, and he holds me there. The strength of his embrace props me up, and allows me to focus on my pounding head. I sob against him, pouring the hours of pent-up frustration and grief onto his strong body.
One of his hands moves to my hair at some point, his fingers playing with my locks, soothing me. “Let it out, my love,” he purrs from over me. “You are safe, and all is well. I do not want you to carry this with you.”
“My Lofðungr?” The sounds of an approaching horse and another voice startle me, and I look up briefly from his chest to see one of his mounted guards next to us. “Is everything as it should be, my Lofðungr?”
Anders nods above me. “Yes,” he tells him. “Lady Aurelie needs to rest a moment. Order the men to wait ahead, and keep their lines. The prisoner must be secure at all costs.”
His attention returns to me as soon as the order is given, his gaze tender, yet insistent.
“Ja, my Lofðungr,” replies the horseman, and he turns the mare, riding back to the front of his men.
We remain this way for a while, my prince and I. The strength of his embrace recharges me somehow, the warmth of his body creating some impenetrable force field around us.
“Later, you will tell me exactly what happened,” he says, breaking the silence.
I raise my head to look into his eyes as he goes on. “I understand,” I whisper, blinking up at him. My belly lurches as I recall the real reason Magnus had been able to capture me so easily. If only I’d gone to my chambers, as I’d told the king I would do, none of this may have happened at all. The thought curls a ball of guilt in me, and I know I will need to confess the truth to him. But now is neither the time nor the place to do so.
Anders shakes his blond head at me. “No, you do not understand,” he murmurs. “I only want to comprehend what he has done to you, so that I may help to heal those wounds.”
Drawing in a shaky breath, I kiss his collarbone. I do not think I have ever loved him more than I do in this moment. For every vicious, sadistic act this man has ever enacted, his capacity to love is unrivalled. “Thank you, my Lofðungr,” I reply.
He smiles at that, nodding his head before he leans into kiss me. Our lips make contact, his hot and possessive as they claim me. His tongue sweeps inside my mouth, forcing me to yield. I do so more willingly than I have perhaps ever done. As we part, he gestures toward his waiting steed.
“We should get going, my sweeting,” he says softly.
I nod, reaching to wipe the tears from my eyes. “I know,” I answer him.
He turns, making his way back to the beautiful horse, and all at once, I’m compelled to speak.
“My Lofðungr.” My voice is still rife with emotion, but it’s actually the calmest I’ve felt for days.
Anders halts, his body shifting slowly to glance at me. “Yes, Aurelie,” he replies.
I scurry toward him, pressing myself into his huge frame. “Please, Anders,” I whisper. “Promise me something.”
He reaches for me, cradling my head as he answers me. “What is it, my sweeting?”
“Don’t leave me again, my Lofðungr,” I implore him, wretched at how weak I sound, but meaning every word. “Please—I need you.”
I do need him. I need him to rule over me. It is what he has always desired, and I feel no shame at asking for it.
Anders’ face softens. “Aurelie,” he breathes, pressing his hot temple gently into my forehead. “I swear to you, whatever happens, I never will. My place now is at your side—always.”



Chapter Twenty-Eight: The Return to Lundborg
 
 
We travel the remaining distance back to the castle, Anders’ arms around me as we go. I marvel at how much better I feel now that a lot of the emotion has been released. It seems just having Anders with me is enough to quieten my mind. By the time the castle walls come into view, I am weary with fatigue, yet my heart is warmed at the approaching sight.
Within an hour we are within the sanctuary of its walls, our horses watered, and the guards gone to rest. I accompany Anders to the throne room, where the king greets us.
“Praise be to Valhalla,” he cries, tears springing to his eyes as we round the corner of the entrance. “Thank the Gods you found her.”
“Father,” replies Anders, dropping my hand to embrace the older man. “Yes, thank the Gods.”
They pause, both of their attention turning to me in the same instant. The king’s gaze scans over my ripped and dirtied gown, finishing at my injured face. The concern is evident in his eyes. “How are you, my beautiful Lady?” he asks, taking one of my hands in his large grasp.
I swallow at his alarm, offering him a weak smile. “So much better now that I am back here in the castle, my Lofðungr,” I reply with a small curtsey.
Abandoning tradition, he releases my hand and opens his arms to me, pulling me into a fatherly embrace. “I am so very pleased to see you,” he says. “I have been sick with worry since I found you gone. Thank the Gods that Anders returned, and was able to lead your rescue.”
I glance at my husband as the embrace ends, his eyes shining with pride.
“My Lofðungr,” I begin, speaking directly to the king. “I am so sorry I did not take your offer of a guard last night. We could all have been spared the trauma of recent events if I’d had the appropriate protection.”
His smile warms me. “It is not your responsibility, my Lady,” he replies. “I should have enforced the protection on you.”
The look on his face reminds me so much of his son that I am forced to return his smile. I turn to look at Anders; his eyes are hard, and scrutinising us both.
“You should have known better, Aurelie,” he murmurs darkly. “If the king recommends a guard, then you are not to resist him!”
I drop my gaze, a sense of shame filling me as I wonder how Anders will react when he learns the whole truth about my motivations last night. “I know,” I mumble. “I do regret that now.”
“I bet,” replies Anders, closing the distance between us.
“Now, now, Anders,” soothes the king. “The fault lies as much with me as it does your wife. I should have ensured she was adequately protected.”
Anders’ mouth draws into a hard line. “Perhaps, Father,” he says. “I think that we all underestimated the tenacity of the scoundrel, Magnus.”
On this the king agrees, and he nods as he responds. “Indeed,” he says. “Where is the prisoner now?”
“Chained in the dungeons,” replies his son, his anger still clear from his voice. “I should like to see him dead for this act, but Aurelie has asked for compassion.”
The king turns to me, his expression surprised. “You do not wish to see him punished, Aurelie?”
“Of course,” I assure him. “But there has been so much death and bloodshed already. I just wanted you to pass the final verdict upon him, my Lofðungr.”
He nods at my words. “As you wish, my dear,” he says. “I previously threatened to execute Magnus should he step foot in my kingdom again, but now it seems he has crossed the line. I must act, but we need not dwell on this now. You must rest, both of you.”
We take our leave, but as we turn to depart, his voice halts our exit. “Oh, and Anders,” he calls out, his tone enquiring.
His son pauses, and we turn to address him. “Yes, Father,” he replies, eyeing the older man with interest.
The king takes a step toward us, his eyes trained solely on Anders. “Do not be too hard on your wife tonight. Remember, it is Magnus who is to blame for what transpired.”
My gaze passes between the two men, the intensity of the moment almost palpable.
“I will heed your advice, my Lofðungr,” Anders answers after a pause, concluding with a respectful nod to his father.
We depart the throne room. I know where we are heading without asking, my small hand swallowed up by Anders’ much larger palm. Since the conversation with the king, the atmosphere between us has shifted. Now there is a lingering air of chemistry, his dominant authority goading my previously stilted desire.
Reaching the door to our chambers, we are met by two guards, who stand to attention as we pass inside, and then—finally—we are alone.
The door is barely closed when he gives the first order. “Strip out of that gown,” Anders instructs me. “I asked the attendants to draw us a bath already. Whatever the hour, we shall bathe together, and wash away this last day of woe.”
I nod, not wanting to argue, and actually agreeing that being cleansed sounds remarkably good. He strides to the far end of the room where the large, freestanding tub stands waiting. I can see the steam rising from it as I lift what remains of my gown’s hem over my head.
Anders’ gaze devours me as I throw the dress aside, the fingers of his right hand beckoning me toward him in silence. My feet shuffle forward, my body responding to his silent authority as it always has done. By the time I reach him, my nipples have tightened into stiff peaks, making my breasts ache in the most wondrous way. He pulls his doublet over his head, revealing his magnificent pectorals to my hungry eyes.
“Anders.” My voice sounds absurdly small in the heated silence between us. “Are you cross with me?”
I do not really believe it to be true, and yet, something about the intensity in his eyes since we returned to the castle has made me think otherwise.
“Of course not, my sweeting,” he responds at once, his left arm reaching for me and drawing me toward his flesh. Our skin grazes together, the feeling of his hair against my chest sending energy whipping through me. “Why ever would you think that?”
Our eyes lock at the question, his gaze knowing. “Because I was not sensible,” I say in haste. “I did not accept the guard which the king offered me?” The words are out in a rush, but somehow the half-confession makes me feel better.
“I know that,” he replies gently, “and I am disappointed by it, but the king is correct. This action was not of your doing, Aurelie.”
I swallow under the weight of his gaze, my eyes lowering at the statement as the bubble of guilt rises in me.
“Into the tub now,” he says in a gentle voice, his free hand testing the temperature of the water before he helps me up and over.
I sink into the depth of the warm water, infinitely grateful for its heat and cleansing quality. I hadn’t appreciated just how dirty I had felt until this moment. Lowering myself beneath the surface, I hold my breath, allowing my hair to be fully saturated before I bring myself back to a seated position. Anders stands over me, his trousers now removed, and his cock jutting proudly out toward me. I smile at the look of him, his body a vision of masculinity as he leaps lithely into the tub behind me.
He slides into place, my arms massaging his thighs as he rests against the back of the tub. “I have missed you,” he sighs.
I glance back toward him, and catch his eye, clocking a dark, salacious need on his face. “I am so grateful to be back with you, my Lofðungr,” I murmur.
His lips curl into a smile and his left arms pulls me closer. “Turn around,” he whispers. “Straddle me.”
I comply without protest, wanting nothing more than this burgeoning intimacy between us. The tub is huge and I sit astride him with ease, lowering myself onto him, his cock throbbing restlessly at my inner thigh. His arms draw me closer to his chest, but it’s those pale blue eyes that pinion me there. Anders’ gaze is always so insistent, it gives me no choice, and I know I will do whatever he asks of me.
“Tell me, Aurelie.” His tone is soft as he ponders me thoughtfully. “Tell me now what the brute did to you. Did he force himself on you?”
I shake my head at the question. “No, my Lofðungr,” I reply. “He was mean and aggressive, but he never did me any real harm, although I think it was his intention to…” My voice dies as I consider the implications of what I am saying. “I am lucky that you found me in time.”
Anders’ eyes close at that moment, as though he needs to absorb the statement in private. When he opens them again, his stare is more kind.
“And did he touch you?” he goes on. “Did Magnus have intimate contact with you?”
I shake my head, memories of being bound in that horrible little hut filling my mind “I think he wanted to,” I begin, “but you arrived before there was much opportunity.”
There’s a low growl from Anders as he considers my answers. “What of your injuries?” he asks, his right hand shifting north to trace a delicate line over the cuts on my face, before lowering to my wrist.
My gaze follows him, and I notice for the first time the harsh red and purple bruising that is beginning to show there. “I fell,” I explain to him, “when I was trying to run and escape. I landed on the stone floor, and there was blood everywhere…” My voice breaks at the memory, and his arms wrap me up in the security of his body heat until I can catch my breath. “I’m s-sorry,” I whisper. “I was so afraid, and so alone…”
Anders shifts in the bath, lowering himself down the tub, and drawing my body over his own. “Hush now,” he soothes. “You have no need to apologise for how you feel. Not now, and not ever.”
I blink against his body. “Did you mean what you said earlier,” I enquire. “About not leaving me again?”
He nods. “Of course,” he replies, “I do not make promises which I do not intend to keep, my sweeting. I know I left you when I had sworn to stay by your side, but that is the last vow I shall renege on. Olaff can take my place permanently, for it seems my future queen needs me here.”
I chuckle at his words, the act a light relief from the intensity of the last few moments. “Oh, she does, my Lofðungr,” I concur with a smile. “She really does.”
“And what else does she need?” he asks me, his blond brow raising at his own question.
Something about his change of tack makes my sex clench instinctively. I shake my head at him. “I do not know, my Lofðungr,” I reply, but it’s a lie. I need to tell him the truth about why I was wandering the castle in the first place, the weight of the guilt a heavy burden.
Perhaps he senses the tension in me, but his face shifts subtly as he speaks. “What is it, Aurelie?”
I purse my lips, steeling myself to confess. “I need to be honest with you,” I murmur as my eyes flit back to his face.
“Go on,” he tells me, his voice firm as he strokes the side of my face.
I hesitate, the weight of the confession suddenly overawing me. “I… I don’t know how to begin,” I stammer.
Anders gazes at me, his pale eyes drilling into my face. “Whatever it is, I swear not to judge you, my sweeting,” he whispers. “All I want is honesty. Now, please…”
I gulp, deciding to spill the truth in a rush before I can change my mind. “I was wandering the castle when Magnus seized me,” I tell him. “It’s my fault, Anders… it’s all my fault.”
The bubble of emotion within me bursts then, sending fresh tears spilling from my eyes. Anders leans forward in the water, pressing his hot lips against my cheek. “Aurelie,” he soothes, “whatever has happened is not of your making.”
I shake my head. “You don’t understand,” I sob. “It is my fault. I was intending to flee the castle, Anders. I wanted to take a horse and ride south to meet Eustace. I wanted to try and stop this war before it starts again, but in doing so, I walked straight into Magnus’ trap…” My voice trails away, and I bury myself against Anders’ chest, no longer able to look him in the eye.
Anders launches himself up the edge of the bath, sending water spilling all around us. I am left clinging against his muscular stomach, just inches from where his engorged manhood awaits my attention.
“Oh, Aurelie,” he chuckles. The sound is dark, speaking to my sex directly. “When will you ever learn to do as you are told?”
I gaze up at him guiltily, biting my lip as he smiles down at me. “I know, and I’m sorry,” I murmur. “I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I thought I knew better. I thought I could talk Eustace out of all of this aggression.”
“Perhaps you could have done?” he proffers, gazing down at me. “I know you were a good swordswoman back in Donrose, and I know you have a strong sense of what is right, but you must allow me to make those choices for you now. I am your husband, and I can’t have you riding off across the country, however admirable your intentions may be. Do you understand, Aurelie?”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I say, my voice breathy at his show of authority. He is right; my instinct to flee was flagrantly unwise.
“Now, listen, my love. The blame for this deed lies with Magnus. He was clearly intent on taking you, whether you’d gone wandering the castle halls last night or not. But whilst I in no way hold you responsible for what happened, I must teach you that when your king or prince gives you an order, you will obey it.” His stare is hard, his eyes hooded with his very evident desire.
“Will you p-punish me, my Lofðungr?” I stammer, edging my face closer to his throbbing organ.
He laughs at the question, or maybe at my hungry gaze, his hand catching my face gently in an instant. “Uh-uh, my sweeting. Eyes on me, please.”
I transfer my weight to gaze up at him, my cheeks flushing at the shift in dynamic between us.
“To answer your question,” he purrs from above me. “I will absolutely punish you, Aurelie. It seems you have grown restless without my rules and discipline.”



Chapter Twenty-Nine: Life Reordered
 
 
My breath quickens at the sound of his threat, and yet my mind relaxes. Anders has a way of settling me, even if that means pushing me far beyond my comfort zone. “Do you mean to punish me now, my Lofðungr?” I ask brazenly.
“It is my intention,” he replies. “Unless you think your injuries are too severe, in which case, the penance will wait until tomorrow.”
I swallow at that, surveying the bruising at my wrist again. I’m not sure how I feel about being punished again so soon after my ordeal with Magnus, but equally I loathe having the threat of the penance hanging over me. “I do not think they are so bad, my Lofðungr,” I concede, “but I am a little concerned about this wrist.”
Anders’ right hand rises, taking my wrist gently in his palm as he examines the injury. “The bruising does look bad,” he agrees. “Perhaps we shall avoid binding you any further for the time being.”
I smile at his concerned expression. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I whisper.
“Let’s stick to a conventional spanking then, my love,” he informs me. “But rest assured, this spanking will be a punishment, Aurelie. It is not for fun or pleasure.”
My smile fades and I nod my understanding.
“Come back up here,” commands my prince, gesturing for me to sit astride him once more.
I do so slowly, my eyes trained on his face the whole time until our flesh presses into one another again, and we are almost nose to nose.
“It seems my little lady needs my discipline again?” he asks, his blond brow arching as he queries me.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply, my breath hitching.
Anders’ eyes are mesmerising, darker than usual with large dilated pupils. His expression is foreboding, making it clear that his warning to me is true. He does intend to teach me a real lesson, and ensure I never knowingly disobey his command again. Pulling in a shaky breath, I consider my fate. I want to please my husband and I want to be close to him once more, but I don’t know how much of penalty I can bear, after everything I have endured.
“Please, my Lofðungr,” I murmur suddenly. “Will you be merciful?”
Anders laughs at that. “Merciful?” he repeats. “Why so, Aurelie? Do you deny how much you need to learn this lesson?”
“No,” I answer him, my emotion evident in my voice. “I just…” I hesitate, my gaze falling to Anders’ broad chest.
The hand that had examined my wrist rises to my chin, forcing my gaze north to meet his eye. “Do you trust me, Aurelie?” he demands sensually.
I baulk at the question. “Of course, my Lofðungr,” I reply, irritated that he could query such a fundamental part of my affection for him.
“Then trust me now,” he continues. “Your punishment will hurt, but I will not give you more than you can endure.”
I’m nodding as he concludes, but find I have no response to his verdict. Instead, tears begin to fill my eyes and I blink them away, embarrassed to be so emotional now that I know I am safely back in the castle.
“You have been through a lot, my love,” he murmurs, “and I have no desire to distress you further. Let us deal with the matter of your penance now, and then I can give you what else you need.”
A tear falls down the length of my cheek as I meet his eye. The idea of Anders giving me what I need sounds idyllic.
“What do you need, Aurelie?” He asks the question as though he reads my mind.
I need to be possessed, filled, and desired. I want all memories of the last twenty-four hours to be nothing but fleeting nightmares. “You, my Lofðungr,” I admit. “I want to be loved by you again, to feel close to you.”
Anders sits up straight, pushing my body back upright with him. His erection nudges against my sex, the sensation making me moan out loud. “Then you shall have it your way, Aurelie,” he pronounces. “First I shall spank you. I will punish you, and you will feel the burn of my palm again, my sweeting.” His lips graze over my mouth as he speaks, and I squirm against his hardness, both lust and trepidation surging through me at the carnal threats he promises. “Then I shall fuck you, harder and faster than I ever have before, and only then, once you are desperate for your release, will I take you to the heights of Valhalla.”
His words leave me breathless, his eyes twinkling as he delivers his verdict. “How’s that, my love?”
I open my mouth, intending to respond, but it seems there is nothing intelligible to say. I merely nod, knowing I will yield to his desire and hoping that my eyes will deliver my capitulation.
He chuckles ominously at my performance, resting his arms on the edge of the tub and pulling us both free of the water at once. I gasp at his strength, ending up on my knees as he stands, towering over me. His cock throbs just inches from my face, and out of instinct, I gaze north, catching Anders’ eye.
“No,” he tells me sharply, shaking his head to reinforce the point. “Now is not the time for pleasure, Aurelie. Now is the time for punishment.”
I draw back on my haunches, gulping up at him. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I concede with a sigh. I know his mind is made up, and he is right. It is better to have the spanking over with.
Anders’ gaze narrows at the sound, and for one long moment I tense at his expression. Certain that my resignation has somehow upset him, I scurry to exit the bath and make amends, but one of his large palms appears in my eye line. “Settle down, Aurelie,” he warns me. “Take my hand. It is perilously easy to slip and hurt yourself.”
I grab his hand at the command, eager to make skin contact with him once more. “I am sorry, my Lofðungr,” I begin, the urgency apparent in my voice. “I understand your judgement, yet I must confess to some anxiety on the subject.”
He shifts his weight in an instant, silencing me with a hard kiss. I gasp as his lips crash against mine, his tongue claiming the inside of my mouth as though it knows the truth; he owns me, mouth and all. My body responds in the way it has always done around this Viking, it yields without query. The truth is that however nervous I am, I have never been able to resist him, and I have no desire to even try anymore.
“Hush,” he orders me as he draws a few inches away. His insistent gaze locks into my eyes, and he holds me there as the water drips from my wet body. “There is no need for explanations,” he says at length, locating a nearby fur and wrapping it around my body.
I pull in a shaky breath, my body trembling as I process what now awaits me.
“Aurelie.”
My name leaves his lips like an edict, and I shiver at the delicious tone of it. This is the Anders who took me hostage, the man who had mastered and claimed me. This is the man who will take me over his knee, and make me his again.
“Breathe now and ready yourself,” he warns. “It is time I take responsibility for my wilful wife once more.”
I swallow at his words, wishing that I could speed up my punishment and arrive at my desired intimate destination at once. But my aspiration is hopeless. Experience has taught me as much. I must now endure the spanking that Anders chooses to deliver, and in my heart, I know that I deserve it.



Chapter Thirty: Reparation
 
 
Within moments I am dragged to our bed and hurled over his lap. I cry out at the forcefulness of events, and although Anders remembers not to grab my injured hand, his might and speed take my breath away. Anders is so large, and so strong. He can out-manoeuvre me without even trying, and the knowledge makes me heady with both unease and desire.
“So,” he begins, his tone having taken on that commanding edge that makes the muscles at the apex of my thighs clench. His ultimate intent may be downright delicious, yet still I’m apprehensive. How far will Anders take this punishment? How much can I take? “It seems I have a wayward wife to bring to order. Tell me, Aurelie, is it true?”
As he speaks he raises his right leg, sending my face further into the bedding, and exposing my naked and vulnerable ass to his inspection. I yelp at the action, well aware of the liquefying effect it has on my eager sex, but unable to control the bubble of unease inside me. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply humbly. “I’m afraid it is the truth.”
His hand lands upon the curve of my sitting spot, but there is no force in the deed. Instead, it explores me lightly, trailing over my orbs and running a line to my lower back. “Then it is my responsibility to tame you, to control you,” he says. “And you know, I think, just how seriously I take my responsibilities?”
I nod from over his lap, biting my lip to try to suppress the anxiety in my voice. “Aye, my Lofðungr,” I reply.
“Hmmm,” he says, the large palm at my ass stilling. “Did you truly refuse the king’s guard on the night Magnus seized you?”
I tense at the question, but nod into the bedding. “Yes,” I whisper. “It is true.”
“It was folly,” he tells me. “And did you intend to leave our home, and ride south to intercept your brother, Eustace?”
“Yes,” I reply, my voice hoarse as he vocalises my lack of judgement aloud.
“Then, Aurelie,” Anders continues. “I am going to punish you now for your own foolhardiness. I mean to ensure that you never help to endanger your life again, because you, my love, are just too damn precious to me.” His voice cracks at the final statement, and I want to offer him comfort, but his hand has already shifted, and the full weight of it comes crashing down upon my bare behind.
I flinch as the resonance of the strike washes over me. In all of the trauma of the last day, I’d quite forgotten just how powerful Anders’ palm can be, and the reminder startles me. “I’m sorry,” I gasp. “You’re right, I should have accepted the king’s guard. I should never have thought to leave, it’s just that I…”
He spanks me again, catching the middle of both cheeks and momentarily silencing me.
“I just thought it was my place to help,” I conclude my sentence at last, feeling his palm resting against the skin he’d just spanked. “I could not bear to think of my brother and my husband at war—it’s just too awful.”
“I understand, my sweeting,” he replies, the tension evident in his deep growl. “But fleeing is not the way to bring peace, and you inadvertently landed yourself in more danger by trying. These are perilous times we live in, Aurelie, and you are my wife—you will always be a potential target for some lurking lunatic.”
I twist my head at his explanation, seeking the reassurance of his handsome face, but his hand comes crashing back down against my behind again. “I understand,” I gasp. “Now, I truly do understand.”
“Good,” he answers me, striking me again. The swat is hard, and I suck in a breath as the pain darts across my bottom. “I am pleased that you do. I vow to never leave you vulnerable again, but you, my Lady, you must swear to help yourself.”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I groan, squirming over his lap. The spanking hurts more than I’d imagined, and I have been on the receiving end of a great many of Anders’ penalties over the previous months. Yet again I wish that I could skip this part of my atonement altogether, but I know there’s no chance.
There is a lesson to be learned first.
I stretch my arms out in front of me, as though the tension in my shoulders will somehow detract from the sting of the strikes. It doesn’t. Each impact burns against my flesh, correcting my blatant disregard for my welfare with the brunt of his weighty palm. A rain of strikes falls over my behind. I imagine how red and inflamed my poor bottom will by the time Anders has finished. After another twenty-five swats I lose count, burying my head into the bedding. Each spank is hard, making me gasp and squeeze my eyes closed at the intensity. This is too much, I think to myself. I know I’ve done wrong, but I can’t bear this.
“Please stop, my Lofðungr,” I beg him. “I’m sorry for putting myself in jeopardy…” My sentence is cut short by a further swat that crashes against my tender flesh.
“You will never. Never. Ever. Put yourself in danger. Again!” he tells me, accentuating each word with a firm smack.
I choke back a small sob at his command, balling my hands into fists at the pain. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I pant. “I hear you and I will do as you say, I swear it.”
“Yes, you will, my girl,” he growls from over me. “Or else you’ll receive a spanking of this magnitude every day until I am satisfied that you understand.”
I gulp, feeling fresh tears collecting in my eyes. “Anders, please!” I cry out. “No more!”
“I decide when this lesson is learned, Aurelie,” he replies, and his tone sends me a fresh warning. “You have known me long enough to know how this works.”
Anders spanks me again, and I call out into the sheets. He’s right, I do know how this works, and I know how it will end. I only hope that I can survive until we reach that conclusion.
Anders lands six swats in fast succession, pausing for a moment as if to catch his breath, before starting again. There’s another six swats and then another six, each batch seeming more unrelenting than the next. I’m sobbing now; the sting is intense and overwhelming. Has any spanking ever felt this bad before, I wonder as his palm lands again. The logical part of my brain realises that it must have done. Anders has found all sorts of ingenious and cruel ways to punish me since my Donrosian days, but still. In the heat of this spanking, I cannot recall a single one, and I can’t remember a time I have ever wanted to beg for the pain to end like I do now. It’s gruelling, as though each swat of his hand is really the lick of his lash or the force of a paddle.
My head becomes cloudy and heavy. Anders is still punishing me, of that I am certain, but somehow my mind has begun to numb the pain of each strike. I can feel the brunt of each swat, I know his palm is landing there, but it doesn’t seem to matter anymore. He works his palm from the bottom of my lower back down to where my needy sex awaits, and for the first time since the punishment began he makes contact with my pussy. That makes me groan, the initial twinges of arousal burgeoning from the latest spanks.
“Oh, my Lofðungr.” The words bleed from my lips, although I give them no forethought.
I feel him shift under me, and all at once his left hand is at my shoulders, massaging the tight muscles there, whilst the other continues to deliver my spanking. I shudder at the conflict of the two acts, musing on how they perfectly sum up my Viking husband. He is the invader, the soldier who snatched me from my home and denigrated me for his own pleasure, before deflowering me altogether. Yet, he is also the tender gentleman who has sworn to protect me with his life, and promised to never leave my side again. Anders is all this and more. He is my master, and the very centre of my world.
As the admission settles over me, I actually feel myself yield. The tension in my body slips away, aided considerably by the hand that eases the knots from my muscles. And now, lying over his legs, I surrender to him, splaying my thighs and raising my behind to meet his hand, which spanks me over and over again.
“I cannot lose you, Aurelie.” His voice is imploring as it echoes over me, competing with the sound of each strike as it lands against my no-doubt reddening flesh. “You are my everything, my most precious possession.”
I exhale at his words, revelling in them. There was a time—not so very long ago—when I’d have kicked and baulked at the idea of being his possession, but now I bask in it. I am his—his wife, his lover, his toy, and one day, I will be his queen. “Make me yours again, my Lofðungr,” I murmur, the words slipping from me as a new torrent of strikes rain down over me.
“Yes,” he agrees, his tone husky and eager. “Yes, I will claim you again. Let there be ten more strikes, and then it is done. Use these, Aurelie, to wash over away any shred of guilt you feel for what transpired, and use them to remember what will happen when you defy me and put yourself in danger.”
I nod, flexing my hips and grinding myself against his skin like a wanton harlot. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I moan.
The hand at my shoulder shifts. There is more weight behind it, and it pins me down against the bed as he considers the final ten spanks.
“You shall count these for me,” he orders. “Number each strike, and then thank me for punishing you.”
I writhe at the command, wallowing in the ignominy of it. Anders knows exactly which deeds make me wet, and he uses this knowledge as his own personal arsenal against me. “Aye, my Lofðungr,” I reply, catching my breath before the new onslaught begins.
The first swat is powerful, and it catches me only an inch from my wetness. I gasp at the force of it, knowing that he is deliberately choosing to deny me. “One, my Lofðungr,” I pant, “thank you for punishing me.”
I have barely spoken the words when he lands the next, this one higher on my left cheek. Fresh pain spikes through the area, and I struggle under his left hand. “Oww, my Lofðungr!” I gasp, unable to control my response to the unexpected change of tack. I had hoped his strikes were going lower, and would tantalise my arousal. This one, however, was clearly intended to inflict pain. It’s a disconcerting thought, which is ridiculous under the circumstances.
“Wrong answer, Aurelie,” Anders snarls, landing a fresh strike against both cheeks. “This one does not count, but you will name the former strike.”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply, my misery on the subject evident in my tone. “I am sorry. That was two, and thank you.”
“Hmmm,” he answers me, but he rubs the inflicted area gently, soothing away some of the hurt for a moment, before the palm disappears again.
The third strike is directed at my other cheek, but I am expecting this one, so I number the strike without hesitation. He rewards me with an exploration of my wet seam. I arch my back for his fingers shamelessly, offering him the prize which he already owns. This produces a chuckle from Anders, who continues with the fourth swat.
It continues this way to the additional strike, which I count for him, before thanking him for the punishment. By now, I mean it. My ass is aflame, and my sex is on fire for a very different reason.
“Please, my Lofðungr,” I pant, twisting my body as best I can under his weight. “Please, will you possess me once more?”
His smouldering gaze sears me for a long moment, and then his handsome face breaks into a salacious smile. “Onto the bed,” he growls, nodding left to where the bedding awaits me, “and on all fours.” He spanks my exposed bottom playfully as I scramble to obey, and I mewl in response, my mind clouded from the recent punishment.
I can feel the weight of his stare as I get into position. Wantonly I arch my back for his appraisal, sticking out my hungry sex to tantalise him. He is on the bed in a flash, the force of his landing making my breath catch in excitement. Even though it has only been a few days since he last made love to me, it feels like an age. So much has transpired; the woe of impending war, and the trauma that Magnus had bestowed upon us. I need the connection between us again, I need it to be real, and I know that Anders can make that happen.
The warmth of his body cocoons me in a heartbeat, my punished skin grazing against his groin.
“I want you,” I gasp into the soft bedding below me. “Please, my Lofðungr.”
There is a groan in response, and all at once his hardness is propelled against the underside of me, teasing my slick entrance.
“You shall have me, wife,” he purrs into my right ear. “But be warned, I am not in the mood to be gentle. For all of your punishment, I plan to take you savagely, to claim you once more.”
The thought sounds delicious, and I lower my face into the bed in an act of open submission. My legs are splayed wide and my glistening sex is wonderfully exposed to his excited manhood. He responds with a guttural growl, the sound of which makes my heart race even faster than it is already, and then the crown of his shaft nudges at my wetness. I barely have time to draw in a breath, before he plunges inside me. The thrust is hard and deep, its ferocity spearing me with a fierce intensity.
I cry out as I receive him, throwing my head back to his chest and arching my lower back even further to take every last inch of him. We remain this way for a long moment, suspended in our own private bubble of eroticism. Anders fills me, stretching my wet channel to suit himself and burying himself deep within me. The sensations are exquisite, the intimacy making me heady as his lips find my throat and plant a frenzy of hot kisses there.
“Gods, I have missed you, my love.” The sound of his voice resonates through me, and instinctively my hips begin to move. It’s as though my body is following his unspoken commands, and they roll forward, before pushing back against his hardness.
He chuckles at that, his teeth nipping my neck. I baulk at the change of tack, and then, all at once, his own groin responds to the goading of my hips. He withdraws from me slowly, before his erection slams deep inside me once more. I gasp at the sheer intensity, as his testicles bang against the underside of me, and it’s so damn perfect. This is what I need, this is what I have missed. The way my Viking prince claims and possesses me, the sublime way in which he takes control and makes things right. It’s incredible. It’s breath-taking, and it’s all ours.
Anders picks up the pace, thrusting hard and fast into me. Each lunge seems to produce new fervour, as though each is designed to remind me what is at stake. At some point his left hand finds my face, stirring me from the stupor his fucking has produced. I rouse, blinking my eyes open as his hand slips south to my neck.
“Lie down,” he orders, the words bleeding between us.
It takes a moment for them to register, but the pressure at my neck is already drawing my body down, splaying me wide against the bed. Anders moves with me, releasing his grip a little as my face meets the covers once more. All the while he remains rooted deep within me, my muscles clenching against his manhood as we settle into his desired position. As I catch my breath, he begins to move again, and this time his thrusts are a frenzy of animal passion. If I had thought there was intensity before, then I had only been fooling myself. This is a true concentration of his power, and it’s directed solely between my legs, his every sinew dedicated to hammering into me, over and over, without permitting me so much as a moment to catch my breath. The only exception is that hand at the side of my throat, which remains an ever-present force under my jaw. Its intention is unclear. He easily allows me room enough to pant and even squeal at the hardest of the thrusts, yet its presence is a constant reminder of what we both already know. I belong to Anders. My body is his vessel, and my spirit is his solace. Whichever way I configure the facts, I am his and his alone.
I groan at the latest thrust, rolling my head and leaning into the hand that holds me. “Oh, Anders,” I purr, my senses alive with the power of his complete possession of me.
“Aurelie,” he responds, his tone breathy as he drives into me. “I am going to climax inside your sweet pussy,” he growls into my ear. “I will spill my seed inside of you because you belong to me, do you understand?”
“Yes, yes, my Lofðungr,” I pant as I answer him. I want him to orgasm, I want to be the one who facilitates his pleasure.
“Good girl,” he purrs from behind me. “And once my seed is spilled, I should so desire for it to bestow a son for us.”
I twist my head to greet his face, and as I do his lips find my mouth in an instant. Somehow, he contorts his body to claim my lips whilst his manhood demands my sex, his possession of me two-fold as the frenzy of lovemaking draws to its natural conclusion. His thrusts become shorter and more insistent, and all at once he stills, the tension in his body evident as the power of his climax takes hold.
“Oh, Au-re-lie!”
The sound of my name rings out around us, the echo captured in the cavernous chamber as Anders jerks behind me, before finally finding his release. He collapses on top of me, our bodies still connected as he falls left, pulling me in for a post-coital cuddle.
I grip his manhood playfully, giggling as his body responds to the sensation.
“Naughty wife,” he chides me playfully, before withdrawing from my slick wetness. “I promised you release after I claimed you, and now it is time. Roll onto your back.”
I obey, watching as Anders also shifts his position to lie alongside me. He pulls me into an embrace, spooning my tender bottom as his arms snake to my front.
“Now I pleasure you, my love,” he murmurs into my nape, “but you will only come apart once I have given you permission.”
As he speaks his right arm moves down my body, drawing an invisible line with his fingers along my flesh. I inhale deeply as his hand makes its way toward my sodden pussy, my nub already tingling with excited need.
“Do you understand, Aurelie?” he probes, and at that moment one digit dips casually between my seam, eliciting a guttural groan from my mouth.
“Yes, yes, my Lofðungr,” I gasp. “I understand.”
“Good girl,” he whispers, sinking another finger inside me, whilst his thumb caresses my nub softly. “You took your spanking very well in the end. You pleased me, and now…” There’s silence as his fingers increase their speed, the new intensity creating my own private hedonism. “Now you shall have your pleasure.”
I’m bucking against his fingers now, my legs splayed wide over his muscular thigh as my hips raise and invite him deeper. He feels so good, and it feels so good to have him back again. “Oh, Anders,” I moan. “Yes, yes, I…”
“Do not forget you must ask me first, my sweeting,” he coos from my nape. “No climax without permission.”
I gasp at his words, my mind whirring at their resonance but not fully able to comprehend their meaning. “My Lofðungr,” I mumble. “I…” But it’s nearly too late. I’m right there, at the brink. My body is so tightly wound after the spanking that I’ve reached the summit in record time. “Please, my Lofðungr, may I have this pleasure?”
His hot mouth presses into the side of my neck, grazing me with its sensual caresses. I arch against his body wildly, but those strong arms hold me tight, his left hand stimulating my breasts whilst his right one takes me to the edge of ecstasy. And all the while all I can do is wait… wait for his verdict, for his judgement, for his permission…
“You may, Aurelie,” he purrs after the longest time, and almost at once my body explodes.
My sex clenches around his digits as my climax hits me like a giant wave, crashing down and threatening to drown me. I open my mouth to call out his name, but nothing is there. There’s nothing but this sensation—this all-consuming pleasure—and I ride it, over and over again.
It takes some time for the euphoria to fade, and when it does I find myself back in Anders’ wonderful embrace.
“My beautiful Aurelie,” he murmurs, chuckling as I relax into his arms. “May it always be this way between us, my sweeting.”
I nod, murmuring my desire for the same intimacy, yet even as I do I know that sleep is coming to claim me. My head is heavy with the recent fervour, my ass still stinging from its punishment. By the time my breathing has calmed to its usual rhythm, my eyes are already closed, my body seeking the sanctuary of slumber.



Chapter Thirty-One: Doubt
 
 
I open my eyes, my head still heavy with sleep. I’m in Anders’ massive four-poster—our bed—and the thought makes me smile. I’m back in Lundborg and I’m safe. Rolling onto my right side, I reach for my husband, but disconcertingly I find the space cold and empty. Now I am really awake, and I sit bolt upright in bed, searching the area where I know he was holding me last night.
“You’re awake at last?”
The clipped voice makes me jump, but I recognise it immediately. It’s the voice of my husband and I spin to follow it, finding him seated on a low stool by the fire.
“My Lofðungr,” I murmur, rubbing my eyes to fully appreciate the view.
He is fully dressed, his expression heavy as though he has been awake and thinking for some time. “I’ve been watching you sleep,” he tells me. “You looked so peaceful, I didn’t like to wake you.”
I smile at his words, but his tone worries me. It’s pensive and detached, and so different from the passion of last night. The contrast is unsettling.
“What time is it?” I murmur, glancing around me to the window for some indication of the hour.
“It’s late,” he replies, making eye contact with me for a moment, before returning his gaze to the fire.
A knot of tension tightens in my belly. Something is wrong, I can sense it.
“You should have woken me, my Lofðungr,” I tell him softly, slipping from the bed.
Anders glances my way. “Think of everything you have been through, Aurelie,” he says with a sigh. “You needed to rest.”
I find a fur by my bedside and pull it over my shoulders as I pace toward him slowly, trying to size up his body language. “What is wrong, my Lofðungr?” I ask tentatively. “Won’t you come back to bed?”
Our eyes lock again as I approach.
“I woke early this morning, and seeing how exhausted you were, I decided to speak with my father.” Anders hesitates as I come to stand beside him.
“How is the king?” I probe gently.
He inhales deeply. “He seems well,” he replies. “In good spirits now that we are both home.”
I nod. “That’s good.”
Anders offers me a feigned smile, but still there’s nothing more—no soft words and no physical contact.
“What’s wrong, my Lofðungr?” I murmur again. “You seem distant?”
His eyes dart back to my face, and for a long moment he just stares at me with narrow, accusing eyes. His expression is so stern that a part of me wants to back away, but I don’t. This is Anders. He’s my husband now, and I must find out what troubles him.
“Sit down,” he says at length, the command softly spoken but no less potent to my ears.
I glance around me for a moment, but comply without protest, sitting on the animal skin by the fire whilst he broods on the stool.
“The king asked me to join him whilst he visited the dungeons,” he remarks, as though my bottom hitting the fur was the trigger he needed to begin.
“The dungeons?” I repeat, watching him with wide eyes as he towers over me.
“Magnus,” he corrects me in a low tone.
We blink at one another in silence, and something about his voice makes me gulp, or maybe it’s his expression. I can’t be sure.
“Why speak to Magnus?” I ask, uncertain where this conversation is leading, but increasingly worried about the destination.
“The king wanted to question him,” he explains. “I think he is shocked by Magnus’ behaviour. He was once such a loyal servant of Lundborg.”
“I understand, my Lofðungr,” I reply.
“Do you?” he counters at once, those pale blue eyes drilling into my flesh.
“Y-yes,” I stammer. “I…”
He raises his palm as if to silence me, and my words dry up in an instant. At the same time my heart begins to race, pounding away inside my chest like it senses real danger. And there’s something in Anders’ eyes that makes me think it’s right.
“I accompanied my Lofðungr to visit Magnus, and during the interrogation I had the opportunity to question him myself.” Anders pauses, although the weight of his stare never leaves me.
“Why question Magnus?” I ask. “Has he denied what took place, that he snatched me away from the castle?”
Anders shakes his head. “Far from it,” he tells me. “Magnus has rather a lot to say for himself, but he denies nothing.”
I swallow at that, but I don’t like the edge in Anders’ face. It’s like there’s some unspoken implication there, and idea riles me. I raise my face, daring to meet his eye and yet again I see the mistrust in those pale orbs. The knot of tension in the pit of my stomach tightens, yet despite the quickening of my heart, it’s not fear that I feel, but anger.
After everything we’ve been through, everything I have sacrificed, I can’t believe what I am seeing and hearing. How can Anders—my lover, my husband, and the man who captured me—possibly doubt me?
“What does he say?” I demand, and for the first time Anders’ gaze widens at the sound of my voice.
“Watch your tone, my sweeting,” he warns me, the look of disapproval at my tenor evident on his face.
Under any other circumstances that look would have sent me reeling, scrambling for cover, or begging for forgiveness, but not now. Now the fire in my blood begins to burn, and a little of the old Aurelie—the one who used to run around the castle in Donrose—begins to emerge.
“Answer me,” I snap. “Magnus obviously told you something you don’t like, my Lofðungr? So why not just be honest about it?”
“Honest?” he snorts indignantly. “You want to speak of honesty, Aurelie? Well then, let’s…”
I rise to my knees at the sound of his tone, folding my arms across my chest as the fury within me begins to boil. “Tell me then,” I bark, more than aware of how disrespectful I sound, but too furious to care. “What has your old friend Magnus revealed to you?”
“I asked him, Aurelie,” he responds as he sits up straighter on the low stool. “I asked him the same questions I asked you last night.”
“And?” I counter him, unsure why this is relevant, but still infuriated about Anders’ approach.
“And when I asked him if he’d touched you, Magnus came up with quite a different answer.” His eyes narrow as he speaks, and the expression makes me realise—this is why he doubts me. Whatever comes next is the explanation for my husband’s bizarre behaviour this morning.
“What did Magnus say?” I sigh, turning to face the rising flames.
“He told me how he touched you, Aurelie,” he begins, his face contorting into a menacing grimace.
“Touched me?” I repeat, practically spitting words out. “He never touched me!”
“Do not lie to me, Aurelie,” he retorts in little more than a growl. “I know what took place.”
I climb to my feet before him, leaving the fur at my feet and forcing Anders to look up in order to meet my eye. “Then perhaps you can enlighten me, my Lofðungr?” I whisper down to his face.
“He told me how he bound you,” he starts, rising to join me standing by the fire, “and how he spanked your bare bottom when he rode off with you into the night.” Anders pauses, drawing in a breath. “Why did you not tell me, Aurelie?”
I sigh, shaking my head at him. “What is there to say?” I mumble. “You know what a brute Magnus can be. Of course he bound me, and yes—when I resisted him he bared me and spanked me, I…” My voice breaks as I recall the humiliating ordeal, and I glance to Anders, desperate for some solace.
Those large palms reach for me, squeezing my hands gently. “I know Magnus,” he replies in a steely tone. “I am more than aware of what he is capable of doing, so why not just be honest with me?”
My anger begins to dissipate, filling me with a sense of grief instead. “I have been honest,” I implore him. “I am honest, my Lofðungr! My apologies if I failed to mention one part of my awful experience, but that does not mean I have lied to you.”
The emotion catches in my throat and I pull my hands away from him. Anders inhales, drawing his hands to his hips.
“You withheld this information from me, my sweeting,” he says in a softer tone. “And I would like to understand why.”
I glance up at his handsome face, overwrought with the wave of feeling. After all of the pain, trauma, and intimacy of the last twenty-four hours, this is the last thing I expected today to bring.
“I do not know what to say,” I reply. “I have not intentionally kept anything from you, Anders, and I do not know why you would think such a thing.”
He grunts, shaking his head again as he paces back toward the bed, leaving me by the fire. “I know Magnus of old,” he tells me. “You know I will see him executed for the offence he caused you. The man has no reason to exaggerate his claims!”
“I do not suggest he has exaggerated,” I answer, turning to face him by the post he had leashed me to on our wedding night. “He speaks the truth, my Lofðungr. I just forgot to mention the humiliation to you last night.”
Anders regards me, his demeanour cool once more. “You just forgot?” he repeats, that blond brow arching at me cynically.
“Yes!” I beseech him. “It was an error, Anders, after one of the most traumatic encounters of my life. Why can’t you understand that?”
“I do not believe it,” he tells me flatly.
My mouth falls open at his admission, shock reverberating through me. “You don’t believe me?” I gasp. “Why would you say such a thing?”
“You know I love you, Aurelie,” he says, sitting on the edge of the bed. “I just want to understand why you didn’t tell me how he treated you when I asked for your explanation.”
“It doesn’t feel like you love me when you doubt me this way, my Lofðungr,” I reply, hurt resonating in my voice.
There’s a long silence as we both gaze at one another, and all the while offence at his words radiates through me. How can Anders have so little trust in me, I wonder, and what does this mean for the future of our marriage? I shiver at the thought, and reach down to collect the fur at my feet, wrapping it around my body.
“Aurelie,” he says, watching me intently. “Come now. I know why you didn’t tell me.”
I want to laugh, but this conversation is far from amusing. “So now you know the reason, my Lofðungr?” I ask him. “A moment ago you said you did not. Which is it?”
“I wanted you to tell me,” he responds. “I hoped you’d be honest, Aurelie.”
“I have been honest,” I reply with resignation. “I can do no more than that, my Lofðungr.”
“I wish that was the case,” he murmurs, “but since you cannot yet tell me the truth, I will have to present the case myself.”
I blink at him, shaking my head as I sit gingerly on the stool he vacated. “Go on then, my Lofðungr,” I sigh. “You must do as you will.”
He smiles, and for a moment I’m reminded of the man I love, rather than this intense, dark character who has confronted me this morning. “I believe you withheld this information because you seek to protect the prisoner.”
“Magnus?” I baulk, jumping to my feet at the suggestion.
Anders nods. “Yes,” he confirms.
“Why in Donrose would I choose to shield the monster who abducted me, my Lofðungr?” I’m almost shrieking now, a spike of emotion rising in me.
“That part I’m less certain about,” he admits, his expression darkening at the realisation. “I wonder if you have feelings for him.”
“Have you lost your mind, my Lofðungr?” I demand, approaching the place he sits. “I do not have any affection for that monster!” I spit the final word out with venom. “The way he manhandled me, the way he touched me…” I shudder, swallowing back the wretched emotions that the outburst has created in me. “He disgusts me.”
Anders gazes up at me, his eyes large and unblinking. “I know that,” he murmurs, rising to meet me. He closes the distance between us, wrapping his arms around me. “I know, my sweeting.”
Finally there is a fragment of my husband, his warm embrace a brief reminder of the man who had punished and adored me last evening. The sensation warms me, and helps to suppress my outrage at his inference.
“Then why say such a thing?” I ask as I crane my neck to see him tower over me.
He sighs, drawing me closer against his body. “Because, Aurelie, I wonder if you’d even recognise your affection for the man.”
I shake my head into his chest. “What does that mean, my Lofðungr?” I probe, my mind still reeling from his sick implication.
There’s a dark chuckle from Anders. “It means that once upon a time you probably said the same thing about me, little one. Didn’t I disgust you when you were first my prisoner?”
I still at his suggestion, my lips parting. Oh, Gods! Can he be right? I swallow at the memory of the woman who Anders had ordered be delivered to his camp. She looked like me, but in so many ways she was different. So many things have changed in her life over the past few months that that Aurelie is totally unrecognisable to me now. Maybe I had thought the same thing about Anders at that point? I had been attracted to him, but also riled and outraged at the way he’d treated me. Was that so different to the way I felt for Magnus?
“Aurelie?”
The sound of my name startles me, and I glance up at my husband. “You’re wrong,” I whisper up at him. “You never disgusted me, Anders, not the way that he does.”
He offers me another smile, his lips grazing the top of my head. “I know you believe that,” he tells me, “but it doesn’t help me. I still think you’re seeking to protect Magnus, even if the attempt is unconscious.”
I blink up at him, pulling away from his embrace. “So, there’s nothing I can say then?” I mumble as I retreat. “Nothing I can do to convince you that I am not protecting Magnus?”
He raises his head, as though he is looking to the Gods for help. “I don’t know…” he admits. “It’s killing me to think this way, my sweeting, but what other conclusion can I draw?” His voice cracks at the question, and he turns to look at me.
“You could trust me, my Lofðungr?” I reply, pulling in a shaky breath as my own emotion catches in my throat. “You can trust your wife instead of second-guessing her? I have no affection for Magnus!”
“Yet you want to spare his life?” he sneers, and the intensity of his expression catches me off guard. “Like you did mine?”
“For goodness’ sake, Anders!” I snap. “Is that what this is about? Just because I favour mercy over cruelty, does that mean I have feelings for Magnus?”
At that moment the night falls in Anders’ eyes. I see it. I actually see the moment he disengages.
“I’ll send for Inger,” he announces as he strides past me. “You need to dress. The king is expecting to see you.”
“So, that’s it?” I say, irritated and bemused as he heads for the door. “You just throw all this at me, and now you go?”
Anders reaches the door, placing his large right palm against the wood. “There’s nothing else to say for the time being,” he explains as he twists to look back at me. “I need some fresh air. I’ll send for Inger.”
I watch as he departs the chamber, his words still ringing in my ears. As the door closes behind Anders, I lurch for the bed, landing on the soft covers. Uncontrollable sobs fill my chest, threatening to drown me, and then I am lost to the misery. Hot tears fall down my cheeks as I let it consume me.



Chapter Thirty-Two: An Unexpected Turn
 
 
I rouse the next day, my heart still heavy. There’s a void now, an emotional distance between my Viking and me, and the realisation makes me wretched. A large part of my mind is still numb, not truly believing what has taken place, and yet it has. Anders and I had spent the majority of yesterday avoiding any real contact, and when the night fell our chamber became a sombre place. Last evening was the first we’d spent together where there had been no passion and no intimacy. Instead I had fallen into a fitful sleep on one side of the four-poster, whilst my husband had occupied the other. The chasm between us was suddenly very real.
As I survey the bed in the morning light, I realise it’s empty for the second day running. I roll from the bedding, the old anxious knot of tension tightening in my belly at Anders’ absence. He had been so remote the prior night. I had hoped to try and rekindle some affection this morning, so it’s crushing to find he has already left. I sit up and glance around the room. What would have drawn him from our bed so early? Surely he has not decided to visit Magnus again? I swallow down the unpleasant thought, and pad over to the window to find the sun quite high in the sky. Blinking at the sight of it, I realise that perhaps it is not as early as I had assumed, so I pull a gown over my head and trot to the door.
Opening it gently, I peer into the stone corridor.
“Your Highness?” The sound of the guard’s voice jolts me into life, and I offer him a weak smile as he salutes me.
“Good ‘morrow,” I reply. “Do you know the whereabouts of the prince this morning?” I feel ridiculous having to ask where my own husband is, but the man answers me at once.
“My Lofðungr is with the king.” He hesitates, and something about his change of tone makes me grip the doorframe a little tighter. “There has been some concern about his health overnight.” His gaze flickers at the admission, and I can see the genuine sadness in his eyes. The people of Lundborg love their monarch, and even in my short time within the castle, I have grown to care for him too.
“I am sorry to hear it.” The words come from me in a rush. “Please, send for Inger. I must dress at once at join Prince Anders.”
“Ja, Your Highness,” he responds, nodding at me, and gesturing for the second guard to go and carry out my command.
I slip back into the chamber, my mind now occupied with worry about the king. He had seemed so well yesterday, or so I had thought, but perhaps the situation with Anders had blinded me to his decline? A new well of misery fills within me, the weight of the news bearing down on my already miserable soul. A memory of my own father comes to mind, his cheery face sending a wave of sorrow through me. Whilst he had often been stern and unimpressed with his only daughter as I grew, he had been a loving and doting parent once. I’d quite forgotten those times, and now as I blink into the sunlight, the thought unsettles me.
I miss him. I miss his guidance, and the security he had provided. How many months has it been since I had watched him ride to war with Eustace? Bowen and I had heard nothing from him for so long that we’d assumed the worst many months before Anders’ men had attacked our castle at Donrose. I sit down on the bed, choking back the sadness that fills my heart. I have not thought of my father for so long, and now the hurt of his loss wounds me again. Water tears in my eyes, but I wipe it away with the back of my hand. What is the use of these tears now? Father is almost certainly dead, and even if by some miracle he has survived, imagine his disgust at finding me married to his greatest enemy. The shame would likely cause him great injury. I inhale slowly, blinking the remaining tears away. I must garner some strength. If the king is truly not long for this life, then I will need it. It will be my job to comfort Anders, and stand by his side in whatever comes next.
A knock at the door startles me from the melancholy consideration, and I glance up to find Inger waiting to assist me. I greet her with a flimsy smile, rising to ready myself for the tasks of the coming hours. She curtseys, moving to meet me by the row of gowns by the far window.
“Good ‘morrow, Your Highness,” she says, her voice sounding strained.
I reach for her small hand and squeeze it. “Hello, Inger,” I reply. “Please help me to dress with haste. I must join my Lofðungr forthwith.”
She nods, apparently understanding the reasons for my concern as she shifts and arranges my attire for the day. Evidently news of the king’s condition has spread throughout the castle. The thought makes the air around us even heavier somehow.
It is less than an hour later that I am presentable, and scurrying along the castle hallways with one of the guards posted outside of my chamber. I did not even attempt to resist his desire to accompany me, my tender behind acting as a reminder of what would await me when Anders found out. As we approach the king’s private chambers, my pace instinctively begins to slow. I steel myself for whatever condition I will find him in, determining that whatever our differences, I must be here to support my husband in this dark hour.
Permitted entry into the royal bedchamber, I find a selection of men already in attendance. One I know to be the medical man who had treated me after my recent turn, but the others are strangers to me. As I enter, they nod, offering me small bows as I pass. My gaze falls over the bed and to the man sleeping inside the covers. He resembles the king, sharing his facial features, and fair complexion, but that is where the similarities end. The man wrapped in bedcovers is aged much greater than I remember the king being, his skin looking fragile, as though the slightest impact may tear it. His face seems worn and haggard. I swear new lines have been worn into his flesh overnight, a feat that is surely impossible, and yet unless my eyes now deceive me, it is true. To make matters all the worse, his breathing is laboured. Each breath sounds like a terrible effort to endure.
By his bedside sits Anders, his own face engraved with obvious worry. He eyes my arrival, and rises to greet me. “Aurelie,” he sighs, embracing me hard, his need for solace understandable, despite our recent acrimony.
“My Lofðungr,” I breathe, wrapping my arms around his doublet. I hold him against me for a while, the heat of his breath tickling the side of my neck. “What has happened? The king seemed so well only yesterday?”
He draws in a deep breath before he answers, lowering his arms to grab my small palms. “I know not,” he answers, shaking his head as he glances back to where his father lays. “His groom found him this way first thing and came to notify me. Our best medicine men are here, but…” He hesitates as his voice breaks a little.
Gazing up, I see the emotion in his eyes. Every ounce of animosity I had been carrying slips away from me. This is the man I love. His heart is breaking, and I feel powerless to help him. I turn to the sage man who had treated me, squeezing my husband gently as I question him.
“What say you, sir?” I begin. “What is the explanation for the king’s poor health this morning?”
The older man steps forward, addressing us both. “His heart seems weak, Your Highness,” he explains, “although we are not clear why this is. We should like to administer medicinal herbs to aid him, but my Lofðungr is not in a fit state to receive such treatment.”
I gaze back to the king’s listless body, watching his chest struggling to take in air. “Then what can be done?” I ask, my exasperation evident in my tone.
“There is nothing,” Anders answers me. “The king’s fate lies with the Gods now.” He shifts from my body, turning and pacing back to the side of his father’s bed. “Only they will decide if he regains his strength.”
I press my lips together as I watch the scene. My heart plummets as I watch the son assessing the father. The air of hopelessness in the king’s chamber is suddenly overwhelming. “Then we should pray to them?” I offer, walking to stand beside Anders, and clasping his large hand.
He turns to glance at me, offering me a weak smile. “I haven’t spoken to the Gods directly for a long time, my sweeting,” he murmurs in my direction. “I do not think they would even recognise me now.”
I blink up at him, feeling the tears welling in my eyes. I have never seen Anders so despondent before. In all the time I have known him, he has been the essence of calm and control. He is always in charge, and taking the lead, yet the man who stands before me now looks afraid and hopeless. “That cannot be true,” I reassure him. “You are as much a prince to them as you are to everyone here, my Lofðungr.”
Anders’ expression softens at that, and his arm slips around my shoulder, pulling me into the heat of his body. “Thank the Gods for you, my love,” he whispers into my hair. “For every woe I have caused, they have seen fit to bring you to me.” He gazes deeply into my eyes and his words resonate all the more after yesterday’s bitterness.
Pressing my hand to his chest, I nuzzle into him. “I do not know much about your Gods,” I confess, “yet I am certain that they will forgive whatever transgressions you have committed, Anders.” I pause, gazing up at him for his response. He tilts his head at me, and there is silence for a long moment.
All at once the atmosphere between us changes. It’s almost imperceptible, but it’s there. Something about the expression in his eye stirs the passion at my core, and at length his blond brow arches at my expression. Despite the sombre tone of the chamber, the look of this small act sends energy racing down my back.
I know that look in my Viking.
That arched brow means he has queried some deed of mine, and possibly means to punish me.
He turns to the men assembled behind us. “Leave us,” he commands. “If the king’s condition changes, I will send for you all at once.”
I glance behind me to see the small circle of men mumble their respects and shuffle from the room. As the door to the king’s chamber closes behind them, Anders springs to life, his free arm snaking to my waist and tugging me flush against his body.
“Aurelie,” he breathes. “How good it is to see you. I did not know if you would come after yesterday.”
I blink up at him, stunned by his statement. “Of course, I came!” I reply. “How could I not? The king has been nothing but a friend to me, and you are my husband, my Lofðungr. I am always here for you.”
Anders leans into my body, pressing his temple gently into my forehead. “I am sorry I upset you, Aurelie. I should not have let mistrust rule my instincts.”
Pulling in a shaky breath, I gaze up into those pale blue eyes. “You believe me now then?” I wonder out loud. “You know I have no affection for Magnus?”
He nods against me gently. “Let us just say I am working on the matter,” he chuckles darkly, “and now the news of my Lofðungr has put the issue into stark perspective.”
I sigh, understanding exactly what he means.
“And now to these transgressions?” His voice has taken on a deep resonance as he speaks, and as I gaze up at him that same blond brow arches in my direction. His expression challenges me, and the notion makes moisture pool at the apex of my thighs, reminding me how much I have missed my husband. “Transgressions sounds rather like you accuse me of some wrongdoing. To which transgression does my Lady refer?”
I exhale, taken aback by his dramatic change of tack. It’s as though the tender, grieving son I had witnessed just now has evaporated, and my masterful Viking has resumed in his place. The reality is that both versions of my husband stand before me, and the wry smile on his face only fuels my desire for him.
“I did not mean any acts specifically, my Lofðungr,” I assure him, flustered as my words fall from my lips. “Only that I am sure your Gods are forgiving by nature?”
He snorts at my words, the hand at my shoulder rising to my hair. He fists it boldly, dragging my head backwards gently to expose my neck. I gasp at his sudden mastery, both shocked and aroused at the act. “I know you are still ignorant of many of our ways, Aurelie,” he mutters forebodingly. “I do not blame you for that. Yet you should know, our Gods are anything but forgiving. They have high expectations of us in life and in death, and are not known for their mercy.”
I nod to show an understanding that in truth, I do not have. “You know best, my Lofðungr,” I concede. “Truly, I did not intend to offend you.”
He smiles at me wryly, offering me that same dark chuckle. “Hmmm,” he replies. “I suspect you came here only to comfort me and offer me solace. Am I right?”
Smiling, I nod once more. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I answer him. “Although it seems my words have been misconstrued?”
Anders lowers his face to my throat, planting hot kisses over my flesh. I groan reflexively at the exquisite sensations, all too aware of the king, who still lies on the bed beside us.
“Misconstrued?” he repeats as he raises his head to gaze at me again. “Is that right?”
“Yes,” I squeak, my head still held backwards by the strong fist in my hair.
His face comes into view over me, his expression dark and brooding. It’s impossible to tell if he is acting in jest or he has genuinely taken offence at my words. Anxiety for his father could have caused his moods to fluctuate, and I consider that the situation should be handled with care.
“I would not blame you for finding fault in me.” As Anders speaks, his grip on my hair lessens, although he still holds me in place in front of him. “I have been the cause of much woe in your life, Aurelie of Donrose.”
The strain in his voice washes over me, and I blink up at him as best I can in this awkward position.
“Perhaps, my Lofðungr,” I murmur, “but consider this. You have also been the cause of much joy, pleasure, and contentment. Perhaps we cannot have one without the other?”
His hand releases me in an instant and he pulls me hard against him. I go with a gasp, landing flush beside his hard body. “I do not believe that you truly intended to upset me,” he tells me as those blue eyes pierce my flesh. “Yet, my Lady, please do not think you can criticise me in front of my men, be they our soldiers, or our elders. I am every inch your prince as I am theirs.”
I flush at the accusation, totally unprepared for the way the conversation has gone. I should scowl at him. I want to scowl. Yet I also know he is hurting, so I do not press the point. Lowering my gaze, I experience the usual stab of rejection that his chastisements produce in me, yet there is also that simmering burning between my thighs.
“I understand, my Lofðungr,” I mumble into his chest. “You are more than just my prince; you are, and always will be, my master.”
He smiles down at me, the look in his eyes sending my arousal spiralling. “That’s right, my sweeting,” he replies in a low whisper. “And don’t you ever forget it.”
His eyes sparkle at me, and I feel the heat in me collecting at my core. Forget it? I want to scoff at the mere idea! As if it is even possible…
“My son…”
In the heat of the last few moments I had almost forgotten that we are not alone in the room, and I jump at the king’s voice. Based on Anders’ reaction, he had also not expected us to be interrupted.
“My Lofðungr!” he cries eagerly, turning from my side and striding to where his father lays. “You are awake, thank the Gods!”
“Anders,” comes the king’s reply. Anders reaches for his hand, and squeezes it as he falls to his knees at his father’s bedside.
“It is so good to talk to you,” smiles Anders, who sounds overawed by his father’s apparent recovery. “We had expected the worst.”
From behind his son, I see the king’s brow raise at Anders’ words. I stifle the amusement that fills me as I watch the act, which is so readily used on me by his own son. “It seems the Gods have deemed it necessary to send me back to you, Anders.” He pauses, searching for me behind his son. “Now, why might that have been?”
Following his gaze, Anders glances back at me, before his attention returns to his father. “I hope so that you can continue to rule over us, my Lofðungr,” he replies, his tone optimistic.
The king laughs meekly. It’s a tired sound, the noise of a man who has already resigned himself to his fate. “I think not, my boy,” he says, lifting his palm and patting the back of Anders’ hand gently. “It is time to accept that my life is nearly done. I have led a long and fruitful existence, and soon I shall stand at the gates of Valhalla.”
Anders lowers his head as the king’s words register. “Am I to be an orphan so soon?” The words are mumbled down into his chest, and the sound of his voice draws me closer to his kneeling body. Instinctively I reach for his shoulder, wanting to soothe some of the hurt away.
“So soon?” scoffs the king. He shifts his weight in his bed, an act that obviously causes him some discomfort. I watch the pain as it flashes across his face for the briefest second. “Anders, look at me.”
My Viking husband responds to the king’s command at once, raising his head to look his father in the eye. The two men exchange a weighty stare for a long moment, and in this instance of personal intensity, I cannot help but feel like I am intruding on a deeply private moment.
“You are grown, Anders,” begins the king, his blue gaze capturing all of Anders’ attention. “You’re an accomplished swordsman and have led many great military campaigns. I am proud of you—I always have been. You are also a husband now, and—Gods willing—will soon become a father. You will be a wonderful leader to my people. This is your time, my son…”
Anders draws in a shaky breath at his reasoning. I know he has considered these thoughts himself, but to hear them from his father must be an awful shock. “Thank you, my Lofðungr,” he murmurs, his voice thick with emotion. “But do not think that any of this means I need you less.” He hesitates, the dam of tears in him seemingly on the verge of breaking. “I still need you,” he goes on softly. “I always will.”
The king smiles at him kindly. “Come now,” he soothes. “You have Aurelie, a beautiful lady who will stand by your side and support you. And you will need it, my son, believe me. I have been less a ruler since your mother left this world, and much less a man.” The king’s attention shifts to me, his eyes bright as he speaks. “Come here, Aurelie,” he commands. “You should be right here, by Anders’ side.”
I shuffle closer toward the bed, flustered and a little embarrassed that the king may have just overheard some of our recent, private conversation. He eyes my approach, smiling as I near his bed. “There you are,” he says with a weak grin. “Perhaps already carrying my grandson?”
A blush engulfs my face before I can even respond, and instinctively all three of us glance down at my belly. “I hope so, my Lofðungr,” I reply, returning his smile.
Anders rises from his knee, watching the interaction between the king and me. “You’re right about the last, my Lofðungr,” he says, capturing my right hand in his large palm. “Aurelie is the best of me.”
The king’s smile widens, his expression full of pride for the love Anders and I have found together. “Yes,” he agrees, “but my son, you must listen. You may be the man, the leader, and the one in command. It may be your role to guide, correct, and even take your wife in hand at times.”
I shift my weight awkwardly as the conversation continues, my face flaming at the king’s words.
“But do not forget the importance of the woman. Without her love, her trust, and her surrender, you have nothing to offer, Anders. A man grows from the love of a woman.” He looks from his son to me, his expression serious. “And do not exploit your power over her. It is not fair to tease or jest about that power, Anders. If she has overstepped a line between you, then you must address the matter with calmness and clarity.” His eyes are fixed on his son now, who nods at his words. “There is no room for misconstrued sentiment when you are king, Anders.”
The king pauses, his gaze falling upon my embarrassed, crimson face at his last statement. It now seems certain that he overheard something of Anders’ and my private discourse, and yet I cannot resent him for it. The king has always been my advocate. The weight of Anders’ stare also lands upon the side of my face, and I turn to meet it.
“I understand, my Lofðungr,” says Anders, though his eyes never leave me. “I swear I shall try harder to be a fair and good husband.”
Anders’ expression sears into me, and I have to steady myself against the king’s bed. The sound of the older man’s laughter fills the room. It’s weaker than usual, but still hearty and warming. “Then everything is as it should be,” he concludes wistfully. “I have love for you both, and it is my heart’s truest wish that you live a long and wonderful life together.”



Chapter Thirty-Three: Love, Respect, and Desire
 
 
The king’s men return, flocking to their monarch’s bedside as news of his progress circulates. I retreat, allowing Anders time to confer with them. He is met by his groom, and they speak intently for a moment, before he turns and finds me by the entranceway.
“Shall we walk, my Lady?” he asks me. “I could use some fresh air.”
I nod, watching as he presses himself up against me, his wicked smile lighting up his handsome face. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I answer. “I should like that.”
He presses his temple against my forehead again, and for a moment we are still, absorbing each other’s energy and heat. “Let’s go then, my sweeting,” he commands softly. “I do not want to leave the king for long.”
Our feet are moving after that, his strong arms guiding me from his father’s chamber, and beyond that through the endless corridors of the castle. We find ourselves on the battlements, walking hand in hand. The morning mists have cleared, and the air is fresh and clean. Anders broods besides me, his head understandably distracted. I glance in his direction, wondering if it’s his father or Magnus who fills his mind. Sensing my query, he turns to find me watching him.
“I have news from my brother; a rider brought word this morning.” He pauses, eyeing me intently.
I swallow hard, the anxiety in my stomach knotting. “What is the news, my Lofðungr?” I ask.
“Our men met the Donrosian army last night. There was a battle, and both parties have taken losses.” His tone is grave as he explains and I bite my lower lip as the tension ratchets within me.
“Eustace?” I enquire, my voice trembling. We may have never seen eye to eye, but the man is still my brother. I have to know if he is alive or not. “Do you know if he has fallen?”
Anders’ right hand reaches for my face, caressing my cheek tenderly. “At the last report, your brother was safe and well,” he replies.
I sigh, not realising how much apprehension had built up inside me. “Well, I suppose that is something?” I say wistfully, leaning into the warmth of his hand.
“There is also the matter of Magnus,” Anders goes on, his fingers still insistent at my face.
I tilt my head at the name of my captor, fresh anxiety whipping through me after our recent animosity on the subject.
“Please, my Lofðungr,” I begin. “Let us not go over this territory again.”
The hand at my cheek shifts to my nape, drawing me toward his chest. “Of course not,” he purrs, reassuring me with the warmth of his embrace. “I admit that Magnus’ words riled me yesterday, but I do not seek further acrimony. I swear to you, my love, that man shall never bother you again, and that includes causing friction between us.”
I exhale deeply once more, letting out more of the worry that had been consuming me. “Then why does his name still furrow your brow, Master?” The words fall from my lips unthinkingly. I had not intended to call him my master, although in truth, that is who he now is. He has mastered me in every way possible, and I truly love him for it.
His eyes widen at my choice of language, his face descending upon me in a flash. I yield even before his lips find me, savouring the masculine scent of him against my flesh. Anders’ tongue snakes within me, moving deftly under my lip. The act is so small, so subtle, and yet its sensuality rekindles the fire in me that only he can satiate.
“You’re right, my sweeting,” he murmurs as he draws away. “Nothing should ever furrow my brow whilst you are at my side.”
I flush, revelling in the sentiment, but I do not speak, and wait for him to continue. Acknowledging my silence, Anders duly does so.
“I mean only that my father was due to pass verdict on him today,” he says, “but as things stand, that is unlikely to transpire now.”
“But the king seems much revived now?” I counter. “Perhaps he will be strong enough in a day or two?”
Anders’ pale blue eyes burn into me in that mesmerising way that has always captured me. “Perhaps,” he replies.
“If the king is not well enough, then the duty will fall to you, my Lofðungr,” I say, careful to ensure that my tone is respectful. “I know you will pass the right verdict.”
The smile that meets me is sincere, as the hand at the back of my neck caresses me once more. “You have too much faith in me, my sweeting,” he replies. “You always have.”
My mind rushes back to the initial encounters between Anders and me. The first time he had found me in my father’s castle in Donrose, he had saved Magnus from striking me, yet he had also been the one who’d ordered my abduction from my homelands. He held me prisoner, displaying and humiliating me in the most terrible ways, and yet he had been warm and tender when we were alone together. My Viking has always been myriad conflicting deeds. Part warrior and part lover.
“I do not think so,” I whisper at length, replying to his point. “I think perhaps I just see the man you can be, rather than the one you sometimes have been.”
I tense as the words leave my lips, praying to any of the Gods who will listen that I haven’t once again overstepped the line between us. To my relief his expression breaks into a warm smile at my statement. “It seems my Lady does have a lot to say this morning,” he laughs, drawing me toward his body, “but I am going to take the advice of my king, and not permit her words to rile me. Instead, I shall only love you, Aurelie.”
“I am pleased,” I reply in a gasp as his strong right arm snakes to my waist. “I do not mean to rile.”
“No,” he agrees with a smile. “I suspect that you do not, and perhaps you are right. I have sometimes been a devil. It is time to put that monster to bed and be a better man.”
His gaze rises to the mountains behind me, the sunlight reflecting in his beautiful eyes as he contemplates his own logic. I regard him with an awe I have never felt before. It is one thing to wield power with a sword, but quite another thing to strive for something better. The king is right; Anders will be a truly remarkable ruler when the time comes…
“I love you, my Lofðungr,” I murmur, my eyes still fixed on his strong jaw and those dazzling eyes as he glances down to me.
“You are more than I deserve,” he tells me fondly. “What did this devil do to earn you?”
I blink at his compliment, absorbing his praise like the sunlight. And then, in a moment of apparent madness, I challenge him once again. “I think that devil took me from my home,” I answer him. “He gave me no choice and used me, as I recall, as his footstool.” My tone is sardonic, but my heart is racing as I speak, knowing I am pushing my luck after such a tender, intimate moment.
The sight of his brow arching sends a wave of desire crashing through me. He regards me in silence for a long moment, a mischievous grin spreading over his handsome features. “I think my Lady is correct,” he confirms, as the hand at my neck brushes the stray hairs from my face. “And a fine footstool you made too. Beautiful to behold, and if my memory serves, you also found the ordeal utterly tantalising?”
I feel the heat rising to my face as my mind recalls the event in excruciating detail. Anders is right; despite my utter fury and mortification at being used in such a base and degrading way, the act had made me hot, wet, and shamefully aroused. It was one of the first times I had ever experienced the emotion. The memory of the act was thereafter forever branded into my mind.
“Ah, I see you remember it well?” he remarks wryly.
I laugh as I meet his eye again. “I do, my Lofðungr,” I reply. “It was horrendous, and yet enticing too, as you say.”
“It proves what a devil I am,” he tells me, his stare intense.
“Was,” I correct him. “You do not subject me to such humiliating public tasks anymore, although you did leash me on our wedding night…”
The edges of his lips turn up ever so slightly at my comments, and a gush of arousal pools between my legs at the look of it.
“I have not done so recently,” he agrees, “but perhaps I should do again?” His scintillating gaze never leaves me, and I gasp audibly as his suggestion washes over.
“Use me as…” I hesitate, unable to say the words out loud.
“Furniture?” he says, concluding my sentence for me.
The muscles of my sex clench at his tone, my mind imagining the scenario he speaks about in an instant. Even though I have no conscious desire to submit to such depravity again, there is no denying the immediate throb of arousal that pulses inside me at the thought.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I whisper.
“Perhaps, yes,” he says quietly. “Would you like me to, in private I mean?”
My lips part at the question, relishing the fact that he has asked me permission. That had never happened the first time. “Only in private?” I ask, my voice barely audible over the sound of my pounding heart.
“Yes, my sweeting,” he answers me. “Your body is no longer a banner I wave for all my men to see. You are not a token of victory, you are my wife. One day you will be my queen…” He pauses, his voice catching as he presumably recalls his father’s predicament. “This is about our mutual pleasure now, but that doesn’t mean we cannot indulge the more wicked desires which we harbour?” That brow flicks again, connecting directly to my pulsating sex. “Do you like the sound of that, Aurelie?”
My throat dries as I go to respond. The answer is that I do like the sound of that. I like it very much. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I pant, forcing the words out when they do not initially come. “I’m ashamed to say that I do.”
“There is no shame,” he corrects me. “We have moved from that. What we have now is love, respect, and desire.”
I nod at him, wishing all of sudden that we could retire to our chambers so that he could see for himself just how excited the idea makes me.
“Later,” he tells me with a chuckle, as though he has just read my mind. “I will devour you later.”
“My Lofðungr?”
The man’s voice comes from behind Anders, and he turns to see one of the king’s guard running to greet him with a bow.
“What is it?” Anders snaps, his tone etched with concern at the sight of the man. I know immediately what troubles him. Something has happened to the king.
“The king’s condition has worsened, my Lofðungr,” he puffs, out of breath from his sprint. “He asks that you and Lady Aurelie join him at once.”
Anders’ hand has found my palm even before the guard has concluded. There’s a brief second of hesitation, his large eyes finding me, and then he’s striding back across the battlements so fast that I have to run to keep up.



Chapter Thirty-Four: The Void
 
 
The king’s breathing is ragged again. The evidence of the effort that each breath now requires is there for everyone to hear, and I squeeze my husband’s hand as we approach his father’s bed again.
“My Lofðungr?” The tremble in Anders’ voice is clear as he lowers his face over the older man to kiss him.
The king smiles weakly. “My son,” he says, and then twisting his head to look upon me, “and my daughter. Thank you for coming back.”
I have to catch my breath at the king’s words. He has told me before that he considers me a daughter, but to hear such an admission now is deeply moving. I glance to Anders, his eyes tearing as he watches his father.
“Aurelie.” The king’s voice is serious, and his hand moves to my arm, pulling me closer. “Take care of my boy.” His hand falls south, squeezing my hand as best he can.
“I will, my Lofðungr,” I reply, my own eyes pricking with tears. After everything, I have come to love him in my own way. He has been nothing but kind and supportive since I arrived in Lundborg—a friend to me, and an advocate. “I vow I will always take care of him.”
The king pulls his lips into a painful smile. “I know you will, my dear,” he murmurs, the weight of whatever ails him clearly growing. “And you, Anders,” he twists his head as best he can towards his son, “remember what I have told you, and you will be a wise and fair ruler.”
I glance to my husband, watching his handsome face conflicted with the turmoil. A part of him inside is dying along with his father, yet he knows what responsibility lies ahead, and that he must face it like a Viking. And that means fearlessly.
“I will, my Lofðungr,” he assures the older man, with a nod of the head. “I always will.”
The king’s head falls back against the bedding, the message he wanted to convey now communicated. I watch as his eyes flutter closed, the effort of imparting his words having drained him of what little energy remained. I reach for Anders’ hand, clinging to it as the sounds of the king’s shallow breathing fills the chamber.
“It won’t be long.” Anders sounds calm as he explains what I already know, but the knot of emotion is right there in his throat. “I want to stay with him now. Until the end.”
I nod, drawing in my own shaky breath. “Of course,” I whisper, as I gaze up at my husband. “I’d like to stay with you, Anders, if you desire me to?”
The fingers at my hand tighten around my flesh. “Always,” he replies, his gaze still on his father. “I need you here, always.”
We stay with the king for the next few hours, standing vigil at his bedside as he slowly slips away. He never opens those knowing eyes again, but we sit either side of him, speaking to him in gentle tones as the sun slithers down over the horizon. As darkness falls, he draws his last breath, his chest giving up the struggle to rise and lower once more. He lies there, now at peace, the picture of serenity. His battle is finally over.
My gaze flits to Anders. His expression demonstrates the reality, he knows his father has gone, yet he remains stoic in the face of his men.
“The king is dead,” he tells them solemnly. “Send word to our people and allies.” He pauses, steeling himself to continue. “And send word to my brother. He should know the end was peaceful. Our father will watch over his progress now.”
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” replies his groom, bowing and retreating from the chamber.
Anders turns to me, closing the distance between us in just a few strides. “Thank you for staying with him, Aurelie,” he murmurs. “It meant a lot—to both of us.” He glances to the body of his father as he concludes.
“It is the least I could do,” I reply, running my hand down the length of his arm. “The king was a great man. He welcomed a foreigner into his home, and into his family.”
Anders smiles at that, and we come together, his arms sliding around me as we embrace. “I shall need to arrange the funeral,” he sighs. “He deserves the grandest affair I can muster with the men we have left in Lundborg.”
I hold him against me, rubbing his back. “I know,” I tell him. “But there will be time for that. Surely now you just need to take a breath, Anders? This has all been so unexpected, and…”
His large index finger presses into my lips, silencing me. “You’re right as always, my sweeting,” Anders tells me, his voice throaty with emotion. “Let us take this time.”
I blink up at him. “My Lofðungr?” I reply. “What should we do?”
His eyes glisten at my question, and he releases his hold on me, reaching for my hand. “We are retiring to our chambers for the night,” he tells those still assembled at his father’s death bed. I allow my gaze to leave him for the first time since the king passed, eyeing the elders and guards who remain. The air is laced with grief, their silence heavy and woeful.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” they mumble in reply to the command.
“Do not interrupt us unless it is a matter of urgency,” he orders them as his gaze runs down the line of attentive faces. “We need time to process this loss. Then the arrangements can be made for the funeral. We shall need to bring the king’s longboat to Lundborg. Send word to the leaders of our fleet.”
The assembled men fall into low bows as Anders concludes, and we pass before them and out into the corridor. Once there, I glance to him furtively. He stands tall, and looks stronger than ever as he paces the sombre halls. Soon he will be king himself, a concept that is certain not to be lost on him.
We wander for a while, and I realise that we are not taking the direct route back to our chambers, as he had indicated. Instead, we walk on wordlessly, my palm swallowed up by the grip of his large hand. Passing down a particularly long corridor, I blink around me. Something about this place is eerily familiar, although it is not a part of the castle I regularly frequent. It is then that the stark truth hits me; this is where I had been the night Magnus had confronted me. My feet halt at the realisation, my breath coming only in shallow pants as the memory of that night floods my mind.
“Aurelie?” Anders’ progress is cut short by my dramatic pause, and he turns to look back at where I stand. “What is it, my love?”
I draw in a shaky breath, willing myself some composure. My husband has just lost his father; the last thing he needs is for me to have a panic attack. Shaking away the image of Magnus’ cruel sneer as he’d ascended on me, I try to focus on Anders. “It is…” I hesitate, suddenly unsure how best to proceed.
He strides back toward me, capturing my face between those large hands. “My love?” he says again, his tone urgent.
Blinking up at him, I finally catch my breath. There is something in those large pale blue eyes that has the ability to ground me. “This is where I was just before Magnus took me…” I explain, pushing the words out in a rush.
Anders’ eyes narrow as he processes my reasoning, and then the hands at my face slip south, pressing my body against his own taut chest. “Oh, Aurelie,” he whispers, lowering his face to kiss my hair. “I had no idea. I’m sorry…”
I raise my eyes to gaze up at him. “You have no need to apologise,” I answer him. “It’s just, I wasn’t prepared, that’s all…” My voice trails away, and for a long moment we merely stare at each other, lost in the weight of all the emotions.
Gradually, Anders withdraws, taking my hand and pulling me toward one of the small windows. I watch as the first glints of moonlight reflect in his fair hair, his eyes brooding as he looks to the horizon. At length, his smouldering gaze returns to me. “I should not have brought you here,” he murmurs. “I just needed some time, some space from my advisors…”
Squeezing the fingers of his hand, I meet his eye. “I’m glad you brought me here,” I reply. “I need to face these demons. I cannot let Magnus frighten me anymore. I will soon be your queen.”
He embraces me, wrapping those warm, strong arms around my slender body. “I am so proud of you,” he whispers. “You are so much stronger than I am.”
I shake my head against his chest. “That is simply not true,” I murmur. “You are the strongest man I have ever met.”
He’s chuckling as he draws away from me, creating just enough space to smile down at my face. “You flatter me, my sweeting,” he responds, his brow arching a little as he assesses me.
I return his laugh, pleased to see him smile, yet well aware of the overriding sadness in his expression. He seems lost, bereft, as though the loss of his father has left a void in him that can never be filled again. “The king was a great man, my Lofðungr,” I tell him, eyeing him as he inhales at my words. “I know you will miss him, but all things will be well. Your father was right, you will make a mighty ruler.”
The arm at my waist tightens, but Anders does not speak in reply. Instead, he turns, twisting his handsome face to look out at the castle grounds again. When his gaze settles over me once more, his eyes are brimming with tears.
“I do not think I can go on without him, Aurelie,” he whispers, his voice thick with emotion. “He was my rock for so many years…”
My heart breaks as I witness his profound sorrow, and I reach for his chest, wanting to offer him some solace in this moment. “I know,” I murmur, rising to my tiptoes to kiss the exposed part of his collarbone. “I know he was,” I say, “but you can and must go on, Anders. Norse needs you, Lundborg needs you.” I draw in a breath as the enormity of my words settles over me. “Anders, I need you…”
He gazes down at me, large tears making tracks down his weather-beaten cheeks as he nods his head slowly. “I know,” he replies. “And I vow I will be here for you, Aurelie, and for all of my people, yet this loss pains me more than I’d ever dared to imagine.”
His distress is like an arrow to my heart, but I do my best not to show it. “Of course, my Lofðungr,” I whisper, wanting to offer him consolation. “Of course, it does. The love you bore your father was powerful. It is natural that you feel this way. Yet this pain will lessen with time, I swear it.”
The dam within Anders finally breaks at my words, and the strong, imposing man I love with all my soul breaks down in front of me. Heartbroken at his display of sorrow, I hold him whilst he sobs, allowing the tears to fall and cleanse him in much the same way he had held me on our way back to the castle after Magnus had abducted me. I do not know how long we stand there, my small arms wrapped around his muscular body, but for the longest time the only sounds are the guttural cries from my husband and my small whimpers of comfort.
At length, the well within him empties, and his tears begin to dry. The first sign of his returning composure is the hand that rises to my cheek, cradling my head. The small act of intimacy rouses me, and I gaze up at my Viking.
“Anders?” My voice sounds impossibly small in the solitude of the hallway.
He blinks down at me. “Aurelie, I…” There is a pause, and he raises his face into the moonlight. “I do not know if I can live as I have before.”
“My Lofðungr?” I say, anxiety twisting in me at his tone. “What do you mean?”
Anders’ gaze falls to me. “I have lived egotistically, and without conscience. My treatment of you in the past is evidence of that alone.”
“Anders,” I begin, “all of those things are in the past, you know that.”
He shakes his head, reaching for my arm, which he squeezes gently. “You are an angel, my sweeting,” he murmurs, “and yet that is not enough. I must be more altruistic, more devoted to you, and to my people. The loss of my father has brought this all into perspective for me.”
I nod. “I understand,” I reply, “yet do not seek to give up all that you were before, my Lofðungr.”
My response seems to startle him, and he lowers his face into mine, his lips nuzzling against me. “What parts of that man would you have me keep, my love?” he asks as he nibbles my throat.
I sigh at the sensations his mouth is creating. “Oh, Anders,” I murmur, “there is so much of him. Remember, he is the man who captured me, the man I fell in love with.”
His lips leave me, and his face rises into my gaze. I stare into those pale blue eyes, and for the first time since we wandered into this part of the castle, I see something other than just sorrow there. “And what a fortunate man he is,” Anders tells me, that handsome brow arching as he replies.
I swallow at the look of him, shamefully aware of how that gesture makes my body respond. “We are both fortunate, my Lofðungr,” I answer him. “We have each other.”
Anders smiles at that, his gaze holding my attention as his face nears. Slowly and wordlessly his lips meet mine, claiming me with their ardent authority. I think I gasp, although there is barely time for that, the intensity of his passion catching me off guard. As he draws away, leaving me panting, he takes my face between his large hands. “Thank the Gods for you, Aurelie,” he whispers. “Thank the Gods for you.”



Chapter Thirty-Five: Lust
 
 
We resume our journey, heading back in the direction I know to lead to our chambers. Anders is quiet after his earlier distress, yet somehow, he seems calmer for it.
I squeeze his hand gently, rousing him from his thoughts. “Anders?” I say, my voice barely louder than a whisper.
He turns, and his gaze devours the look of me. I feel the weight of his eyes as they pass over my face, down my neck to the cut of my gown.
“My sweeting?” His voice is low, and the authority it carries sends desire rushing to my core.
“May I ask a question?” I continue, not wanting to upset him with the mention of my inappropriate, lustful thoughts.
He nods, tearing his gaze from me as we slow our pace. “Of course,” he answers.
“I apologise for my ignorance, but can you explain why the king will need his ship?” I sound tentative as I ask, but my curiosity at his comment in the king’s room compels me to know the answer.
“It is our tradition,” he explains. “Kings and the wealthiest are cremated in their ships. Other settlements in Norse choose to bury them in the boats instead.”
His answer surprises me. “Oh,” I reply. “I did not know.”
“There is much you will learn, my sweeting,” he tells me. “Soon you will be queen, and that will help to cement your knowledge of our customs.”
I sigh, wishing I was not so unfamiliar with the ways of his people. He is right, they are my people now, and I have a duty to serve them as best I can.
“Do not fret,” he purrs from beside me. “I shall teach you all you need to know.”
We turn the corner, nearing our chamber, and I blink up at him. “Thank you,” I reply. “I already know that you’re a good tutor.” I blush at the admission, and as I glance away he laughs.
“I think you have mistaken my ability for your own,” he smiles. “For it is not I who is a gifted teacher, but you who is such an exceptional student.”
“You are too kind,” I reply playfully, and then, remembering the passing of his father, I stop myself. “What would you like to do now?” I wonder out loud. “Should we prepare some words for the cremation ritual?”
He raises his free hand, dismissing my idea with one flick of his wrist. “There will be time for that,” he replies. “Now that my tears have dried, you and I are going to indulge ourselves in some carnality.”
By now we are nearly at the entrance, guarded of course by two stocky Viking soldiers. I still suddenly, pulling him to an unexpected halt.
“What is it?” he asks me.
I gulp at my own boldness, but I have to query him. “Carnality, my Lofðungr?” I repeat, dropping my voice so that the guards do not hear me. “Is that appropriate in the circumstances?”
Anders moves toward me, pressing his hard body against my gown. “It is absolutely appropriate,” he tells me. “You are my wife, after all?” He throws me a wink as he speaks, and yet again I feel the heat of embarrassment rising to my face.
“But, my Lofðungr,” I counter. “Is it not disrespectful, to the king I mean?”
The long fingers of his right hand appear at my cheeks, stroking the flaming flesh there. “My father adored how happy we are, Aurelie,” he says softly. “He was our most powerful advocate. Why should he mind our consummation of that happiness?”
I shift my weight beside him, lowering my gaze to his chest. The things he says are true, but still, I am not certain about the idea.
“Well,” I reply. “If you are sure, my Lofðungr?”
“I am certain,” he concludes definitely. “I am to be the king now. So, who exactly is going to argue with me?”
I swallow at his question. I know full well the consequences of arguing with my powerful Viking.
“Shall we retire then, my Lady?” His voice is laced with impatience at my impertinence, and I raise my head to nod my agreement.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply with a sheepish grin.
It doesn’t make much sense to me, but then I am not the one who has just lost my father, and who stands on the precipice of his royal duty. As a woman I was not born to lead, yet this has been Anders’ destiny for many years. He grabs my hand once more and together we pace the short distance to our quarters. The guards on duty salute the entrance of their prince and his wife, and we move inside the sanctuary of our chambers.
I skip into the middle of the room, noting that Inger has been here tidying up the array of garments I had left strewn about the place earlier. A large fire has been built and warms the room, and our bed has been made neat again. As I turn, Anders has already bolted the door closed, and is spinning to face me. I gulp at the intensity behind his eyes. Combined with the emotional trauma of the day, his passion seems even more fervent than it had after he’d rescued me from Magnus. He strides to where I stand waiting, his powerful gaze bearing down on me.
“My Lofðungr,” I begin, hearing the small tremble in my voice at his dominant display. “What can I do to bring you comfort?”
A small growl escapes his throat, and my body responds to it out of instinct. My breath catches in my throat, and my aching nipples bead into tight little buds.
“First, let me ask how your injuries are today?” he enquires. “Does your wrist still hinder you?”
I blink down at my hand, the flesh there now revealing an array of dark and painful bruises. “It is bruised only,” I reply. “Painful yes, but nothing that a few days of rest will not resolve.”
Anders’ gaze follows mine to examine the area, and he nods. “Very well,” he says. “I will endeavour to take care of it, although rest, I cannot guarantee…” His eyes flicker with some mischievous scheme or another. “Now, turn around,” he commands, and I draw in a deep breath as I comply. His hands are at my back at once, unlacing the ribbons of my dress with hard tugs and yanks. “You reminded me earlier,” he goes on, “before we lost the king. You reminded me of the time when I first took you, Aurelie.”
Something about his tone makes me gulp, the muscles of my sex clenching reflexively. I too recall the time he refers to, and the thought makes me wet with anticipation. He frees the back of my gown, and rolls the fabric forward, releasing my arms as it goes. I stand before him, my chest bared as he saunters around my body to look upon me.
“My, my,” he purrs, his large hands reaching for my pebbling nipples. “You have grown even more beautiful since that day, my sweeting. Do you know that?”
I bite my lip, trying to manage the rising need within my core. Instinctively, I push my chest out toward his waiting palms, pressing my nipples into his flesh. “My Lofðungr,” I mewl, and it’s all I can say. I do not always understand my husband’s moods, but this authoritative part of him is easy to comprehend. He needs to dominate me again, to push my limits. And for every fibre of me that wants to protest, to complain about whether it is appropriate or the pain, we both know that I need it too. I always have. The need to surrender to a man like Anders must have always been within me, yet it took all those years and his conquest to reveal it.
He smiles at my performance, one of his hands rising to caress the side of my face. “Aurelie,” he coos. “I asked you a question. Answer me, please.”
I pant, my mind struggling to recall what it was he had even queried. As the answer comes to me, the words leave my mouth in a hurried ramble. “I do not think I am more beautiful, my Lofðungr,” I reply. “Yet I am happy to hear that you think so.”
“You must trust me when I say that you are,” he tells me, the timbre of his voice becoming lower and more definite as he speaks.
“I do trust you, my Lofðungr,” I whisper, utterly unable to avert my gaze from the look in his eyes. “Always.”
“Good,” he replies, stepping forward and pressing his body into mine. “Because I have to claim you again, my love.” The fingers at my cheek fall south and capture my chin, pushing it up to keep my gaze upon him. “Soon there will be change. There must be. The king is dead, and I will be crowned to take his place. With you by my side, I will rule over my people, Aurelie, and live the life I was raised for.”
“I understand,” I gasp, pushing the air in and out of my mouth as his free hand tweaks my nipples mercilessly.
“I do not know what will happen when I am king,” he says, his tone serious. “I do not know what will happen at our southern border, whether the men of your brothers’ army will seek to invade the north, or whether there will be new threats to my realm.” I shift my weight at the sound of my brothers’ involvement, but still I do not dare look away. “Only the Gods know where our fates lie.”
He sighs, and the sound makes my heart heavy. I want to reach for him, to comfort him, but somehow, I know now is not the time. Whatever he seeks to achieve from this afternoon, my interruption will not aid the objective.
“There is only thing I am certain about,” he says at length, those blue eyes burning into me as he speaks.
There is another pause, and this time I feel as though I must break the silence. I must say something. “What is that, my Lofðungr?” I ask.
“You, Aurelie,” he purrs from over me. “You are the thing. The one thing. The only thing. The only woman I will ever need from this day forth, my wife, my queen, and my future.”
His words wash over me, making me giddy, like I have consumed too much of the local wine. “I do not know what to say to such kind words, my Lofðungr,” I confess, my voice little more than a whisper.
He smiles down at me, yet his expression has shifted to something more mischievous. “Say nothing more,” he commands. “Allow me to love you.”
I nod, blowing out some of the excited tension that has begun to creep up my back and down my limbs.
“I desire to have you as you were that first night in my camp, Aurelie, do you remember?”
Remember? How could I forget? My mind flits back to the night he had made his servants bind me, spread-eagled, to his four-poster bed, my mouth gagged by the northern fruits that he had so enjoyed taunting me with.
“Yes,” I reply, my voice raspy with the memory. “I remember, my Lofðungr.”
His grin widens. “Good, and do you consent to my thinking?”
I blink up at him, relishing how he now looks for my approval, rather than just taking what he wants. He knows in his heart that he can have all of me anyhow. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I answer him, “but may I ask, do you intend to just keep me bound here all night?”
He shakes his head at me, the look on his face devilish. “No, my Lady,” he growls, leaning into my ear to speak to me. “I intend to bind you here and fuck you senseless.”
I cannot answer that, my emotions spiralling out of control so much that I am forced to draw in a deep breath to contain them. Yet it seems my Viking no longer requires my reply, and he strides away to the wooden trunk at the corner of the room. Opening the lid, he rummages inside for whatever it is he seeks, before he turns to me.
“Go to the end of the bed,” he orders. “Position yourself as you were that night, but this time, keep your feet on the floor. I want you stable for when I ravage you.”
My body trembles at the sensual delights he threatens. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I whisper as my feet begin to move as he commands. I scurry to the large bed we share, sizing up the scale of the structure as I place myself between the end posts. Anders joins me quickly, his body leaning against me as he presents me with the items he has retrieved from the box. I glance down to his large palm, and see four long pieces of string and his favourite lash. The dreaded implement has a long wooden handle, and a number of long leather tresses attached to it. It looks innocuous enough, but I recall just how it feels when it is whipped against sensitive skin. Swallowing hard, I watch him throw the items to the bed, before he yanks the gown pooling at my hips, pulling it down to the rugs below us.
“Step out of the dress,” he tells me, his own tone breathy as he commands me.
I do so at once, and he swoops to collect the garment and throw it to one side. I watch it land by a seat at the fireplace as his hands snake over my now naked body. The touch of him is so good that I nearly forget what he has in mind, and my eyes flutter closed as his fingers explore me.
“Face the bed, and reach out to the posts,” he orders, breaking the mesmerising spell he has cast.
I stretch my arms wide, but they are not long enough to reach the frame of the bed. Anders shifts to my right, grabbing one of the ropes and beginning work at my right wrist. He secures it around my flesh, before pulling the remaining rope right toward the post. I do not resist as it drags my arm with it. Instead, my eyes close again, as I concentrate on trying to control my ragged breathing.
“Open your legs, Aurelie,” he commands me. “I need your stance much wider.”
Gulping hard, I obey in silence, opening my legs as far as they go without losing my balance. I feel his hands at my ankle, and the sensation of the rope at my skin, but I do not glance down. I know well enough what to expect and how I will look. As he works, my mind flies back to my first night in the Viking camp, and how I had been fearful and aroused in equal measure. So much as happened since that time, and yet somehow, Anders still has the ability to produce both emotions in me. Whilst I do not precisely fear him anymore—I know he loves me, and he knows he has my consent for what he undertakes—I still relish the authority he has over me, and I want to revel in his mastery of me now.
By the time my attention refocuses on the activity in the room, I find my left ankle is now also secured, and my husband has moved north to complete the effect gently with my tender left wrist. I twist my head in his direction, my gaze surveying how easily he manipulates the ropes in his fingers. He tugs the final binds to test their strength, and then, finally happy, his gaze meets mine.
“Mmmm,” he growls, and I watch as he strips his doublet from his body in one swift movement. “Now I have you, my sweeting.”
He grins at me, the look of his expression somehow connecting directly to my pulsing nub. He is debauchery personified when he is in this mood, and I cannot help but gulp at the prospect of what is to come.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I whisper, my tone still hoarse. “You have me.”
He strides behind me, and his hands are back on my body in an instant. But this time it feels different. Now as he explores my curves, my stretched limbs, and my wet folds, I am bound and completely powerless to prevent him. The knowledge is fuel to the fire burning within me, and as he pushes his body into mine, I can tell just how excited it also makes Anders.
“I want to lash you, my sweeting,” he says, the feel of his breath tickling the back of my shoulders as he speaks.
I whimper at the news. Although I had half expected it, the kiss of Anders’ lash is never so alluring at first. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply, my voice trembling as the apprehension struggles against the desire.
He seems to sense my feelings, and all at once his head appears to my left. “Do not fear me, or my lash, Aurelie,” he murmurs. “Remember what you have been told before. I may cause you pain, but never real harm.”
I draw in a shaky breath, recalling the sentiment well, and in my heart, I know he means it. Since those very early days, when his punishments had been cruel and humiliating, he has never sought to push me beyond the place I can handle. He does, however, like to test those limits, and I sense that is what this exercise will be like.
“I want to please you, my Lofðungr,” I explain, “yet I must confess that the lash does scare me. It stings like hell, and…”
His left hand appears at my face, one of those longer digits pressing against my lips to silence me. My words come to an abrupt halt, as my breathing struggles to settle into any sort of normal rhythm. “Hush, now,” he says, the order sensual yet nonetheless authoritative. “I know it hurts, yet you must accept this pain—for me.”
I blink into his hard gaze, and I think I am nodding as the slender finger leaves my mouth.
“Think of each kiss from the lash as a kiss from your master. It is delivered with love from me, to you.” His tone softens with the explanation, and I mewl gently as the meaning resonates through me. He wants it to hurt. I understand that, and I always have. Anders enjoys the act, the look of the thing, and my innate responses.
“Do you understand?” he asks me, his face still only inches from my own.
I nod, although my throat dries. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I reply as best I can.
“My good girl,” he says with a smile, stroking the side of my face. “When I have reddened your beautiful backside, then I shall have you.” He draws even closer, his lips grazing my open mouth. “After the pain, Aurelie, you shall have your pleasure.”
I stare at his face for a moment, entranced by the look of him, and then he is gone. My head falls as he disappears, although I see him reach for the lash. Struggling against the ropes at my wrists, I am restless all of a sudden, anxious for the ordeal to begin.
He shifts behind me, the sounds difficult to hear over the noise of my laboured breaths. I know the pain is coming. My body will soon be awash with it, yet still he hesitates. The waiting, it seems, is just as much of an ordeal as the intensity of the lash itself, and I steel myself mentally, readying my body for what will transpire. Then, from out of nowhere, the feeling of the lash is at my lower back. There is no pain though, only the soft tickle as it grazes across my goosing flesh. I gasp, the sensation so unexpected, yet so very welcome. It continues, and after a moment he drops the thing lower, and down the middle of my bottom. A small whimper escapes my mouth, and reflexively I draw myself forward as best I can in the bondage, arching my back and presenting myself for its inspection.
In a split second the sensation vanishes, and before I even have time to fully register the loss, the thing strikes me against my cheeks. This time a loud cry escapes my mouth, the noise a guttural response to the impact I was not braced for. He allows me one second to absorb the sting, before striking me again, the impact of this swat burning against my left cheek. I pull in a breath, squeezing my eyes closed as he begins to alternate the onslaught, my left, and then right orbs receiving the attention of the dreaded lash.
The strikes are not too hard, yet they carry enough intensity to make me whimper, and as he races beyond ten, I am breathing hard to contain the sensation.
“Do you feel the kiss of my lash, Aurelie?”
His voice sounds distant somehow, and I blink my eyes open to acknowledge it just as a fresh torrent of swats rain over me.
Gritting my teeth, I reply, “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I mewl. “Thank you.”
“Hmmm,” he responds, his voice unimpressed. “That is more like it. Let’s hear some gratitude for each kiss you receive.”
I blow out a breath as the lash tans my bottom again. This one feels harder, or perhaps it is just the cumulative effect that is making it harder to bear. “Thank you, my Lofðungr,” I repeat, steeling myself for the next.
He delivers it quickly, pacing from one side of my body to the other as he inspects my no-doubt reddening behind. “What are you thanking me for, Aurelie?” His tone is curt, though I can still hear the arousal laced within it.
“Thank you for lashing me, my Lofðungr,” I say at once, not wanting to displease him at this, of all times.
“Better,” he replies, but still the lash falls upon me, landing another five heavy blows.
I am writhing now, yanking at the ropes that hold me in place, forgetting all about my bruises, and struggling to stay in control. It hurts—as I knew it would—yet with no way to resist the lash, or shield myself from its cruel kiss, my mind is fighting to deal with the pain.
“Please, my Lofðungr.” I hear the words coming from me, even though I do not recall having decided to say them. “Please, stop.”
I hear him move toward me, although I do not turn my head to look. My head has found a home against my right shoulder, the weight of it a sudden burden.
“What do you need, my love?” he asks.
I inhale deeply, riled by his show of feigned innocence, yet taking the opportunity to enjoy the respite it offers me. “It is too much,” I plead, twisting my head now to find his voice. “Please, my Lofðungr, have mercy on me.”
His dark chuckle fills the air around me, pebbling my already tight nipples. My belly lurches at the sound, knowing full well what it means. Anders is enjoying my plight too much to consider stopping at this juncture. “Mercy, Aurelie?” he purrs, the soft tickle of his breath at my nape again. “Already? But I am only just beginning to reacquaint you with my lash.”
Whimpers escape my mouth at that. The words are difficult to hear, even though I had already suspected it to be the case.
“Where is my Lady’s resilience?” he asks. “Where is her endurance?”
I let out a long sigh, wriggling in the bondage. The stinging at my bottom has begun to spread into a warming sensation, which reaches forward to my now sodden entrance.
“I will do better,” I reply, my tone breathy. “I… I just need some respite, my Lofðungr.”
His arm snakes around my body, cradling my left breast as he replies. “Indeed, my sweeting,” he says, “and it seems our little exchange here has allowed you that time, so now I plan to continue.” His fingers find my pebbling nipple and squeeze it. I groan at the feeling, my hips rolling forward as the resonance travels straight to my pulsing need. “Brace yourself, my Lady.”
There is nothing more, and he steps away from me, leaving both my nipple and my back bereft. The lash falls over my behind again, and I buck against the pain. For some reason my hips think they can escape its caress if they lurch forward against my ropes, but Anders makes it clear that this is not the case as he chases my wriggling bottom around the end of the bed. I am a mess of cries and whimpers now. Everything hurts, from the ropes at my wrist to the banging in my head, yet I do not try to protest. Anders has made it clear that the act is incomplete, and I must yield to him, safe in the knowledge that he will do nothing to cause me lasting harm.
At some point, my mind drifts in that exquisite way I have found when Anders has punished me in the past. In this new place, I am able to feel past the pain of each new swat, and beyond it, into a softer, more hedonistic state. My hips, which previously danced to escape the kiss of the lash, now roll forward for entirely different reasons, the shoots of arousal pushing them in pursuit of something to pleasure myself against. Yet Anders has me bound in such a way that there is nothing to garner friction from, and the frustration at my denial begins to burgeon as well as the pain and excitement. Now I am a writhing tangle, hanging from the bed, but my mind is full of shameful arousal, rather than pain. I barely even register the strikes as they land, and when I do they only goad me, taunting with a pleasure that I am currently unable to find.
Ever intuitive, my Viking recognises the shift in my body. He has, after all, been the only man to ever instigate such wild and disgraceful impulses in me. There is a thud, which my mind attributes to the lash falling south, and then his hands are back on me again, roaming and exploring the length of my body.
“Well done, my sweeting,” he purrs into my right ear. “After all of your concern, you not only survived my lash, but you did yourself credit.”
The guttural sound that leaves my lips is met by a chortle from Anders, and his hands rise north, capturing my face and drawing it around to meet his eye. Just as soon as our gazes connect, his mouth descends, claiming me in a hard and frenzied way. I open for him, the moisture at the apex of my thighs increasing as his tongue penetrates my mouth over and over again. By the time he draws away, I am quite literally panting for him.
“Now I am going to love you,” he tells me, his tone unrelenting. “First, I am going to give you the pleasure you so desperately seek and deserve, and then I shall claim you once more.”
I blink up at him, hoping that my eyes will show my gratitude, but he disappears from my view, meandering one arm to my breasts and kneading them roughly, whilst the other falls to asses my wet seam. My hips buck against his palm as soon as it makes contact, and I cannot help the gasp that comes from me.
“So wet, my little Aurelie?” he chuckles in between kissing the side of my throat.
I pull futilely against my binds, caught in the hedonistic trap he has set for me. Held in place and powerless to resist him, my head falls back against his shoulder, whilst my body tries to process the myriad sensations he delivers. The caresses at my neck, the ruthless tweaks at my nipples, and the fingers that slip deftly into my wetness combine to torture me in the sweetest way.
“My Lofðungr,” I murmur, although I do not know why I say it. It is almost as though the sheer intensity of the experience is so great that the energy within me must escape somehow.
“Let go, Aurelie,” he commands, his voice a sensual torment.
I groan at the order, once more squirming in his bondage. Flexing my hips against his palm, I ride the fingers inside my wet channel, revelling in his utter mastery of my body.
“Aurelie.”
His tone captures me, searing through the cloud of lust swirling in my mind. I twist my head right to find the origins of his voice.
“Let. Go.”
This time his tone is stronger, and the order centres me. He has given the command, and now I must obey. My body it seems is listening, and wastes little time in its response. I peak just moments after he speaks, my muscles clenching his digits as I leap into the beautiful darkness the climax produces. Free-falling around him, I writhe as the waves of pleasure crash over me, until I fall into a sated stupor. As before, it is now the ropes holding me up, rather than restraining me.
“My beautiful wife,” murmurs Anders, slipping his fingers from my wetness and over my satiated nub. I jerk at the direct stimulation, yet he is already gone, dropping to my right ankle. He tugs at the ropes there, and I gaze down at him dreamily, trying to understand what is transpiring.
“Anders?” I mumble into my shoulder. “Where have you gone?”
His face meets my enquiry as his fingers finish loosening the bind below him. “Hush, my love,” he tells me, shifting his body left and releasing the rope at my other ankle. I feel the rope drop from my flesh, and all at once he is back behind me again, his hard organ freed and delving between my punished orbs. I moan appreciatively at the gesture, wanting him there more than I ever have done. “Take a step toward me, Aurelie,” he commands, “and arch that back for me. Now it is time to claim you once more.”
I comply at once, letting the ropes at my wrists take my weight as I present myself to him. The binds cutting into my flesh taunt me, reminding me just who is in charge as Anders’ fingers tilt my bottom backwards. The head of his erection nudges at my wet entrance, and for the longest moment, this is how we remain, suspended at the precipice of yet more pleasure. Then all at once, he pushes into me with one large thrust. Both of us acknowledge the exquisite sensation with our own separate groans, his cock driving deep within my soaking wet folds.
“Anders,” I murmur, and he withdraws slowly, before spearing me again.
“Yes, my love,” he replies, gripping the right post with his strong arm as his left one wanders to my chest.
My head falls forward, and his mouth shifts to my nape at once, placing hot and unhurried kisses there as his erection continues to pound me.
“You are too perfect,” he whispers between caresses. “Too exquisite.”
I raise my face, trying to focus on his words over the rhythm of his lovemaking. He moves with such passion that his testicles slam against my pulsing nub, burgeoning my excitement despite my recent orgasm.
“I am what you have made me, my Lofðungr,” I reply, groaning out loud at his wonderful intrusion.
His kisses increase at that, building at my neck until he eventually nips the sensitive skin there. “We are both what the other has created,” he replies, his manhood filling me up once again.
I twist my head to meet his face, and our eyes briefly meet as his pace intensifies. His lids are heavy with desire, and I can tell that his climax is close.
“I love you, Aurelie,” he growls between thrusts. “I love you this day, and I vow to love you every day from now.” His voice breaks as his fervour finally overawes him, his hips ceasing with his cock buried deep inside of me.
“Oh, Gods!” I gasp at the wonderful full feeling as he shudders behind me. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I whisper. “Fill me with your seed.”
He exhales as I milk the last of his climax from him, repositioning his feet so that he can wrap both of those muscular arms around my body. We are silent for a while, basking in the glory of our connection, before slowly he withdraws from me. Anders’ attention turns to the ropes at my right wrist, loosening and then releasing my arm. It plummets south against my side, the weight of it far too heavy to manage all of a sudden.
“You have to stand up now, my sweeting,” he warns me. “Take your weight for a moment, and then I shall take the burden for you.”
I sigh as I instruct my feet to obey him. They move together, my limbs shaky as he shifts his attention to the tender left wrist. When both wrists are freed he turns, scooping me up into his arms in a heartbeat. I rest gratefully against his torso, breathing in the scent of his masculinity as he turns and walks us both around the edge of the bed. Anders places me down on the soft covers, and leaps onto the bedding next to me. I roll into his body heat, my digits grazing the soft hairs of his chest as he draws the covers up and over our interlinking legs.
“Thank you for permitting me to love you this way, Aurelie,” he says in a wistful tone.
I strain my neck up to meet his gaze, those blue eyes are still full of understandable emotion. “You are my husband, Anders,” I tell him in my most soothing tone. “And my master in so many ways. You will never need my permission.”
His arm snakes to my waist, drawing me even closer to his body. “I shall always seek it,” he whispers. “Your love is the single most precious thing I have.”
My fingers move to his face, brushing away the stray strands of hair that have fallen over his eyes. “I will always be by your side,” I assure him, “and…” I hesitate, blinking up at him.
“And what, my sweeting?” he asks, shifting his weight to assess my expression.
I do not wish to upset him after such an intense sexual experience, but the loss of his father hangs over us both. “And I shall be here to support you in the coming days,” I mumble, “with whatever you need.”
He inhales deeply, pushing my head gently back against his flesh.
“Thank you,” he murmurs, the weight of the emotion evident in his voice. “Thank you, Aurelie.”



Chapter Thirty-Six: A Time for Goodbye
 
 
The next few days pass in a flurry of emotional activity. Plans are made for the king’s funeral, and with Olaff away in battle, Anders’ only surviving brother will not be able to attend. The idea troubles Anders, but he remains strong in the face of his men. Only I see the private face of his grief, and many hours of the night are spent listening to his inner conflict on the matter. There is little I can say to reassure my husband. With Olaff engaged on the southern border, it is difficult enough for news to be relayed, let alone for the younger brother to return home.
At last the time comes when the king will be laid to rest. It is only a few days since his passing, yet the sombre atmosphere that has fallen over the kingdom means that we are more than ready for the closure that the ritual will begin to bring. Anders is up before the dawn, pacing in our chamber. I rouse at the sound of his footsteps, alarmed to find him out of bed. There is no need to enquire what it is that keeps him up before the sunrise, so I do not ask. Instead, I wander over to him, wrapping my small arms around his strong body.
“Anders?” My tone is sleepy and barely even a whisper.
He turns, reaching for me in the shadows. “Aurelie,” he murmurs. “I am sorry to have woken you.”
“All is well,” I reply as his fingers move into my long, dark hair. “Won’t you come back to bed?”
Anders chuckles at me, his fingers tightening in my hair. “That does sound like a tempting offer, my sweeting,” he murmurs, leaning down to kiss the top of my head. “Yet as much as I would love to, I cannot. Not today…”
“I understand,” I whisper in reply. “Yet there are hours until the ceremony. Perhaps we can just hold each other?”
His gaze falls over me, and despite the darkness I can sense the weight of it. “Perhaps,” he murmurs. “If you promise not to molest me?”
I laugh at that, amused and rattled by his presumption. “Me?” I reply, my voice full of mock disdain. “But, my Lofðungr, I am but a mere woman!”
He snorts at my response, his arm tightening as it falls to my waist. “Come then,” he says, guiding me already back to our large four-poster bed. “Let us enjoy this privacy for an hour, before the day must begin.”
“It will be alright, my Lofðungr,” I reply as I follow him. “You have arranged everything as the king would have wished. He will be afforded every honour and courtesy fitting to his station.”
There’s a deep sigh from him as he pulls me back into bed. “Yes,” he says at length. “It is my hope that nothing has been forgotten. I want him to be proud.”
“He would be,” I soothe, straddling his body. “The king said so himself. He was so proud of you, Anders.”
Those strong arms find me in the darkness and draw me down over his body. Moisture pools at the apex of my thighs, despite Anders’ earlier caution. Being so close to him is always so tantalising, and as I squirm, I feel his erection thickening at my thigh.
“Now, now, my Lady,” he chides me. “Were you not just told to behave yourself?”
I smile into his skin, pleased that despite his understandable grief, we still share this wondrous intimacy. “No, my Lofðungr,” I reply, my tone feigning innocence at his laughter.
“No?” he repeats.
“No,” I say again, shaking my head to reinforce the matter. “I was merely told not to molest you, and my hands are—as you can see—right here by your chest.” I wiggle my fingers at his shoulders to demonstrate the accuracy of my last point.
“You are a very naughty woman,” he tells me as he chuckles. “You need a strong man to keep you in hand.”
I nod against him. “It’s true,” I murmur, “and thanks be to the Gods, at last I have one.”
His arms tighten around me and we hold each other until the sun bleeds into the night sky, pushing the darkness away.
 
* * *
 
It is more than twelve hours later that we stand at the waterside. The sun has set on the long day of farewells and rituals, and now we have all gathered to pay our final respects to Anders’ father. Hundreds of his people have assembled to witness their beloved monarch’s last journey, and emotions are high. The king’s body is laid in one of his ships, which had arrived just the day before, alongside many of his weapons and other important possessions. Anders stands at the edge of the water, peering into the wooden sides of the vessel, relaying his final goodbyes.
With the final words spoken, my husband steps back and taking my hand, he gestures for the large ceremonial torch to be lit. One of the king’s guard nods. He approaches with his own small flame and lights the larger torch, which he presents to Anders. My Lofðungr sighs, a small sound audible only to my ears. Slowly, he presses the flames into the side of his father’s ship. The fire spreads rapidly, taking hold of the tinder and burning into the bottom of the ship with surprising haste. As the vessel is launched from the riverside and pushed out to the sea, the flames burn even brighter. I stand beside Anders, watching as the burning ship sails into the distance. The large palm around my small hand tightens, Anders’ emotion evident as he takes in a shaky breath next to me.
“He journeys on to the afterlife,” he muses. “There he will find my mother, and his eldest son.”
My gaze flits between my grieving husband and the flaming vision of his father’s ship. I am hypnotised by the look of it, the flames dancing high into the night sky as the vessel breaks the water and sails away.
“I did not know him so long,” I admit in a whisper. “Yet the man I knew was a strong and mighty king.”
Anders gazes down at me, tears burning in his eyes. “He was,” he agrees fondly.
“He was also a loving and compassionate ruler,” I murmur, glancing back to the burning casket.
Anders blinks at me, and he draws me closer toward his body. We remain there for a long moment, watching as the flaming vision grows smaller. Eventually, with a long sigh, Anders shifts at my side, turning to face his people. Raising his arms, he calls to them in his native tongue, and whilst I do not understand all of his words, the sentiment is clear. These are words to honour the passing of his father. There is a pause, and then Anders speaks again. “The king is dead!” he declares, his tone fierce with conviction.
The guard closest to us offers the first salute. “Long live the king!” he shouts, his voice penetrating the silence of the evening sky.
“Long live the king!” “Long live the king!”
Cries rise from the assembled people, and soon the mantra has taken hold, as though every remaining resident of Lundborg joins in with the call.
Anders steps forward, raising his free hand to quell the chants. Those who are nearest begin to fall silent at his unspoken command, although the song can still be heard from the distance. “Good people of Lundborg.” Anders’ voice rings out from the water’s edge. “I thank you for coming to pay homage to my father. As he passes into the next life, I ask that you join me in offering prayers to the Gods. Prayers for his soul, and for mine. Pray that I too can become the ruler my father was.” He draws in a long breath, steeling himself for the many tasks that now lie ahead. “Return to your homes,” he continues. “Think of my father this night. Tomorrow I shall be crowned your king, and we will enter a new age of our realm!”
The crowd rise into a mighty cheer, celebrating his final sentiments despite the sombre occasion. At the sound of their rapturous approval, Anders turns, glancing down to me.
“My Lady?” he says, in that way that makes me nipples peak behind the confines of my gown.
I nod, taking his outstretched hand and walking with him around the perimeter of the crowd. The king’s guard falls into line around Anders, creating a barrier between us and the people as he leads us back to the castle amidst the sounds of cheers and cries in his name. Blinking around me at the rows of emotional faces, I am temporarily overawed. These people were once my enemies, and I feared this place above almost any other. How peculiar life is, I muse, that now I find myself not only mourning the loss of their king, but about to become their queen.
As we make our way back inside the battlements, Anders’ grip on me loosens, but his pace does not slow. He proceeds to the throne room, and I scurry after him. He is met by a number of officials, and the final arrangements are put in place for tomorrow’s coronation. Anders gives specific instructions about how he would like the day to proceed, and the men listen, nodding and mumbling in all of the right places.
Next comes the king’s guard, who have accompanied us to the throne room. They form a line in front of him, awaiting their instructions.
“Your prince extends his gratitude for your service to his father,” he begins, pacing the long line of surly-looking men who have remained to protect their monarch. “And tomorrow, you shall become my own private guard.”
They nod, the most senior stepping forward to address Anders. “We were honoured to serve your father, my Lofðungr,” he replies. “And we shall be just as proud to serve you also.”
Anders smiles, gesturing for the guard to fall back into line. “Thank you, Ericksson,” he answers him. “I know my father relied on your loyalty, and I feel sure I will also do the same. Tomorrow I will finally take the burden of the king’s crown, and it is imperative that the day passes without issue. I trust that you will all do your duty to ensure this is so.”
“Ja, my Lofðungr,” they all reply in a simultaneous chant.
“My Lady will require the protection of at least two of you whenever she is alone, is that clear?”
The order is unmistakeable, and I gasp at the sound of it, my instinct to protest this point. However, his tone is so commanding that I simply cannot. I know that after our issues with Magnus, he is concerned about my welfare, and I do love for him it. I make a mental note though to speak to him privately to see if only one guard may be necessary.
The guards reply in unison again, their timing quite unnerving. They appear to react as one, whatever the cause.
“Good,” answers Anders. “Then for now I shall require two of you to accompany us back to our chamber in a few moments. The rest of you had better get some rest. Tomorrow will be a long day.” He dismisses them with a flick of his wrist, and most of the company stride past me, their eyes unblinking as they march to the exit.
“You can wait outside until we are ready,” Anders instructs the two who remain, and with that, they also comply, departing the room as they have been ordered.
Once we are alone, he turns toward me. “Raise a goblet with me, my sweeting,” he says, his tone rather softer than it has been just moments before.
I smile at his approach. “Of course, my Lofðungr,” I answer him. “To what should we drink?”
He grins at me, the act unexpected in light of everything this day has brought, and then he moves, bounding across the hall to the king’s throne. My eyes follow him with awe as he produces a small box hidden underneath the giant chair. I move to get a closer look at what’s in his hands, and he lifts the lid to reveal a bottle. Pulling it from the lining of the box, he wipes away the layers of dust.
“This was my father’s,” he explains. “He was saving it for a special occasion, but apparently that day never came…” Anders pauses, his eyes surveying the aged label. When he resumes again, he sounds resigned. “I do not think he would mind if we drank it now.”
I swallow at his tone, reaching out to touch his free hand. “I agree,” I murmur. “That is a lovely idea.”
He smiles, rising to his full height, the bottle in his hand. “Then we shall take it back to our rooms, and enjoy it,” he asserts, taking my small palm in his large hand as he leads me from the hall.



Chapter Thirty-Seven: Coronation
 
 
The sun of a new day rises, sending light spilling through the small windows of our room. Beside me, Anders stirs, pulling me against his hard body. “Good ‘morrow, my Lady,” he purrs into my ear. “Are you ready to become my queen?”
I chuckle at his haunting tone, kissing the side of his body as he holds me close. “I think so,” I reply, swallowing hard as I speak. “I will be proud to be your queen, my Lofðungr.”
Anders grins down at me, drawing me up the length of his body as he rolls onto his back. I straddle his hips and gaze upon his brooding face. “Are you ready to become the king?” I ask him with a small smile.
He snorts, spinning me onto my back again in one smooth action. “I am more than ready, Aurelie,” he tells me as his eyes bear down on me. “I have been primed for this day since I was a child.” He shifts his weight, leaning on one arm to grab my left hand and draw it north over my head. “How is your wrist now?” he enquires.
“Sore,” I whisper in response, “but healing.”
His mouth grazes my lips. “Good. Now, put your other hand above your head.”
Eyeing him intensely, I do as he asks, and bring my right hand up to meet my left. Anders grabs it, pinning both of my hands gently into the bedding above me.
“You shall be a wonderful queen,” he murmurs.
“I hope so,” I mewl, submitting to his authority, despite the reflexive yearning it produces in me. “And you will be a mighty ruler, my Lofðungr.”
His lips crash into mine, unrelenting at first, but then they soften. His mouth captures me in the moment before I yield, my own lips parting to allow his tongue entry. Slowly and sensually it delves, teasing me, before claiming me in the most devoted way. As he draws away, we’re both smiling, and my hips roll to meet his hardening excitement.
“I had better claim you one more time before you become my queen,” he muses, planting sensual kisses at my neck and throat.
I groan at the sensations, my body responding to being pinioned under his weight. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I pant. “Take me one more time, whilst I am still only your Aurelie of Donrose.”
His face lifts to meet my eyes, a wicked smirk painted over it. “As you wish, my love,” he tells me, pressing himself against my needy sex.
 
* * *
 
Hours later I stand beside my husband, watching proudly as he bears the crown of his people. The holy man bestows it upon his blond locks, completing the act with a prayer in their native tongue. I glance about surreptitiously, taking in the awed faces of all those assembled in the throne room, and my heart swells. He truly is the king, and I see the look of respect in the expressions of his subjects.
The holy man pauses, before turning upon those present. He calls out in the Norse tongue, announcing Anders as king, before slipping back into words I more easily understand. “All hail King Anders of Norse!” he exclaims, and a wave of applause bursts from the crowds.
Anders takes his place on the large golden throne, before he gestures to the holy man. “And now for my Lady,” he smiles. “A king must have his queen.”
Nervous energy twists in my belly as all eyes fall over me. I inhale deeply as I absorb the attention, my eyes widening as the man nears.
“Lady Aurelie.” His words wash over me. “We welcome you now as queen of our realm, wife to King Anders, and his one true lady.”
I swallow, nodding at his approach, and studying the dazzling diadem in his hands. The coronet is a replica of Anders’ large version, mine being lighter and more delicate.
“My Lady,” he says, his tone careful. “Are you ready?”
I lower my face as he stands before me, and wait until he lifts the small crown up and onto my head. The metal rests upon my plaited hair, its weight a reminder of my new position. The holy man falls into a low bow in front of us, and I glance at Anders, who surveys me with pride.
“All hail Queen Aurelie!” he cries, offering me a wry smile, as he initiates a round of applause.
The cheer goes up around the large space, and everyone joins him, the sound of the clapping deafening as I take a seat in the smaller throne next to his. I draw in a deep breath, eyeing the crowds as they cheer for their king. Anders permits the fray for a while, before he stands, calling for quiet with his hands.
“Good people of Lundborg,” he begins. “Thank you for your prayers and good cheer. My queen and I will dedicate our lives to your service, and to the service of this realm.”
The people cheer once more, the sound rising and filling up the large space of the throne room. Anders turns, beckoning for me to join him. I rise slowly and comply, coming to stand by his side as we acknowledge the joy of this day. As our bodies meet, he grabs for my hand, interlocking his fingers with my own.
“This is how it is meant to be, my Lady,” he says, lowering his mouth to whisper in my ear. “I am your king, and at my side, you are my queen.”
I cannot help but smile. The idea would have been nothing short of fantastical based on how we both met. This man, my captor, for so long my lover, is now my king.
The rest of the day passes in celebration. A banquet is served in Anders’ honour, and there are guests, and countless gifts from many other regions. As night falls, a rider brings news from Olaff, and Anders devours the scroll with haste.
“What news is there, my Lofðungr?” I ask, my tone wavering just a little in case there is some terrible report to spoil the day.
Anders blinks at the parchment, lifting his head to look at me. “Olaff writes that all is well. Your brother has chosen to retreat, and his armies were last seen sailing back toward Donrose.”
I stare at him, my mind vacant. Retreat? It certainly does not sound like the Eustace I knew of old. That boy would never give in, and never back down, but then, perhaps war has matured him, making him older and wiser? “That is unexpectedly good news,” I muster after I have processed his words.
“Yes,” he agrees, rolling the parchment in his hand. “We can only hope that this will be the end of the matter.”
“My Lofðungr?” A nobleman interrupts us, bowing deferentially as Anders turns to greet him. I follow his gaze, smiling at the introduction, but all the while my mind remains with Eustace, and what his intentions are. If I know my brother at all, things will almost surely not be resolved.
I muse on the conundrum as the festivities continue around us. Jugs of wine are brought forth and consumed, and soon the real revelry begins. Not yet accustomed to Viking celebrations, I watch bemused, as many of the usually haughty court officials let down their hair, dancing and singing as the merriment escalates. It is pleasing to see everyone so happy, especially after the loss of Anders’ father, but for some reason I begin to feel uncommonly tired. As the night draws on, the weariness grows, and I go to seek Anders amongst the throng.
“My Lady,” he calls out at my approach. “Here comes my queen.”
I eye him, curtseying at his words, and yielding to his lips. “My Lofðungr.” It seems my king has consumed a little too much of the wine, just the taste of his lips makes me heady with the flavour. I lower my tone to speak to him privately. “Should we retire?”
He laughs at that, turning to the nearest guest as he responds. “Only a few hours as queen, and yet she is content to order me around!”
Those around chortle at his humour politely, and I feel my cheeks colour at his words. Making their excuses, the remaining guests in our party depart, and I am left with my new king.
“I speak only in jest,” he assures me, taking my heated face between his large palms. “You are right, my Lady. We should make haste to bed. Tomorrow is the beginning of a new chapter for us.”
Anders gestures for me to lead the way, so I turn as his hand slides between my fingers.
“Excuse us,” he cries, waving his free arm to address those who remain. “The queen and I must retire, but please do stay and continue your celebrations. It gives me such pleasure to see the castle filled with laughter and joy again!”
The guests around us fall into bows and curtseys at his words, and we cut our way through them to find our exit. He grips my hand as we pass into the solitude of the shadowy corridors. The silence seems loud after the raucous volume of the throne room, and I glance to my husband as we move forward.
“Was the day everything you had hoped?” I ask, hearing how much my voice bounces around the stony walkway.
His smile captures me in an instant, the look of it lighting the darkness of the area. “Yes,” he asserts. “It was glorious. Although I did miss the presence of my father, and Olaff of course.”
Offering him a reassuring smile, I reach for his face, grazing my fingers over the hair at his chin. “We shall all miss him,” I murmur, “but you are king now.”
He nods, evidently well aware of the fact. “Ja,” he agrees, “and you are my queen.”
I chuckle at the way he makes that sound, excited all of a sudden about the prospect of royal service with my Viking. “I never thought it could be this way, my Lofðungr,” I admit.
My words make him pause, and we stop walking as he considers them. Pulling me to his body, he backs us both toward the stone wall behind him. “What makes you say so?” His tone is curious, yet it’s laced with that old authority, the one he has always wielded over me with such scintillating consequences.
“Well,” I begin, wanting to explain, but not upset the new king on his coronation day. “I mean merely that when you took me as your hostage, I had not envisioned this day.”
His expression softens at my reasoning, one of his hands shifting to stroke the side of my face gently. “Indeed,” he answers me. “Neither did I. Yet there was always something about you, Aurelie…”
His voice trails away, and for a moment we both stand in silence, mesmerised by the look of the other. I pull in a deep breath, all too aware of my nipples hardening beneath my specially made gown.
“I had no idea,” I murmur, forcing my mind back to those days in the Viking camp when Anders had kept me bound and at his mercy. A shiver of excitement travels through me as the recollections flood my brain. “Although, you did always have a way of making me compliant, my Lofðungr.”
His eyes narrow at my words, but the smile on his face reassures me. “Oh, yes,” he agrees, pulling my hips toward his legs. “I do remember, and I also recall just how beautiful you were when you yielded. You always were, my sweeting,” he goes on, “and you still are today.”
My lips part reflexively, and I have to swallow when I realise how much my throat has dried whilst he’s been talking. “Surrendering to your will has not always been easy, my Lofðungr,” I concede. “I have always been headstrong and independent. It drove my own father crazy for years!” I laugh at my explanation, raising my head to see his face warm at my memory.
“I can only imagine,” he laughs. “I pray the Gods grant us daughters as wilful and as beautiful as their mother!”
“Really?” I chuckle. “Do you truly desire such a thing?” I press my hands into the finery of his clothing, feeling the taut and muscular chest beneath it.
“Of course,” Anders assures me. “You may be too spirited sometimes, but I have found ways to conquer and subdue that side of you.”
I blush at that, nodding my head at his account. He is right, and we both know it.
“Yet, you are also strong and creative,” he goes on. “You have compassion, Aurelie, and sometimes you break the rules for the right reasons.”
I blink up at him, surprised by his words. “I did not think I would hear you say such a thing,” I confess. “I always assumed that my rule-breaking infuriates you? Certainly, I have found myself over your knee on many of the occasions I have indulged in it.”
He laughs, pressing his mouth into mine for a lingering kiss. The taste of the sweet Norse wine we had been enjoying fills my mouth, making me heady, and curling my belly into an unusual knot. I am not sure what is wrong with me, normally I enjoy the local drink, but today, I have not had more than a few sips.
“You are right,” he tells me. “But think on this, my love. If you had not broken the rules that day in Donrose, I would have died at your brother’s noose. Imagine how different your life would be then?” His gaze is insistent as the words wash over me, and I exhale as they resonate.
I close my eyes briefly as the memory of that day comes back to me. I was spurred by the sense of injustice I’d felt for Anders. He was my brother Bowen’s prisoner, yet I did not believe he deserved to die. The truth is that I was already hopelessly in love with him by that point, and I simply could not allow Bowen to end his life, although I had not dared to think of the consequences when I cut Anders loose that day.
“Do you remember?”
Anders’ question splinters my internal monologue, and I open my eyes to find his handsome face expectant.
“Yes,” I reply, but I hesitate, thinking on my next answer. “So, it is not always bad to break the rules, my Lofðungr?”
I present the question to him with a cheeky grin, and he shakes his head at me. “Don’t push your luck, my naughty girl,” he says, slapping my behind playfully. “You may be my queen, but you can still go over my knee.”
I nod, acknowledging the fact. “I know, my Lofðungr,” I tell him. “I wouldn’t have it any other way.”



Chapter Thirty-Eight: The Matter of Magnus
 
 
Back in our chamber, Anders helps to disrobe me, and we retire straight to bed. It seems his large consumption of wine makes the idea of lying down even more appealing than usual, and we snuggle together as we muse over the day’s events.
“Of course, now that the funeral and the coronation are concluded, we must address the issue of Magnus’ punishment.” Anders’ voice is weary, yet there’s a darker edge to it as he brings up the matter that has not left my mind since our dispute over the prisoner.
“Yes,” I agree, stroking the soft, fair hair on his chest. “I have not forgotten, my Lofðungr.”
His eyes flit to me for a moment, lingering over the curve of my breasts. “The day I found you, you asked for clemency for Magnus.” His tone is enquiring as he appraises me. “Do you still feel that way?”
Shifting my weight, I lift my head to look at him directly. “Yes,” I respond. “I have had time to think about it, but I still believe execution is not the answer.” Anders’ eyes narrow, but he says nothing as he allows me to continue. “I know you do not agree, my Lofðungr and I know we have quarrelled about this matter, but please believe me, this is not about protecting Magnus.”
“Then what it is about, my sweeting?” he asks in a whisper.
I sigh, needing to explain. “There has been so much death already,” I tell him, my voice faltering as I think about all of the losses both the people of Lundborg—and Donrose—have endured in recent years. “Surely there is another way?”
“Which way?” he demands, his tone is unimpressed, yet still he holds his tongue on the matter, instead seeking my opinion.
“Well,” I begin as I exhale again. “Is there not a way Magnus can be put to work? Can he not still be useful to Lundborg in some way?”
Now it is Anders’ turn to sigh. He falls back flat against the covers, his right arm tucked behind his head. “Your compassion knows no bounds, it seems,” he replies, tilting his head to look upon me. “The man took you from your home, bound you, and planned to do Gods know what with you…” His voice strains as he relives the event.
“I know,” I reply, rubbing the strong arm closest to me. “But he did not harm me in the end, my Lofðungr. You saved me.”
“Thank the Gods,” he says, reaching for my shoulders and drawing me back against his body. “If anything had happened to you, I’d have…”
“I know,” I say, again my tone emphatic. “Yet, it did not. All is well.”
That silences him, and I hear him draw in a breath. “Even so,” he tells me. “The act he committed, and those he planned to commit are too heinous for him to live. There can be no mercy for Magnus.”
I chuckle, listening to his words, amazed by how reminiscent they sound. I had once engaged in a similar conversation with Bowen…
Anders tilts his head. “Why is that amusing, my love?” he asks, his expression bemused.
I shake my head, trying to find the words to explain. “It’s just,” I begin, searching his face for the correct reasoning. “Bowen once said the same things about you, my Lofðungr. That you had taken me without care or remorse, that you had exploited me.” I pause, assessing his expression carefully as he processes my words. He flinches visibly, but does not interrupt me. “I begged him to spare your life, but he insisted on going ahead with your execution…” My voice trails away, and I hope that he will see the parallels between himself and my brother, and make the choice that Bowen never could.
“Well,” Anders replies. “I can see why you find the comparison so interesting.” He lifts his body and reaches down to plant a hot kiss at my forehead. “Yet I’m afraid I must also disappoint you, Aurelie. You are my queen now. The very future of my people depends upon our survival, and anyone who jeopardises that must face the consequences.” His eyes dart away into the corner of the room as he concludes the sentence.
“But, my Lofðungr,” I start, not wanting to give up now that I have made him understand.
“No, Aurelie!” he cuts me off with a loud bark, and I startle, pushing out of his embrace. “I’m sorry,” he continues, his tone softer, “but you are the most precious thing in my life. For what Magnus intended, there can be no mercy.” His voice is resolute, and I know that’s the end of it. There is little point in discussing it further. His mind will not be changed.
I slump back against the bedding, hurt and dejected. There is silence for a while as we both compose ourselves, but soon Anders’ arms find me again.
“I do not want to quarrel anymore,” he murmurs, drawing me closer and planting kisses at my throat.
I tense, wanting to fight him, to resist him, but I know there is no point. Anders is king, and he has made his decision. I must learn to live with it. “I understand,” I mumble. “It is your choice, my Lofðungr, not mine.”
He nods, rolling on top of me, so that he straddles my middle. “I think this is one of those times when my Lady will have to yield…” His brow arches as he speaks, and his hands reach for mine, drawing my wrists together in front of him.
“Yes, my Lofðungr,” I mutter playfully. “I know—you’re the one in charge!”
He raises my wrists, still encased in his large palms, and kisses the flesh there. “That’s right, my sweeting,” he agrees with a devilish smile. “I am in charge, and you will do well to remember it!”
I smile at his playful tone, but my body responds out of instinct. My thighs part as best they can with his weight on me, and I squirm underneath him. Anders chuckles at my body language, lifting my arms gently up and over my head.
“Let me love you,” he purrs, pinning my wrists above me as his lips find my throat once more. “Earlier I claimed my sweet Aurelie of Donrose for the final time, and tonight I want my queen.”
Groaning at the sensation of his lips, I turn my face toward him. “And you shall have her, my king,” I answer, my voice a seductive whir.



Chapter Thirty-Nine: Judgement
 
 
Magnus is brought before us the next day. The throne room has been cleaned and cleared of any reminder of the great feast that transpired only yesterday, the place now austere as its court and officials convene for Anders’ verdict. Magnus appears in chains, and is forced to his knees in front of Anders and his council of advisors. His expression seems calm, and I suspect he already knows his fate. I remain seated at my throne as the new king rises. Watching him with weary eyes, my gaze follows him down the red rug-lined stairs between us and the floor. I sigh instinctively, uncertain about what will transpire, but also tired of this constant exhaustion that seems to have fallen over me. For the last few days I have been fatigued no matter how much I rest, and the reasoning is puzzling.
A thought occurs… How long has it been since I last experienced my monthly bleed? My mind strains, trying to recall. With all the unusual events of recent weeks, I have lost track, but, thinking on it now, I do not think I have done so since I left Donrose. I gasp to myself at the realisation. Could I be with child? Is this the reason for my sudden fatigue and the constant curling knot in my belly? I blink around me, uncertain how I feel about this potential. A child with Anders would be amazing, and I know how much he desires a son, but I had truly not expected the news so soon.
Whilst I muse on the conundrum, Anders lists the offences that Magnus stands accused of committing, and addresses the prisoner before him.
“Magnus the Strong,” he says, standing just a few feet from where the massive bulk of the man kneels. “This is not the way I should have liked things to transpire between us.”
Magnus stirs from his stupor, lifting his head to look upon his king. He blinks into the light streaming from the high windows, and I’m reminded of the virtual darkness he will have been confined in down in the bowels of the castle.
“You were one of my finest men, Magnus,” Anders continues, his voice echoing around the large hall. “You were an ally, an advocate, and a friend.” He hesitates, and I watch as their eyes connect. “Frankly, it pains me to see you reduced to this, but the offences you committed against our queen should not, and will not, be tolerated.”
There is a long silence as everyone digests this news, and Anders towers over his prisoner.
“As such, it is my judgement that you must pay the ultimate price for your crimes, and I, King Anders, do hereby sentence you to death.”
A number of small gasps are heard around the room, but still nobody else speaks. Magnus just looks up at his king, his gaze unwavering.
“Do you have anything you would like to say in the face of my verdict?” Anders’ voice rings out around the hall, and for some reason I tense at the question. This is the first chance Magnus has had to speak, and I wonder what he will have to say.
“I should first like to send my condolences. Your father was a great king and will be sorely missed. I should also like to congratulate my Lofðungr. I am sure that you will make a true and noble king as well, sire.” Magnus lowers his head at that, and I see Anders draw in a large breath. “I am afraid though,” Magnus continues, “that is where our agreement ends, my Lofðungr. I cannot be sorry for the things which I have done or said, as I did them all with the best of intentions. Thus, I do not regret them.” He hesitates, and every person assembled seems to be hanging on his words. “You have married beneath yourself, my Lofðungr, and I would have done you a great service if I had removed this lady from your life altogether.”
This time it is me who gasps, my shock shared by many of the king’s councillors, who exchange looks of abhorrence and surprise.
“You are a fool, Magnus,” replies Anders, his tone curt. “And you shall pay the price for it. I always knew you were superficial, headstrong perhaps, but I never took you for a fool until now. Your opinion is no longer required in my presence.” He pauses, turning to speak to his guard. “Take him to the execution place. I shall carry out the deed myself.”
A third gasp sounds around the hall at this. It is clearly not common place for a king to carry out his own executions, yet one look in Anders’ eyes tells me that his mind is made up. We all rise at his command, and Magnus is dragged from the room. As he leaves, Magnus turns to look upon me, a malicious sneer etched into his face. I want to draw away from him, but remembering my place, I stand firm. I am queen now, and Magnus no longer has any power over me.
“I must carry out the act at once.” All of a sudden, Anders is right there beside me again, his huge frame towering over me as he speaks softly into my ear.
I nod, offering him a weak smile. “As you wish, my Lofðungr,” I reply, not wishing to open the rift between us on the subject.
“You see the man has no remorse, Aurelie,” he continues, as though I have in fact countered his last point. “The deed must be done.”
Blinking at him, I again acquiesce. “Yes, my Lofðungr. You shall do what needs to be done.”
He pulls his lips into a hard line, and reaches for my hand. “You do not have to accompany me if you do not want to. I shall try not to make it a bloody affair, but these things can never be guaranteed…”
My belly turns at the mere mention of blood, a sudden nausea rising in me. “No, my Lofðungr,” I reply stoically. “You do this thing in my name. I should be there to support you.”
“Are you sure, my love?” he quizzes me, his free hand reaching for my forehead. “You do seem pale. Are you well?”
I smile, dismissing his hand. “I am quite well,” I sigh. “It is only the emotion of the last few days which has caught up with me. That’s all.”
“You’re sure?” he asks, his tone low enough to vibrate through my body.
I blink into his unrelenting gaze. “Of course,” I lie, knowing this is not the time to share my potential good news with him. “Now, let me accompany you, my Lofðungr.”
His eyes narrow as though he does not believe me, but he does not press the point. Instead, he takes my hand and guides me down the steps, and together we stride outside to the battlements.
A crowd has already assembled, the idea of a public execution apparently as popular in Lundborg as it always was back in Donrose. The king’s guard escorts us to the designated place, and I am relieved to see that a separate viewing area has been erected for me, so that I do not have to be too close to the actual event. I offer Anders a lingering glance before I am guided to my seat by two of the guards.
Once I have taken my place, my eyes scan the crowd. Their faces are expectant, and the air has a sense of apprehension about it. Everyone knows why we are here, yet still I cannot come to grips with it. Whilst I have no love for Magnus, I do not desire to see his death, especially in such an open and brutal way. I used to be an advocate of the executioner’s block, and would regularly frequent the sentences in Donrose. But now, after everything I have witnessed and experienced in the last few months, I am not so sure.
My gaze refocuses on the scene ahead, acknowledging one of Anders’ holy men, who prays over the chained body of Magnus. He is once again kneeling, this time over the wooden block, his arms secured in shackles at his sides. With the prayers concluded, Anders steps up to address his people.
“Magnus the Strong,” he begins, “you have been sentenced to death by your king.” The crowd falls silent, every person of the scores in attendance now hangs on Anders’ every word. “Because of your previous station, and because I am a merciful leader, I have ruled that you be executed by sword instead of axe.” There are murmurs in the crowd as the news resonates. It is indeed a lenient act, and everybody knows it. “And because of the nature of your crimes, I will carry out the verdict myself…”
This appears to be too much for the people of Lundborg, who erupt into a gaggle of excited discourse about the fact their king will personally enact the deed.
Anders draws his sword from the holdall at his side, the blade gleaming in the morning light as he holds it aloft. He turns to face Magnus, whose head is still bowed.
“Magnus,” Anders calls, his voice the essence of authority. “For the love I once bore you, I offer you one more chance to speak, and I implore you to show remorse. The Gods will be listening…”
I swallow at his sentiment as a sudden wave of nausea rises in me. Instinctively, I grip my stomach, fighting the urge to stand and flee.
“My queen?” The guard at my side whispers as he bends low to address me. “Are you well?”
I nod at the question, forcing fresh air in through my mouth before I answer. “Yes, thank you,” I mumble. “All is well.”
He lowers his head respectfully. “Very good, Your Highness,” he replies as he returns to his position at my side.
Blowing out the air forcefully, I steel myself. Now is not the time to be ill, I chastise myself. I am here to support the king… I glance back to the wooden stage that hosts Anders and Magnus, and join the rest of the crowd as we await the prisoner’s answer.
“Thank you, my Lofðungr,” Magnus says at last. His voice is hoarse, as though the severity of his situation has, at last, occurred to him. Perhaps he did not expect Anders to go ahead with the sentence, but if there was ever any doubt, the blade just a foot from him makes the point vividly clear.
“Speak, my old friend,” replies Anders. He shifts his weight and all of a sudden, I catch his expression. It seems almost sad, as though he also cannot believe things have come to this conclusion.
“I am sorry, my Lofðungr,” Magnus says, his voice breaking at the final words.
The apology makes Anders pause, and he lowers his blade toward the wood below him.
“You are sorry now?” he asks, his tone harder than his face suggests. “You mean you are sorry now that your moment has come?”
“No,” argues Magnus at once. “I do not fear death, my Lofðungr, and to receive it by your hand is better than I deserve. It is a good death, and could only have been bettered if I had died in battle.”
Anders raises his head at Magnus’ reply. “Then, why are you sorry now?” he asks.
Magnus pauses, as though he is finding the strength to respond. I watch him in shackles, his garments tattered from his recent confinement, and I am reminded once again of the parallels between his treatment and the way Anders had been treated by my brother. The scene also reminds me of the way I had once been paraded naked in front of Anders’ men, the shame and ignominy of the event still burned into my mind.
“I can see how much hurt I have caused you, my Lofðungr,” replies Magnus, “and I am sorry for that. I was angry and hateful, yet it was never truly my intention to cause you harm.”
Anders snorts, slamming the end of his blade hard into the planks of wood beneath his feet. “But how can this be true?” he asks the crowds. “A man abducts my wife, and he does not intend to cause me harm?” He laughs theatrically, and the crowd imitates him, but quick as a flash Anders turns and addresses Magnus personally. “You took what belonged to me, Magnus. You have shown me nothing but disrespect and contempt.”
Magnus eyes him, his gaze wide as Anders towers over him. “I did not mean you harm,” he insists. “I meant to remedy the situation by removing the lady. I sought only your protection and best interests, my Lofðungr.”
“Queen Aurelie is, and will always be my best interests,” shouts Anders, his voice slamming down any hint of insurrection. “And for those who cannot get in line with this reality, know this.” He turns again, allowing the weight of his voice to carry over the heads of all those assembled. “Your king loves his people, and our realm, but he has no love greater than that which burns for his queen.” He pauses, turning his attention back to Magnus. “And I will protect her at all costs.”
“I understand, my Lofðungr,” he mumbles, his words barely evident on the Nordic morning breeze. “You must do what you must do.” His head lowers once again, and I see him physically brace himself. Magnus has conceded his life to his king.
Anders startles at his response. Clearly, he was not expecting Magnus to surrender without some type of protest. He eyes his man, the weight of the burden that now hangs over him evident for all to see. Slowly, he raises the sword in his right hand, and as he does, time seems to protract. Things move in slow motion as the blade gleams in the air. I gulp, practically panting, and grip the edges of my chair as Anders prepares himself. He manoeuvres himself into place by the side of his prisoner, ensuring that his blade will target the right spot on Magnus’ neck. By now, I am so on edge that I can barely pull in a new breath.
This is not right, and I know it. Too many lives have been lost, and my hands are just as bloodstained as anyone’s. I recall the night Anders’ men attacked my father’s castle. I had slain men myself in defence of my home, and I had witnessed far too many others killed in the process. Please, Anders, I think, my eyes drilling into his muscular body as he holds the sword aloft. Please don’t do this. Let us not make Magnus the latest on our bloody list…
I open my eyes, having not realised they had even closed until this moment. Anders’ blade is still held aloft, high over Magnus’ head—I have not missed a thing. Why the delay, I wonder? If there is to be an execution, then let it just be over with…
I watch as he throws the sword down, the weight of the thing sending it south at a rapid rate. Yet, Magnus’ body is not the recipient of the impact, and instead it crashes through the wooden boards of the platform. There are gasps and screams from the crowd as everyone realises what has just transpired.
“Magnus.” Anders’ voice is strained, and slowly his prisoner raises his head. “This is not the way.”
“My Lofðungr?” Magnus’ enquiry sounds as bewildered as I feel. I am relieved to see the prisoner still alive, and yet utterly confused at Anders’ motivations.
“You do indeed deserve to be punished for your crimes, Magnus, yet my queen’s words ring in my ears…” Scores of faces turn to stare at me all at the same time, and I can feel the heat engulf my face. “It was Queen Aurelie’s suggestion to be merciful, and spare your life, Magnus.”
Now Magnus’ gaze flies to me, and I force my eyes to my husband, unwilling to meet his perplexed stare.
“So, for once, I choose to listen to the counsel of my wife.” Anders pauses, casting a wry smirk in my direction. “Magnus the Strong, you shall be subject to a life of hard labour. You will use your strength and fortitude to build a better, bright future for Lundborg. This is my final decision.”
A murmur goes around the crowd, and I cannot tell if it is excitement or disappointment that I hear.
“Thank you, my Lofðungr,” he mumbles.
“It is not me you need thank, Magnus,” comes the reply. “You will instead express your gratitude to your queen.”
Magnus shifts, his chains clinking as he turns on his knees, finding me with his eyes. “As you wish, my Lofðungr,” he says in a low tone. “You have my deepest thanks, my Queen.”
I swallow at his words, his contempt for me still evident, even at this juncture. I rise, gripping the edge of my chair for support. “This is as it should be, Magnus,” I say. “Lundborg deserves to benefit from your punishment.”
He nods, and Anders turns to offer me one of those dark, alluring smiles. I clench the muscles of my sex and catch my breath. Just the sight of him is enough to make me wet with desire, but it is more than that now. The fact he has listened to me makes my heart swell.
As I watch my king slide his sword back into its hold, three things are clear to me. One, Anders is indeed a strong, fierce king, just as mighty as his father, and every inch a Viking warrior. He handles his weapon with ease, yet care, and is master of everything we now survey. I inhale as the idea resonates, making me press my thighs together underneath my long, flowing gown.
Two, he has also shown his willingness to be an understanding and compassionate ruler. He has spared Magnus’ life, in spite of everything that has transpired between the three of us. Magnus is a troubled man, who has made plenty of bad choices, but despite every ordeal he has put me through since we first met in Donrose, I do not believe he is beyond hope. Anders’ sentence offers clemency, and yet it is a shrewd move. Magnus is a stronger ally than an enemy. I imagine his father gazing down upon him from whatever passes for the Viking afterlife, and I know in my heart that he will be proud of what he sees.
The final thing that is evident to me as I watch him cast his verdict on his fallen friend is just how far he and I have come. War brought us together, the pain of capture the penalty we have both endured. Yet now, standing here in the bristling first winds of autumn, I know the truth. I love him unconditionally, and there is nothing to be done for it. I am his now, and he is mine, for as long as the Gods see fit to reward us.
My hands fall to my belly, the lingering possibility there capturing my attention again.
“Aurelie.”
The sound of my Viking master rouses me, and my head lifts to find him by my side. I greet him with a smile. “Thank you, my Lofðungr,” I murmur as he leans down to plant a warm kiss over my lips. “I truly believe that you have passed the right sentence.”
His eyes narrow at me, but he nods all the same. “With you by my side,” he begins, “I believe I shall always reach the sage answer.” He presses his temple into mine, and we remain this way for a long moment as Magnus is carted away from the executioner’s block.
“But what is this?” he asks, that blond brow arching at me as he eyes my hands at my stomach. “Does my queen have news to share?”
I gasp at the question. I had quite forgotten that my hands were still there, and the enquiry takes me by surprise. “Perhaps,” I murmur, flushing as the words escape my lips. “I am not so sure, but yes, perhaps, my Lofðungr.”
His gaze burns into me, searing my flesh with his intensity. “Oh, my love,” he grins, lowering his arms around my trembling body. “This is the most amazing news!”
“Please, my Lofðungr,” I pant, trying to quell his rising emotion. “Things are not certain. Give me time, and…”
Anders’ expression assures me that he is not listening. Instead, his mouth claims me once more, his passion and excitement more than clear from his lips. “I understand,” he soothes, drawing away just enough to speak. “I am just hopeful. If the Gods are willing, then perhaps we shall soon be parents.”
I smile into his chest, loving his excitement at the prospect. After everything, my Viking has given me optimism for a future, and I could not be happier. Lifting my head, I watch the sun slide from behind a cloud. Tomorrow brings hope, and Anders and I are more than ready for that.



Epilogue
 
 
The final fragments of light dance on the horizon, capturing my attention. It is a little over a day since Magnus’ sentence was commuted, and Anders and I are once again alone in our chambers.
“Are you certain you wish to do this?” His voice is insistent, its urgency drawing me from the window. “I fear for the health of our child.”
I sigh, having reassured him on this point several times already today. “Aye, my Lofðungr,” I reply, turning to offer him a smile. “If I am with child, and on this point, I am still unsure, then the baby will be well protected inside my belly.”
Anders glowers at my response, coming toward me and squatting by my side. “I am conflicted on this point, my sweeting,” he admits. “I could not live with myself if our actions caused any harm to our child.” His right hand shifts to my midriff, and he rubs the area tenderly.
Smiling, I press my small digits against the back of his hand. “I know, and I love you for your concern, but please, my Lofðungr,” I say, imploring him to see sense. “Generations of ladies have borne children before me. I am young and healthy, and I see no reason why I cannot produce an heir for you.” I pause, inhaling slowly as I think how to continue. “But I cannot see this connection between us wither. I want to be your one, true wife, Anders. I want to satisfy all your needs…”
He eyes me, his expression solemn. “Au-re-lie.”
The sound of my name on his lips taunts me. Only Anders can do that, taking my quite unremarkable name and making it sound utterly delicious…
“Have no doubt, you are still going to be a true wife to me. There is no way that either of us can give up the carnal delights we have found in one another…” He rises back to his feet, towering over me once more. “All I am saying is that we take care. The things we propose are not gentle or tender, and… well, I worry.”
I stand from my window seat, reaching for his strong arms with both of my hands. “I trust you, my Lofðungr,” I murmur, intentionally making eye contact with him. “You are a fierce protector of what is yours. I do not believe that you will hurt me or the baby.”
Anders gazes at me, his expression softening at my words. “So, you are certain then?” he whispers, closing the small distance between us. “You want me to do the things we spoke about, to use you, humiliate you?”
I swear moisture pools at my sex as he describes my desire, and reflexively I press my thighs together at the question. “Yes, my Lofðungr,” I murmur, my tone breathy at the thought. “Yes, I am certain.”
His lips curl at my answer, and quick as a flash his hands are in my hair, drawing my head backwards. With my neck exposed, his mouth descends to my throat, kissing and nipping it with obvious passion.
“I am pleased to hear it, my little captive…” His tone has dropped to a low growl, and somehow his eyes have darkened as they assess me.
My little captive… His words resonate deeply within me, because that’s exactly what I am, and what I will always be.
“What will you have me do, my Lofðungr?” I ask, all too aware of the small tremor in my voice.
Anders’ expression is wicked as he moves back into my eye line. “You will strip and then kneel for me,” he tells me matter-of-factly. “I have a sudden yearning to rest my legs, and I am in need of a footstool…”
 
 
The End
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