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        Welcome to the Viking Surrender series: a scorchingly hot collection of nine sizzling Viking romances.

      

        

      
        If you’re yet to read the Prologue to this romance, please do before you dive in to Thorolf and Ailsa’s story.

        (find it FREE here, on Amazon)

      

        

      
        The Prologue sets the scene for all that happens next, so you don’t want to miss out…

      

        

      
        We hope the nine romances in this series provide welcome escape and entertainment, that they inspire you and transport you.

      

        

      
        While you’re cheering for our heroes and heroines, we want you to cheer for yourself. Like the women and men in these tales, you’re stronger than you may realize, more resourceful and more determined.

      

        

      
        As for happy endings, we all need to believe that things can get better if we persevere, that there is hope, and the chance to embrace a life of love and friendship and contentment.

      

        

      
        Go get ‘em!
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        VIKING SURRENDER

      

        

      
        A horde of battle-hardened, ferocious Nordic warriors.

      

        

      
        A Pictish village at the mercy of its enemies.

      

        

      
        A harrowing bargain struck for nine fearful and reluctant brides.

      

        

      
        Delivered into Viking hands, claimed and conquered, each bride must accept that she belongs to her new master. But, as wedding nights bring surrender to duty, will fierce lovers also surrender their hearts?

      

        

      
        The Highland wilderness is savage, life is perilous, and the future uncertain, but each Viking has sworn protection, and there are no lengths to which a man will not go to safeguard the woman he loves.

      

        

      
        Nine provocatively sensual tales of suspense, seduction and adventure, told against the forbidding backdrop of medieval Scotland.

      

        

      
        Journey together with indomitable heroes and intrepid heroines, as they discover that the raging storms of fear and passion can transform into enduring devotion.

      

      

      

      
        
        Dare to enter our world

      

      

      
        
        Thorolf - by Vanessa Brooks

        Ailsa, a woman scarred by the brutality of men, knowing peace only in the depths of the forest. Thorolf, a cunning warrior, as fierce as the wolves Ailsa adores. Enemies bound by marriage, their attraction is undeniable. But can her Viking husband tame Ailsa’s wounded heart?

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Thorolf

          

          Vanessa Brooks

        

      

    

    
      
        
          [image: ]
        

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Prologue

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Achnaryrie Village, Gaillaibh, the land of the Picts, Alba (Scotland)

        912 AD

      

      

      “This, again?”

      “We have no meat or fish, Irb. It was all I could find to make,” Ailsa explained as her husband complained about the bowl of mushroom broth she’d set before him.

      “You are a worthless lazy, woman,” he muttered, swilling a hunk of rye bread about in the soup she’d served for the second evening in a row. Ailsa knew better than to argue, it only made things worse between them.

      “You are good with your bow, go and hunt on the morrow. Bring back some meat,” he demanded.

      She stared at him, confused.

      “But you said hunting was man’s work. You told me after we married I should remain home to grind grain, bake bread, churn butter and cheese, work the loom, tend the fowl, wash our dirty clothes and...”

      “Be silent woman! Don’t you know the other wives work far harder than you? They also fulfil their promise to obey and offer their bodies willingly to their husbands, unlike you, who can barely suffer my attention. You’ll do as I say. I am a busy man.”

      She couldn’t contain her snort of derision. Hot broth scalded her skin as Irb hurled his bowl at her head. Thankfully, the bowl missed her, but the liquid cascaded down her neck, searing her. She yelled and ran to the water barrel; scooping out a horn full she splashed it over her burning flesh.

      His harsh laughter brought tears to her eyes. She turned her head away lest he see her cry, for any weakness on her part only ever made him crueller.

      “Clear up that mess. I am going to find a proper meal from another man’s table. One where the wife knows how to treat her husband with the respect he deserves.”

      He cuffed her head as he passed, banging the heavy wooden door shut behind him.

      Ailsa sank to her knees beside the fire pit and wept. Were the other Achnaryrie men as unkind to their wives, or was it only Irb? She noticed that many of the women sang as they went about their daily chores, but she could never summon enough joy to lift her voice to join them in song.

      Perhaps a day of hunting in the forest would bring her some peace, if only for a short while. Ailsa had hunted with the men of the tribe, providing for herself and her mother after her father had died, becoming proficient with the use of a bow.

      Times had changed since then. The Nechtain tribe had begun regular raids upon their village, stealing their livestock and food stores.

      Would it be safe for her to hunt alone in the forest where wild boar and wolves lurked among the shadows?

      Taking up a cloth, she began to clear the splattered broth from the wall.  She froze as another thought struck, there were the Eanfrith to avoid, outlaws who moved stealthily about the forest, preying upon unwary travellers. Perhaps it would be sensible to keep to the outer trees while she hunted.

      Once the mess had been cleared away, she sat and ate her own supper. It was lukewarm but flavoursome. She pondered her husband’s words as she ate. How was she expected to get through all her daily tasks and find time to hunt, too? Why did Irb expect her to do everything? What was it he did on those days he vanished for hours upon end?

      She waited and waited, but when it grew late with no sign of Irb’s return, she stripped her clothes off and snuggled into the bed set back in the alcove.

      Pain...

      Her eyes flashed open, it was dark. She registered discomfort between her thighs and a stifling weight held her down. Groans filled the air as Irb moved on top of her. How she wished him gone. What a wicked thought ... Yet nowadays her husband was a rutting beast and nothing more. When had things changed? He had never been romantic but at least once, he had been kind.

      Ailsa tried not to wince as he thrust again into her body. His teeth nipped painfully at her left nipple while he pinched and twisted the other. There was no way she could withhold her cry of agony.

      “Quiet, insolent woman, learn your place.”

      Insolent? She never fought back, never complained, but whatever she did was wrong, or was not enough. Why was her husband so dissatisfied with her? Why?
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        * * *

      

      Nausea overwhelmed Alisa daily. She feared it might be a serious malady. The other women teased her, but she remained clueless to the nature of the cause. It was only after Eithne congratulated her that it finally dawned on her. She was with child. Surely, at last, this was news to please her husband? The new life they created would bring them together as a family. They could finally heal the rift between them.

      Ailsa dropped what she was doing and ran from the croft to find her husband. He must hear this joyous news from her lips and not through village gossip.

      To her delight he was thrilled by her news, and actually kissed her, a rare occurrence since their marriage. There was no more mention of her going hunting. Irb began to provide adequately for the table. For a while she was happy, and then disaster struck.

      Yet another Nechtain raid on the village left her weak and afraid. Lack of sleep and nourishing food took its toll. She lost the babe.

      Some months later, she conceived again, but Ailsa knew from the start that something was not right with her pregnancy. The constant tension of being raided resulted in scarce food stocks. Over time the lack of nourishment weakened her. The baby was not to be.

      Irb blamed her, cursing her every waking moment. Overwhelmed by grief, she sought refuge and peace in the forest where somehow the dangers now seemed less than those waiting for her at home in Achnaryrie.

      Not only did she find sanctuary in the woods, but she also found, Shadow...
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      Ailsa heard Eithne calling her name. Sweet Jesu! She was accompanied by two Vikings, a man and woman, both enormous in stature. Terrified, Ailsa drew back into the shadow of the trees her heart thudding. Where was Eithne’s sister, Rhiannon?

      Ailsa stifled a moan. What was going to happen to all of them? The sun glinted off something. Intrigued, she forced herself to step forward, her palms clammy where she gripped her bow. Peeking around the tree she’d hidden behind, she saw that both Vikings held mighty weapons—an axe and broadsword.

      Ailsa knew she’d be no match against these powerful warriors. She must withdraw into the safety of the forest. Her best defence was with her bow, since an arrow shot from the shadows would be silent and deadly, and she never missed her target. After her father had died, Ailsa had been forced to hunt; she learned the hard way that missing a kill meant hunger. Reaching for a feathered shaft, she recalled having given her word not to attack unless signalled. Frustrated, she dropped her weapon to her side.

      Earlier that morning, she had spotted a swirl of gulls circling the three dragon ships heading inland under full sail. Terror had entered her heart. Running from the cliffs, she screamed warning of the invaders to the other members of her village. The women and children scattered and hid in the forest.

      As Ailsa glanced north in the direction of Orkney she wondered if the women of Achnaryrie could flee their homes and make their way across the strip of water which separated the islands from the mainland, possibly finding shelter and protection there.

      Even as she had this thought, Ailsa dismissed it. She sighed, knowing there was no safe haven to be had anywhere nearby. Endless raids by the ferocious Norsemen had destroyed or simply absorbed the Pictish communities who had inhabited Orkney and now Vikings occupied many of the isles.

      Meanwhile, Eithne, daughter of their village chieftain, had decided on another route. She could have been cut down by the Vikings, yet here she was, calling out to all the village women who’d hidden in the forest. Whatever she’d said to these Norsemen in order to save her life, must have worked—at least so far…

      Ailsa couldn’t help thinking Eithne rash and foolish—to attempt bartering with these barbarians. The situation was sure to end in bloodshed. So far, she’d been wrong, but how long could a truce last with these invaders?

      A cold wet nose pushed into her palm. She glanced down, and there was Shadow, the wolf she had befriended, materialising in his uncanny way to comfort her.

      The wolf’s yellow gaze met Ailsa’s briefly then slid away. His size and strength were reassuring to her, his thick pelt warm beneath her palm. Shadow often sensed her mood, appearing silently at her side—especially when she hunted deep within the forest. The Vikings moved again, and Shadow gave a low, growl. Ailsa released a sighing breath.

      A sudden shout was followed by loud cries from the village. Ailsa neared the forest’s edge, slipping between the trees while Shadow nervously hung back.

      The Viking leader appeared to be holding Eithne tightly, which told Ailsa their intentions were hostile. Readying her bow, she watched closely, swearing to let her arrow fly if anything dangerous happened.

      An ominous crack of twigs behind her broke the silence. Shadow’s snarl alerted her to danger. The hairs rose on the nape of her neck. Turning, she saw nothing—then, through the trees, a man emerged. He appeared as thick as a tree trunk and just as tall. Dia! A Viking!

      His muscular chest was wide and strong, while his gaze seemed strangely wolf-like, his amber eyes intently focused upon Ailsa. Taut as the string on her bow, Ailsa lowered her weapon—gradually, carefully.

      Calmly raising his arm, he spoke, seemingly without threat, although Ailsa sensed his apprehension. The Viking stretched out his palm, indicating the wolf should stand down and, to Ailsa’s amazement, Shadow sat, his threatening growl diminishing to a mere rumble of discontent.

      Ailsa trembled under the scrutiny of the invader, intimidated by his superior physique. Her cheeks heated. How did a man become so muscular?

      Irb, her husband, would seem paltry beside this giant. The Viking spoke again, but Ailsa shrugged with lack of understanding. He moved forward; she edged back blindly, snagging her foot in a briar and stumbling. With a cry of fright, she tumbled to the ground.

      All at once, Shadow leapt through the air, landing on all four feet to stand over Ailsa’s prone form. Hackles rising, he snarled, standing as her protector. To her astonishment, the Viking dropped to his knees and inclined his head to the great wolf, showing no fear. The man spoke in a soft, husky voice. Shadow’s growl subsided. The wolf stood down. Astounded, Ailsa sat up. What strange alchemy did this Viking possess to control her wild friend?

      The Norseman rose to his feet gracefully and, closing the distance between them, held out his hand. At first, she refused to touch him—to trust him. His kind meant only death for her people. Had she not lost her own father during a Viking raid?  But there was something about him… Hesitant, Ailsa finally accepted his aid, reaching for his hand. He pulled her up, holding her against his chest. She stared at his bronzed body, hardened by labour and war. Surprisingly, he smelled good. His sweat fresh and clean, not stale as she remembered her husband, Irb’s.

      His fingers, warm and insistent, lifted her chin to meet his gaze. She attempted to resist, but the intonation of his voice reverberated through her. Ailsa shivered, and not with cold. His fingers lightly traced the shape of her face; his thumb brushed her bottom lip.

      What did he want?

      The feelings his touch awakened, confused her. How could he, an enemy, affect her this way? She had met him only moments before and had been fearful, yet she instinctively felt he was an honourable man.

      She tried to break away, but his arms encircled her. Gripping the hair at the nape of her neck, he held her still. In turn, she wound her fingers through the braid hanging over his shoulder, endeavouring to tug his head back. He gave a rumbling laugh at her meagre attempt to control him. Desire flooded his eyes as he leaned closer to her face.

      She struggled against the fear that threatened to overwhelm her. Had she been wrong, did he intend to rape her?

      Her efforts to break free proved useless.

      His lips touched hers; she whimpered. The unexpected kiss felt sweet as his mouth caressed hers. He released her, and she staggered. Chuckling he caught her elbow to steady her but Ailsa tugged her arm away, spinning beyond his reach. When Ailsa looked behind her, he was gone.

      She didn’t understand what had just happened. Not even Shadow was nearby; the wolf had vanished along with the strange, golden-haired Viking.

      Shaken to the core, she took a moment to listen, becoming conscious of the sounds of the forest around her, a woodpecker drumming a hollow tune upon the bark of a tree. Leaves rustled, shifting in the breeze. She wondered if she’d imagined the whole encounter.

      The sounds from the village had long since subsided, though a child’s distant wail still echoed in the distance. As she entered the village, she knew she must find out what had happened.

      Only then, did she realise the Viking had stolen her bow.
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      Thorolf was determined to obey his jarl; there was no question of dissent.

      Never before had he felt so uneasy about one of Brandr’s decisions. He’d been alerted to danger as soon as the woman had called her warning in the forest, but no one had appeared.

      Thorolf had drifted away from his fellow warriors to scout the area alone.

      He’d found a wolf—one of his own kind, no less. He’d long ago accepted that his god, Thor, regarded him as a wolf. After all, his very name meant Thor’s wolf.

      The wolf he’d come across today had been protecting a beautiful huldra. Like a spirit woman of the forest, she’d enchanted him; he’d had no will to resist.

      Others might have been wary of the huge, grey beast glowering from her side, but the creature’s presence had reassured him—as if the wolf had been sent from Thor to guide him, convincing Thorolf to trust his jarl’s judgement.

      As a child, he’d enjoyed his own companion wolf, Ulfr, who’d died in his sleep from old age. Thorolf’s father had bred dogs from a tamed she-wolf, and there had once been a pure-bred wolf litter. Thorolf had raised one and his sister another. His encounter with the huldra was surely a sign from Thor, that he could trust the woman. He believed her wolf to be a message sent from his god to guide his future. The Viking creed, destiny is all, rang loud in his head.

      He’d kissed the beautiful girl, with her abundance of long, glossy hair, so pleasing to his eye. Although slight in stature, she’d been warm and solid in his arms. Her moss-coloured gaze had mesmerised him. Perhaps he should beware; she may have cast a spell? Was she perhaps a Pictish witch?

      “Thorolf, why the frown? Are you not pleased our jarl has negotiated a treaty which benefits us all, giving each warrior a woman to warm his bed and land to call his own?”

      Alarik had approached without Thorolf noticing. Was his guard slipping? Normally, his keen senses would have alerted him to another’s presence.

      Thorolf returned Alarik’s grin.

      “Be assured, my hordund is up for the challenge, Alarik. You need have no fear on that account.”

      The man threw back his head and laughed. Making a crude gesture with his fist, he strode away, shaking his head, still chuckling.

      Thorolf glanced about. Where was his jarl? There had been trouble, he knew, but of what nature he was unsure. If it had been serious, then Alarik would surely have informed him, but Thorolf wished to find Brandr, to satisfy his own mind.
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        * * *

      

      “This woman, Rhiannon, should at least be whipped! How can you overlook such treachery and not punish her immediately? Her life should have been forfeit the moment she took up arms against your brother. It is pure chance that Bjorn still lives!” Thorolf shook with rage.

      “Calm down, my friend, remember to whom you speak.” Brandr placed a firm hand on Thorolf’s shoulder.

      Thorolf sucked in an angry breath, bowing his head respectfully. “I apologise, my lofoungr, but our laws are clear.”

      Taking his role as protector and warrior seriously, since he was one of the jarl’s chosen guards; he was astounded by his leader’s leniency in such a grave matter.

      “I know the law, Thorolf, but I need you to trust me. My brother will decide the girl’s fate should he live—not you, nor I. In the meantime, I have set Alarik to guard her. I suggest you prepare for the marriage ceremonies tomorrow.”

      The Pictish woman, Eithne, interrupted, ignoring Thorolf’s glare. Brandr cast the woman a tender look—an expression Thorolf had not seen on his jarl’s face in a long time.

      “I have selected six women to marry your men, Brandr. This man may not simply select any woman he chooses from the tribe.”

      Thorolf glowered at her. “I met a young woman in the forest. She is the one I want.”

      Eithne cocked her head, as if considering his words.

      “Hmm, that is most likely to have been either Ytha or Ailsa. I have asked them to be part of the group who will wed.”

      She turned to Brandr. “Shall I call them, so your warrior may see if his chosen one is among the women?”

      Thorolf shifted his feet, he felt Eithne’s manner to be too bold, but he could not reprimand the woman, it seemed that she was his lofoungr‘s choice. He waited for the women to arrive. If neither woman was his enchantress, what then?

      Apparently sensing his discomfort, Eithne offered him refreshment, passing drinking horns to Thorolf and Brandr.

      “’Tis only mead,” she said as Thorolf stared suspiciously at the amber liquid she expected him to drink.

      He took a sip. It tasted surprisingly good—honeyed, just as mead should be.

      Thorolf became aware of females chattering, which lowered to a whisper as the women approached. In the light from the fire, two women emerged, both strikingly similar—with the same mossy-green eyes.

      Despite their resemblance, he recognised her immediately and crossed to his forest huldra. Offering her the mead, he met her gaze, after a moment’s hesitation, she took the horn, watching him over the rim of the drinking vessel as she sipped. Thorolf’s heart swelled with pride at her beauty and biddable response to him.

      “This woman is mine.” It was important there should be no misunderstanding among the other men.

      Eithne ignored his statement and turned to the pretty huldra, speaking in her own tongue. The woman replied to Eithne’s questions softly, but not once did her gaze leave his.

      “Ailsa hesitates in agreeing to become your wife. Her first husband, Irb, failed to return from battle a year ago, during a skirmish with the Nechtain tribe. She is convinced Irb still lives, though I believe this to be unlikely.”

      A knife twisted in Thorolf’s gut. He would not, could not share her. “No! If she weds me, then she must understand she becomes wholly mine. If she cannot agree to my terms, then none of us shall take her to wife.”

      Thorolf had spoken in anger. Looking across at Brandr, he quickly added, “Is that not so, my Jarl?” He wished to show no disrespect to his leader.

      Fortunately, Brandr only winked. “Thorolf speaks true. The woman needs to know she will belong solely to him after the ceremony.”

      Eithne spoke once again with the woman Thorolf already thought of as his own, drawing her away from the others. Their discussion protracted. Thorolf feared the beautiful creature would be withheld from him. However, his huldra came to stand before him.

      He waited, not knowing what to expect.

      She took his right hand and lifted it to her lips, placing a kiss upon his knuckle. A stirring shifted in Thorolf’s chest, an overwhelming tenderness at her gesture. How long it had been since he’d experienced such emotion.

      “Gud! It is settled,” he stated brusquely. He nodded at Brandr, hastening away, fearing that if he stayed a moment longer, his feelings might become obvious to one and all.

      Thorolf dared not argue with his jarl, but he could not leave his bride selection to chance. Each man was told to place his dagger in the earth, the women choosing randomly, but thanks to Thor, Thorolf’s own knife’s handle bore a carved wolf’s head. His bride, his Ailsa, would know which blade to choose.

      He dared not dwell upon what he might do should she choose another warrior’s dagger.

      He realised he need not have feared, for her hand went unerringly to the knife embellished with the wolf.

      The wedding ceremony took place on Friday, as all good Norse weddings should, in order to honour the Goddess Freya. The ritual was preceded by the men undertaking a customary bath. Thorolf wondered if the women of this strange isle followed the same practice.

      In making this recent journey across the sea, he’d never considered taking a wife, but now he hoped with Thor’s blessing, that he had gained a rare woman.

      

      He would have a night to enjoy her, at least, before they embarked on their mission. Brandr had called for an attack against the Nechtain tribe—a show of force to teach the barbarians that Achnaryrie was now under Viking protection. The plan was to set out at early dawn, burning the village and killing the men who would not surrender to their superior strength, maiming the bow fingers of the rest. They had no intention of harming women or children. It would serve as warning that none could take from the Achnaryrie without punishment.

      His wedding passed as a blur to Thorolf—a strange ceremony spoken in Latin, full of the Christian beliefs from this land, conducted by a sorry-excuse-for-a-man named Father Godfrey. The soft-bellied creature had cowered before their Viking strength throughout the ceremony.

      Making his way to the celebration afterwards, Thorolf encountered his friend Garth. He realised the man was now family, since marrying Ytha, Ailsa’s sister. He slapped Thorolf’s back, congratulating him on the beauty of both their women.

      At the feast, mead toasts to the new unions were drunk. Thorolf noticed the Christian priest stumble to the ground, obviously inebriated. He decided to leave and led his bride away from the revels, following Ailsa to her dwelling. He was pleased to find a sturdy home of circular stone walls, although the inside dim, lit only by a central fire pit, its smoke curling through the opening in the reed-covered roof. Nooks for storage and sleeping filled the outer edge, and one larger room contained a raised bed dressed with woven blankets, furs, and goose-down pillows. Someone had strewn the bedding with wild flowers and sweet smelling herbs. A table and a crude bench stood on one side of the fire; he saw a loom had been tucked away in one corner.

      Thorolf stretched to his full, impressive height and rammed Ásgæirr, his mighty sword, into the rafters of the sjot.

      Gud, it sank deep. A good omen for the marriage!

      Crossing to the bed, he placed his Mjölnir - hammer amulet upon the pallet as a symbol of Thor’s bone. Thorolf nodded to himself, it would bless his fruitfulness with his new bride. His gaze shifted over to his wife who stood near the table. Reaching for her chin, he angled her face to meet his kiss, but she turned away. Was she refusing him?

      Again, he lowered his mouth to hers. A whimper escaped her.

      He drew back with a frown. “Are…hurt…you?” he asked haltingly, searching for the correct words in her language.

      Ailsa shook her head, appearing agitated. Moving away, she poked the fire, adding wood to the blaze.

      He would give her time to gather herself and do what he could to make her feel at ease. Fetching her bow from where he’d hidden it amongst his things, he held it out to her as a peace offering.

      Hesitating, before stepping forward to take it, she returned his kindness with a nervous, half-smile. She was clearly afraid; he noticed her smile didn’t touch her beautiful eyes.

      Thorolf gestured to where her quiver rested against the wall, indicating she should place her bow there. When she returned, he took her hand, placing it upon his chest, over his thudding heart. He let her feel how fast it beat for her. Standing quiet, her palm flat, she hesitantly moved a finger across his chest, her fingernail circled one copper nipple. He caught her hand and drew it to his mouth, lightly nipping her inner wrist; she gasped. Drawing her closer, he once again lowered his lips to hers. This time, she clung to him, meeting his tongue with her own bold and lusty thrusts.

      Slowly, he moved her backward to the bed. She no longer seemed hesitant, breaking their kiss; she lay down and parted her legs for him.

      Thorolf was shocked by her sudden willingness. Surely she didn’t expect them to fornicate immediately, without sharing the delights of foreplay?  He stretched out beside her on the bed and started to remove her clothing, but she sat upright, quickly taking over the task of undressing herself. Frustrated, he stood to unlace his leather trousers, once naked, he faced her.

      

      Her eyes widened as her gaze settled upon his manhood. Thorolf was proud of the size of his hordund, which twitched with pride at her startled gasp. Hesitantly, she reached for him. He smiled giving her encouragement. As she touched him, gripping his engorged shaft, he groaned.

      Placing his palms on her shoulders, he eased her back on the bed, the fragrance from the crushed flower petals and herbs teased his nostrils. She gazed up at him, her legs still parted in invitation. Capturing her lips in a searing kiss, his tongue swept over hers, delving deeper inside her mouth. His hands moved over her silken flesh, caressingly. He enjoyed her tremors as she arched against him, moaning his name while he plucked her taut nipples. Gud! He wanted to hear her sweet cries of passion. The knowledge that he brought her pleasure would stoke his own desire. His shaft hardened to a rod of iron, he was more than ready to satisfy her hunger.

      His mouth followed where his hands played, and soon her moans grew louder. Thorolf moved to kneel between her thighs, she grabbed his hair, attempting to pull him away, but he gripped her wrists and lifted them above her head.

      He reprimanded her with a low growl of discontent.

      As she quivered beneath him, the musky scent of her arousal filled him with excitement. He was eager to taste her, to feel the heat of her core. Gently, he ran his tongue along her flesh until he reached her bud of pleasure. Her nectar flooded his tongue—warm as honey. Shifting her hips she gave a sweet mewl of entreaty as she churned her hips beneath him, enflamed by his licks and caresses.

      Thorolf did not cease his ministrations until he was certain she had crested, coming sweetly on his tongue. Satisfied, by her cries, he slid upward, over her body, nestling between her thighs; his aching hordund sought the heat of her wet channel.

      Glazed eyes met his and, smiling nervously, she encircled his shoulders, embracing him.

      Sliding his hands beneath her buttocks, he raised her to meet his thrusting shaft. Her head fell back, exposing her vulnerable throat. He took this as an invitation to nip her pale, tender flesh, soothing the love bite with his tongue.

      Thorolf claimed what was his. She belonged to him now and no other. Their bodies spoke in ways where language failed.

      Thanking Thor for giving him the gift of this uniquely beautiful woman, he knew his god had rewarded his loyalty with a wife.

      His balls tightened in response to Ailsa’s pleasure-filled moan. He lowered his mouth to hers again, pleased to have brought her to the point of ecstasy yet again. Her sultry cry triggered his own release, flooding her with his seed.

      They made love many times that night; he was unable to keep his hands off her. Like the lithe cat he thought she resembled, Ailsa purred for him.

      

      Afterward, he cradled her in his arms, an undeniable tenderness developed between them as she nestled against his shoulder. For the first time, he feared losing in battle. Not because of cowardice, but at the thought of being parted from this bewitching woman.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      He woke before dawn to find her entwined about him. The temptation to take her again nearly overwhelmed him. He pictured her with her legs wrapped about his waist, welcoming him inside her, but the jarl had made his summons clear.

      It was time to rise, he had to leave soon.

      She sighed, her body sought his even while half asleep, but he pushed her away.

      

      “Neinn!” he muttered, brushing his lips over her forehead to soften his rejection as he detached her from the embrace. “I go.”

      

      She rubbed her eyes.

      

      “Return soon, husband.”

      He pondered a moment. Perhaps better to tell her where he was going rather than simply disappear. She would hear about the raid soon enough. “We raid Nechtain…”

      

      To his amazement, she demanded an explanation. “Why put yourself in the path of danger; ’tis foolish to risk your life unnecessarily. You should stay here with me!” Her voice rose shrill in complaint.

      He tried placing a calming hand upon her shoulder, but she shrugged him off.

      

      Thorolf shook his head and shifted to the edge of the bed. She would have to remain angry, for he had no time for this; he needed to join the other warriors.

      He stood; feeling for his clothing on the end of the bed, but Ailsa got up and tugged on his arm, berating him further. Her words flowed too fast for him to understand her tirade.

      

      Gently, he guided her to sit down, but she leapt to her feet again, slapping him hard across the face.

      Thorolf sucked in his breath. What disrespect was this? He felt strongly that a woman should yield to her husband. It was the way his father had raised him. A wife should never strike her husband, except in self-defence. It was a defiant action, one he could not overlook, despite his need to be gone. If he didn’t punish her, she might never understand the enormity of her mistake at the lack of respect she’d shown him.

      Taking up the tallow candle, he lit it, holding it aloft, he allowed her to see the displeasure in his face. She stared back, eyes wide, her hand covered her mouth. Her expression told him she recognised the fact she’d acted as no wife should.

      Placing the candle aside, he sat back upon the pallet.

      “I’m sorry,” she whispered. “I’m afraid that…”

      “Here!” he interrupted firmly, pointing to his lap.

      She hesitated only briefly, obediently placing herself face down across his thighs.

      Thorolf nodded in satisfaction. It was good to know she would obey him.

      He moved her securely against his waist, which added pressure against his loins. Blood surged into his cock; so much for early rising, he mused, his lip quirking.

      Dawn was almost here, it came early at this time of year. Thorolf knew he needed to dispatch her punishment quickly or risk being late joining the other men.

      Smoothing his palm over her rounded rump, he wondered briefly if she were as aroused as he. His hand drifted down to her cleft, exploring her womanhood, he found her wet and warm.

      By the gods, she was certainly aroused, despite knowing there was punishment to come.

      Thorolf raised his arm to land a hefty smack across her arse, her yell assuring him she was aware this was chastisement and not play.

      Were he to give her due punishment, he might have found an implement to spank her with properly, but for now his hand must suffice. Delivering several swats, he was satisfied to hear her cry. Her stuttered apologies soon replaced by soft whimpers of remorse. He stared with satisfaction at the rosy hue blooming across her buttocks.

      From outside, voices from other warriors filtered in, but his cock was as hard as iron and would not be denied. His nostrils flared at the scent of her arousal. He dipped his finger inside her. Instantly she stilled; her breathing erratic. His wife was slick and ready. Odin’s balls, he could wait no longer.

      Carrying her across the small space, Thorolf bent her over the table. The dim light from the candle illuminated her perfect backside, flushed pink from her spanking. He positioned himself behind her, entering her in one swift thrust.

      She sighed in pleasure, pressing her punished rear back against him, welcoming him, urging him to rut. He relished her gasps as he thrust, pounding her with frenzied passion, his balls aching. Giving no thought to her pleasure—only his own, he was surprised and gratified to hear her keening culmination. With a growl of intense relief, he spilled inside her warmth. His comrades were waiting, time to be gone.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Cocooned within the bedding, Ailsa’s thoughts drifted back over the previous night. An involuntary smile lifted the corners of her mouth. She rolled onto her back, wincing at the tingling prickle from her backside.

      Thorolf was surely a Norse God brought to Earth—this man she called husband, who made her heart and blood sing. What spell had he cast over her, that she so craved his touch? In all her years of bedding Irb, she’d never known such pleasure. Having grown accustomed to her first husband’s rutting, it astonished her that Thorolf wanted to caress and pleasure her.

      How many ways had he taken her? And the spanking he’d delivered! Ailsa wriggled again, gasping as the residual warmth from her spanked bottom fanned her arousal. Irb had never spanked her. His displeasure with her had manifested itself with the use of his fists.

      Despite the pleasure of the memory from the night, she could not forget that she might never see Thorolf alive again. She had gone too far when she’d slapped him but had possibly already lost one husband to the fierce Nechtain tribe. She certainly had no wish to lose another, especially not after the blissful night they had just spent together. The thought prompted a solitary tear to track down her cheek, hastily she dashed it away.

      Enough sad thoughts. It would do no good to torture herself. Better to believe he’d return from the raid on the Nechtain tribe and ignore the whisper of doubt.

      But then again, what if he didn’t come back?

      He’d clearly thought her spiteful for ranting at him. She feared him finding Irb. Ailsa drew her hand across her face. Her feelings were confused now that Thorolf had come into her life.

      Remembering Irb brought to mind a myriad of conflicting thoughts. Her first husband had become cruel toward her. Thorolf was a Viking warrior, an enemy. How long would he maintain this desire for her, and when his lust died what then? She chewed her bottom lip in consternation. Perhaps these Vikings planned to lull them into a false sense of security and turn against them?

      Instead of lying under the furs fretting about circumstances she could not change, she decided to go and find her sister. She dressed quickly and left her hut.

      Crossing the village, deep in thought, she started when someone called her name.

      “Ailsa, what deep thoughts would cause you to pass your sister without greeting?” asked a familiar voice.

      Looking up, she smiled.

      “Ytha, it’s good to see you. I was coming to find you.” Ailsa reached out to embrace her, and Ytha haltingly returned the gesture.

      Ytha had been raised without tenderness, and expressing physical affection did not yet come naturally.

      “Sister, is all well with you?” she asked.

      “I’d thought to ask you the same question.”

      “My new husband behaves like a boy in a man’s body, with his silly sulks and suspicions. Bah!” Ytha said.

      Ailsa frowned. “These Norse are very different to our Pictish men. I’m not sure what to make of them. Do you trust them?”

      Having the gift of sight, did Ytha know whether these Vikings could be trusted?

      Ytha squeezed her sister’s hand. “Do not fear your husband.”

      Ailsa sighed in relief. “You’ve seen that all will be well?”

      “No, I meant I trust Eithne’s judgement and–”

      “But how do we know they will not attack us in our sleep?” Ailsa interrupted her.

      “Did your wedding night not go well?”

      “It was surprisingly good.” Ailsa’s cheeks heated.

      “Do not worry, sister.” Ytha grinned. “Would you like me to try and teach you Norse? It might help if you could communicate properly with your husband.”

      Ailsa shook her head. “Thorolf wishes us to learn together…at least, I believe that is what he wants.”

      “So, you fear for Thorolf in the coming raid?” Her eyes narrowed like a cat sensing prey.

      Ailsa knew better than to lie to her sister, a gifted seer. Ailsa, too, had premonitions, but they were more like strong feelings, unlike the visions Ytha had—a blessing or curse, depending on how one thought of it. The church condemned those with second sight as witches, so both sisters tended to avoid Father Godfrey and his kind.

      “I’m worried for my husband, and for the others, too. Tell me what you’ve seen.”

      Ytha didn’t like to share her visions, for most folk did not understand. Ailsa was the only one she could confide in.

      “I saw a warrior struck down, severely wounded, but I couldn’t see his face. Eithne was running, her face stricken. I woke from the trance. There is nothing more.”

      Ailsa sighed. A wound was dangerous, and many died from the fever that often followed.

      “Perhaps it’s Brandr, since you saw Eithne?”

      Ytha nodded. “I can’t be certain, but I’m sure it isn’t Garth.”

      Ailsa tried to shake off her worry. “Will you join me?” she asked. “I need to keep busy today. We could forage for mushrooms, and then go to the falls to bathe.”

      They walked in companionable silence, Ailsa bending now and then to peer beneath the bushes, emerging with handfuls of wild garlic and thyme for her basket.

      “We can make the soup together, enough for both our brave warriors,” Ailsa suggested.

      Reaching the meadows, the two gathered a number of savoury mushrooms. Ytha lifted each one to her nose, turning them to look beneath their skirts. While her knowledge of the healing power of herbs and plants was extensive, Ailsa’s was limited.

      “Smell,” said Ytha, holding out a fungus that Ailsa had placed into the basket.

      A slightly unpleasant odour rose from where she pressed on the pale, fleshy cap. She removed her finger and a yellow stain remained. “This one is poisonous.” She threw it to the ground. “The rest are good. I think we have enough for our husbands’ natmal.”

      “Come, I’ll race you up to the waterfall,” Ailsa challenged.

      The women stumbled laughing as they ran, panting as they reached the final ridge of rock, where the smaller of two waterfalls gushed into a wide pool of water which flowed down another crag, cascading into the river below.

      In the cool, damp shade of the rock, Ailsa set down the basket. She stripped off her tunic, wincing at the ache on her backside, but she would soon be in the water, its coolness bringing relief.

      Glancing up, she saw Ytha staring at her bottom. She faltered, hardly knowing what to say, but her sister silenced her with a shake of her head, then removed her own clothing. Once naked, she tilted her hip, flaunting her rear-end.  Ailsa saw that her sister’s rump was flushed dark pink. The pair looked at one another and burst into helpless giggles.

      Ailsa turned and ran, leaping into the water, with Ytha close behind. They splashed and played like children. Ailsa was aware there had been little light-heartedness in Ytha’s dark past. They had been parted far too young, her sister left to die in the forest because their parents thought she was a changeling.

      Found and raised by the woman, Nessa, a seer and outcast, Ytha had made her way back to the village once she was old enough, only to find that her father had died fighting a group of Norse invaders. Sadly, her mother had followed him in death a year later. Ailsa told Ytha that she was convinced that her mother had wasted away with grief.

      Both of them had suffered, being left alone, and both had grown up sensing that something was missing in their lives. Only after they’d been reunited as sisters had they understood.

      They’d met in the forest while Ailsa hunted, and they’d recognised their familial connection immediately. Domnall had later confirmed it for her, explaining their past and what had happened to Ytha.

      There was no question in Ailsa’s mind. They were siblings, and Ytha would live with her, until some other dwelling became available. After the death of their mother’s brother and son—killed during a raid—Ytha had moved into the empty cottage. Her foster mother, Nessa, often joined her through the long winter months.

      Wringing the water from her hair, Ailsa noticed that Ytha stood still, her eyes unfocused, in a trance-like state. Her hand opened, and the garment she  clutched fell from her fingers.

      Ailsa moved to her side, waiting anxiously, knowing that Ytha would soon return to herself. After only a moment or two, her green gaze, like Ailsa’s own, met hers.

      “I saw a vision of Garth and Thorolf. I think they might soon return. We should hurry.”

      Ailsa reached for her tunic on the ground, but Ytha caught her wrist. Ailsa looked up to see her sister’s eyes brimming with tears.

      “Thorolf?” Ailsa whispered, fearful of the pity in her sister’s gaze.

      “No, no, our husbands are safe. However, there is much suffering in your future. I saw pain and sadness which you alone must bear. I’m sorry I cannot tell you more.”

      She shook her head, full of sorrow, but Ailsa hugged her fiercely. The gift only showed part of what would come.

      Dressing quickly, Ailsa gathered up the basket, and they ran deftly from rock to rock, descending from the high cliffs, hurrying back across the meadows, running toward the village.
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        * * *

      

      Entering the village, the sisters discovered the settlement remained quiet. As it was they waited many hours before there was any sign of the warriors return. Ytha’s visions were not always accurate. Uneasy thoughts invaded Ailsa’s mind as once again she pondered on the Norsemen’s motives. Late in the evening word spread that they were here. Many of the villagers gathered outside Eithne and Brandr’s dwelling, torches held aloft. Ailsa immediately spotted Thorolf amongst the throng. He caught her to him, lifting her from the ground to press his forehead to hers, his hand at the back of her head, tangling in her hair. For a moment, he stared into her eyes, and Ailsa saw the similarity to her wolf, Shadow.

      Gripped by a sudden sense of doom, she drew him close. He met her mouth,   she kissed him fiercely, possessively—a kiss he returned. Taking control, he plunged his tongue deep inside her mouth. Passion ignited between them so that when he finally released her, she stumbled, unsteady on her feet. Regaining her poise, she stepped back to study him. Dried blood covered his skin and clothing.

      “Are you hurt?” She asked anxiously as she ran her hands over his chest, looking for cuts that would explain the blood.

      “Nay… Brandr.” His voice trailed off.

      That’s when Ailsa understood how seriously the jarl had been wounded. Her face desperate, Eithne signalled to Myrna, beckoning her to come and help.

      The villagers were rarely understanding of her sister, but Ailsa had hoped they would trust Ytha to help with the healing on this occasion.

      For the time being, Ailsa had a husband to attend. Practicality banished her previous misgivings.

      Urging Thorolf away from the crowd, she tugged his arm, “Come. Let me tend to your wounds. You can tell me what happened while I make broth, and then you should rest.”

      

      He seemed to understand, nodding his agreement to follow Ailsa to the privacy of their dwelling.

      As she bathed his scratches, he mimed the attack. In truth, she had no wish to know the violent details and was glad he lacked sufficient knowledge of her tongue. Tending to a wound on his upper arm, she noticed the thick, leather and metal cuff that circled from his wrist to elbow, had sustained a circular cut.

      Dread crept through her.

      She knew the weapon that created such a neat curve.

      “Huldra?” he asked, using his strange name for her.

      “Did you see the man who made this mark?” she asked urgently.

      Thorolf frowned. “I fought.” He acted out the attack made on him with a curved blade.

      Ailsa’s mind raced… Could it possibly be?

      “Huldra, speak!”

      She looked at him, afraid.

      If Irb lived, was Thorolf her rightful husband?

      She must overcome her dislike of Father Godfrey in order to ask him.

      If only she knew for certain that Irb was dead.

      “Ailsa!” So, he did know her name. She was tired of huldra, whatever that meant.

      She wrung the washcloth between her hands. “I fear the man you fought with could be Irb, my first husband.” She attempted to steady her voice. “If that is so, then you are not my husband, and I have sinned.”

      She couldn’t tell if he understood, but he seemed just as agitated as her.

      Ailsa hastened to describe the man with whom she’d spent so many years—medium height with hair the colour of winter bracken.

      If he lived still, had he chosen to leave her and sire a child with another woman? Ailsa had conceived twice, but each time she’d lost the babe.

      “It might not be him,” she said, but Thorolf only nodded.

      Then she noticed Thorolf’s sword was missing.

      “Where is Ásgæirr?”

      “Gone.” He looked unsettled at the mention of the weapon.

      Ailsa made a sympathetic sound, but her mind was still fixed upon her first husband. While Thorolf rested on the bed, she turned back to preparing supper—not just for them, but for her sister and her husband too, for how could Ytha make soup when Ailsa had possession of the mushrooms they had collected?

      It seemed there was no end to the burdens, for now both Bjorn and Brandr were gravely wounded. Would the remaining men fight to become jarl? They needed to stay united to help defend Achnaryrie. What if the other Norsemen chose to return to their homeland? A strong leader was essential to their survival.

      “Come, mun, my hordund munuth giljarthar!” Thorolf’s husky voice demanded.

      Setting aside the mushrooms, Ailsa couldn’t help but smile. The cut upon his arm had done nothing to cool her husband’s ardour. She’d learned enough of his language to recognise his crude bed talk, his request for her to give his manhood her attention.

      “Your cock will have to wait, husband. Your stomach is my responsibility right now. I shall see to your other needs after you’ve eaten. Would you like some bread to stave off your hunger while you wait?”

      He gave a gruff sigh, accepting the piece of bread she tore from the loaf for him, sliding his palm up her thigh even as he thanked her, his eyes glittering.

      “Gud kona, Ailsa.”

      She continued to clean mushrooms and cut herbs, adding them to the water simmering in the cauldron over the fire, but it wasn’t long before a large hand gripped her upper arm.

      “Come,” he commanded again.

      This time, Ailsa allowed him to lead her to the pallet.
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      Thorolf took her to bed and worshipped her body, intent on giving her pleasure. As he slipped his hands over her silken skin, he marvelled once again at how he felt about his new wife. Her accomplishments appeared to be endless. She was certainly a skilled home keeper. It seemed she also had a sense of humour, and a welcoming nature—all traits he admired greatly in a woman.

      Her panting gasps of passion spurred him on. She felt deliciously slick as he rotated his hips to give her as much joy as he could. Finally, her throaty cries ignited his own pleasure, and he filled her with his essence, growling with satisfaction.

      Afterwards, he slept, only to wake and find Ailsa gone. He rose and pulled on his loose woollen trousers. The broth smelled good. He was hungry and helped himself to more bread. Ailsa soon returned, explaining that she had taken a portion of the soup over to Ytha, but no one had responded to her knock.

      Ytha, it seemed, had returned to her dwelling with her husband. Thorolf thought Ailsa was explaining that she would take the soup across again in the morn, but not understanding much of his wife’s conversation, he allowed his thoughts to wander. He pondered the issue of succession, should the jarl and his brother not survive. It was a discomforting thought. He prayed for Brandr, including the Christian God in his prayers.  Now all he could do was watch and wait. His leader’s fate rested in the hands of all the Gods.
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        * * *

      

      The next morning, he woke to his little cat’s caresses. It was the best start any man could have to the day.

      He ate a sparse breakfast then set off to find Alarik and the other warriors. It was important to keep their men busy to avoid unrest in the ranks. It was decided that Thorolf should take a contingent of men to cut trees which were needed for building additional houses. Alarik ordered an inspection and repair of all armaments and weaponry. Meanwhile, Garth split the rest of the men into fishing and hunting parties. They were grim-faced and tense while they set about their respective tasks. Each of them felt the strain, and he was sure every man prayed for the brothers, especially their leader.

      Daily, they looked for signs to guide them, but became confused by contradictory omens. A dead raven was found on the shore, which the men took to mean death for one of their leaders. Then the moon shone extraordinarily bright the following night, and even though it was not yet full, the brilliance suggested all would be well. Another good omen came when they netted plentiful Huss fish off the coast. It seemed all prayers were answered, thanks be to Aegir, god of the ocean, and to Ran, his wife.

      Brandr and Bjorn’s health improved enough to be brought out to meet each other. It was good for everyone to see the brothers reunited, although they were both still feeling weak. The women kept them fed, and they seemed in no doubt their strength would return given time.

      Brandr had spoken of bringing his two small sons across the sea to settle here with him and his new bride. This brought Thorolf to the realisation that Achnaryrie would become his permanent home.  Pondering his marriage, he concluded two things.  It was more important for him to learn the Pictish tongue than for Ailsa to learn Norse. From that point, he strived to make more effort to understand the language. With some diligence, he was soon able to follow Ailsa’s chatter. At least until she became excited, speaking too fast so that he lost the thread of her speech.

      It had surprised him to find that her sister, Ytha, spoke the Norse tongue almost fluently, while his wife only understood a few of their curse words. Thorolf chuckled as he recalled the choice words she’d yelled at him when he’d tossed her across his knee and spanked her impudent arse.

      His second consideration was that Ailsa’s first husband had never truly valued her, because it was quite obvious to him that she’d received little pleasure from him in bed. Nor had the man been concerned that she freely roamed the forests, risking capture from the Nechtain tribe or an attack from one of the Eanfrith. Her life could be in danger should she encounter a boar; after all, even with Shadow beside her, there was only so much protection a wolf could offer.

      The more time he spent with his wife, the more he came to admire her. She was beautiful, quick of mind, resourceful, and so responsive to his touch. The problem was, the more he came to care for her, the more anxious he became for her safety. He did not want to smother her, but needed to know where she was all of the time. This possessiveness was new to Thorolf, not being a jealous man. One day, he went so far as to share his foreboding with Magnus, who assured him these were normal responses for a husband. However, they were not normal for Thorolf. This was his first experience of caring so much about another, and he inwardly confessed the emotion unsettled him.

      Garth had confided his misgivings about his marriage to Ytha, having heard rumours that she was a witch. Thorolf attempted to reassure his new brother through marriage that the gossip was unfounded, but should Garth actually decide to leave Ytha, then Ailsa’s sister would always have his support, although Thorolf fervently hoped this would not come to pass. He worried that Garth’s debilitating headaches, which he had suffered since childhood, might be affecting his judgement. Thus it was, Thorolf slept with a heavy heart that night.

      Thorolf went about his tasks for the day, pondering the fact that he was never a man who became emotionally involved with a woman. He ground his teeth and stood staring out at the grey sea, watching the foaming waves pound the shore. He recalled the old saying—Sjaldan er ein baran stok; there is seldom a single wave. Previously, he had thought of this in regard to battle, but now he wondered if it meant that man was not alone in life and referred to the different stages of life that all of mankind travelled together.

      He had a wife now, and in that moment of clarity, he acknowledged the fact he was falling in love with her.

      Ailsa’s wolf, Shadow, appeared more often now than when he had first arrived. His beautiful alpha she-wolf, whom Thorolf named Mani, which meant moon, came rarely, but if she did honour them with her presence, she kept her distance.

      One evening Ailsa informed him that Domnall, her tribe’s elderly chieftain, was failing fast. He could tell she was sad at the news and offered gruff words of comfort. He hoped that once Domnall was gone, Brandr would become not only jarl but chieftain of Achnaryrie.
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      Thorolf indicated to Ailsa that he had enlisted the help of his friend, Ragnar, a battle-hardened Viking who scared Ailsa with his fierce glower, to help instruct her in the Norse tongue.  Ragnar was also fluent in the Pictish tongue. Thorolf asked him to teach them together so they might learn each other’s languages. Her husband had clearly signified they should both meet with his friend later that morning, but she arrived before Thorolf.

      After she delivered the soup to her sister, leaving it outside the dwelling when there was no reply to her knocking, Ailsa went to find Ragnar. She discovered him in the middle of a heated argument with another warrior. He sent her away with a fearsome growl and a raised fist. Ailsa feared to return for her lesson; instead she hurried toward the edge of the woodland. She had her bow with her so perhaps she might risk Thorolf’s wrath, and hunt. After all, she could not expect her Viking husband to stay strong on a diet of fungus.

      Recalling Thorolf miming that she should not go hunting alone, Ailsa decided that although she had understood him, she could blame her disobedience on not understanding his meaning, a lie though it be.

      As she walked out of the village, she could see how Brandr had begun to change her home. Previously, each family had tended a separate vegetable plot, but the jarl had decreed they should hoe and plant together, with each villager giving equal time to nurture the crops. He’d also commanded a large pit to be dug in which to stack salmon and other fish between layers of ash and herbs, saying it would preserve them for the winter months. Such advice was welcome, for now there were more mouths to feed, and the last raid by the Nechtain had left Achnaryrie’s food stocks much depleted.

      Reaching the edge of the forest, she collected her thoughts.

      A cold nose pushed into her palm. Shadow. She caressed his head and pulled his ears. The proud creature yanked his head away. Ah, so he wanted her to go hunting.  Her mood lightened with her decision, and she followed the wolf into the trees.

      Ailsa brooded about the fact Irb might still be alive, which would mean she might not actually be married to Thorolf. She would never return to her first husband, that much she knew.

      Shadow seemed to sense her unhappiness because he dropped back and nudged her thigh affectionately. She scratched him behind his ear, as he liked her to do.

      Ailsa had found Shadow as a pup, lying wounded in the brush. She had been walking in the forest trying to find solace after her miscarriage.  Irb had told her he wished he had never taken her to wife. Fleeing from his bitter words, she’d fled into the woods, where she often found peace.

      The young wolf had allowed her to treat his wounds, which she’d suspected were caused by boar tusks. She’d lit a fire and camped for two days in the forest all alone, staying steadfastly beside the pup, keeping him warm and fed, using healing herbs steeped in boiling water to make a poultice.

      She’d needed the solitude of the forest. Nursing the young creature back to health had helped to heal the ache in her heart.

      When Ailsa attempted to leave him, he’d insisted on following her back to the village.

      Irb had been livid with her for disappearing and then returning with the beast. But he soon changed his mind when Shadow proved to be useful, even helping him with hunting.

      But as the wolf grew, he returned to the forest, and the tribe seemed relieved to be rid of the wild beast.

      Shadow sought Ailsa out if she was hunting alone, and led her to where the pack lived, a cave hidden deep within the forest. Only Ailsa knew the whereabouts of the lair.

      The wolf also acted as a distraction when she hunted, drawing the prey which allowed her to fire an arrow undetected. Other times, he and his pack made the kill, and he would allow her to take her portion before the others had their fill. She’d hastily cut away a haunch from the carcass, quickly retreating to safety.

      Occasionally, since Irb had gone, she’d woken to find Shadow stretched beside her. His presence provided solace, and Ailsa accepted the friendship on his terms, demanding nothing. It touched her that the wolf seemed to know her husband had gone missing, returning to check on her, offering his protection.

      She’d not seen Irb after the men had left to fight the Nechtain tribe. He was presumed dead by others of Achnaryrie. She, alone, believed he still lived, which was the reason she had resented the plan to become a bride to one of the Viking marauders. However, she now understood what a good strategy it had been, and applauded Eithne for her forethought and bravery in bringing about the deal.

      She had been but a child when Norsemen had last attacked their shores, killing, burning, and taking away their precious food supplies. Yes, Eithne’s plan had been a huge risk, but it had brought the village great benefit.

      It was only as she followed Shadow into the familiar territory of the forest that she fully relaxed, realising how tense she’d become. She noticed Gladys, the least friendly of the village women, hurrying through the trees to her left and wondered how she’d fared with her new husband. Contemplating the arrival of the Norsemen, Ailsa realised it had only been a week since she’d first spotted their Dragon ships arriving. She could still taste the fear on her tongue the moment she’d first sighted them. If Eithne had not understood Norse and not been able to negotiate with them, would they all be dead? She shuddered at the thought of what might have been.

      Would Thorolf have raped her and slit her throat had Brandr not made the alliance with Eithne? Although she craved his touch as she lay in his arms, it was only after her passion was spent that she tended to brood on what might have been. Had she married a man who would have taken her life only a few days ago? Such thoughts made it difficult for Ailsa to fully trust Thorolf.

      Did her fellow wives, those women who had also wedded an enemy, have reservations about these Norsemen, too? Her previous disquiet returned. Supposing the Vikings decided to turn against them, to betray them, what then?

      Ailsa’s dark musings halted as Shadow dropped to his belly and crawled ahead. She did the same, lowering herself to the ground. A lone elk stood proud in the clearing. She watched him lift his head to scent the breeze. Her gaze sought Shadow, but he had vanished. She waited, knowing he was even now circling their prey. She concentrated on the elk. The creature shifted uneasily—he’d caught the odour of wolf at his rear and moved toward her. Whilst he was unaware of her presence, she shifted to her haunches and notched an arrow into her bow. He took some steps in her direction. Once the beast was in range, she let her arrow fly. It hit the animal silently, flying swift and true. The beast dropped instantly, dead. Ailsa felt satisfied. It was a good, clean death, all any creature could wish for.

      She waited until Shadow and his pack emerged from the undergrowth, intent on feeding. Shadow stood before the carcass and snarled at the pack, keeping them at bay while Ailsa withdrew her hunting knife quickly removing her portion. Slinging the heavy carcass over her shoulder, she left her friends to feed, retracing her steps back to the village.

      No sooner had she cleared the trees than Thorolf appeared. Her heart pounded in anticipation. The sight of his tall, golden form, his face set in harsh lines, had her stomach twisting in knots. Was this it then, the turning point she had so feared? She halted, awaiting his approach. As he reached her, he lifted the heavy burden from her shoulders with little effort, as though it weighed naught.

      “Hearth!” he growled.

      “Hearth?” she queried, thoroughly confused.

      “Come you…kona!” Thorolf took her arm and towed her through the village, toward their dwelling.

      As she hurried along in an attempt to keep up with him, it suddenly dawned on her what he’d meant by ‘hearth’. Ailsa stopped and attempted to yank her arm free from his grip.

      “Did you mean ‘home’?” she asked.

      Thorolf’s frustration at their lack of communication showed in his scowl.

      Muttering in his own tongue, he continued to tug her along beside him. She skittered to keep up with his long-legged stride.

      “Thorolf, that looks to be a fine kill, my friend,” Brandr called, pointing to the venison draped across his shoulder. He was seated, recuperating in the sunshine outside Eithne’s croft.

      There followed a brief conversation, one which Ailsa was unable to follow. Eithne approached, seeming irritated. She’d obviously understood the exchange. Ailsa inclined her head, indicating they should step aside so she could explain herself, but Eithne frowned, shaking her head. Every instinct told Ailsa to flee, yet Eithne implied that Ailsa should stay.

      Regardless, Ailsa prepared to run. Eithne noticed. She signalled for Ailsa to stay, talking urgently with the men. They suddenly switched their attention to Ailsa.

      “There is no need to look so fearful. Thorolf worried after you did not arrive at Ragnar’s to learn Norse. He is very annoyed you left the village without first asking his permission or informing him of your whereabouts.”

      Ailsa relaxed as Eithne explained Thorolf’s expectations.

      “Oh, is that all?” She breathed a sigh of relief. “Please tell him I am fine. I know he asked me not to go into the woods alone, but I was not. Shadow came for me this morning, and I went with him to hunt. Thank him for his concern, but honestly, it is unnecessary.”

      Eithne relayed her words, but they appeared to do nothing to ease Thorolf’s bad mood. If anything, he seemed more furious than ever. More conversation followed in which Eithne raised her voice, and Brandr snapped at her. Eithne chewed her bottom lip while Brandr spoke sternly with her.

      “What is it?” Ailsa asked, baffled by the exchange.

      “Thorolf wishes me to tell you that since he is now head of your household, you must never leave the village without first seeking his permission. You have disobeyed him, Ailsa, and in Norse law, that means retribution. I fear Thorolf means to punish you.”

      Both men growled at Eithne. Brandr stood and disregarded his healing wound. He swung his wife up over his shoulder, taking her inside their dwelling.

      As the door was about to swing shut, Ailsa witnessed him place a hard wallop to his wife’s hind end.

      “He must be feeling stronger if he can carry his wife,” Ailsa said in an attempt to lessen her misunderstanding with Thorolf.

      He did not reply. Instead, he took her arm and hustled her away, pulling her toward their croft. Ailsa did not resist, but as Eithne’s words sank in, she wondered why her friend seemed upset? Perhaps she knew what Thorolf was about to do? Many horrible visions flooded her mind, including the cutting of her lovely long hair. Fear swamped her; she moaned.

      They reached the hut. Ailsa yanked her arm free. Quickly, she ran for the door while Thorolf lowered the meat to the ground. Once inside, she lifted the wooden bar across the door to keep him out and went to add kindling to the dwindling fire.

      The next thing she knew, there was an ear-splitting crash. The door splintered as Thorolf shouldered his way inside. Ailsa picked up the nearest object, a wooden stool, and flung it at his head. He caught it mid-air and flung it aside. His expression grim, he went after her. Frantically, she looked about for another weapon, her gaze settled on her stone pestle, but he captured her before she could grab it.

      He swung her upside down, she squealed, flailing her arms and legs in a futile attempt at escape. He wrestled her across his lap, while he sat on the bench. Winded, she struggled to catch her breath. He hauled her tunic up above her waist. She suddenly felt vulnerable lying in such an ignoble position and writhed, squealing in protest.

      A sudden, stinging blow landed on her buttock. Really! He was spanking her again? Struggling proved useless. He held her down as another smack fell. If she were able to concentrate on what he was saying, she might understand him to some degree, but instead, his voice came out as a rage-filled growl. Ailsa only comprehended the reproving tone of his scolding tongue and the stinging pain from his slaps on her vulnerable arse.

      His low rumbling voice, usually reserved for their bed sport, now berated her for wrong doing. Her traitorous body reacted to Thorolf’s growls. Ailsa was wet for him and felt humiliated. She began to fight like the cat she was named for—savage in tooth and claw.

      Snarling, she sank her teeth firmly into the hard muscle of his thigh. She soon released her jaw after a barrage of painful thwacks landed furiously upon her now tender rump, causing her to vocalise her pain with a loud yelp. The spanking continued with a rapidity that left her breathless, aghast she found herself whimpering apologies. He ignored her, continuing the punishment.

      Her womanhood heated until she could no long bear it. She begged for mercy, her voice low at first, but as his hand continued to fall her tone escalated. By the time he lifted her back onto her feet, her bottom was so sore it could have been scalded. She covered her face with her palms.

      Thorolf gathered Ailsa close. She burrowed into him, feeling oddly safe and comforted. He let her cry, crooning reassuringly in Norse until she calmed down. Then he held her at arm’s length, his lip quirked up at one corner as he studied her tear-drenched face, his strange, wolf-like eyes intense. His thumbs brushed her face, clearing tears from her cheeks.

      He kissed her, overwhelming her with the carnality of his mouth. The sensual heat travelled through her body, causing a fire of need to spark. His arms tightened about her, and his tongue swept between her willing lips.

      Thorolf scooped her up and cast himself across the bed, cushioning their landing with his powerful body.

      Emboldened, she ran her hands over his golden skin, enjoying the contours of his body. He reached for her tunic and then raised it above her head. He cupped her breasts and sucked hard on one aching nipple. She groaned at the sweet pull of his mouth and the gentle graze of his teeth. The scent of her arousal filled the air.

      Her sore rear end added to the lust she felt, and she was desperate to have his shaft plunged deep inside her. Shifting, she placed her palm over the enormous bulge in his trousers and squeezed. It was his turn to shudder and groan. With a grunt of need, Thorolf gently removed her hand from him, and shed his lower garments.

      He stood before her. Their gazes locked, she noticed his lip quirk. He nodded as if satisfied by something. Uncertainty fluttered in her belly. His hand moved so fast she didn’t see it coming. With a tug, he pulled her head back by her hair, exposing her throat. Lowering his mouth, his teeth grazed her flesh, the bite gentle and affectionate. The nuzzling that followed turned her knees to water.

      The words he muttered meant nothing to her, yet they sounded gentle. Then his hands landed heavily on her shoulders, pushing her down. She resisted, unsure of his intent, finally acquiescing, and slid down the hardened planes of his body, his manhood, which stood tall and proud, at face level. Thrusting his shaft at her, Ailsa grasped it, stroking him.

      “Sjuga,” he uttered.

      She looked at him quizzically, a frown creasing her forehead. With a wicked grin, he brought her hand to his lips. Selecting her thumb, he drew it into the warmth of his mouth. He winked at her and sucked harder.

      “Sjuga!” he repeated, this time with emphasis.

      Ailsa’s face heated with understanding. “Suck?” He wanted her to suck his manhood. Despite the oddity of his request, a thrilling spark shot through her. Her attention returned to his cock, and she immediately took it between her lips.

      “Sjuga, suck, gut,” he rumbled.

      She opened wide and allowed him to push his thick shaft farther down her throat.

      Listening to his husky sounds of gratification excited her and filled her with a sensation of power. It was wonderful to be the giver of such pleasure. She was thoroughly enjoying her dominion over his manhood when suddenly, he tugged her away from his straining cock, rolling her onto her back, facing him. She gulped as she met his gaze. With a wink, he thrust between her legs, impaling her in one long stroke. She gasped at the sensation of being stretched so tightly. The walls of her womanhood hugged his girth greedily. Ye Gods, how she wanted him… And…this.

      She couldn’t get enough of the wondrous things he taught her, savouring and anticipating his next move. Was this the way of it for the other women, too?

      That was her last thought. It was as though a summer storm wracked her. Her body was engulfed with sensations, too much emotion, and ultimately, bliss. She screamed a sudden release. The intense feeling left her dazed and overwhelmed.

      Afterward, Thorolf held her as she shook with emotion, muttering softly in his own tongue.

      
        
        She had no idea where her deep feelings came from or what they signified. Lying exhausted in his arms, she accepted his comfort, relishing the fact this powerful, god-like man was her husband and capable of bestowing such pleasure.
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        * * *

      

      
        
        The following morn, Ailsa helped Thorolf mend their door. She watched him carve strange symbols around the entrance of their home. Fascinated, she asked what they were for. He called them runes and explained they would bring protection. After a time, she realised she was wasting the day mooning over her new husband. Taking up a bundle of dirty clothing, she wandered away to wash the clothes in the nearby stream, careful this time to inform Thorolf of her intended destination.

      

      

      While she scrubbed, Ailsa mused about the thrashing she’d received from her husband and the pleasure he’d given her afterward. Strangely, she did not resent him for punishing her. Irb had never forgiven easily, sulking and snapping at her for days, and often over some imagined slight. He was overly sensitive to all forms of criticism. Ailsa carried a deep bitterness for her first husband.

      Being the son of a Nechtain woman and a man of the Katanes, he had been treated as an outsider and teased as a boy. Ailsa, too, had been held in a position of suspicion and mistrust after Ytha had been denounced as a changeling and banished. She and Irb often found themselves thrown together as the only outcasts.

      It was inevitable they should have married, but Ailsa soon realised her mistake. However, the deed was done, and she had learned to live with the consequences of her marriage. Her experience in the marriage bed had been void of pleasure.

      She had never enjoyed Irb’s caresses the way she did her new husband’s. She shook her head in wonder at her lack of experience and at how desirable Thorolf made her feel.

      Reaching for her water skin, Ailsa drank thirstily. There was movement behind her, she spun about, raising her bow, but it was only Shadow watching her. She hunkered down beside him.

      “Hello,” she greeted the wolf.

      He rubbed against her. Ailsa scratched his ears, his familiar warmth comforting.

      “I cannot go hunting with you today, I am sorry.”

      He whined, regarding her with a solemn stare.

      “I still love you, my wild thing.”

      Unusual for a wolf, he held her gaze before disappearing. Ailsa seated herself where she was and ate some of yesterday’s bread. Then, taking up the willow basket full of wet clothes, she headed back to the settlement. As she walked, she thought more about Irb and the possibility that he still lived.
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      He’d noticed the anxious looks Ailsa had cast his way when he’d spoken of the man who’d attacked him using a curved blade. Thorolf knew she suspected the man to be her first husband.

      He’d read the fear in the man’s gaze the day he had fought him. Thorolf knew he had bested a coward. If the man was his wife’s previous husband, then perhaps he had abandoned Ailsa for another woman? What a fool! Thorolf snarled, if he ever saw him again he vowed he’d kill Irb. He would permit no man or woman to hurt or betray his little cat, Ailsa.

      When Domnall, the tribe’s elderly chieftain, died, the people were sad, yet the Vikings secretly rejoiced because the old chieftain had named Brandr as his successor. The Norsemen already knew this would be the case, but this assured the rest of the tribe’s acceptance. The old man’s blessing meant something, and silenced anyone who might have considered rebellion against the Norsemen.

      It was a good day for the Vikings, when Brandr and Bjorn were well enough to join their men. There was much mead drank to celebrate their return to health. Discussion centred on expectation over what would happen to the woman, Rhiannon. They had thought the jarl would punish her severely, but they were wrong. Astonishingly, Bjorn demanded the girl’s chastisement was his responsibility. The jarl granted his brother permission to decide her fate and left the problem in his brother’s capable hands. The women chattered excitedly over the turnabout, and although Thorolf did not catch Ailsa tattling, he was fairly certain that she, too, enjoyed gossiping, at least with her sister, about the change in situation.
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        * * *

      

      One morning, Thorolf called his wife to come out from inside their dwelling. He had finally finished carving runes into the blocks of stone around the entrance of their house.

      “Look, elskan, see, we are protected against evil spirits entering,” he said proudly, gesturing to where his final carving was located. He relaxed, feeling a great sense of relief.

      “Are they spells?” she asked, looking at the strange markings.

      “More powerful, gud protection,” he informed her, pleased by her nod and smile of approval.

      Ailsa decided now might be a good time to raise the subject of studying Norse with Ragnar. She was so afeared of the formidable Viking, she simply could not concentrate on learning. It was pointless continuing the lessons.

      “Thorolf, I cannot learn from Ragnar. I am afraid of him. Alarik has kindly offered to take over teaching me your language.  He is kind and more encouraging. Do you mind?” she asked.

      He frowned, and for a moment, she thought he might refuse her request.

      “I do not care which Viking teaches you my tongue. There is no need for you to be afeared of Ragnar, he would never hurt you, elskan.”

      “I would prefer to learn from Alarik,” she said, “if you think it will not offend Ragnar.”

      “I will go now and speak with both men.” Handing her his chistle, he strode away.

      Soon, Alarik had most of the women in the village joining his lessons. It was good for him since his wife and family remained back home. He confided in Thorolf, mentioning that he hoped to return to Skalanes before winter set in. He said he missed his family.

      Ailsa noticed that building additional homes and other important structures continued at a slow rate, yet the villagers praised the Norsemen and how hard they worked. They had no idea how much these Vikings achieved under usual circumstances.

      New stockades were built, but enlarging the new homes was ongoing. The main priority became ensuring a goodly supply of food was stored in order to see the people through the winter. The men provided the meat and fish while the women concentrated on drying the meat and pickling the vegetables.

      While the main garden had been expanded, it took much work to keep the insects and small animals from eating their food. No one was left without a chore. Women caught slacking by their Nordic husbands were punished, thus the sound of a firm hand striking a fleshy bottom became almost common place.
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        * * *

      

      Now that Bjorn was healing, Alarik no longer needed to spend so much time guarding Rhiannon. Instead, he organised regular combat training. They had to perfect their battle tactics in order to be ready for their enemies.

      It amused the men to watch the two shield maidens, Rhiannon and Rinda, as they circled one another and honed their skills. Men would shout good-natured but ribald comments or offer the women unwanted advice, until Alarik chased them off.

      Bjorn arrived one day and stayed to watch Rhiannon at her practice, his men welcomed him enthusiastically, which he acknowledged cheerfully. Studying the girl who’d stabbed him; it was evident to Thorolf that Bjorn observed Rhiannon with admiration. The other Norsemen teased, making suggestive comments about Bjorn and the pretty Pict shield maiden. From that day on, Bjorn made it clear to his men that they were unwelcome. He banned them all from coming to watch the women as they sparred.
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        * * *

      

      One day, a few weeks into their marriage, Thorolf’s new wife surprised him. She led him into the forest and showed him the location of Shadow’s lair.

      He understood the trust she placed in him. This was an important occasion, one that proved to him that Ailsa now trusted him fully. His heart sang with the knowledge. Stepping lightly, they made their way through the forest. Finally, she confirmed their arrival at the right location, and doing as she did, he dropped to all fours. They edged carefully along the forest floor, crawling to the bushy rim of a glade. He could see that this was a good hiding place for them to watch the wolves’ lair in secret. Barely breathing, he watched as Ailsa licked her finger and then held it above her head to ascertain the direction of the wind. The breeze was in their favour, ensuring their scent would not carry to the wolves.

      Young pups romped in the grass near the cave while their older siblings kept a careful watch for predators.

      There was no sign of the pack leaders, not until they appeared behind them. A low, resonating growl alerted them to their presence. Turning their heads at the sound, Thorolf and Ailsa found Mani standing behind them, hackles raised, teeth bared. Shadow stood back, simply watching. He appeared at ease, tongue lolling and his yellow gaze quizzical.

      Thorolf rose slowly to his feet, halting every so often as Mani’s snarls grew louder.

      “Do not move, Thorolf. I think Mani is going to approach you. Maintain eye contact with her, but do…not…move,” she whispered.

      He’d had been less afraid in battle. At least on the field, he could defend himself. But facing a wolf poised for attack was not for the fainthearted. She moved toward Thorolf, and he braced himself, remembering to hold her gaze. Without warning, the she-wolf rose onto her haunches, her front paws placed on his shoulders.

      “Grin!” Ailsa ordered softly.

      Thorolf bared his teeth. Mani swiped her tongue across his mouth in a wet but welcoming kiss which he found disgusting, but it was over in seconds. The wolf dropped to all fours and turned away. She crossed to Shadow, licking him, too. Shadow returned her affection, then trotted playfully over to Ailsa. She welcomed him with open arms. Mani approached Thorolf again, this time with more caution. He stretched out his hand. She did not growl but allowed him to briefly rub her head. He watched as both wolves slunk into the undergrowth.

      It was one of the most terrifying moments of his life, and yet, one of the most magical. He was in awe; the feeling connected him to Ailsa. He felt empowered by the gods. It was a memory he would treasure forever. How often did a man get to touch such a majestic wild creature? The experience was so utterly different to the raising of his father’s wolves which were domesticated creatures.

      From then on, when Shadow came to visit them, Mani occasionally accompanied him. Her pups were less reliant on her now that they were eating meat. However, on the rare occasions she did visit, she never ventured inside their dwelling, remaining in the shadows of the doorway, obviously still unsure of humans.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      A few weeks later, Thorolf was at the edge of the forest helping cut down a large oak tree. The unearthly cry of a wolf rent the air. He thought nothing of it, yet the sound caused an uneasy feeling in the pit of his stomach. Ytha approached. He gave her what he hoped was a welcoming smile. He knew the women of the village were comfortable with their own Norse partners, but they were still nervous around the other Norsemen. He wanted Ytha to know she could trust him, especially now they were of one family.

      “Good morrow, Thorolf,” she began. “Where is my sister?”

      He frowned. “Is she not in the village?”

      Ytha shook her head. “No, we were grinding rye when we heard a wolf’s cry. Ailsa looked worried. She dashed away soon after.”

      “This was recent?” A sense of urgency struck him. He reached for his fur cape.

      “Not long ago. She entered the forest over there.” She pointed. “I-I sense that all is not well.” She said hesitantly, no doubt concerned he might brand her as a witch, but he knew full well that her premonitions were not evil.

      “I sense the same thing. I, too, feel that all is not as it should be.” He hoped to reassure her that he understood her foreboding.

      The relief that flashed across her face rendered her so like Ailsa in that moment. Thorolf reached out and hugged her affectionately, then strode off in the direction she’d indicated.

      As he was about to enter the forest, a man shouted his name. Impatient to be gone, he chose to ignore it until the pounding of feet forced him to acknowledge the presence of his insistent pursuer. It was Alarik.

      “Thorolf, what is wrong?” he asked.

      Relaying the facts quickly, Thorolf made to walk away but Alarik stopped him, settling a hand upon his shoulder.

      “If the bow is weak, the arrow will fly wild and undirected. Ailsa has disobeyed you prior to this, has she not?”

      Thorolf nodded tersely, annoyed that his friend should offer advice on the handling of his wife. Alarik appeared to sense his irritation because he removed his hand and stepped aside. Thorolf nodded briefly, continuing into the forest.

      “Fight your foes in the field, nor be burnt in your house,” Alarik shouted after him.

      Thorolf chuckled, recognising the familiar Norse homily. He raised his arm, making a rude gesture with his hand, he pressed onwards.
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      Shocked by the awful howl, Ailsa lifted her hand from the millstone she was rotating. There it was again, the distant cry of a wolf in despair. She stepped back from her shared chore of milling grain. The rye was dropped between the millstones which the women took turns to grind, first one way, then the other. The resulting flour was gathered and mixed with water to make dough which was kneaded into small wooden trugs that were set inside the large clay oven to bake. Sometimes, Ailsa placed hers on a flat iron resting in the embers of the fire to make flatbread.

      Ytha, who was working opposite her sister, stilled when she, too, heard the cry. She met Ailsa’s troubled gaze, concerned and all knowing. The sympathy Ailsa read in her eyes told her all she needed to know. The darkness Ytha had seen clouding Ailsa’s spirit was closing in, and her prophesy was about to come true. Grasping her bow and quiver, she ran off, leaving the village far behind.

      She recognized the song as the wolves bade farewell to one of their own. Her heart thudded. Which wolf? Oh, please do not let it be shy, silvery Mani. Her feet scrabbled over loose brush, sticks crunching underfoot, branches snagged at her clothes. Ailsa pressed onward, drawn by the haunting sound of the desolate wailing.

      Out of breath, she entered the clearing and saw the pack standing around the prone body of a large wolf.

      A gale of emotion ripped through her. She took a shaky step toward the pack. The wolves parted to let her through. A few snarled, yet none challenged Ailsa.

      Her knees trembled so violently she buckled, falling to the ground. Mani stared at her, then threw her head back and howled so piteously it broke her heart. But what pierced her heart and brought bitter tears to her eyes was the sight of Shadow on the ground. Unmoving. Slain.

      Agony filled her; it was as though a knife sliced into her heart. His beautiful golden eyes now dull, stared lifelessly at some distant point. His grey fur, smeared with blood. She tore her gaze away from the terrible wound, unable to look again. She crawled over and embraced him. Mani surprisingly licked her face and placed her head on Shadow’s, next to Ailsa’s. She had no idea how much time passed as they laid together on Shadow’s body.

      Exhausted and feeling empty inside, Ailsa finally moved, glancing about the clearing. The rest of the pack had vanished. No doubt Mani’s sons were already fighting for the right to lead.

      How could she deal with such anguish? Nothing had ever hurt so much. She wanted her own Thor’s wolf. Ailsa needed the strength of her husband. Without his comfort and protection, she knew she could not cope with this terrible burden. Unsteadily, she rose to her feet. The afternoon sun had sunk lower in the sky. She noticed a glint from an object shining within in the nearby undergrowth. Ailsa dragged herself to her feet and went to investigate. Could this be a clue to Shadow’s death? She moved closer and parted the branches.

      What she saw made no sense. The pain in her breast became a single blade of torment slicing through her chest. She wailed. Mani joined her, howling her own cry of injustice.

      It could not be, yet there was the evidence.

      Ásgæirr, Thorolf’s longsword, lay hidden in the undergrowth. The blade stained with Shadow’s blood. Her husband, the man she thought of as her own golden god, had slain her beautiful wolf. The betrayal devastated her. The darkness her sister had warned about now cloaked Ailsa, wrapping her in utter desolation. She staggered back to Mani and collapsed beside her. Ailsa sobbed into the wolf’s fur.

      It was late in the day when she stirred again. Mani was gone. Her grieving done, the she-wolf knew she would have to leave her pack. Wolves mated for life. If an alpha female lost her mate, there was no place for her within the existing pack. If she was lucky, she might find a lone wolf to mate with to form another pack. Ailsa prayed she would.

      Memories flooded her mind now, sweet thoughts about her time with Shadow. How they’d met, the years spent together. The wolf had given her joy through her troubled time with Irb. He’d even provided comfort when the Vikings first appeared. She wiped tears from her cheeks. Living felt utterly pointless. She had no strength to contemplate her future.

      Both men had betrayed her, yet it was Thorolf who had slain her heart. For when he’d killed her beautiful, trusting friend, he’d slaughtered her, too. The image of Shadow welcoming Thorolf as a friend and… She pushed away the thought.

      Her stomach rumbled. How could she feel hungry at a time like this? All she wanted was oblivion. Dragging her knees under her in order to stand, she redirected her fury at the person she held responsible for this murder, Thorolf. Had she not felt that this truce would not last between them? She knew that these Vikings should not be trusted and yet foolishly she had led her husband directly to the wolves’ lair.

      Ailsa shovelled mulch from the forest floor with her hands, attempting to push the dirt over her wolf, only satisfied once he was covered. Fetching her husband’s sword, she braced herself as she reached for it. The weapon was heavy, far too large for her to wield easily. She remembered watching Rhiannon and Rinda as they practiced daily, building strength to improve their skills. She would defy even those two women to heft this beast into combat.

      Red-hot rage raced through her veins. That bastard Viking, the man she had trusted with her heart and soul, the man she married, and brought here to meet her wolves. Shadow had trusted him, too.

      Thorolf had become almost god-like in her mind, foolish woman that she was. Her husband’s treachery was a betrayal she could never forgive. The frozen icicle shifted, lodging deep within, causing an acute agony. Ailsa swung the heavy longsword around in a circle until she was dizzy and panting from exertion. Her respect for Rhiannon and Rinda, the two shield maidens, increased as she attempted to conquer the mighty sword.

      There was the faintest rustle of leaves behind her. She froze—a boar perhaps? Turning slowly with the blade pointed downward, the tip resting on the ground, she saw him. She was lightheaded, so mayhap he was a dream? But no, she blinked and he was still there, quite real, quite solid. Suddenly, she felt sick and faint. Her husband was the last person on earth she wished to see.

      “What in Thor’s name are you about?” he asked harshly.

      Had his voice been gentler, she might have reacted differently. As it was, his attitude only added fuel to her rage. Trembling, she held her ground. He padded closer, his manner threatening.

      Without thought to the consequences, she swung the mighty blade in the air. She charged forward with a shriek of pure rage. Instead of the expected jolt from impact, she found herself caught about the waist and swung around, held under Thorolf’s arm. The sword fell from her hands and onto the ground. She cursed and lashed out at him, punching and kicking to free herself. Then, she twisted around until she was able to sink her teeth into the flesh of his thigh. Any satisfaction at this small triumph was short-lived, for she was suddenly face down, staring at the forest floor. A painful swat landed on her backside, incensing her. She screamed.

      “What in Odin’s blood is wrong with you, woman?” Thorolf rumbled from above her.

      “Murderer!” she screeched. “Slaughterer of innocents! Killer! Cowardly Norse bastard!”

      As the anger spilled out of her, the pain of Shadow’s loss remained, and she wept violently.

      Thorolf sat her up and rocked her like a babe. The tenderness only lasted a brief moment, for she thrust away from him, furious with herself for accepting his comfort.

      “Nay, I have to know what has turned you this way,” he protested as he caught her.

      He held her firmly in place upon his lap. Glancing around her, Ailsa realised they were seated upon a fallen tree trunk, away from the glade where Shadow was half buried. Thorolf turned her face to him, and she spat at him. The shock that crossed his face felt satisfying, until his hand whipped up her back and twisted into the tangle of her hair, forcing her to meet his furious gaze.

      “I shall take my belt to you for that, after we are returned home. I demand you explain yourself to me, Vif.”

      His growling rumble did not scare her. She was beyond caring about consequences.

      “As if you didn’t know,” she sneered bitterly.

      A look of total bewilderment filled his amber gaze. Pain lanced her, for his golden eyes reminded her of Shadow’s. Shifting, she attempted once more to escape his hold.

      “Let me go…I- I’ll show you.”

      “There is no point in running, for I will catch you, and when I do, I shall cut a switch and stripe your arse. Do you understand me?”

      She nodded, hearing the steely promise in his words.

      “Very well.”

      He set her down. She led him to the small clearing. Not wishing to see her friend’s body again, she pointed to the mound and turned her back. Thorolf threw her a confused look and walked forward. Ailsa heard rustling and guessed that he was clearing leaf debris.

      A hoarse cry drew her gaze to him. He was down on one knee, his hand resting on the wolf. Head bent, he muttered something in his own tongue.

      

      There was a rhythm to his words, he was chanting. Intrigued, she asked him what he’d said.

      He was silent for a moment then hesitantly he translated.

      

      Life ebbs, the spirit moves on, let the Valkyrie come.

      The might was his, blade and shining sword,

      Courage to the earth they felled.

      Yggdrasil, great tree of life,

      nine realms of the universe,

      echo to the gods to hear a mortal’s plea.

      Odin, take up the body of thy warrior,

      let him live forever in hallowed halls, Valhalla!

      

      Tears spilled down her cheeks. “Thank you,” she managed to choke out.

      

      Comprehension dawned. Thorolf had not been the one to slay Shadow.

      

      “It was not you,” she stated, her heart heavy with shame that she had accused him.

      He rose and came to stand before her. Cupping her face gently in his large, capable hands, he studied her for a moment without speaking. Ailsa shifted uncomfortably. He cleared his throat.

      “You trusted me with your most blessed treasure, your wolves, and yet you quickly accused me of murder. Even after I told you I had lost Ásgæirr in the battle with the Nechtain? You, who I revere above all women, doubted me, your husband. I am deeply saddened. There is more I need to do to gain your trust.”

      Guilt twisted in her gut. He was right. She’d unfairly judged him out of anger.

      “I…”

      He placed his hand over her mouth and shook his head. “No. Do not speak. Nothing you say can mend this rift between us right now. Given time, I hope you will come to trust me.”

      He released her face, turning away. Fresh tears fell, although this time, she wept out of shame.

      “I should like to know what you wish me to do with Shadow’s body,” he asked in a hollow voice.

      “Please bury him deep enough to stop any scavengers from finding him.”

      He did not reply, but set about the task, using his knife, even pressing his mighty sword, Ásgæirr, into use in order to scrape away at the forest floor. But in the end, he resorted to using his bare hands to dig. By the time he was done, it was nearly dark. Beckoning to Ailsa, he led her the short distance to another clearing where he had placed his fur cloak on the ground. He pulled open the skin pack he had with him, producing nuts and berries, then, unravelling a parcel of cloth, he revealed a loaf of bread. They ate in silence, washing the simple meal down with water from a skin tied to his waist.

      “Sleep now. We leave at dawn,” he told her.

      “What of you?” she asked in a small voice.

      “I wish to ensure there is no threat. Perhaps I will sleep later.”

      Exhausted, Ailsa did as he directed, curling up on the fur. She placed her hands under her cheek and closed her eyes. Who had killed her beautiful friend? Perhaps the Eanfrith had come across him all alone and unprotected? She hoped they had not found the wolves’ lair and the rest of the pack.

      Finally, sleep took her.
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      “Come,” Thorolf called to her as she rose from her makeshift bed.

      She hesitated. He came and took her hand to lead her back into the glade where he had buried Shadow.

      “See,” he said, pointing to the trunk of the tree under which her beloved wolf’s grave was located.

      She drew closer and peered at his handiwork. “Thorolf, how beautiful!” she exclaimed, looking at the engraved image of a wolf encircled by runes, carved into the bark of the tree. “Thank you.” Then she burst into tears.

      He folded her in his arms and rocked her until the weeping past.

      “You like it then?” he asked as he wiped her eyes with his thumbs.

      She nodded as her bottom lip trembled. Thorolf kissed her gently. Breaking away, she went and traced her finger over the etched wolf that he’d made, admiring his skill. She studied the runes he had added in order to protect Shadow’s final resting place from evil spirits.

      Thorolf had not slept beside his wife last night. Hurt by her unjust accusation, he’d needed to think about the fact Ailsa believed him capable of doing such a cruel thing. After spending the night deep in thought, he’d concluded that what he must do was put aside his own feelings in order to reassure Ailsa of his loyalty. It was important to their happiness that he gained her trust. She must never doubt him in this way again. Although the atmosphere still felt strained between them, he determined to push through the awkwardness. He was her husband, thus it was his responsibility to lead.

      He wanted his marriage to be strong like his parent’s partnership. His father had undoubtedly been the head of their household, yet his mother had been the one to hold them all together, supporting and encouraging each of them. She trusted her husband’s judgement and yet she had not been afraid to challenge his decisions. Never aggressive, his mother would bring a matter to his father’s attention if she felt it warranted discussion.

      He looked across at his wife and pieced together in his mind the words required to offer comfort in her tongue. His grasp of the Pictish and Gaelic mix she spoke was becoming much more familiar to him now.

      “One day it will not feel so painful to come here to visit your old friend.” He tried to sound normal, but his voice seemed stilted and over loud in the silence of the woodland. However, he was pleased to hear Ailsa agree with him.

      Going to her, he cupped her chin and studied her grimy face. Where his thumbs had rubbed away her tears the previous evening, he had left streaks of dirt.

      “You are filthy and need to bathe, afterwards, we shall return to the village.”

      She tensed at his criticism. Thorolf combed his fingers through her tangled hair and held out the resulting mess of burs and leaves for her to see. She obviously had no idea how wild and dishevelled she looked.

      “I-I had no idea. I will take you to the waterfall pool where my sister and I prefer to bathe. It is farther away from Achnaryrie than the river, which most tend to use because it is closer to home.”

      “And much safer for them,” he added drily.

      Thorolf had no wish to upset her further with a scolding, so he nodded his agreement to her plan. They packed up their belongings and set off wearily for home.

      Home. It was strange, but there seemed to be no actual moment he could point to when he’d begun to think of Achnaryrie as such. Brandr’s sons would be arriving any day, and no doubt more Norse families would soon join them.

      Midday, Ailsa signalled for them to stop. She tugged Thorolf to the ground. They hunkered at the edge of a meadow where hares were feeding. Withdrawing an arrow from her quiver, she notched it on her bow. She speared two unsuspecting hares. Ailsa’s aim proved as unerring as ever.

      They skinned and cooked the meat, then ate in silence.

      They reached the waterfalls long before sunset and had plenty of time to bathe.

      Thorolf pulled his wife to him and gently washed her hair under the waterfall. He rubbed the dirt from her face and body.

      Diving into the gleaming pool below, the water felt silky against his skin, especially after the freezing bite from the waterfall.

      They swam separately for a while.

      Thorolf dived below and came up beneath her, capturing her in his arms, holding her pressed to his chest. She squealed, his erection pressed hard against her stomach.

      “Do you want me?” he asked gruffly.

      She nodded. “I am so sorry I doubted you. I...”

      Halting her mid-sentence with a scorching kiss, he watched her eyes darken with desire, and devoured her luscious lips, drinking in her beauty like the drowning man he would become if he attempted to couple with her without first finding firm footing.

      He knew they needed to mate. It was the only way he could think of to bond with her again after everything that had occurred. Actions spoke louder than words, and he was good with action, especially at making her cry out his name as he brought her to the pinnacle of pleasure.

      He swam to the shallows and turned her onto her back so she floated with her hair spread over the surface, shimmering in a halo about her head. Parting her legs, he lifted her heels onto his shoulders, then, lowering his head, he tasted her.

      Sliding his tongue along her cleft, he moved his hand under her backside and raised her to his mouth. She mewled. He didn’t halt his explorations until her husky moans signalled she was near release. Scooping her up, he lowered her onto his rampant cock. She easily sheathed him, slippery and wet. With her arms draped over his shoulders, he claimed her swiftly, bucking his tumescent length inside her heat with a powerful thrust, she quivered with ecstasy, keening her satisfaction. A moment later, his culmination gushed forth. He took her lips with  a rumbling growl, kissing her passionately, their tongues spoke in ways that words could never do, with expressions of regret wrapped up with silent promises of never-ending love.

      “I love you.” It was the first time he’d spoken those words to a woman other than his mother.

      Her response healed the hurt he’d felt at her unjust accusation. She hugged his neck, whispering a repeat of his words, kissing him back. Thorolf relaxed, knowing for certain that finally all was well between them.

      Afterwards, he stared into her eyes and felt as though he gazed into her soul. Thorolf knew instinctively he had gained wife’s trust, and her promise that she would never doubt him again.
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        * * *

      

      Although it was late in the day, the midsummer light was clear enough to see them home and safe again.

      Ytha must have had a premonition of their arrival, for she rushed at her sister and hugged her fiercely as they entered the village. Garth followed, slapping Thorolf’s shoulder good-humouredly. He asked if all was well, and Garth nodded, pulling Ytha against him with a grin. Thorolf was relieved to see the two united, and all talk of Garth setting her aside forgotten.

      Sympathy gleamed in Garth’s eyes as Thorolf explained that Shadow was no more, quietly disclosing the circumstances surrounding the wolf’s death. Lapsing into Norse, they discussed their suspicions on the matter. Parting at their door, the couple moved onto their own small lodge. It was a relief to be back, especially knowing his woman was where she should be, safely by his side.
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        * * *

      

      The next week saw the arrival of Brandr’s sons, Havardr and Leif. The young boys appeared to settle in well after their initial wariness of their new stepmother. Eithne quickly overcame the boys’ misgivings about her role as mother. It was plain to see the affection they now had for her.

      Not long after the boys’ arrival, Brandr honoured Thorolf by asking him to take care of his son’s for a day. Thorolf guessed that Brandr needed time alone with his new wife, Eithne, and readily agreed.

      He taught the boys sword thrusts and countermoves while Ailsa prepared a large basket of food to take up to the waterfall where the boys could play. Thorolf began to teach the boys Pictish words, too. At the pool, he helped Leif learn to swim. He supported the child’s belly with his hand, chuckling as he splashed his spindly arms and legs about with abandon.

      Suddenly, Ailsa ran to her clothes and retrieved an arrow. Notching it quickly, she raised it skyward. He followed her gaze. A flock of geese flew in above them in a V form. A moment later, a pair of birds dropped from the sky. She whooped with glee. A goose gave much nourishment, two would bring even more.

      Additionally, only a waterfowl’s feathers could be used as fletches for arrows; the oils that kept the bird warm and watertight also meant that arrows would fly straight and true in most weather. The fat rendered from a goose was used for making tallow candles and waterproofing clothing. The rich, sweet meat tasted delicious and produced thick gravy. Thorolf’s mouth watered at the thought.

      Gathering their belongings, they went to find the fallen birds which were in the meadow below, and so they ate their meal there. Afterwards, they romped with the boys and play fought until Ailsa suggested it was time for them to return home.

      His little cat seemed happier that day, much more than she had been of late. Since their return, she’d been quiet and withdrawn. He suspected she was still grieving for her wolf, and took care to be extra attentive to her needs. The children had brightened her smile and enlivened her spirit. It was a good day.

      Thorolf returned the boys to their father. On his way back home, he found himself pondering whether he, too, might be blessed with sons. He would like children—marriage led a man to expect them, and he was no different than most. He hoped Ailsa shared his expectations.

      Thorolf arrived to find Ailsa had already prepared one of the geese for cooking. She acknowledged him with a smile as she stood and chopped root vegetables ready to add to the mix in the cauldron. He went and stirred the meat. It should have a good rendering of fat that they could put to good use on the morrow. When the pot was cold he would lift it from the top. Seating himself beside the warmth of the fire he gathered up the pile of feathers.

      Only the outside flight feathers could be used for fletches, and so he began the unenviable task of sorting out the primary feathers that would be used to make fletches for arrows. The soft, downy feathers could refill a pillow for their pallet.

      “If the weather remains fair, I might go foraging tomorrow,” Ailsa said.

      He picked up a hint of anxiousness in her voice that concerned him and wondered if she planned doing something secretive.

      “Oh? Where did you think to search for game?” he asked, not raising his eyes from his task but listening intently to the tone of her reply.

      “Oh, I hadn’t really thought, perhaps along the woodland edge?”

      “You know my rule, no entering the forest alone. I was lenient after I caught up with you last time because of…well, you know why, but next time, know I shall be more severe should you deliberately break the rule.” He watched her face as he made the threat.

      She avoided his gaze, looking shifty as she assured him that she had no intention of entering the forest alone. He continued with his chore, all the while pondering what she might be up to. Perhaps she simply wished to visit Shadow’s grave? If that were the case, then he would gladly accompany her.

      “If you wanted to visit Shadow’s place of rest, I will escort you,” he told her.

      “No, it is too soon for me to return there, but thank you.”

      Thorolf stared at her suspiciously. “Are you sure?” he asked.

      “Yes.” Her answer was terse but not disrespectful.

      Instantly on alert, he decided that he would follow her on the morrow. His wife was prone to trouble, and he was damned if he would allow her to wander into danger unprotected.

      That night, he paid homage to her body. Time and again he brought her to the peak of ecstasy, leaving her hovering on the brink until the moment he took her with a single, powerful surge of his hips. As she screamed her release, he preened, hoping his neighbours heard her cries, thus appreciating his prowess at pleasuring his woman.
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      Ailsa left her husband sleeping, although she hated to deceive Thorolf after wrongly accusing him of murdering Shadow.  She had to know if it was Irb that Thorolf had fought with on the day of the Viking raid upon the Nechtain tribe. She must know if Thorolf was indeed her husband, this need bordered on an obsession. Certain now that she loved him to the very depths of her soul, the thought they might not be man and wife ate at her night and day.

      Shadow’s death had pushed all thoughts of the possibility that Irb might still live temporarily from her mind. After she’d spent time with Brandr’s sons, her curiosity returned. Playing games with the children had revived her anxiousness. It was all very well being told her new husband now replaced the previous, but how did that work if Irb still lived? How could she be truly married to Thorolf? If, as she suspected, she now carried his child, would it be legitimate?

      Ailsa felt compelled to speak with one of the monks or Father Godfrey about the matter, yet it made sense first for her to establish whether Irb still lived. If she discovered he was dead, then her worry would cease, with no action necessary.

      Once she was at the fringe of the Nechtain village, Ailsa crouched in the undergrowth to watch the people go about their daily chores. Most of the burnt, stone-walled cottages had been repaired with fresh rushes, cut to reroof, whilst others had opted to turf the top of their homes. The acrid smell of burning still lingered in the air. She witnessed only a few elderly men moving about. It was obvious the Vikings had successfully maimed most men of fighting age. The Nechtain were no longer a threat to her tribe that much was clear.

      So far, she’d not seen Irb, but that did not mean he was not out there hiding somewhere. After a couple of hours of surveying them, she decided enough was enough. She was stiff from crouching for so long. If Irb had lived, it was likely he had been killed along with many of the other Nechtain men in the Viking raid. Chilled and hungry, Ailsa decided it was time to leave.

      Frustrated by her lack of any proof either way, she turned to go. Clutching her bow, she crept out from the bush.

      “Who do we have here? Ailsa, one of the two witches of Achnaryrie. Have you come to cast spells over us? Believe me, it will be a sweet revenge to burn you at the stake, especially after your pet Vikings came to flex their muscles and ruin us all.”

      “Irb,” she gasped his name. Even though she had often wondered if he still lived, to find him here, alive, living in the enemy’s camp, was a dreadful shock.

      His narrow face twisted his mouth a sneer. Narrowed eyes studied her with a cold gleam.

      “Why did you leave me?” she asked the question that had always burned most in her mind.

      He snorted. “The only reason I wed you at all was because none of the other women would so much as look at me, let alone bed me. I needed a woman. Even a changeling like you seemed a better fuck than no woman at all.”

      “I was not…it was my sister…” She halted midsentence.

      Ytha was no more a changeling than she. Ailsa felt ashamed she’d allowed herself to be pushed into naming either one of them as such.

      “You know that is untrue,” she amended quietly.

      “What I know is this, my Nechtain mother was shunned by your people, as was I. My mother died friendless. I owe the people of Achnaryrie nothing!”

      “Your father,” she began, but he interrupted.

      “That bastard cared not one whit for either of us!”

      “He fed and clothed you. He wept for your mother when she died,” she protested.

      He snorted. “All the while, he had another woman, here in Nechtain. I actually have a sister and family here.  I confronted them, instead of the anger or recrimination I expected, they welcomed me into their home. This is where I belong, where I have always belonged. You have no idea how sweet it was to direct the raids against your hateful tribe!”

      “So it was you who betrayed us all. How could you, Irb? I trusted you. I was your wife!” She took an angry step toward him.

      Immediately, he pulled a knife from his belt. It was then that she noticed that he held his knife in his left fist. Ailsa glanced across at his right hand, noticing that Irb’s fingers were missing.

      “A friendly visit from your butchering Vikings.”

      He waggled his raw stumps in her face. She stepped forward and saw that they were almost healed over.

      Irb reared backwards.

      “Drop the bow! Stay back, witch,” he yelled.

      Alisa realised that she’d startled him and did as he asked. She held out her arms, palms up. Surely this man who had called her wife would not truly hurt her?

      “You put a spell on me so that I accepted that mange-ridden creature you brought into our home,” he accused, his voice full of venom.

      “You,” she gasped with sickening realisation. “It was you who killed, Shadow? How could you? How could you betray his trust that way?”

      He grinned. “It was easy. The cur didn’t even bare his teeth at me.”

      Bewildered, Ailsa stayed where she was, unable to understand how someone could be so malevolent, so incredibly cruel. He advanced upon her, the long, curved blade of the vicious knife held toward her at throat level.

      “Witch!” he shouted and lunged.

      Everything moved at lightning speed, Ailsa shuddered at the sudden roar that rent the air.

      She looked beyond him, eyes wide with surprise as Thorolf leapt forward. Arm raised, he swung the mighty Ásgæirr in an arc. The shining blade caught the sunlight, blinding her momentarily so she could not see the outcome of the strike.

      “Beware, Thorolf, he has a curved blade!” she screamed in warning, her heart pounding.

      Irb spun about, then brought his blade up to block Thorolf’s second blow. Ailsa took advantage of the distraction to stagger back under the shelter of the undergrowth. Her feet scrabbled on forest debris and loose stones. She tucked herself right into the shrubbery, out of Irb’s reach. She tried to grab her bow, but it was too far away, almost in the path of the fighting men. Her mouth was dry as she watched on in terror while the two circled one another.

      The men moved nearer to her, and she shrank back, her foot catching the side of a rock which almost caused her to stumble. Regaining her balance, Ailsa bent and grasped the stone, attempting to creep up behind Irb.

      What he lacked in brawn, Irb more than made up for with cunning. Constantly outmanoeuvring Thorolf’s parries, he darted in with quick slashes, withdrawing to a safe distance with a speed that shocked Ailsa.

      Her moment came! Dashing forward, she clubbed Irb on the back of the neck; her short stature rendered her incapable of reaching his head. Irb staggered but quickly recovered, cursing Ailsa as she slipped back to the safety of the bush. With jeers and taunts, he mocked Thorolf, shouting foul insults which further enraged Ailsa. However, her Viking husband remained stony faced and silent, focused on watching his opponent with narrowed, intelligent eyes.

      Ailsa felt helpless watching the men continue to circle one another. Whatever would she do if Irb actually managed to kill her beloved Thorolf?

      With a suddenness that jerked Ailsa up onto the balls of her feet, ready to flee, Thorolf brought his sword down with a slash across Irb’s shoulders. Her first husband crumpled, then lay still. Hesitantly, she made her way out from the undergrowth, but as she came abreast of his body, he leapt to his feet, his arm snaking toward Thorolf’s half-turned back. Ailsa screamed in terror. Even before the echo of her shriek had faded, she found herself staring at Irb’s body folding in the opposite direction to his severed head. The gruesome sight combined with the sickly, copper smell of his blood overwhelmed her. Spinning away from the grisly scene, she vomited.

      “Are you all right, little cat?” Thorolf called.

      She moaned, unable to reply. Strong arms swept her up. He grabbed her bow and then ran with her clasped to his chest, moving at astonishing speed and agility for a man of his size. Ailsa wrapped her legs about his waist and clung on, the abhorrent scene she’d just witnessed tormented her.

      Thorolf didn’t halt until they emerged within the boundaries of Achnaryrie land. Placing his wife back on her feet, he continued to hold her close, murmuring reassurance in his own tongue. She listened to the comforting rumble of his voice and felt the thud of his heart as it slowed, yet still he continued to hold her until the shock wore off.

      Ailsa realised she was not distressed by Irb’s end. She had been anxious watching the two men fight, but her concern had been for Thorolf’s survival. It had been extremely unpleasant to see him butcher her first husband, but now the deed was done, she could relax knowing the cruel traitor was no more.

      She held her Viking husband close, reassured by his warmth and presence, not daring to dwell on what might have been. Her thoughts turned once again to her faithful wolf, Shadow, who would not have perceived Irb as a threat. Her wolf had died because he’d trusted the man who’d helped raise him.

      She determined that from that day forward she would never raise another wolf, or any other wild animal. It was wrong to allow a creature of the wilderness to trust mankind.

      Thorolf’s brusque voice brought her back to the present.

      “You know I must punish you for disobeying me and putting yourself into such danger,” he growled against her ear.

      She tightened her grip around his hard waistline and gave a grunt of understanding. His warmth and comfort were all she needed right now. He stood with her clasped in his embrace, offering her his strength and support for as long as she needed. Finally, she loosened her grip and glanced up at him. There was loving sympathy in his gaze, but also something else—grim determination.

      “’Twould be better to get this over and done with now and begin the morrow afresh,” he told her.

      She grunted again. Perhaps punishment would dispel the pain writhing inside her? She fixed her gaze on his chiselled face.

      “I love and trust you. Thank you for saving my life,” she said simply.

      His features were set stern, but his expression looked sad.

      “You heard Irb confess to killing Shadow?” she asked.

      Thorolf nodded.

      “He would have had no qualms about killing you in the exact same way.” He was brutally honest.

      “I know. Thorolf, I am so ashamed that I doubted you. I understand now that you would never harm any wolf unnecessarily. Even your name, Thorolf, means Thor’s wolf. Yet it means more than that to you. I know that you see yourself as a man-wolf, don’t you? I had not realised what that meant to you. I am so sorry.”

      “I accept your apology but I need to make you understand how fearful I felt today.  I thought I was about to lose you, and all because you are too stubborn for your own good. Why did you even go there?”

      She shrugged. “I want to be your true wife, but I did not feel I could be until I knew for sure that Irb had perished. The Christian religion would condemn me as a bigamist.”

      He nodded in understanding. “You should have told me all of this and let me find him for you. Ailsa, you put yourself in grave danger. In my country a woman can divorce her husband. Is that what you wish?”

      “Nay, I love you! Our wedding was a Christian ceremony and no divorce is allowed.”

      “I love you too vif, but you disobeyed me, which means you also disrespected me. Your behaviour tells me you still distrust my judgement.”

      She stared back, humbled by his conclusion. Guilt flooded her as she realised how he had perceived her actions.

      “No-no, not at all…that was not-” she began a stumbling explanation.

      “Go and cut switches for your punishment,” he interrupted, holding out his knife.

      Ailsa recognised the wolf handle. She studied the intricate carving, remembering the day she had selected his knife from among the others when the Vikings were allotted brides. She was this man’s wife, and yet she had disobeyed him on various occasions, receiving very little retribution, other than a simple spanking. Ailsa realised that most Norsemen would have exacted a far heavier price for her repeated disobedience.

      Irb was dead. She was able to relax knowing that she was, in truth, Thorolf’s wife. She accepted that she deserved his punishment for taking such a risk today. What better way to show him she accepted his dominion over her other than to meekly accept his chastisement and go quietly to do his bidding? Silently, she took the blade and turned away to cut the switches he requested.

      Careful in her selection, she chose three straight but springy willow sprigs and took care to smooth the knots and buds from each one, using his knife. Then she returned to Thorolf and held out her offering.

      “You have chosen well. Remove your garments and grasp the trunk of that sapling.” He pointed to a young silver birch.

      She did as he bid, pressing her forehead against the tree.

      “Rump out,” he instructed.

      Ailsa obeyed and presented her bottom. There was a faint whistle in the air, a smarting line of pain whipped across her buttocks. She gasped at the sting, rising to her toes.

      “If I give you an instruction, I insist that you obey, for your life may well depend upon it,” he told her as another line of fire struck across her flesh.

      “Y-yes, my l-lord,” she stuttered, trying hard to be brave.

      “You have not been an obedient bride, but with the help of my strong right arm, you shall become so,” he scolded.

      Another painful strike, but this time he caught the soft under skin of her backside. She cried out at the savage sting, hopping from foot to foot. He wrought havoc with the switches she’d cut, spanking her until she was a crying mess, reduced to begging for him to stop. To her astonishment, there was a reprieve.

      “What happened to Shadow was not your fault, Ailsa,” he stated sounding kindly, consoling.

      “It was…” she began. The strike of the switches halted further denial of her innocence.

      “No, it was not,” Thorolf contradicted roughly. “Repeat what I say. It was not my fault that Shadow was killed.”

      Ailsa simply could not. She stood sobbing, hugging the tree. A blazing ribbon of fire slashed her nether regions again. She shrieked.

      “Say it, Ailsa!” he commanded.

      “No!” she screamed. Scalding lines of retribution fell until the words forced themselves from her throat. “It was not my fault Shadow was killed!”

      “Again!” he cried, following up with further encouragement from the switch.

      “It was not my fault my beautiful wild wolf was killed!” she cried.

      “And again!”

      “It wasn’t my fault that Shadow died! It wasn’t my fault, it wasn’t my fault. Sweet Jesu, it wasn’t my fault, but oh, ye Gods, I wish I’d been there to save him!” Ailsa sobbed, finally collapsing against the tree.

      Strong arms surrounded her, and she turned instinctively to burrow into his warmth. He smoothed her damp hair away from her tear-drenched face and gently placed a palm to the side of her head, melding her to him.

      “There, ’tis over, sweet cat.”

      She wept into his chest.

      “Hush now, it is done. We shall return home and begin afresh. I shall guide you over our threshold, and you will honour me all of my days with your obedient submission. Turnabout and grasp the tree. Push out your arse. ”
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      Gratified that his wife had done as he’d asked without question, he moved behind her and ran his hands down either side of her flanks, allowing his thumbs to graze the cleft of her womanhood. To feel how wet she was thrilled him beyond measure, a testimony to her desire to be mastered, and by Thor, he did intend to master her.

      Gathering her slick juices with his hand, he ran them up her furrow, over her private hole. He pressed his thumb against the ring of resistance and watched as it bridged her defences, slipping inside, gripped hard by the heat of her dark channel. She moaned and shifted uncomfortably, yet made no attempt to stall him.

      “To whom do you belong?” he asked, growling in her ear. This was her final lesson in submitting to him as her lord and husband.

      “Y-you, and you alone, my lord,” she sounded breathless.

      “Gud, elskan,” he praised as he removed his thumb. “You can face me now.”  She turned. “Drop to your knees,” he commanded.

      Once she was in position, he offered her his engorged shaft. He gave his brave little cat credit—she opened wide and sucked his erection deep into her mouth with astonishing skill. He found the sight of her rosy lips parted ready to receive his cock incredibly erotic. Slowly, he moved his hips forward, pumping his thickened organ between her lips. Twisting his hand in her beautiful whorl of knotted hair, he thrust vigorously into the warm ingress of her mouth, just as his greedy manhood demanded.

      Close to release, he stopped her ministrations and pulled her to her feet, hefting her into his arms; he backed her up against the tree. Her legs parted about his waist as he lowered her onto his aching staff, penetrating her body deeply. She shuddered and wrapped her arms about his neck. He claimed her with powerful thrusts. Thorolf left Ailsa with no uncertainty that she belonged to him. He felt satisfaction at her lusty cries; they must have surely startled many beasts in the forest with their volume.

      The delicious tightening of his sac heralded his release. He grunted with satisfaction as he flooded her, knowing that he marked her afresh as his and his alone.
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        * * *

      

      Her sweet nature became more apparent with each passing day. His little cat settled into her role, seeming happy as his wife and partner. He had not understood how much Ailsa was troubled by the knowledge that her first husband might still be living. Now that Irb was gone, it was as though a dark cloud had been lifted from her. Alarik had been right. Thorolf had not been strong enough with her. He resolved to thank the man for his sound advice when next they spoke, but he would not apologise for his Viking pride.

      Smiling, he watched his wife strew newly cut rushes over the freshly swept floor of their home. She sang while she worked her voice sweet and lilting. Thorolf caught her to him and pressed a demanding kiss to her lips. He lifted his palm and smacked her rounded arse, chuckling delightedly at her squeal of protest. Releasing her, he reminded her to stay safely within the boundaries of Achnaryrie.

      “I shall return before nightfall. Thor willing, we shall kill a large boar. Be good, and do not leave the settlement without company and on no account…”

      “I know, I know, do not enter the forest!” she sang, impudently finishing his sentence.

      Chuckling, he smacked her bottom again.

      “Wicked vif, interrupting me. It is clear I have not disciplined you oft enough,” he spoke with mock severity, spinning her about to kiss her while he added another hearty welt to her backside.

      Her squeals and giggles brought a grin to his face. There had been genuine heat in her embrace. His cock reared up hopefully, but with regret, Thorolf had to disappoint his greedy hordund; after all, it had received plenty of exercise during the night!
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        * * *

      

      The men stalked a large boar. Finally surrounding it, Alarik killed the creature. The strength and ease with which he took down the mighty beast brought him much praise from his comrades. Thorolf drew the short straw, tasked with leaving no evidence that they had been there. The men did not want any enemies discovering their hunting ground.

      After he had covered the blood with debris and swept the disturbed ground with shrubbery, he tarried awhile, content to listen to the soothing sounds of the forest. Birds sang, their chirrups a reassurance that there was no immediate threat or danger nearby, while small rustlings on and around the forest floor spoke of rodents going about their daily task of survival.

      The hollow wail of a wolf in pain rent the air… What on earth?

      Instantly alert, he listened. There it was again, the distinctive cry of an animal suffering. He made his way toward the sound, eventually coming to an area of thick, thorny undergrowth, the kind of place a wounded wolf might choose to hide. Thorolf dropped to the ground and crawled into the mass of prickly bushes, cursing silently as his face and hands bore the brunt of scratches. Finally, parting dense branches, he came across a hidden bower wherein laid a wolf. A wolf he knew well. Mani.

      She turned a sorrowful gaze upon him as he drew himself inside. She seemed too weak to do more than stare at him as he shuffled on his knees to reach her. Thorolf ran his hands over her emaciated form. The wolf had not fared well alone, that much was plain to see. Detaching his skin of water, he slowly dribbled liquid onto her tongue. She lapped up the water, her thirst obvious. While she drank, he cast an anxious gaze over her, immediately he saw her problem. Mani was in labour. Two tiny whelps curled at her stomach, feeding from her teats. A bulge protruded under her tail, and he realised the next pup was stuck in the birth canal. Mani was too weak to turn and tug it out for herself. Thorolf wondered how long she’d lain here in this predicament.

      Gently, he worked to ease the large cub free from her body. It was a difficult task, one he took his time over. With his overlarge hands he fumbled, cursing as the female whimpered with pain. The last thing he wanted was to cause her more distress. At last the cub came loose, and Mani whined. Thorolf took a moment to turn and caress her head, offering reassurance. With mumbled endearments spoken in Norse, he calmed her. Once the tiny wolf lay in his hand, he knew that it was dead. Glancing down he saw there was another that had been held behind the larger cub.

      Easing the little pup from the birth canal, Thorolf took it between his palms and yanked open the sac that enclosed it, rubbing the tiny body briskly in an attempt to revive the animal, but it must have suffocated. There was no way to bring it back to life. He shuffled up to Mani’s nose and placed the dead cubs where she could sniff her young, but she turned her head away, disinterested. Thorolf moved them aside in order to bring her surviving pair for her to check. This time, she licked each of her squirming pups.

      Once she was done, he placed both whelps back onto her teats where they continued to suckle. Rummaging in his pack, he extracted some dried venison which he attempted to feed her. She took a portion into her mouth but seemed unable to chew. Thorolf tried her with some more water, but she made no effort to drink either.

      With bowed head, he muttered a prayer to Thor. Mani whimpered, attracting his attention. He shifted her head gently onto his lap and cradled her between his thighs. He stroked between her ears, all the while muttering tender words of affection. Although she could not understand, his husky voice seemed to soothe and comfort her. Feebly, she licked his hand.

      Thorolf pondered his choices. A sudden hoarse cry alerted him to the fact the she-wolf lay in death’s thrall. Helplessly, he watched Mani shudder and spasm, giving up her fight to live. The poor beast died in his arms.

      His eyes misted over. With his hand resting on her pale matted pelt, he called to the gods to take her spirit, entreating them to send her to where Shadow ran alongside the gods, asking them to allow her to run with her mate, free together forever, safe in Valhalla. He wept, not attempting to stave off his tears. Brave Mani deserved the honour of his grief; besides, there was no one there to judge.

      Finally, he removed his fur cape and wrapped the two surviving pups warmly inside. He placed them out of harm’s way before he began the task of burying the proud she-wolf and her deceased young.
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        * * *

      

      His wife had obviously had one of her insightful moments, because as he drew near their dwelling, Ailsa appeared, her body tense. Approaching her, he noticed she chewed nervously upon her bottom lip.

      “I have grave tidings,” he began.

      “Oh no…I felt something… Has someone been hurt?” she interrupted anxiously.

      “Neinn. Come inside, and I will explain.”

      Inside, he held out his hands, palms up, each one containing a tiny mewling scrap of fur. Instead of the joy he’d expected to see filling her eyes, there was distress writ across her lovely features.

      “Oh no, where did you get those from?” she asked, almost fearfully.

      He frowned. “I did not take them, if that is your meaning. I came across poor Mani, she was dying. An overlarge pup had blocked her birth canal; both that cub and another were stillborn. I have no idea how long Mani had been there. She was so weak and died after I helped her. I buried her and brought these two back for you.”

      Ailsa stepped back, hands fluttering up as if in self defence.

      “I cannot! They must not trust mankind. ‘Twould be better they’d died along with their mother.”

      “What nonsense is this?” he asked, glowering. “At least they will enjoy a life if you and I raise them. There is no rule that decrees they have to return to the wild. We cannot second-guess the future, my love; that is for the gods to determine and for us to discover. No, I am certain Thor sent these two youngsters for us to rear. I intend to accept his blessing and raise them with or without your help.”

      He drew the pups back into the warmth of his chest and watched as she struggled to process his words. Finally, she nodded, coming forward to peek at the tiny grey scraps. She extended a finger. One of them latched on to it, suckling madly. Her lips curved into a smile of delight.

      “They are hungry. I have goat’s milk. Shadow thrived on that, although he was older than these two tiny babes.”

      Pleased by her agreement, he suggested that she fetch the milk while he settled himself beside the fire to cradle his mewling pups.

      “Sjaldan er ein baran stok,” he said.

      Ailsa frowned thoughtfully. “There is seldom a single wave,” she translated.

      “Correct!” He nodded, delighted by her understanding. Explaining that he had once thought the saying pertained only to battle, but now saw that it also applied to life in general.

      She tilted her head thoughtfully. They were silent for a while, and then he asked what they should name the cubs.

      “Shadow and Mani?” she suggested.

      He shook his head. “No, they are each entitled to their own names.” Turning each small whelp over in order to sex them, he informed her, “I suspect we have two males but I cannot be certain at this age, it is impossible to tell.”

      She came and took one from him. Using the twisted end of a rag, she dipped it into a bowl of milk, offering it to the cub to suck. It took patience, but she persevered, and soon the pup had the way of it, suckling from the scrap of cloth.

      “Very soon they will learn to lap and it will become easier on us,” she explained.

      They swapped cubs, and she taught the second pup how to use the milk drenched cloth.

      “What about Olaf and Olle? Both names mean descendant. Rather appropriate, don’t you think?” she suggested, watching the darker cub curl up on his lap.

      “You are Olaf,” he decreed.

      Thorolf smiled as Ailsa lifted the other cub to her lips and kissed its tiny head.

      “Hello, Olle,” she whispered.

      They were both surprised at how quickly the youngsters grew. One or either of them found themselves trailed by a pup wherever they went. Thorolf was proud of his Viking comrades, for they welcomed the wolf cubs into their midst. The Norsemen’s easy acceptance of the wolves helped to dispel the rest of the tribe’s suspicions of these beautiful, intelligent creatures.

      As they grew, Thorolf built them a sturdy, waterproof kennel outside their home, and unless the weather was inclement, they slept out there.

      One night, he was happily ploughing his wife when he noticed her wince as he suckled her nipple. Afterwards, he asked if all was well; Ailsa confessed she thought she might be with child. Thorolf was overjoyed when it proved to be the case. As her stomach swelled, so did his pride in her.

      The jarl had made a good decision accepting Eithne’s offer on the beach those many months ago. The gods had directed them well to this place. They were blessed. He was blessed—and with a woman he loved beyond all expectation.

      His wife, his little cat…Ailsa, his soulmate.
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      Ailsa was beyond grateful her husband had returned to her unscathed after the battle. Yet, her heart ached for Alarik and his family who did not yet know that he was gone. Thorolf assured her the funeral would be a celebration of the fact that Alarik had died as he would have wished, a warrior’s death and a hero in battle.

      Apparently he would be welcomed into the halls of Valhalla by Odin. Even now, he would be drinking with the bravest and the best of warriors who resided there.

      It was a nice thought and one she decided to focus on. He’d died giving his life to protect them all, and she for one would be forever grateful to the large Viking with his kind and brave heart.  It still amazed her that Alarik had been their only casualty. Ailsa recognised the hours of practice these Vikings spent training and how it helped them triumph over their less-skilled foes.

      With the enemies vanquished, their village was secure. She felt light-headed with relief. Their child could now be raised in safety.

      “Come, it is time.” Thorolf stuck his head inside the door and proffered his hand.

      They stepped outside into the half light of the gloaming. He turned and studied her.

      “You look beautiful, Cat,” he told her.

      Ailsa’s heart swelled with pride. She had taken great care over her appearance in order to honour Alarik, and to please Thorolf.

      “You look very handsome, my husband.”

      He did appear quite magnificent. His dark-blond hair had been braided with small stones, three smaller plaits woven into his long beard were decorated with quartz and his cloak had been made from the finest wool. Pinned to his shoulder was a gold disc, a cloak pin, carved with the powerful symbol of the triquetra.

      He held out a small package of folded cloth. “A gift for my esteemed wife.”

      Taking the package from him eagerly, she unfolded the material and gasped with delight. A circular, golden brooch, the centre carved into the intricate design of a tree with roots, lay in her palm.

      “It is beautiful. Thank you, husband.”

      She reached up to kiss him, and as she did, he leant down to meet her lips. Breaking the kiss, he took the brooch from her hand and pinned it onto her dress at her shoulder.

      “It is Yggdrasil, the tree of life. This is an important element of my faith. Yggdrasil is the great tree that connects the nine realms of the universe, Asgard, Midgard, Muspelheim, Jotunheim, Vanaheim, Niflheim, Alfheim, Svartalfheim, and Helheim. I give this token of protection as a mark of love for you, my sweet cat.”

      He brushed her lips with his again and guided her forward to join the throng of people making their way down to the shoreline.

      Younger men lit the path to the beach with flaming torches, their yellow glow casting golden shadows across their features. Reaching the water’s edge, Ailsa spotted her sister standing next to her husband, Garth. They moved to greet them. Ailsa was pleased to see the love shining from Garth’s eyes as he looked down into Ytha’s upturned face. All talk of setting her aside long past. Their relationship was now as solid as hers was with Thorolf.

      Ytha broke off her conversation with her husband when they approached. She hugged Ailsa who returned her affection with a gentle squeeze, placing her hand on her sister’s swelling belly. Ytha’s time drew nearer while Ailsa hardly showed that she was with child. Worried for them both, Ailsa knew childbirth was risky.

      “Come, Thorolf, it is time,” Garth said.

      Both men moved away from them, joining the other Vikings moving down to where a smaller longboat was tethered upon the shore. Inside the boat was Alarik. He had been dressed in his warrior clothing, a newly made shield, and sword placed upon his chest with his hand resting on the hilt, for no Viking could enter the hallowed halls of Valhalla without a sword in his hand. His actual sword would be returned to his family, for his son. All day the elder women of the village had spent time preparing him, washing him and brushing out his long beard, then braiding his hair.

      Ytha and Ailsa huddled together and watched their men divide into two lines of four and stand on either side of the boat. Silence fell, and Brandr began the intonation. Ailsa recognised the same words that Thorolf had spoken over Shadow.

      

      Life ebbs, the spirit moves on, let the Valkyrie come.

      The might was his, blade and shining sword,

      Courage to the earth they felled.

      Yggdrasil great tree of life,

      nine realms of the universe,

      echo to the gods to hear a mortal’s plea,

      Odin, take up the body of thy warrior,

      let him live forever in hallowed halls, Valhalla.

      

      Much more was said which Ailsa could not fully translate. When he fell silent, it seemed to be the signal for the Norsemen to push the boat out into the water. The four huge Vikings standing on either side of the craft manoeuvred it into the current. Brandr took up the rear, clutching a flaming brazier which he held high. Ailsa craned her neck to see.

      

      Thorolf and Garth worked side by side on the right of the vessel which the Vikings had constructed especially for their comrade’s funeral.

      As the men guided it through the water, they began to chant.

      The hair stood up on the back of Ailsa’s neck and a lump formed in her throat.

      

      She would never forget the rich timbre of those powerful voices raised in song for their fallen comrade. They sang to honour their brave friend.

      

      This was not grief, but joy, pride that Alarik had achieved the ultimate Viking dream of entering the halls of Valhalla as a hero. He was a warrior now raised to the highest levels that any Viking could hope to achieve.

      

      Alarik would sup with the gods and live in the hallowed halls, immortal.

      

      When the boat was deep enough to float and be taken by the swiftly moving current, the men waded backward, away from the craft, letting the water guide the vessel far out to sea.

      

      Brandr threw the flaming torch into the stern, where it flared as it lit the oil-drenched tinder, shooting bright spires of firelight high into the darkness of the starlit night. Archers on shore let fly an arc of flaming arrows that landed true. The spectacle of Alarik’s funeral pyre as it sailed away, fiery tongues of flame leaping and dancing against the backdrop of inky sky, was one Ailsa would never forget.

      That night symbolised, for her, the turning point in the Achnaryrie tribe’s fortunes.

      

      Thorolf and Garth returned to where they stood, and together as a family, they followed the others back to the village where a night of feasting and celebration awaited them.

      

      As they walked, a vision of the future filled Ailsa’s head.

      Achnaryrie appeared as she had never seen it before, enlarged, a settlement of many houses. Children played, laughing and calling to one another as they ran between the dwellings. Men and women with smiles on their faces and meat on their bones moved about their daily tasks with a spring in their step.

      The vision changed to her family gathered together around the hearth. Thorolf and Garth with hair turned grey. Ytha, aged, sat with a grandchild upon her knee, watching while she placed food upon a table, aided by daughters, nieces, and grandchildren.

      

      Emerging from her trance, Ailsa glanced down to where someone held her hand. Ytha brought her back to the present. Sharing a look with her beloved sister, she knew at once they had shared the same vision.

      

      They both knew for certain their futures were secure and their family blessed.

      

      They forged ahead with the throng, moving toward the celebration for Alarik which would last well into the following day. Thorolf’s arm snaked securely about her waist, pulling her tight against his side. Contentment that ran bone-deep flooded her veins with warmth.

      

      This was the happiest she had ever been. It seemed only polite to thank her husband’s Viking God, Thor, for giving her his Viking Wolf, Thorolf, to be her protector. Lifting her eyes to the darkness above, Ailsa silently gave her thanks to the Norse God of war.
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        Explore all the romances within the VIKING SURRENDER series.

      

      

      
        
        Brandr - by Ashe Barker

        Forced to wed a fierce Viking warlord to save her people, Eithne must surrender to her husband’s stern discipline, yet his tenderness takes her breath away. A man of his word, Brandr vows to protect her village from its enemies.

        But what of Eithne? Who will protect her as she learns to care for this ferocious man who now leads her people and holds her heart in his mighty hands?

      

      

      
        
        Ragnar - by Sky Purington

        Intrigued by the symbol on his blade, Myrna chooses Ragnar for her husband. But how is she to love a man who lives in the past? Determined to remain faithful to his deceased wife, Ragnar both fights and craves Myrna, hungry for her healing touch. Will he give in and find sanctuary in her arms? Or will the shocking truth about his dagger end love before it begins?

      

      

      
        
        Graeme - by Gianna Simone

        Maimed and bitter, Graeme is forced to take a wife from the barbarians invading his shores. Resentful of her invading his solitary life, he vows to bend her to his will. 

        Rinda grudgingly weds a man she barely knows—who hates her nearly as much as she despises him. Yet, despite their shared animosity, the wounded warrior and shield-maiden share an unexpected passion that soon consumes them both.

      

      

      
        
        Magnus - by Emmanuelle de Maupassant

        Magnus is tortured by memories of his wife’s murder at the hands of savage berserkers, yet commanded to wed.

        The valiant warrior finds unexpected passion in his new bride’s arms, but can Modwen’s love heal the wounds of his battle-scarred heart—or will another’s jealousy destroy them both?

      

      

      
        
        Thorolf - by Vanessa Brooks

        Ailsa, a woman scarred by the brutality of men, knowing peace only in the depths of the forest. Thorolf, a cunning warrior, as fierce as the wolves Ailsa adores. Enemies bound by marriage, their attraction is undeniable. But can her Viking husband tame Ailsa’s wounded heart?

      

      

      

      
        
        Garth - by Sassa Daniels

        A proud warrior, he hides a debilitating weakness.  The village outcast, she’s plagued by terrifying visions. Their marriage seems cursed from the start. But, as they come to terms with their union, will they find the love they both need?

      

      

      
        
        Jerrik - by Felicity Brandon

        Brigid: The last thing I need is a husband, especially some Viking brute commanding my surrender.

        Jerrik: Fight all you want, little Pict. You will yield to my desire...

        Forced into a union she didn't seek, Brigid is terrified and aroused by Jerrik's masterful behaviour and carnal demands. But, when he saves her son from the ferocious ocean, Brigid realises he may be the hero she needs, as well as the man she craves.

      

      

      
        
        Steinn - by Lily Harlem

        Married to a barbaric beast, Gladys cannot believe her bad fortune. A rough and raw Norseman has taken to her home and her bed as if it’s his right. But never fear, she has plans to do away with him, to rid him from her life…for good.

      

        

      
        Steinn is thankful to the gods for his good luck. His new bride Gladys is a sexy little wild cat with curves and an ass to die for. Admittedly she needs a little training, and a fair bit of discipline, but he’ll take her in hand if it’s the last thing he does. Won’t he?

      

      

      
        
        Bjorn - by Jane Burrelli

        A proud shield-maiden vowing never to be possessed by any man. A ruthless Viking warrior swearing to tame the bold beauty.

        A battle of wills and consuming desire.

        But who will conquer who?
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