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ABOUT ELLA

ALSO BY ELLA JACOBS


To all the girls who want to

be claimed by a Viking.

Go ahead and turn the page…


Run!


Content Note


Dear reader

This is a BDSM romance. It has lots of explicit kink. The beginning of the book introduces BDSM in a realistic, consensual manner, which develops into more extreme kinks with CNC (consensual non-consent) and fear play that has hints of dubious consent.

Although parts of this book portray the BDSM community in a realistic manner and are drawn on my own experiences in the lifestyle, it is still fiction, and the book is not intended as a guide into the lifestyle. Please seek out non-fiction literature when you’re learning the ropes.

For real-life portrayals of BDSM, you can check out my blog at ellajacobs.com or get my illustrated mini guide, “BDSM for Beginners,” and other introductory material on my Patreon.

For a full list of trigger warnings, see the list at ellajacobs.com.

Lots of dark love

Ella Jacobs


Playlist

This story is deeply inspired by the music of the Norwegian dark ambient folk band Wardruna—both by the music itself and the meaning behind it.

I considered adding songs by similar artists, such as Heilung, who also fit beautifully within the same sonic landscape and have offered some inspiration along the way. But in the end, including only Wardruna felt truer to the heart of this story. Their music has been an integral part of the writing process, and expanding the playlist would have diluted that connection.

For the fullest experience, I encourage you to listen to this playlist—or any Wardruna, really—while reading. The music especially enhances the ritualistic and emotionally intense scenes. If you’re able, use headphones or good speakers to allow the deep drums, drones, and voices to resonate fully. Immersing yourself in the soundscape will bring you even closer to the world of the story.

Find the playlist on Spotify here: https://bit.ly/claimingrit

All songs are by Wardruna:

	- 	Himinndotter
	- 	Skugge
	- 	Isa
	- 	Synkverv
	- 	Vindavlarljod
	- 	Grá
	- 	Hertan
	- 	Hibjørnen
	- 	Helvegen
	- 	Birna
	- 	Solringen
	- 	Lyfjaberg
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Elina

The air is thick with sex and raw primal energy when I enter the club on Friday night, just like the last time I was here. No, even more intense, I realize, as I slide onto a stool at the bar and take it all in. The first time I was here, the atmosphere was calm and casual. People were chatting and laughing, some were playing too, but the atmosphere was easy, almost laid-back.

But tonight is different. People are whispering, acting more subdued. There’s something almost ceremonious in the air.

My attention catches on the scene unfolding at the spanking bench. A man dressed in black, long hair gathered in a surprisingly masculine braid, is flogging a naked woman, who’s restrained to the bench. His steady cadence entrances me, so I startle when he suddenly breaks it with an abrupt, hard swing. The slam of the strands crashing down on his sub’s ass reverberates through the room, drawing a high-pitched yelp from her.

I shudder but keep my attention on the scene, fascinated. It feels like a transgression to watch such an intimate exchange of power, but I can’t help it—and many others are looking too.

The woman starts panting, the shivers in her body becoming visible. I can almost feel the intensity crawling over my own skin.

I realize I’m holding my breath when the man leans down and strokes her back with a tenderness that shouldn’t be possible after such violence. A shiver skitters across my skin, and I shift in my seat, imagining the feeling of his big hand stroking her spine and his hot breath as he whispers something to her.

I draw a longing sigh. My kinky dreams have always been vague and undefined, but this scene is like a perfect manifestation of what I’ve always wanted but couldn’t quite picture. Now, it’s right here in front of me, but also so far out of reach.

A prickling sensation dislodges my gaze from the scene, drawing my attention toward the couches in the far corner. My breath stutters when my gaze collides with hard blue eyes—cold as the ice covering the lake, several inches thick and unforgiving at this time of year.

The man has a long beard that is gathered in a well-kept braid that hangs down his chest, and the sides of his head are shaved, leaving a thick strip of blond hair in the middle, drawn back into an intricate web of braids and gathered with a leather band at the back. The pagan symbol on his necklace matches the tattoos of runes and old Nordic symbols on his arms. It’s the same style as almost every other man in here, yet he stands out. He seems calm in a stoic sort of manner that only heightens the magnificent control radiating off him.

The depth in his eyes hints at a lifetime of experience—darkness, resilience, and hard-earned wisdom. He seems older in soul, but the faint lines across his forehead and crinkles at his eyes reveal that he’s probably just past forty.

I swallow, needing to look away, but somehow unable to do so. It’s like he doesn’t want me to break away, so I can’t.

I’m almost relieved when the bartender breaks me out of the strange trance. “I’m glad to see you decided to return.”

The world seems to have slowed and only sluggishly starts moving again when I drag my gaze to him, and it takes me a moment to realize what he said.

“Of course,” I say with a smile, though the decision wasn’t as easy as I make it sound. Although part of me jittered to be back here in the charged atmosphere, another part wanted to tuck my tail between my legs and stay home—stay safe. Because, despite the safewords and a strict admittance process, this place does not feel safe. I’m not sure what it is, but something gives me the feeling of having walked straight into the den of a predator.

I glance back to the sofas in the far corner, where the man with the icy stare sits as if on a throne, arms draped over the back, surveying the room like it’s his dominion. He’s no longer watching me, but the sight is still heady.

Gulping, I force my focus back to the bartender, Asbjörn—another predator. It takes me another moment to remember myself.

“Oh, I forgot about my member’s ID.” I reach for my purse, but he holds up a hand.

“Nah, it’s okay. I remember signing you up just fine, Elina.”

My name on his lips sends a strange rush through me. This man is all brawn and masculine strength, thick arms covered in full-sleeve tattoos, long hair and thick beard, and a plethora of leather and silver armbands adorning his wrists. He looks like a warrior. A Viking.

His genuine smile softens his dangerous air, but nothing can truly hide it. It’s right there in the open, inked into his skin with images of Thor and his hammer and Odin’s two ravens. In many ways, he looks like the man with the icy stare. Same age that carries the weight of authority and experience, same symbolism, and braids in his hair, though only a few loose ones. But unlike the man at the back, Asbjörn seems approachable and friendly, and the darkness is more like a simmer in the background than something that radiates from his every cell.

A shudder rolls through me as I glance at the man with the icy stare. The sight is too heady, and I quickly return my focus to the room, where I see the same aesthetic of old Nordic symbolism and Viking-like appearances on almost every other man. It’s striking. Even the music fits the same vibe with ritual-like drums and deeply evocative vocals singing in an old Nordic language. It’s all very befitting the wild landscape that towers at the edges of this northern city and the wild winter that rages outside. But the Viking vibes seem to be more of a club thing than something that defines the whole town.

I’ve only lived here a few months, but everyone I’ve met has been perfectly normal—only a bit more rural than in Stockholm. Nothing like the people here at the club. The Viking vibes are mostly tied to the men, but the women wear braids too, and some of them have jewelry etched with the same old Nordic symbols.

“Do you believe in the Norse Gods?” I ask Asbjörn, curious to find out what it’s all about.

“Not really. It’s more the symbolism and the history that draw me in. That sense of belonging to something ancient. Just like the nature here. My spirituality is more connected to the earth. The forests. The mountains. The world that doesn’t need words to make sense.”

I’m quiet for a moment, a bit stunned—fascinated. “Is it like a religion? I mean, is it something all of you believe in?”

“Religion? As in churches and praying, no. But rituals…” His gaze glides down over my throat and my chest in a not-so-subtle manner that hitches my breath. “Sure, we have those.”

I lick my lips. “What kind?”

He shrugs. “Kneeling, serving, worshipping your master.” He nods to a woman who is kneeling between her Dom’s feet, licking and kissing his cock while he leans his head back, eyes closed, one hand resting on her head in a soothing gesture. The scene looks serene. Deeply intimate.

“And other things,” he adds, giving me a meaningful look before he turns to the fridge behind the bar. “Can I get you anything?”

I look at the couple again, my eyes drawn as if by a magnetic force. “Sure. Just a soda, thank you.”

I try to focus on the bar and Asbjörn pouring soda into a glass, but my attention keeps drifting to the scene.

Reading my uncertainty, Asbjörn says, “It’s okay to watch. If they wanted privacy, they’d be in a room instead.”

For the next ten minutes, I watch discreetly and sip my soda while Asbjörn goes to talk to another couple in hushed voices a bit farther down the bar. But it’s not just the scene on the nearby couches or the one on the spanking bench across the room that I watch. I try to restrain myself, but my eyes keep flicking to the man in the back of the room. There’s something about him that makes my breath shorten. Something potent and worthy. A strength and a stillness that makes me think of the snow-covered mountains at the fringes of town and the harsh winds outside.

He doesn’t look my way again, and I’m as relieved as I’m disappointed.

Lea, a bubbly blonde who was also here last Friday, breaks me from the trance when she jumps onto the barstool beside me. “Are you nervous?”

“Nervous?” I parrot, a bit confused.

She nods to my hands that are fumbling with my lip balm, pulling the lid off, pushing it back on, and scratching at the label. “I know it’s overwhelming. I mean, I was nervous the first ten times I came here. Still am sometimes.” Smiling softly, she makes an excited lift of her shoulders.

“Yeah.” My shoulders drop with the admission. I guess I’m more nervous than I thought. But not just for the reasons I’d expect. I watch the mighty man with the icy stare. A few other couples are on the adjoining sofas, but not a single person has tried to sit on his couch or approach further, and the other members seem to steer clear of the area as if out of quiet respect.

“Don’t worry; it gets better. Even if the nervousness lingers, the excitement grows. Especially when you find someone to play with.”

“Do you have a Dom? Or a play partner?” I ask.

She shrugs. “Nah, I’m just playing a bit with whoever is free. Sometimes, I join a scene when a couple wants an extra sub. That kind of thing.”

She says it like it’s the most natural thing in the world; meanwhile, I’m trying not to gawk. “That sounds exciting.”

She makes a cute little bounce. “It is.”

“Have you ever been to other clubs?”

“Several. But this one is my favorite. I knew it the first time I came here.”

“Do all kinksters look like this? I mean, do all Dom’s look like Vikings?”

“Nah, it’s just here.” She giggles and fiddles with a bracelet that I only notice now. A silver bead with a rune symbol—ᛞ—sits on a simple band of braided black leather. Feeling like I have seen it before, I glance at Asbjörn and find the exact same one among his many armbands.

I point to the rune. “What does that mean?”

Her smile widens. “Dagaz. It’s the old rune symbol meaning dawn. New beginnings.”

I study the symbol, oddly mesmerized, feeling a strange sense of connection. That’s exactly where I am. At the dawn of a new beginning.

“What kind of new beginning?”

“Long story,” she simply says.

I almost reach out to touch the symbol but stop myself. That’s when I feel that prickling sensation again. Lifting my gaze, I find the man at the back watching me again. His eyes drift over my face, down to my hands, then slowly, languidly, looks away again.

My breath catches and chills spread over my skin. “Who is that?” I whisper to Lea.

“Who?” Lifting her gaze, she follows my line of sight, and her voice fills with a sort of careful hesitation. “That’s Ulf.”

“Ulf,” I whisper, wanting to taste his name on my lips. “Who is he?”

“Um. He’s the leader.” Uncertainty flickers in her expression, and she hurriedly adds, “I mean, he’s the one people go to for advice here. But don’t get your hopes up. He’s looking for something very specific.”

“I wasn’t,” I say a bit too quickly, probably giving myself away. I swallow, trying to crush my curiosity, but I can’t help myself. “What kind of specific?”

“No one really knows.” She watches him for a moment, then adds to herself, “Someone fit for a chieftain, I guess.”

“A chieftain?”

Her attention snaps back to me. “Never mind. It’s just speculation.”

“You said leader? What kind of leader?”

“I—” She glances back at him, then at me, uncertainty straining her features as if she’s not sure whether she was supposed to say that. “Just forget I said anything. It doesn’t matter.”

Before I can ask more questions, she slides off the stool and goes to join the people on the couches close to the bar.

I frown and turn my attention to my soda, taking a few sips and fiddling with my lip balm as I try to comprehend Lea’s strange behavior.

“What did Lea say?” Asbjörn leans his elbows on the bar top before me.

“What?” 

He points to my face. “That frown on your brow. It came when she disappeared.”

“She just said something about...” I point at Ulf, not quite daring to say his name for some reason.

“Ah, Ulf. What did she say about him?”

“Something about him being a leader, or... chieftain. I don’t know; it was weird.”

“Ulf is the best Dom in this place. Everyone holds him in high regard.”

“Oh. Is there some kind of hierarchy in the lifestyle?”

“There is here,” he says, just as vague as Lea. He must read my uncertainty. “Don’t worry. Just don’t sit on that sofa when Ulf is here”—he nods to where Ulf is sitting—“and don’t try to insert yourself into his group.” He puts his hand on my arm in a reassuring gesture. “Don’t worry. There are no other hidden rules like that. It’s just with Ulf. And he doesn’t even come here that often. This is the first time in months.”

I’m a bit unnerved by the way he seems to be reading my mind but relieved nonetheless. This Ulf guy unsettles me. But as the night carries on and I chat with Asbjörn and a few other members, the strange sensation fades, and I enjoy myself.

Intimidating as this place and the people here are, it’s also friendly and surprisingly open. Besides my inquiries about Ulf and the strange Viking vibes, people answer all my curious questions about the lifestyle and the power dynamics.

Still, the more I listen and small details keep catching my attention, the more curious—and mesmerized—I become. Many of the members wear the same armbands: woven black leather with one or more silver beads etched with runes. I’m both fascinated and somewhat unsettled as a quiet, uneasy thought settles in the back of my mind.

Something hidden. A cult? A brotherhood? A secret society?

I remember what Asbjörn said about rituals, and my mind runs wild with images that scare me as much as they enthrall me.
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Elina

“What is that music?” I ask Asbjörn, wanting to know more about the music that has been playing all night, enhancing the Viking-like undertones. 

“Wardruna. ‘Himndottir,’ the song is called.”

“It’s very intense.” It has these almost primal vocals, breaths marking the rhythms, and lots of hypnotic drums. A dark, ominous sort of folk music. “Very… Vikingish.” I look off to the side as I listen. The music shifts from a sparse heartbeat-like interlude—just vocalizing and drums—into a wilder part that evokes images of tribal dancing and chanting. Chills chase down my arms, and I shudder as the intensity washes over me. I smile at Asbjörn. “I think I like it.”

“Yeah? The music or the Viking vibes?” Amusement lights up his brown eyes, and he crosses his arms over his chest, putting his Viking tattoos on full display.

I bite my lips at the sight of Thor and the lightning that strikes from his eye. It’s a little creepy. In a way that draws me in. Like the music. Like him.

I nod and lift my gaze to him again, my cheeks suddenly heating. He’s too old for me—at least ten years my senior—but I can’t deny the attraction.

He’s about to lean in and say something, but a motion from across the room stops him. I’m a little disappointed. I draw a quiet sigh before following his line of sight to the back of the room, where Ulf is holding up his hand and waving his fingers at Asbjörn in a summoning motion.

Asbjörn gives my arm a squeeze that sends delicious shudders across my skin. “Don’t go anywhere, sweet Freja, I’ll be back in a second.”

Freja? I frown. He knows my name is Elina.

It takes a moment for my brain to snap out of the momentary haze and realize what he’s saying. Viking vibes and Freja. In Nordic mythology, Freja is the goddess of love. It’s probably meant as an endearment. Maybe even a way of flirting?

Heat floods at my core. I gaze toward him, but it’s not Asbjörn my attention catches on. Because Ulf is watching me, straight on. My breath catches as I fall captive to his demanding stare. Without words, he commands the very air—commands me. I try to avert my gaze, but I can’t.

Shivers shudder down my arms. I try to lift my hands to rub my skin, but I’m frozen in place. I can’t seem to do anything as Ulf holds me in the stark grip of his focus. He says something to Asbjörn, and then he’s pointing at me, still watching without inhibition, like I’m an intruder who has stepped onto his land. Or more like he’s a falcon circling a field and I’m the only mouse on the naked, frozen ground.

My heart pounds. I want to hide. But he won’t let me. And I want just another taste of that magnificent power. It’s like seeing the sun for the first time after a long, dark winter. I can’t stop watching even though the intensity hurts my eyes.

Asbjörn looks at me too and nods.

They’re talking about me, and it makes me nervous. And curious.

They exchange a few more words, then Asbjörn leaves Ulf’s side. Ulf holds my gaze a little longer, and that short moment of contact seems to say a whole lot of things I can’t decipher. When he finally releases me as Asbjörn steps behind the bar, it’s like dropping to the ground, hard, after having been levitating.

“I think it’s about time I head home,” I say, suddenly feeling off.

“Not so fast.” Asbjörn takes my hands as I’m about to slide off the stool.

I glance down at his big paws that make mine look like a child’s hands. A rush of something I can’t explain shoots through me. I lick my lips, my breath suddenly coming in shallow gushes.

“Would you like to explore a little?” he asks.

“Explore?” I say, my mind going in slow motion.

“Yeah. With me. It could be a flogger. I saw how you watched that scene earlier. But if you’d rather try a paddle or just a bare-handed spanking, we can do that too.”

“A flogger?” Heat gathers in my cheeks as I seem to be stuck on repeating his words.

A smile tips up his lips. “The whip with lots of leather strands. I have several different kinds. It won’t hurt if you don’t want it to. Don’t worry. I’ll go slow. I know you’re new to this. You don’t even have to take off your clothes.” As if he can tell how my heart is racing, he starts stroking the backs of my hands soothingly. He nods toward the St. Andrew’s cross at the other end of the room. “The cross at the back is free, and most people have gone home. It’s discreet but safe. I don’t even have to tie you up if you’re not comfortable with it.”

I scan the space as I imagine being flogged on the cross—in the open room. Nervousness skitters across my skin at the thought of everyone watching. But Asbjörn is right. There are not many people left to watch. A couple is doing aftercare on one of the couches, and Lea is engrossed in a hushed conversation with another girl a little farther down the bar. And when I turn to the couches at the back, where Ulf thrones, everyone is getting up.

“Are they leaving?” I ask Asbjörn.

“Most of them are.”

I consider the St. Andrew’s cross. I’ve been fantasizing about the leather-covered structure since the first night I came here—being tied up, at the mercy of a powerful man. Someone strong but safe. I look back at the man who’s inviting me to play. Like Asbjörn.

I press my lips together, then say in a breathy voice, “Okay.”

His warm smile widens as he gives a firm nod. “Okay.”

Reaching down under the bar, he grabs a duffel bag that he sets on the bar top in front of me. “Let’s see what we’ve got.”

With fascination, I watch him take out several items and display them on the surface.

“A small flogger. Medium. A heavy one,” he says as he goes. “Probably not this one.” He returns a particularly severe-looking flogger with thick, stiff strands to the bag, then takes out leather cuffs. “Wrist cuffs.” He takes out another pair. “And ankle cuffs.” Then he sets the bag down, leans his elbows on the bar top, and places his big hands on my lower arms. The heat soothes the chills that keep spiking on my skin. “Take your time, ask questions, touch and test, and let me know which ones you’re good with.”

I do as he says, testing the feel of the flogger strands, lifting the implements to gauge their weight, and asking questions. All the while, Asbjörn strokes my skin and answers all my questions patiently and calmly.

I end up choosing all items except the ankle cuffs. Being restrained is one of my biggest fantasies, and I feel safe enough with Asbjörn and the public setting of the club to let him cuff my hands, but I figure both arms and legs will be a bit too much for a start. As for the floggers, Asbjörn explains that he’ll slowly work his way up and only use the heaviest one if I’m ready for it. And I’m surprisingly drawn to the flogger with the long, thick, and narrow strands, so I agree to all three.

When Asbjörn rounds the bar and holds his palm out in a gentlemanly gesture, Lea winks at me, and I cast her a shy smile as I place my hand in his and hop off the stool. It’s reassuring to know she’s here. I like Lea, and it adds a sense of safety.

As Asbjörn leads me through the room, I glance at the couches at the back. Empty. I’m both relieved and disappointed, knowing Ulf—the leader, the chieftain, whatever he is—is gone. He scared me, to be honest. But he also did something else that made my blood hum. What is it with me and those older men tonight?

“Let’s keep your clothes on tonight,” Asbjörn says as he drops his armful of toys onto the floor. “I think we’ve already reached the right amount of uncomfortable.” He flips my hair behind my shoulders, then lingers on my neck, studying my brown tresses. “Maybe I should braid this, so it won’t get in your face.” He considers for a moment, then reaches down for the cuffs. “But let’s start with these. Hold out your right hand.”

He opens one of the thick leather cuffs, and my pulse speeds up as I lift my right hand. A strange, dizzy sensation goes through my brain as he wraps the leather around my wrist and fastens the buckle. I blink a couple of times and try to keep my breath steady, but the sensation intensifies when he makes me lift my other hand and the leather kisses my wrist.

Trying to distract myself and clear my head, I study the many armbands on his wrists. Wide pieces of leather, some made of metal, some of braided leather. One like Lea’s. Except he has two silver beads and both have different symbols from hers.

“What do those mean?” I ask, nodding to his right wrist.

“Which one?” He gestures to the many armbands there, and the sight of the visible veins on his strong hand stirs a fluttery sensation in my belly.

“The silver beads on the woven leather band.”

He points to one rune—ᚢ. “This one. It symbolizes strength and endurance. It’s the symbol of the bull. Uruz.”

That makes sense. Asbjörn is not only physically powerful with all his well-toned muscles, broad and tall build, but I also sense a strength in his eyes and in the patient way he naturally takes control.

He points to the other rune. “This one is journey. Raidho.”

“What kind of journey are you on?”

He lifts a hand to stroke my cheek. “Shh, no more questions—no more talking. Just give in. Let me guide you.”

Swallowing hard, I nod.

“Close your eyes,” he says softly.

I draw a long, shuddery breath and let my eyes drift shut on my exhale.

“Good girl,” he praises, and my knees soften, my brain letting go, just a little. Stepping behind me, he wraps his hands around my upper arms, slowly turns me, and steers me forward until my torso connects with the cool leather of the cross.

I open my eyes and focus on the black leather and the red wall. Then I watch Asbjörn lift my hands, one at a time, and attach the cuffs to chains hanging from the top of the cross, using carabiners. There are no locks—not on the cuffs or the hooks—but I don’t think I could get free even if I tried. And when Asbjörn strokes the back of his hand down my spine, I know that I don’t want to.

My eyes drift shut again, and my breaths come deeper as I soak up the comforting touch. It calms the jitter of nerves that has become a constant buzzing inside me—a buzzing that rattles me in a surprisingly titillating way.

“Lean your head back,” he says after a minute of soothing strokes. Then he starts braiding my hair. Deft fingers start at the very top of my head, gathering strands of hair into what I think must be a French braid.

“Do you remember the club safeword?” he asks while he works on my hair.

“Um, raven.”

“Good. Keep that tucked at the front of your brain. That is your safeword. Say it anytime, and I’ll stop whatever I’m doing. I’ll keep a close eye on you, but I don’t know your reactions, so I need you to promise that you’ll say the word if you need me to stop.”

I draw a shuddery breath and nod. “I’ll say it.” Something tells me I won’t need it, but the way he stresses it makes me feel safe.

He finishes the braid by adding a hairband. “There we go. No hair will get in the way now.” He leans down to grab something, then rests a hand at the top of my back. His touch has a steadying effect, and it pulls me a bit further into a floaty sense of safety.

“I’m gonna start with the light flogger,” he says. “Just softly. Then we’ll see how you take it and if we need to go harder.” His hand holding the flogger slides down to the hem of my black dress. “Is it okay if I lift this? It will feel better if there aren’t too many layers.”

My shoulders lift with a deep breath as I steady myself, then nod.

He bunches my tight dress up around my waist, leaving only my thin pantyhose protecting my ass. Then he steps back and swings the flogger.

I startle at the first strike, expecting some sort of pain. But he’s right. It doesn’t hurt at all. It’s just like a soft slap that awakens my nerves and pulls my attention to the area.

“You okay?” he asks, his hand returning to rest on my back.

Widening my stance a bit, I lean into the cross, and a small smile stretches my lips. This is exactly what I’ve been fantasizing about. Trapped at the hands of a powerful man. And I must admit that the age difference only adds another layer that I didn’t know would excite me. “I’m good.”

He swings the flogger again, and this time, I simply soak up the sensation without resistance. He continues at a steady pace, and the sensation builds. But it never hurts. It’s more like a warmth that accumulates beneath my skin and buzzes in my nerves. It’s soothing, even, and I sink into an almost meditative state.
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Ulf

I wait in one of the private playrooms until I hear the first swing of the flogger, then slip back into the main area and settle onto my usual couch. I don’t want the girl with the freckles and curious eyes—wide as a baby deer’s—to see me watching the show. Asbjörn said this was only her second time at the club and she’s completely new to BDSM, so being aware of an audience might interfere.

She caught my eye already when she walked into the club. She looked both nervous and eager, like she had stepped straight into a wolf’s den, hoping to befriend the beast. And the pure fascination shimmering in her eyes and quivering on her parted lips when she watched Toke flog Evelina piqued my fascination.

Then our eyes met, and I knew there was more to this girl than mere fascination. I don’t know how much she realized herself, but the submission was clear in everything from her softening gaze and the way her chin drew in to the way she obediently kept her gaze on mine before Asbjörn broke her out of it.

I almost considered going straight up to the bar and inviting her to do a scene with me. But being the chieftain, it’s not appropriate to play with random girls. I need to set an example. A leader chooses with purpose. And that’s exactly what I want. I want someone worthy. Someone who will submit fully—with strength and vulnerability. Someone who can meet my demands and endure the rituals I’ll take her through. I’m not about to compromise and go easy when I’m the one setting an example, and so I won’t get involved until I know the essence of the woman.

That’s why I asked Asbjörn to do a scene with her—so I can watch and study her. But I already know one scene won’t be enough. Not with someone as inexperienced as her.

She’s already reacting sweetly to the flogger, sinking into the sensations and softening in body and mind. But it will be a long way before she’s ready for the full brunt of what I want to give her—if ever. But that won’t keep me from hoping. I’m patient and willing to wait for the right woman. And something in my gut tells me this woman just might be worth waiting for.
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“All good?” Asbjörn asks, pausing the steady rhythm of the flogger that has pulled me into a trance.

“Yes,” I say on a long breath and lick my lips. He hasn’t said anything for a while, and it takes a moment for my brain to wake from the hibernation it seems to have gone into.

“Ready for the next flogger?”

“Um.” I pause, and it makes him chuckle.

“Did you even realize that I’ve been building intensity?”

“What? No. Maybe.” Shit, my brain doesn’t seem to be working properly, and uncertainty infiltrates my voice. “I’m not sure. I guess I...” I trail off, not knowing how to describe the weird haze that has settled over my brain.

“Shh, it’s okay.” Asbjörn puts the flogger away to place both hands on my shoulders. He steps close—so close I can feel his heat radiating into my skin. “I think you’re already subbing out a little. That’s a good thing. You’re very receptive.”

“Subbing what?”

He leans closer, his breath hot against my ear, sending small shivers down my suddenly very sensitive skin. “Subbing out. Going into subspace. It’s this floaty space, where you kind of detach from the world around you. It feels good, doesn’t it?”

I take stock of my body. My limbs feel a bit heavy, and my mind is surprisingly calm—no thoughts coming from ten different directions like they usually do.

“Yeah,” I say, a smile forming on my lips as I soak up the delicious sensation.

“Are you good to continue?”

“Yes, please.”

He hums as if pleased with my response, then trails a hand down my spine as he steps back.

This time, when he starts again, I notice the flogger is heavier. The sensation seems to go deeper, but it’s still just warm. No pain. And the steady rhythm lulls me deeper into the floaty trance, making me lean further into the cross.

Time ceases to exist as Asbjörn flogs me, and my already diminished awareness of my surroundings fades further as I become suspended in time and space. All I feel—all I hear—is the strands of the flogger smacking against my ass, sending deep trails of heat into my muscles, awakening a simmering desire that has me gasping and even moaning.

Asbjörn whispers soothing words as he goes. “Good girl,” and “That’s it, just give in. You’re doing so well.”

He intensifies the rhythm and the force of the strikes gradually. At one point, it even hurts.

“Ouch,” I gasp. But the pain is only a flicker before a rush of heat rises in its wake.

Asbjörn pauses, then chuckles. “I was about to ask whether you’re good to continue, but this says it all.” He strokes a hand over my ass, and it’s only then that I notice that I’m pushing it out in open invitation.

Heat flushes my cheeks, but I quickly forget the embarrassment as Asbjörn continues, building the intensity once more, up and up.

“Are you ready for the next flogger?” he asks. “This one will hurt. Not badly—you’re warmed up—but it goes quite deep. I think you’re ready for it.”

I swallow and shift a little against the cross. But the movement is slow; all strength seems to have faded, leaving me hanging against the leather-bound frame, gripping the chains only to keep the cuffs from pulling too hard on my wrists.

I can’t even imagine stopping now. My whole body is in a pulsing state of desire. But the desire is not just sexual. Heat is swirling at my core and surging between my legs, but most of all, it’s the desire for more of that delicious heat that blooms in my skin with each strike of the flogger.

I’m about to say yes when steps sound somewhere in the distance. That’s when I notice there’s no more chatting or whispering in the background. It’s just the music. Self-consciousness rushes over me, and I squirm, my blurry brain suddenly spinning as I try to hone in on my surroundings. It takes a scary amount of effort, and unease creeps up on me as I realize where I am. Bound and vulnerable, alone in a strange new place with a man I’ve only met once before, and people watching.

“Wha—I-is someone here? Watching?” I try to turn my head, but Asbjörn steps behind me, blocking my view.

“Only one person is here. Everyone else has left. No big audience. Don’t worry. Just focus on me.”

No big audience. But there is an audience?

I want to ask more questions and lean away and see. But then Asbjörn starts stroking my sides, my back, and my arms. The motion is firm but calm. Insistent in a way that draws all my focus and melts my very bones.

“What time is it?” I ask in a slurred voice. I feel drunk—only much better than alcohol-induced drunkenness.

“Do you have somewhere you need to be? An early day tomorrow?” Asbjörn asks close to my ear.

I scramble through the mess of my brain, then shake my head. “I’m just… I don’t know.”

“Do you need me to stop?”

“I don’t know. I—No. But…”

“I know it’s scary, but I’ve got you, Elina. You’re safe here. I’ll get you home tonight. You don’t have to worry about anything. I’ve got you.”

His words hit straight into some instinctive part of me that craves to give in. Tears spring to my eyes. I don’t know why. I’m not sad. It’s just so overwhelming. And I want more—more of him and more of the flogger. More of this steady calmness that engulfs me in a warm hug.

It’s a struggle just to think. But I don’t think I should try. I’ve already been at the mercy of Asbjörn for a while, and I feel safe. More than I ever have anywhere else. It seems irrational. I’ve only known him for two nights total. But the steady and gentle way he handles me beckons me to give in and trust him.

So I do just that.

“I want to continue,” I say. “I’m scared, but I don’t want to stop.”

“What is your safeword?” There’s a slight rasp in his voice that seems to hint at something more.

It scares me, but drives my desire even so. “Raven,” I say.

“Good girl.”

I feel him turning his head—maybe nodding—and then the music becomes louder. I didn’t notice the music much before, but suddenly it’s all around me, the deep beats of the drums seeping into my bones like a second heartbeat. A surge of something powerful floods me. With a whimper, I slump against the cross in utter capitulation, accepting that neither my body nor my mind wants control. So I let him have it. Asbjörn. The powerful Viking.

Asbjörn steps back, and I inhale deeply, steeling myself for the first strike with the heavy flogger. It lands with a force that reverberates through my entire body, pushing me into the cross and knocking a hard breath out of me.

“Ah,” I cry, tightening my grip on the chains and widening my stance for more stability.

I expect Asbjörn to ask whether I want to stop, but he simply trails his hand down the curve of my spine and over my ass. I think he reads the answer on my body, because he swings the flogger again.

Pain blooms in my flesh. But not just in my skin. The force rings deep through my muscles, hot and throbbing. I cry out, dropping my head as I struggle to process the sensation. Asbjörn places a hand on my back, offering some much-needed stability.

It only takes a moment before the pain shifts. In its wake comes an intense flush of heat. It’s like a drug through my blood. I want more.

“Please,” I whisper. I part my lips to form more words, afraid he’ll think I want him to stop, but my brain refuses to cooperate. “Please,” is all I can say.

Asbjörn leans close to my ear, and a delicious shudder rolls through me at the sound of his deep, raspy voice. “Such a greedy little sub. A little masochist, who loves my flogger.” He hums, then steps back and strikes again.

I cry out, and he pauses to soothe me before he goes again. He continues like this, striking and comforting. There are no more words between us. Just moans, whimpers, and feral grunts—the pulsing music that keeps beating with an insistent, ritualistic pulse.

I feel his desire grow along with mine as he puts in more force and lets out primal sounds of power and desire. It pulls me deeper into the trance. It’s almost too much, the pain, the heat, the intense music, and this heady power exchange. I can’t take it, yet I want more. I want to drown in it—let it all sweep me away in the flood. And so I let it. I forget everything. My modesty, my surroundings, and whatever boundaries I thought I had. All I feel is the flogger, the man, and the music.

The intensity keeps building and building until I can’t contain it. I start screaming with each blow of the flogger. But it’s not out of pain or desperation as much as it’s the pure overwhelming sensations that need an outlet.

A slow shaking sets in. It starts in my arms, then spreads through my whole body. I feel something coming. Maybe a breaking point. I think I might even want it, but at the same time, confusion sets in. Suddenly, I have no idea what I’m doing or how any of this happened. Tears break from my eyes, dripping down my cheeks, and I start sniffling.

Asbjörn stops flogging me and reaches up to one of the wrist cuffs.

“Wh-what are you doing?” I ask.

“You’ve had enough,” he says softly.

Part of me badly wants to go on. The pain is barely even there anymore. It’s just wave upon wave of deep heat. A drug I’m already addicted to. But at the same time, I can’t take any more. I can’t even find it in me to beg him to continue or tell him he’s right. Suddenly, I just want to collapse.

He frees both my hands, then wraps a strong arm around my waist and lowers me to the floor. The shaking intensifies as he curls me up in his arms and holds me close.

“I’m sorry, I don’t know what’s happening,” I whimper, trying to straighten, but he bands his arms tighter around me and leans his head against mine.

“Shh, it’s okay. I’ve got you. Just let me hold you.”

Once again, I let go. I have no other choice as the shudders rip through me. It’s a bit strange, being so close to him—a stranger—but it also feels good. Strong and safe. So I sink into him and let him hold me.

It takes a long while before the shaking fades and I finally lift my head, drying a few tears from my cheeks.

“Is this normal?” I ask, a bit shocked at my reaction. And not just the drunken fuzziness and the loss of inhibition. The shaking and the propensity to tears too.

“Sometimes. If the scene was intense. And I daresay this one was. It was your first time, and you went quite deep.”

“Subspace? That’s what you called it?”

“Yeah. It’s rare to go so deep the first time. I very much enjoyed it.” He strokes the back of a finger over my cheek. “I think you did too.”

I bite my lips and nod. Very much.

Asbjörn smiles—a warm, disarming smile that makes it so easy to keep my defenses down and sink back into him. But as I’m about to do so, I notice someone on one of the sofas across the room. I freeze at the sight of Ulf, who’s sitting on the same couch as before.

Heat spreads over my face and down my neck and chest, and my voice goes shrill. “Did he see the whole thing?”

“He did. And I believe he enjoyed it very much.”

“No. That’s just… Oh God.” Shaking my head, I burrow it in my hands. Not him. I was moaning, even screaming, losing all inhibitions.

Steps sound through the room, the volume of the music lowers, and then the steps approach. I press my hands tighter to my face and sink into Asbjörn with an urgent need to hide.

Someone—him—sinks to his haunches beside us. His presence is as sharp as his stare, a charged energy that dominates the very air and wraps around me. My breathing quickens, and I start shuddering again. Shit, I can’t take any more. It’s bad enough knowing that he saw it all. And now he’s here, in our intimate space. I want to scramble out of Asbjörn’s arms to get away, but at the same time, Ulf’s energy draws me in, making me want to stay and bask in it.

Unfamiliar hands encircle my wrists. They’re huge, calloused, and so damn gentle I want to crumble. They slowly pull my hands from my face, and I let them. I’m breathing hard when I come face-to-face with Ulf’s unyielding gaze. The effect is even more startling up close. I damn near lose the ability to breathe, and my entire body stills, caught in the spell.

He doesn’t say anything; he just trails his eyes over my features, soaking up every bared emotion and flicker of stark vulnerability.

Slowly, he lowers my hands to my lap. Then he presses his palms to my cheeks, leans in, and presses a soft kiss to my forehead. He lingers, the heat of his lips seeping into my skin, the long braid of his beard caressing my nose. It’s like a spell. A blessing. My eyes fall shut, and everything disappears—even the man who’s still holding me tight. For a moment, I’m levitating. And when Ulf releases me, I stagger, wavering on unsteady ground. I cling to Ulf’s gaze as he gets up, afraid I’ll crash if I let go.

He locks his eyes onto me as he says to Asbjörn, “Take care of her.” Then he gives a slow nod as if saying it’s all okay—he’s pleased with me.

I part my lips, feeling like I should say something—anything—but Ulf stops me with a slow shake of his head. He watches me for a beat longer, almost like he’s checking if I’m okay. Then he turns and leaves.

I stare after him, stunned and awestruck. The way he kissed me felt ceremonial. An anointment. Like I’ve been grazed with divine approval. I want more. But I can’t have it. I know it as surely as I know the sun will set.

Just like the sun, he’s unreachable.

Lea said chieftain, but as I watch him, God feels like the more fitting word. Something about him makes my body respond in ways that scare me. I want to kneel at his feet and drop my head to the ground in utter surrender.

His face remains imprinted deep in my brain for the rest of the night as Asbjörn drives me home and I slip into bed. My dreams are full of sharp blue eyes, calloused hands gripping my face, and ravens flocking around a majestic figure with a long, braided beard.
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The next day, I find myself venturing into the mountains that rise toward the sky at the edge of town. I haven’t done so enough, even though they were part of the reason why I came here—the mountains and to get away from my hectic Stockholm life and cheating fiancé, Gustav. I still can’t believe I’m here, twenty-nine and single, in a new town far away from a home that suddenly seems like it never really was a home.

Instead of taking the usual trail at the edge of the town, I drive out to a remote location, where my hiking app says I can find a manageable mountain trail.

I spend two hours hiking there, taking in the snow-clad trees and the tall peaks above, listening to the wind and the few birds that dare to remain during the cold season. The trees provide a comforting shelter against the cold bite of the winter wind, and the snow crunches under my boots. There’s not a sound of civilization. It’s just me and the trees, and I sink into this peaceful trance that lulls my frazzled soul and heals some of the cracks in my heart.

But it’s not just the hurt Gustav caused that I need a relief from today; what I need is space to process everything that happened last night. It went way beyond any expectations or fantasies I ever had, but it also scared and shook me. I shouldn’t give in to a man like that after what happened with Gustav: surprising him at his office when he worked late and finding him inches deep in his secretary. What a cliché. But that doesn’t make it hurt any less.

No, what I should be doing is locking my heart up tight.

But Asbjörn easily made his way past my shields and cracked me open. And not just Asbjörn. Something about the club made me want to shed my carefully built defenses, just like that.

Images, sounds, and sensations keep flickering through my mind even as I take in my beautiful surroundings. The music, the raw sexual energy, and the atmosphere that called upon something ancient and instinctive. Asbjörn’s evocative tattoos, the burn and desire unleashed with each strike of his flogger, and the attentive way he guided me through the scene.

But what haunts my thoughts the most are those unforgiving blue eyes. The soft kiss Ulf pressed upon my forehead. I can almost feel it, lingering and burning with something unspoken and very potent. He haunted my dreams all night. I woke up drenched in sweat, hot and panting, my thighs grinding against each other. It was his face I saw when I slipped my fingers between my legs and brought myself to a staggering orgasm. And it was his face I saw when I slipped back into sleep.

I still can’t believe he saw everything.

The thought makes me cringe even as it sends a sharp rush of desire through my veins. I knew that people would see our scene when I let Asbjörn restrain me to the cross, but I thought Ulf had left. And what makes it even worse is that he didn’t just see a little. He watched the whole thing. Like it was a movie.

“Argh,” I grunt under my breath, pressing my hands to my cheeks as I come to a halt and drop my head back. I’m not sure why it bothers me so much that he saw, when I didn’t mind others watching. Maybe it was the way he watched me like he could see past all my defenses and see all the hurt and insecurities wrenching at my insides. Or maybe it was the way he watched me like I belonged to him. But not in a condescending way. It was just the natural way of things. And I want more of that.

Shaking the thoughts out of my head, I continue walking, but come to a halt again when I see a strange sign.

Private Forest Area

Possibility for ongoing activities.

Enter at your own risk.

Unexpected sights may occur.

I reread the sign several times, trying to make sense of it. “Private Forest Area” signs are common in Sweden. You can own forest land, but “Allemansrätten”—The Right of Public Access—allows everyone to move about freely in nature, even if the land is privately owned. You can’t legally forbid someone from going into a forest or onto a mountain, but this sign seems to strongly warn against venturing further.

Ongoing activities? If the sign referred to hunting or forestry work, wouldn’t it state so directly? And what exactly are unexpected sights? The wording is more than a little strange. Cryptic even.

I take out my phone to check the hiking app. It wants me to turn and avoid the private area. It’s tempting to continue straight ahead anyway to see if I can catch a glimpse of something that might explain the odd wording, but I decide against it. Venturing up here on my own at this time of year is already a risk since I don’t know the land. I only dare to do so because I have an app showing a well-trodden trail.

So I move on and try to forget about it, along with a whole slew of other thoughts. I succeed for long stretches of time as nature works its magic upon me and calms my still-shaken system.

Being here at the edge of the mountain now, I don’t understand why I decided to stay in the city after I graduated five years ago. The trees, the mountains, and even the biting cold are in my blood. I spent the first twelve years of my life in a place like this until my dad got a job that forced us to move. I haven’t realized just how much I missed it until today.

When I go back to my car after two hours, it’s not because I want to leave, but my frozen fingers and toes force me to do so.

With a pulsing urge to return to the mountains soon, I go straight into town to go shopping for warmer boots and woolen gloves. I also end up in the historic section of a bookstore on a whim, where I find two books about Nordic mythology and paganism that I buy.

When I get home, I see that I’ve received a text from Asbjörn. When he dropped me off last night, he insisted on getting my number, so he could check in with me over the weekend.

Sweet Elina

How are you today? I’m a little worried about you. It was your first time, and I took you quite far.

Some tiredness, confusion, and even sadness are common after an experience like that.

Please don’t hesitate to reach out if you need me.

I enjoyed our scene very much.

Lots of hugs,

Asbjörn

I smile at the caring words coming from the big, bad Viking. Then I send him a quick text saying that I’m a little overwhelmed and processing, but otherwise good, and that I enjoyed our night together very much too.

When my phone vibrates a minute later, I grab it with impatient excitement, thinking it’s Asbjörn. My face falls when I find a message from Gustav.

Come back home, honey. I miss you. I fucked up, and I’m really sorry. I promise it won’t happen again.

I gnash my teeth and shove the phone between the sofa cushions. His messages are as cliché as his affair. I don’t know why I hadn’t seen it before, but this man is as cliché as anything can be. I have no idea what compelled me to stay with him for almost ten years—since I met him in my first year at the university. Deep down, I always knew he was a player and we weren’t a good fit, but when we started dating, I was too blinded by the popular guy setting his eyes on me, and then I guess I fell into a routine.

Shit, I have to be careful. Now, I’m drawn to Asbjörn and his charming smile and good looks. He’s probably the same.

I read his message again, and the comparison fades. He seems genuine and honest. Unlike Gustav, his confidence is not just a cover-up for an immature ego. It’s grounded and calm, making me believe I can trust him. But I have to be careful, or I’ll just end up in the same place.
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The atmosphere is electric and vibrant when I enter the club on Friday night. I look toward the couches at the back, expecting them to be empty—there’s none of that ceremonial atmosphere that seemed to surround Ulf. I breathe a sigh of relief when I see I’m right and scan the room to ascertain he’s nowhere to be found.

After doing a lot of thinking this week, I’ve realized that he’s probably the one I need to guard myself from the most. My reactions to him seemed visceral and uncontrollable, and he’s the one who has been haunting my waking thoughts as well as my dreams all week.

But I’m also more disappointed he’s not here than I care to admit—something that only proves the need to keep my distance. Not that I stood a chance anyway. He’s the best Dom here. The chieftain. He must have tons of women, all more experienced, orbiting around him, hoping and waiting. Which is just another reason not to get attached.

My gaze drifts to Asbjörn, who is rounding the bar and approaching me. The sight of his easy smile dampens my tense overthinking and puts a smile on my lips.

“Hi,” I say softly, just before he engulfs me in a big bear hug.

“I’m glad you came,” he says as he breaks off the hug and takes my upper arms in a firm grip. We’ve been texting a few times over the week, and he told me I should come to the club on Friday night. We’ve even discussed doing another scene.

“Me too.” I tuck my hair behind my ear, feeling unusually shy as I remember what he did to me last week—and think of what he might do tonight.

“Come join us at the bar.” He gestures to a stool beside Lea, who’s talking to a couple—a man with a masculine braid and a thick beard, who holds a woman in an openly possessive grip on the back of her neck.

“Hi,” I say a bit tentatively as I take a seat, but there’s no awkwardness. Lea leans in and gives me a tight hug, and the other two introduce themselves as Toke and Evelina—proudly maintaining the display of power exchange.

“New here?” Toke asks with a glimmer of amusement when I linger on his possessive grip and the collar around Evelina’s neck.

“Sorry, I’m just not used to such open dominance.”

Evelina smiles. “Don’t worry. In a month or two, it will feel more normal than seeing a couple holding hands.”

“You’ll feel right at home here,” Asbjörn says, now behind the bar. He strokes the back of a finger over my hand, and a flurry of anticipation rushes across my skin. I have a feeling he might be right.

We fall into easy conversation, all five of us. Toke and Evelina answer all my curious questions about their twenty-four-seven Dom/sub dynamic, and Lea gushes about her dreams of having such a relationship. The laughter flows freely, and the conversation runs smoothly while the rest of the club buzzes with a similar energy.

But suddenly, the atmosphere changes. The chatter around us dies down, and when Lea glances toward the entrance, she abruptly cuts herself off mid-sentence. Silence falls over the room. Only the evocative music remains.

I turn my head to look the same way as Lea, and my whole system goes into a state of high alert when I see what caught her attention.

Ulf.

He enters the room like he owns it, walking tall and proud, yet eerily calm. He doesn’t say a word. He simply moves past the people who part to make way for him. The women and most men drop their heads in a sign of respect—or maybe deference—while only a few men acknowledge him directly with a nod.

I watch him, stunned and mesmerized, turning my head to follow as he goes. But when his eyes fall on me, I immediately drop my gaze. It’s not a conscious choice to follow the unspoken rule; it’s an instinctive reaction. My pulse hammers as I feel his eyes raking over me, reading every flustered flicker of emotion that I can barely name myself. Uncertainty, shyness, fascination, and maybe even attraction. I glance up to find him still watching me, and my breath catches. Yes, definitely attraction. And I know he sees it. The small glimmer in his otherwise sharp stare reveals it.

I’m not sure what happens, but suddenly, bowing my head isn’t enough. I want to drop to the floor. I don’t belong at the same level as him. I don’t want to be on his level. I want to kneel at his feet and feel the full weight of his authority while he bestows his blessing on me—a soft kiss of his lips against my forehead. Or more.

Not daring to lift my head too soon, I wait until Lea nudges me. “You can look again.”

Nervously, I glance around the room. And fall straight into the trap of Ulf’s unrelenting stare. He’s on the same couch as last Friday, relaxed yet towering like a king. He’s studying me—intently—and with each passing second, I feel a new piece of my shields chip away. When he finally releases my gaze, I’m confused and nervous—feeling out of place. At that moment, I just know there’d be no way to protect my heart if he wanted to claim it.

“Are you okay?” Lea asks, a slight frown on her brow.

“Um, yeah.” I lick my lips and force my hectic breath to slow down. “What just happened?” I glance from person to person, hoping just one of the people in our little group will grant me an answer. They all look to Asbjörn, and I get the feeling that he’s above them all. But no one’s above Ulf.

Asbjörn leans over the bar and touches the back of his hand to my arm—a silent gesture of comfort that I appreciate very much. “Most people here are part of a special community. Or clan, if you will. Ulf is our chieftain.”

“Clan?” Shaking my head, I push air against my lips. “Are you some kind of… cult?”

Asbjörn replies in all seriousness. “Nothing illegal going on here. But we do have certain beliefs. Rules and rituals.”

I gulp and wet my lips again. This is getting eerie. “What kind of beliefs and rules?”

Asbjörn senses my discomfort. “Don’t worry, sweet Freja. Nothing dangerous. All consensual.”

I look at the inked Thor on his arm. “Are you pagans? Or something like that?” I’ve been reading the books about paganism and learned that it’s a huge umbrella term, and although some directions are a bit too much for my taste, I was also surprisingly drawn to a lot of it.

“We don’t like to put a label on it.” He strokes his beard thoughtfully. “But you can say it’s a blend of old Nordic values and animism. It’s not a religion, but more like acknowledging and connecting with what’s around us. Nature. Instinct. Things older than us.”

I look around the club. Most men and women here have the same vibe. It doesn’t look like there are many people here who don’t belong to the… clan. God, this is weird. And a little fascinating.

“Is BDSM part of it too?”

“Well, not necessarily, though the majority of us are practitioners. But it’s not as much the play that’s important as the dynamics. We’re a bit traditional like that. We see the man as the protector who leads the way, while the woman grounds him with softness and emotional wisdom.”

I glance at Evelina, who is now under Toke’s arm, banding her own around him and stroking his side. There’s no shyness or intimidation. She looks proud and strong—in a feminine way. I don’t know why society always seems to label submission as oppressive and weak. It’s not something I’ve thought much about, but I’ve always hated the way women have to take on certain conventionally masculine traits to be considered strong—wearing suits and becoming aggressive. That’s not the only way to find your strength as a woman.

“That’s not to say it’s the right way,” Asbjörn continues. “But it’s our way. The power structure is not about oppression or who is more worthy than the other; it’s about acknowledging the differences of the male and female spirit. Sort of like Yin and Yang. Two opposites coming together to create perfect harmony. That’s why we use raidho—the journey rune—for the members without a partner. They’re still on the path to find that person who balances them.”

I find my lips parting, gaping a little. “Wow, that’s really beautiful.”

Asbjörn smiles in return—warm and genuine. “Yeah, it is.”

Another question pops into my mind, and I blurt a bit too eagerly, “But why am I here? If everyone else is part of the… clan.”

This time, Toke is the one who answers as Asbjörn needs to go to take an order from another member. “Not everyone is part of the clan. We have a few members who are just here for the BDSM. Most kinksters easily fall into our way of doing things here at the club, and if not, they find another club or simply play at home.”

“It’s not really that many rules, anyway,” Evelina chimes in. “It’s mostly the thing about our chieftain—showing respect and not approaching him without invitation. But some Doms can’t stand the idea of a leader.” She looks up at Toke with admiration. “But the alpha males in our clan recognize the need for a leader—there’s strength in having one man worthy enough to lead the way and hold the community together.”

I glance at Ulf, who has been joined by two other men and a couple. “How did Ulf become leader?”

“It all came naturally,” Toke explains. “People listen when he speaks. They follow him without even thinking about it.” He presses a kiss to Evelina’s head. “Speaking of. We should probably go say hi.”

“It was nice talking to you,” Evelina says. “I hope we’ll get to see you again.”

Asbjörn returns at that moment. “I’ll make sure of it.”

Toke and Evelina go to the couches at the back of the room and join what seems to be the inner circle.

When I look at Asbjörn, there’s a wicked glimmer in his eyes.

“Are you ready to play?”

I turn my head and take in the space. The room is full of people, some talking, some playing, some watching the scenes. A couple is doing bondage at the suspension ring in the middle of the room, a woman is getting caned on the bondage table close to the St. Andrew’s cross, and one of the men in Ulf’s circle has pulled his sub over his knee, spanking her.

“At the cross,” he says, answering my unspoken question. “With clothes. Just floggers and wrist cuffs. The same thing as last time. The only difference is that there are more people in the room.”

Watching the room, I breathe deeply through pursed lips. Most people are preoccupied with either play or conversation. But it’s not the random people I’m concerned about. It’s Ulf. And the cross is right in his line of sight.

I remember the feeling of his watchful eyes when he showed up—the way he seemed to see everything, even when I had my guards up. How much did he see when Asbjörn flogged me? Shudders roll down my spine, but anticipation also hums low in my belly.

The same as last time, Asbjörn said. The person I’m most worried about has already seen it all. So I nod. “Okay.” I can do this.

Asbjörn gestures to a man across the room, who comes to take his place behind the bar. Then Asbjörn takes my hands and leads the way toward the cross. A prickling sensation makes me glance toward the couches and find Ulf following me with his gaze. My breaths deepen and speed up, and my entire body awakens, becoming hyperaware. Somehow, I just know he’s going to watch the whole scene.
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Spending Friday nights at the club and playing with Asbjörn becomes a weekly highlight.

He gradually takes me deeper into the world of BDSM, showing me new dynamics and new toys. After the first couple of times with the floggers and wrist cuffs, I let him add the ankle cuffs. Then it’s baring my breasts and nipple clamps; next, I let him remove all my clothes and touch me sexually.

The first orgasm I get at Asbjörn’s hands is staggering. World-altering, I might even say.

I was never loud in bed, but suddenly, I’m screaming and bucking in a frenzy as Asbjörn expertly fingers my pussy while delivering sharp smacks to my thighs. The exquisite combination of pleasure and pain drives me to new heights I didn’t even think possible.

And it’s not just the orgasms that make me shed my inhibitions and go wild. Slowly, Asbjörn ramps up the pain, testing my limits and pushing me deeper into unknown territory. I revel in every second of it. Somehow, he finds the perfect balance—reaching just the right amount of uncomfortable, like he said the first night.

After a few sessions, I barely even stop to consider whether I want to try the new things he suggests. I’ve come to trust that he knows what I’m ready for even better than I do.

But the thing that makes me more nervous than anything before is when he, one night, places a cane on the bar top alongside the usual restraints.

“Tonight, I want to introduce you to the cane,” he says with a serious expression that makes me gulp.

When he showed me all the various toys in his bag a couple of weeks ago, he encouraged me to test the impact play tools—tap them on my palm or calves—to get a sense of the feel and the differences. The cane was the one that scared me the most. The sharp, focused force it delivered with just light taps gave me the feeling that it could cause severe pain.

It’s a simple, long bamboo stick—or rather, rattan. He told me the difference is very important. Bamboo can splinter and become very sharp, while rattan is more durable. I shudder at the idea of the cane suddenly splintering and cutting my ass like a knife.

“Rattan, right?” I ask, needing to double-check before letting him use it on me.

“Rattan,” he confirms with a smile. “You remembered.”

“Yeah.” I trail my fingers over the cane a few times, studying it with wide eyes, before lifting my gaze to him again. “Do you really think I’m ready for this?”

He glances toward the couches at the back, and I follow his gaze to see Ulf nod—a quiet exchange between the two of them.

“You are,” Asbjörn says. There’s a flicker of hesitation in his voice, but it firms when he takes the cane and taps it against his palm. “This is what we’ll do tonight.” His eyes light up with expectation. “Your ass is going to carry the prettiest marks when I’m done with you.”

“Really?” I bite my lips around an excited smile. I’ve come to love the marks.

“Oh yes. Beautiful parallel stripes and deep blue bruises.”

My heart flutters, and I suppress the urge to clap in excitement.

Shyness washes over me when I look toward the couches again and find Ulf’s attention honing in on me. I shouldn’t be surprised. He’s always here, watching. Yet it stuns me every time I collide with those stark blue eyes that seem to take in my every little flicker of nervousness and excitement.

“Will he be watching the whole scene again tonight?” I ask Asbjörn in a low voice.

“Probably.” He takes my hands. “Are you good with that?”

“Yeah. It’s just a little weird.”

I’ve grown comfortable with the open display of sexuality long ago. Playing in the open seems to be second nature to everyone here, so it’s been easy to get used to. But Ulf watching is a different matter. I barely notice anyone else in the room when playing, but I always feel his eyes on me—a prickling sensation across my skin. I’m hyperaware of him. If he’s not in the room when we start playing, I feel it the moment he enters. The air grows heavier, and there’s this deep pull inside me that brings me a bit deeper into that trance—subspace.

I almost expect Asbjörn to suggest that we can play in a closed room—he’s always considerate like that when I hesitate. But he just offers reassurance. “Don’t worry about it. He enjoys watching you very much.”

“Okay,” I simply say. Part of me is a little disappointed he didn’t suggest a private playroom, but at the same time, I don’t think I’d take the offer. As much as Ulf unnerves me, I want him to see me. Knowing he’s watching drives me higher and deeper at the same time.

“Come on, let’s go play.” Asbjörn offers me a hand, takes the toys in the other, and leads the way to the play area.

“Kneel for me, Elina,” he says when we stop in front of the St. Andrew’s cross, his voice deepening into that dominant tone that always stirs a buzzing anticipation inside me.

My breath deepens as I gingerly sink to my knees, lower my head, and place my hands on my thighs. The position feels natural, like I’m right where I’m supposed to be. A shiver rushes down my arms when I tilt my head a little and see the outline of Ulf in my periphery. I wonder what it would be like to kneel in front of him. I think I’d barely be able to breathe—that I might collapse fully, his dominance too heavy to remain sitting straight.

Asbjörn holds the long rattan stick in his open palms before me. “Kiss the cane. Show your gratitude for the pain it will inflict upon you.”

My pulse speeds as I imagine the sharp snap connecting with my flesh. My breath shudders past my lips. I close my eyes, lean down, and softly graze the rattan with my lips. It reminds me of all the times Ulf has pressed his praiseful kisses to my forehead. He always does the same after a scene. I’ve never quite understood why, but suddenly I realize it might be a way for him to show his gratitude for getting to watch.

Heat flows through me. I hope he’ll bestow me with his kiss again tonight. Somehow, it’s always the best part of a scene.

“Good girl,” Asbjörn croons, stroking my hair. I openly lean into his touch, craving his praise. But it’s never quite the same as when Ulf shows me those small glints of affection.

After helping me to my feet again, Asbjörn proceeds to take off my clothes and restrain my arms and legs to the cross.

I sink into the calm rhythm of his slow touch and steady guidance. It lulls me into tranquility—the quiet before the storm.

Instead of going straight to the terrifying implement I’m going to endure tonight, he continues the careful preparation, smacking my ass with his bare hand, warming me up.

When he finally picks up the cane, I feel soft and pliant, leaning against the cross, breathing deeply.

“Are you ready?” Asbjörn asks.

“Yes,” I say softly, genuinely feeling so.

He starts tapping the cane against my ass. Light blows in rapid succession. It’s not bad at all. It actually feels good, adding to the humming heat. But I know it’s not the true intent of the cane.

My nerves tighten when he pauses and rests the thin stick on my ass. I know what’s coming.

“Take a deep breath,” Asbjörn instructs.

I inhale deeply, grabbing onto the chains, steeling myself for the blow.

Just as I start to release the air, Asbjörn lifts the cane and flicks it through the air.

Thwack!

“Ah!” I cry out as pain rips through my flesh, sharp and unforgiving. I buck against the cross, clutching the chains as I pant hard and whimper repeatedly, struggling to process.

In an instant, Asbjörn is right behind me, covering my back with his warm body and stroking my arms and my waist. “Shh, I’ve got you.”

“Oh God,” I whimper. “That really hurt.”

Asbjörn hums. “I know.”

“Sadist,” I accuse, followed by a quiet laugh.

He strokes his hand down my cheek, leaning his head close to mine, and joining the warm chuckle. “You love it.”

Smiling, I bite my lower lip, my eyes falling shut. For a moment, it’s just the two of us. The rush that comes in the wake of the pain. The warm comfort between us and the easy intimacy that I allow myself to indulge in despite the cracks in my heart. Because easy is exactly what I have with Asbjörn—exactly what I need.

“Ready to go again?” he asks, trailing his fingertips down my side, making me shudder deliciously.

“Yes,” I gasp.

Asbjörn makes me feel the sharp sting of the cane repeatedly. I yelp and hiss, and soon, I’m screaming too. The pain is sharper and more severe than any other he has inflicted upon me. It’s almost more than I can bear. But every time I think I’ve had enough, he leans into me, caresses my side and kisses my temple, and the desire to go again surfaces. Because beneath the pain, a pulsing pleasure awakens, humming low in my belly, building with each strike.

“Short break,” Asbjörn says at some point after he’s been going at me at a steady pace for a while.

“Okay,” I pant.

He steps close, caressing and kissing me and murmuring soft words of praise and reassurance. Once I’ve recovered, he asks, “Are you good with me stepping away for a moment?”

I nod. “I’m good.”

“I’ll be right back.”

His steps recede, and I drift into a thoughtless space while I lean my head against the cross, spending the few minutes gathering myself.

When he returns, he checks in with me again, asking if I’m good to continue. I nod. I don’t think I have too much more in me, but I’m also not quite ready to stop. The delicious heat humming on my ass cheeks has taken on a life of its own, begging for more.

“We’re almost done. But before we wrap up, Ulf would like to take a couple of swings. Would you be okay with that?”

“Ulf?” I say, taken aback, my brain too hazy to react sensibly.

“Yeah.” Asbjörn rubs the sore flesh on my ass gently. “He’d like to use the cane on you. Just a few strikes. He likes the way you’re reacting.”

“Oh.” My brain swims. I barely know what he’s saying. But talking about Ulf stirs something deep inside me that goes beyond thought. An instinctive response.

“Would that be okay?”

I nod. Nervousness crackles through me, but there’s a heated flare of anticipation too.

“I need to hear you say it, Elina. No pressure. You don’t have to agree if you’re not comfortable with it. But if you are, I need to hear the words.”

I lick my lips and swallow. “Yes,” I manage. “It’s okay.”

Asbjörn moves away, and new steps sound behind me. Firm, measured thuds of military boots.

Closing my eyes, I breathe through rounded lips as a wave of something powerful washes over me. It awakens my awareness and heightens my senses. A waft of pine and a characteristic masculine scent drifts past me. I inhale deeply to catch it, wanting more—knowing who it belongs to.

I startle when a hand touches my left shoulder blade. Not because I don’t like it; because the electricity that sparks is so strong that my entire body starts buzzing with little jolts and shivers. The hand is rough and calloused, yet the touch is soft and warm. I easily recognize it, and I welcome it like a long-lost friend, melting beneath it and giving in.

I don’t understand what happens. In a matter of seconds, everything has shifted. I’m not just dizzy or floating anymore. A strange calmness has settled over me, dragging me deep into the fog where my thoughts don’t exist—where my own will doesn’t matter.

“This is going to hurt, Elina,” Ulf says, and hearing my name spoken with his deep, rough voice does strange things to me. “Can you accept that?”

His question pulls at something deep inside me. A reaction I’ve felt every time he watched me. A desire to sink deeper. At that moment, it’s clear what it is. The urge to give up and give in. To let him take control.

I don’t even have to think. Because it doesn’t matter what he’s giving me. All I know is I want it—because he wants to give it.

“Yes,” I say, just barely able to form the word as I drift deeper.

He lingers on my back a minute longer. He doesn’t say anything, but I clearly feel the intent. The praise and the strength he’s imbuing me with.

When he draws a deep, audible breath, I reflexively follow, gripping the chains, knowing what comes next.

He steps back, rests the cane across my ass, then flicks.

The pain that erupts beneath the blow is fire. Even worse than any Asbjörn delivered. The cane doesn’t carry nearly the same weight as a flogger, but the effect is harrowing. Precise and sharp. Like a knife. It rips through me with a force that tears a raw scream up my throat and makes my knees buckle.

“No!” I scream when a hand comes to my shoulder, my body preparing for defense. The panic that has erupted in my brain is so sharp that any little touch feels like a threat.

“Shh,” Ulf soothes close to my ear. It’s just his hand touching me, but I feel the heat from his body radiating into my skin, his powerful presence wrapping us into our own little bubble far away from the world—just him, me, and the pain.

I pant and gasp, sniffle and whimper, as tears press behind my eyes.

“You’re okay,” he says in a low voice that carries a steadiness that instills his confidence straight into me.

I’m okay, is all my brain can grasp despite the shock still tearing through my system.

“You’re okay,” he repeats several times.

“I’m okay,” I finally agree, nodding as I straighten and dry the side of my eyes on my shoulder.

“Yes, you are.” Ulf remains a moment longer, imbuing me with his strength through the simple touch of his hand. “I want to do it again,” he finally says. “Will you take one more for me?”

I heave a shuddery breath, expelling my answer on the exhale. “Yes.”

I truly don’t want to. The mere idea of the pain has my legs shaking. Yet, there’s nothing I want more than to take it for him. I don’t understand it. All I comprehend is the praise in Ulf’s voice when he says, “You’re very submissive, Elina. It’s beautiful to behold.”

His words are like one of his kisses. A blessing from the Gods. I soak it up and let it fill me with strength and determination. I’m okay. I can do this, I tell myself as I adjust my stance and my grip on the chains.

Ulf places the cane against my ass. A sharp breath hisses past my lips. And then a scream tears from my throat as the cane strikes my ass, sharp, deep, and harrowing. The pain tears through my system, and my scream keeps going, renewing itself with a force that claws at my throat.

The pain is deafening, ringing in my ears and blinding my eyes. My legs cave in; I collapse in the chains. Tears streak down my cheeks as my whole body—my mind too—coils tight, about to snap.

Hands grip my upper arms, lifting me to my feet, holding me steady. The sound of a deep breath beckons me to follow. When I only manage a staggered hiss, Ulf repeats, squeezing my arms urgently as he breathes in. I try again and manage to draw in a little more air. One more time and I draw a real breath. Another deep one and the pain dulls. One more and it fades in the strong pull I feel toward Ulf. One more and I just want to drown in his control.

“Good girl,” he says softly. “So beautiful. So submissive. I want you to thank me for the pain.”

A small part of my brain registers the absurdity, but the words fall from my lips with a naturalness as strange as the request. “Thank you,” I whisper, and a surge of something warm and heavy overcomes me, making me gasp and sink into the cross—melting beneath the weight of his dominance. “Thank you,” I repeat, wanting to say it over and over, the gratitude so tremendous I can barely contain it.

Ulf hums. “My pleasure.” He leans closer, his breath warming the shell of my ear. “I haven’t struck anyone that hard in years. So thank you for taking it.”

He holds on to me for another minute before letting Asbjörn step in and wrap his arms around me, letting me collapse into the safety of his embrace while he frees my arms.

“Take good care of her,” Ulf says, like he so often does. But this time, he adds three words that strengthen that submissive pull at the center of my heart and make me sink a little deeper. “She’s very precious.”
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That small taste of Ulf’s dominance awakens things inside me I don’t dare to confront. A pull so strong that it scares me. I try not to dwell on it, but as it simmers at the back of my mind, it dredges up other emotions—guilt for keeping Asbjörn at an arm’s length. Every time he takes me home after a night at the club, I feel like I should invite him upstairs, but I can never bring myself to do so.

I’m not ready. Not ready for a relationship, and not ready to let a man into my life like that. The memory of Gustav’s betrayal is not as raw as it used to be—it seems to be fading with each new experience that reveals a new part of myself and my sexuality. But I know it will be a while before I can trust another man again and feel comfortable with that kind of intimacy.

One night, I decide it’s time to be frank with Asbjörn. I don’t want to end up hurting him if he gets the wrong idea.

“I can’t do relationships right now,” I say when we have a moment to ourselves at the bar.

“I know,” he says.

“How?”

He lifts a hand to stroke my cheek. “You’re guarding yourself, sweet Freja.”

Regret tightens my features, and I drop my gaze to the bar top. Because he’s right. I never invite him upstairs, and when he asks if I need anything the next day, I always decline.

“I’m sorry,” I say, genuinely regretful.

Curving both hands around my cheeks, he lifts my face. “It’s okay. You’re not ready. Someone hurt you.”

I part my lips to ask how he knows, but he answers before I can get the words out.

Sweeping his thumbs under my eyes, he stares deep into them. “It’s written deep in your eyes, pretty Freja. It’s okay. I enjoy what we have very much. I’m in no rush. But if you want to tell me what happened, I’d be happy to listen. Maybe it could ease that heavy weight you’re carrying around.”

Swallowing hard, I blink back and forth between Asbjörn’s eyes, trying to decide whether I should open up. We’ve been playing together for four months. Despite my ruined ability to trust, I do trust this man. Not necessarily on that deep level that is required in a relationship, but I trust him without a flicker of hesitation to carry me through a scene safely and bring me deeper into this new world at a steady pace, reading my reactions perfectly and somehow always knowing what new thing I’m ready for.

And Asbjörn proves exactly why I trust him as he patiently waits, just watching me calmly and stroking my cheeks. I feel like I have all the time in the world. I close my eyes and soak up the sensation. Asbjörn is safe and steady. Powerful and protective. I let his energy carry me as I open my eyes and say, “My fiancé cheated on me.”

Tears well up the moment I let the words out, and I snap my eyes shut again. But more words tumble out, uncontrollable now that I’ve opened the gate to the hurt. “We had set a date. We had even signed the papers for a house. But one night, I made the stupid decision to surprise him at his office. And that’s when I found him with his secretary.” I choke back a sob. “I wish—”

Giving a small shake of my head, I stop myself. I’ve shed more than enough tears over Gustav. And I can’t bear to make myself that vulnerable with Asbjörn. I’m already pushing my boundaries with the way I open up to him during scenes and when I cling to him afterward, shaking and shuddering as the intense effects rip through me.

“I’m glad you decided to surprise him,” Asbjörn whispers.

I snap my eyes open, and the depth of sincerity I find in his warm gaze stuns me as much as his words.

“You deserve a man who will walk through fire and step in front of a bullet for you. Not some weakling who has to collect conquests just to stroke his brittle ego.”

A well of something powerful rushes through me. Warmth. Desire. Maybe even hope—that such a man could exist. As I keep watching Asbjörn, I think such a man might even be standing right in front of me.

Questions rush through my mind. Should I open up? Give him a chance? Put my heart on the line?

My head tells me this man would be worth it, but when I dig deeper in my heart, I’m not ready. But I don’t know if it’s because of the deep hurt or something else. The wounds Gustav left are still there, gaping and glaring, but there’s something else too. Something that tugs and pulls.

I try not to examine it further, not ready to find out what it is, so I’m grateful when Asbjörn changes direction.

“Why don’t we skip play tonight? We can just sit and talk instead—about anything you’d like.” He nods toward the empty sofas close to the bar. “I’d enjoy that.”

I look in the same direction. As much as I’m not ready for a relationship, I like Asbjörn. I’d love to get to know him better. So I nod. “I’d like that too.”

Asbjörn asks another man—one of the regulars with the same Viking vibes—to cover for him at the bar, and we retreat to the sofas with a steaming cup of tea for me and coffee for him. Then we spend the next two hours talking about everything and nothing.

I tell him about my job as an environmental consultant and how I was lucky to get to keep the job I had in Stockholm and work remotely, and I learn that he is a carpenter who builds houses and has recently expanded into making custom BDSM furniture. Then we talk about the club, how we each found our way into BDSM, and finally, this strange community that most members are part of.

I listen attentively and ask questions, finding myself surprisingly drawn to his lifestyle when he tells me about the community that I find out is more than just a loosely organized group. He tells me that many of the members live on an old farm at the foot of the mountain and that they own huge amounts of land. Over the years, they have built more houses and renovated, and while they live fully in the modern world and enjoy its comforts, they like to stay close to nature and the old ways—growing vegetables, hunting, and crafting their own things.

“I’d love to take you there sometime and show you the place,” he finally says.

My eyes light up. But then I remember what that might mean, and a frown knits my brows.

Asbjörn leans in to brush his knuckles over my cheek. “Don’t worry, sweet Freja. No strings attached. I just want you to see the place. I think you’d like the way we live and the atmosphere. If you feel like it, we can play—as casually as we do here at the club.” He brings his hand into my lap and takes one of mine. “You’ve told me where you stand, and I respect that. No strings attached. I promise.”

I breathe a quiet sigh that loosens my shoulders. “Okay. I’d love to go.”

A smile warms his face in a way that makes me want to sink into him. “I’m glad,” he says. “I think you’ll love it. How about tomorrow? Saturday is play night. You can’t participate directly since you’re not part of the clan, but you’d still get to feel the atmosphere and the charge in the air.”

Biting the side of my lip, I nod eagerly. Suddenly, I can’t wait. Although I’m not ready for a relationship, something about Asbjörn, his dominance, and the energy the whole group of Viking-like people exudes draws me in, and I can’t wait to get a deeper look at what it’s all about.
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“Can I braid your hair after we’ve eaten?” Lea asks with a bright smile that lights up her eyes as she scoops green beans onto her plate. We’re seated at one out of several rustic dinner tables in a grand dining hall with long wooden beams overhead, wide windows looking out into the pines, and the comfortable chatter of people who know each other well.

“I’d love that.” I take in the intricate braids at the side of her head, her natural makeup, and the rune on her forehead. Her beautiful, deep green dress with a wide leather belt around her waist looks both modern and wild. Around her neck hangs Mjolnir—Thor’s hammer—and loop earrings adorn the sides of her face. Her style is somehow both anachronistic and modern, yet perfectly cohesive. “You really look gorgeous,” I say.

“Thanks, you do too.”

“Thanks,” I parrot and tentatively smooth the fabric of my black tight-fitting dress with a deep cleavage that fits perfectly at the club. But here, it seems dull compared to all the bright, flowing dresses cinched with leather belts and threaded with decorative lacing. I’m a bit jealous. Even with the ancient symbols, the leather, and the hints of a bygone era, nothing about them feels like a costume or reenactment. They blend it all seamlessly with modern fabrics and contemporary style, turning it into something that feels wholly their own.

The men bear the same mix, most wearing black button-up shirts or T-shirts, lots of leather and silver bracelets with ancient symbolism, and either fancy leather shoes or boots. They wear braids too, though in wilder, more masculine styles.

Asbjörn leans in and strokes my hair behind my shoulder. “You could wear rags and still look gorgeous,” he whispers in response to my unspoken insecurity. He trails his hand down my arm, and the goose bumps rising beneath his touch make me hum. “Actually, it’s a good thing you’re not, because I’d be tempted to simply rip them altogether.”

Heat seeps into my cheeks and swirls at my core. My whole body seems to be humming. It doesn’t help when I look around and see Doms gripping their sub’s neck possessively or watching them with direct intent. The air is charged with sexual energy, power, and a sense of freedom that loosens my own inhibitions as effectively as three drinks would. So I don’t protest when Asbjörn leans closer and presses tiny kisses to my neck. I just close my eyes and tilt my head to welcome his ministrations.

“Good girl,” he whispers.

When I open my eyes again, I find Evelina patiently holding a platter full of meat beside me, spearing one while flashing me a bright grin. “Moose?” she asks, lifting the piece toward my plate. “Asbjörn shot it.”

“Oh, wow. Yes. Thank you.” I give her a shy smile as she drops the piece onto my plate.

She passes the platter on to Asbjörn at my other side, then leans in and whispers, “I have a feeling you’ll fit right in here.”

Me too, I want to say, but I don’t quite dare to give voice to it, afraid of getting my hopes up and becoming disappointed in the end.

“Next time Asbjörn invites you here, let me know. I’ll help you with a dress.” Her green eyes light up with an idea. “Oh, we can make a girl’s night out of it. Lea and I will find you a dress and do your hair. We’ll make colorful drinks and listen to Taylor Swift.”

“And Aurora,” Lea adds, bobbing her head eagerly.

Asbjörn points a finger at Lea, “That is not just girl music.”

She snickers. “The big bad Viking likes Aurora.”

Toke squeezes Evelina’s thigh. “Not too many drinks if you want to be whipped.”

Evelina pouts at him, then turns to me with eager anticipation.

“I’d love that,” I say, excitement coursing through my body and making my toes dance in my shoes. I really enjoy being with these people. “That is, if it’s okay, since I’m not part of the group, you know.”

“Don’t worry, you will be soon,” she says with a meaningful look as if she’s privy to something.

I’m about to ask what she means when the chatter suddenly simmers down. The room goes quiet in a matter of seconds, and everyone stands.

Asbjörn takes me by the hand and guides me to my feet with him.

“Eyes down,” he instructs quietly.

A rush goes through the room, and I breathe quietly as I bow my head and wait.

Footsteps sound somewhere in the distance, slow and measured. They pause, then continue down the long passage between the benches, coming closer to where I stand.

The air crackles, and a powerful energy wraps around me, slowing my breath and heightening my senses. A prickling sensation creeps over my skin, familiar and insistent.

I want to turn and look even as I want to drop my head even further. But I can’t seem to move. I simply tighten my grip on Asbjörn’s hand, and I’m grateful for the steady reassurance he provides with strokes of his thumb over my skin.

The approaching man stops behind us, and I feel Asbjörn turn and reach over our connected hands to shake Ulf’s hand. Then he turns toward the table again.

Thinking Ulf is about to move on, I gasp when a big hand slips onto my waist, firm but gentle. Ulf’s scent wraps around me as he steps right up behind me—pine and primal masculinity. It’s a scent I’ve only inhaled in brief moments, but it’s already embedded deep in my memory, sparking instant recognition and desire, just the same as his touch.

He’s so close I can feel the heat emitting from his body. He tightens his grip. Like I belong to him. The gesture does a number on my brain—my body. My muscles soften, my grip on Asbjörn’s hand too. I sway into Ulf’s touch, my whole being gravitating toward him.

His breath billows against my ear as he leans in and says, “Welcome.” It’s just one word, but it seems to convey so much more. He keeps his grip tight for another moment, stabilizing me in the sudden chaos he has hurled me into.

Slowly, he loosens his grip, trailing over my side as he pulls away. And then he’s gone.

The air sweeps over my skin, colder than before, and I tighten my grip on Asbjörn again, shuffling as my balance wavers.

When we all sit again and I lift my gaze, the room and the people around me feel distant—blurry. Sensing my disorientation, Asbjörn wraps an arm around me and brings me close.

“I’ve got you,” he whispers as if reading the way Ulf affects me perfectly. But his soothing strokes along my arm don’t quite help. Because I feel wrong. I’m here with Asbjörn, yet all I can think about is the touch of another man that lingers on my skin.

When I look up, both Evelina and Toke are watching me. Evelina gives me a soft smile, but I can’t tell if it’s meant to be reassuring or if there’s disapproval behind it.

Asbjörn has told me that infidelity is one of the greatest offences in the group—one of the few that will get you kicked out. At the time, when he told me, I felt reassured by the knowledge. But now, I feel like I’m crossing that exact line. I might not belong to Asbjörn, but I’m here with him.

I’m mostly quiet while we eat. When Ulf gets up from his seat at the end of the table to make a toast, I try not to look at him, but his eyes capture mine like an arrow on a line, shot with perfect aim and reeling me in.

“Skål,” he says, lifting his cup—to me.

I shrink under the weight of his attention, unable to hold steady, unable to keep up my defenses. I just sit there, staring back, breathing heavily as he holds me captive.

He looks formidable in his charcoal shirt, rolled up at the arms, revealing simple tattoos of old symbols and runes. The long braid of his beard seems to symbolize authority and rank—it’s longer than anyone else’s—and the braided strip of hair gathered at the back of his head gives him a wild, untamed look, like he’s ready for battle. But his gaze is not wild. It’s commanding in this steady and calm way. Like a vast ocean. Or a finger caressing the sharp blade of a sword. Only, he wouldn’t need the sword. His enemies would bow down at a single look.

And I want to do the same.

Oh God, I badly want to bow down to him. I have explored some submission with Asbjörn, and I find peace in kneeling before him and following his command. But it’s nowhere near the same pulsing, instinctive need to crash to my knees as when Ulf watches me. I can’t explain it, but Ulf makes me want to give up myself—become an empty vessel for him to fill. It scares me to the core even though it thrills me just as deeply.

“Skål,” he repeats, lifting his glass higher, aiming it at the whole room this time.

Asbjörn senses my still-growing discomfort and holds me closer, sliding me across the bench to bring me flush against him. Cupping the back of my head, he brings me in for a soothing hug that makes the world drift away for a moment. But when he releases me, all the tension and uncertainty return. I feel like an intruder. I don’t belong here, and if they knew what I was feeling—the thoughts my head is conjuring—they’d send me packing before I even got a chance to prove myself.

Getting up and stepping over the bench, Asbjörn says, “I’ll be right back.” He pauses behind Evelina and places a hand on her shoulder, catching her attention while he addresses me, “Evelina will keep you company.”

With a bright smile, she nods, but a frown settles on her brow when she looks at me. “Are you okay?” she asks softly when Asbjörn leaves.

“Um, yeah, I think so.” I glance at Ulf, who is still watching me, then drop my gaze to the table.

Evelina places a gentle hand on my arm. “Is it the way he watches you or the way it makes you feel that makes you uncomfortable?”

I gulp, nervous at her astute observation. “The way he makes me feel,” I whisper.

“I know it’s scary. But don’t fight it. Just let it happen.” She glances at Toke with warm admiration. “I know how it is.”

I frown, not quite understanding. “But I’m with Asbjörn.”

“You’re not his. He hasn’t claimed you. Until you’re claimed or you have set any boundaries like that, you’re free to do whatever you want.”

“I just thought…” I lift my gaze to see Asbjörn leaning in to say something to Ulf. “Asbjörn said dishonesty is an offense. And infidelity is the worst kind.”

“It is,” Evelina agrees with a grave expression. “But that’s once you’ve been claimed. Until that, you’re free to explore. In fact, we encourage curiosity and exploration. That way, you’ll be more certain once you find the right one. So just go with the flow. Ulf would never cross a line with Asbjörn and vice versa. The two have known each other their whole lives. They built this place together. They would never go behind each other’s backs.”

I’m not sure I fully comprehend what she means. Is it okay to flirt with Ulf? Should I pursue something with Ulf? How can I even do that when I’m not supposed to address him? And would I even want to?

My heart makes a double beat at that last thought. But then it contracts, reminding me of that deep wound. Part of me badly wants something to happen between Ulf and me, but I also know there’s no way I could take all that intensity. It would swallow me whole and spit me out. Maybe not on purpose, but because my wounded heart couldn’t take it.

No, what I have with Asbjörn is perfect. No strings attached, safe, and fun. It’s just what I need.
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I’m a little annoyed when Asbjörn disrupts my perusal of the little deer I’ve caught in the invisible pull of my attention.

“You need to go easy on her,” he says discreetly as he braces a hand on the table and leans in. “It’s her first night here. She’s already overwhelmed, and…” Asbjörn pauses, and I look up to find a stunned expression on his face as he watches Elina. “Damn, you’re lucky. I honestly haven’t seen such raw, instinctive submission since… well, since Toke found Evelina.”

I follow his line of sight, and I feel a little bad when I see the tension in Elina’s shoulders and the deep frown on her brow as Evelina asks her something. I got too caught up in wielding my control over her to truly see how it affected her. After getting a taste of the depth of her submission and her reactions to me a few weeks ago, I’ve felt like an addict needing his next fix. Even so, I must say, I didn’t expect her to react that strongly tonight. It was just a small touch and a few exchanged looks. But Elina is not just any sub. She doesn’t react to me the same way other women do—smiling shyly and flirting purposefully. She capitulates instinctively and immediately. And it makes me so damn hard I can barely breathe.

“I’ll dial back,” I say with a nod. I need to regain my control—for my sake and for hers.

“Thank you,” Asbjörn says.

He’s about to leave, but I stop him with a hand on his arm. “Are you planning on playing with her tonight?”

“If it’s okay with you.”

“Good. But not in the courtyard. It will be too much for her.”

“I agree. I was thinking the dungeon. You could discreetly slip in and watch.”

“No, tie her up in your window. You still have the chains there, right?”

A slow smile spreads over his lips as he rubs his beard. “And you’ll be watching from outside?”

“I will. And she’ll be facing me—watching me.”

“I like it. It will be new, but not too much.”

“And use a butt plug on her.”

His smile fades. “Are you sure she’s ready for that?”

“She is,” I say with confidence. Her tight opening might be unused, but the way she reacted when Asbjörn slipped a finger between her ass cheeks and toyed at the edge of her opening last week told me she desired it. She doesn’t want to crave it, but the shame also isn’t too great. And I’ll be there, anchoring her through the turbulent mix of humiliation and desire—only with my gaze, but I know that will be more than enough.

I watch Asbjörn study her across the table. He’s worried about her. She’s no longer just a passing interest. She hasn’t been since the first time he put her up on the cross and flogged her. He’s still growing more caring of her. I can’t quite gauge whether it’s love or desire, but he knows what the deal is. He’s known from the start.

But I don’t want him to be miserable, and I can tell he’s horny as hell from the hard-on he’s sporting every time we talk about anything remotely related to dominance and sadism. I can’t have him being the first to take her—that part has become sacred—but I can offer him something else.

“If you’d like, I can find you a pretty woman who’ll spend the night with you. Maybe Astrid. She’s had her eye on you for a while.”

A switch flips. He gets into my face, a sneer twitching on his lips. “Who the hell do you take me for? A weakling with no restraint? No honor?”

I smile. Asbjörn’s simmering rage is a magnificent sight. So is his restraint and honor. He truly is worthy of his title as second-in-command. Hell, he’d be more than worthy of the chieftain title. But that is already taken.

I slap his shoulder. “I’ll fight you in the barn on Monday. Then we’ll go shoot one of those wild boars up at the ridge.” He needs to let off some steam.

He gives me a tight-lipped nod, then leaves.

I watch Elina as Asbjörn goes to sit beside her. She softens when he wraps a hand around her and strokes her skin. I wonder if my touch would have the same effect. I’ll have to put that to the test. Soon.
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After dinner, Asbjörn takes me on a tour of the grounds—or, the closest parts. Because the place is huge. It’s like a small village with houses of various sizes, small gardens, and bigger common areas between the buildings. And Asbjörn tells me that they even own a huge chunk of the mountain.

“This is the original farm,” he says when we’re standing in the courtyard between three huge old timber buildings. “We’ve built all the houses around it after we bought the grounds. Some of the houses at the edges are old ones too—adjoining land we acquired after we moved here. And we’re still building as the community grows. You see that building over there?” He points to a two-story wooden house half-covered in plywood boards and tarp, scaffolding wrapped around one side. “That’s our newest addition. Lea and three other girls will move in there at the end of the summer.”

He points to the building with the dining hall and tells me that it also has other common areas, such as a large living room and a big kitchen. The old barn holds other common areas, such as a gym and a dungeon. And the last building has been converted to apartments. The latter has several bump-outs with tall windows that look like modern additions to the otherwise old building, but the walls are kept in the same dark wood as the old parts, making them fit perfectly.

Asbjörn tells me that the building is where Ulf’s closest men and their subs live—except for those who have families.

“The ones with kids get to live on the outskirts of the community because, well, the activities going on here on weekends aren’t exactly child-friendly.” He winks at me, and I look around the large lawn between the buildings with wide eyes. When I came, the place was empty, save for a few poles and some benches. Now, men are carrying all kinds of BDSM gear out here. Cages, spanking benches, a pillory, and crosses that they attach to tall poles for stability.

“Isn’t it too cold to play outside?” I hug my sweater closer. The late May air may be comfortable for a stroll, but I can’t imagine being naked and playing outside. Especially not as the evening wears on.

Asbjörn steps behind me and wraps an arm around my waist, pointing at a firepit full of wood. “That one will be lit and create a huge fire that will burn all night. That one too.” He points at another tall heap of wood across the courtyard. “And that”—he gestures to a man placing a big bearskin rug in front of a St. Andrew’s cross—“will provide plenty of insulation from the cold ground.”

I’m utterly mesmerized, and I hope he’ll say yes to my next question. “Will we be playing here?”

“Not tonight, I’m afraid. Members only.” He turns me around in his arms. “But you’ll get a front-row seat where we’ll be playing.” His lips tip up in a cheeky smile, and my stomach flutters when he leans down and presses his lips to mine in a tender kiss. We’ve kissed before, but as our tongues mingle and dance, the air buzzes with anticipation, and the scent of pine and fresh wood wafts around us. Something feels different. Like I belong.

“Come,” he says, breaking the kiss and offering me his hand. “Let me show you where I live.”

He leads me up to the second floor in one of the old buildings and into a stunning apartment, renovated in a rustic yet clean style of wooden planks and warm, natural textures.

He guides me through the small entryway to a beautiful living room where long carpets in various colors cover the floors, various kinds of animal hides are draped over furniture, and long rows of books sit on shelves on the walls. There’s even a fireplace, and above it, the king of the forest watches over the room—a huge mounted moose head with beautiful antlers.

“Wow, did you shoot that one yourself?” I ask, remembering Evelina saying he had provided the delicious meat we had for dinner.

A proud, almost boyish smile lights up his eyes. “Yeah. I mounted it myself too.”

I glance around the place, which looks much newer than the building did outside. “Did you renovate this place too?”

“Yes. Toke and I. We did most of the work on this whole building. Except for the plumbing. We had to hire someone to do it. But recently, we added a plumber to the community, so now we can handle all the work ourselves.”

“Oh wow,” is all I manage. And my awe only continues when he shows me the cozy kitchen, the warm bathroom, and finally the bedroom.

It’s as stunning as all the other rooms, but what captures my attention is a wooden pillory with beautiful carvings.

“You made these too?” I ask breathlessly as I trail my fingers over the intricate carvings that evoke a sense of something ancient and sacred.

“I made the structure; Ulf did the carvings.”

My eyes snap up to Asbjörn. “Ulf made these?” I don’t know why I’m so surprised. Ulf might look dangerous and powerful, but his power is not all brawn and brutality. Far from it. Rather, it seems to stem from a quiet inner strength. When I think about it, I could easily imagine him spending hours alone in a workshop, carving beautiful patterns.

“Is he a carpenter too?” I ask.

“Nah, this is just a hobby to him.”

“What does he do then?”

“That’s kind of a long story.” Asbjörn rubs his beard. “He spent five years in the Ranger Regiment up in Lapland—cold-weather training, long-range patrols, survival—and was in Iraq for a couple of years. Then he went on to another extreme environment and became a supervisor on a Norwegian oil rig. Dangerous shit. But at least he earned a ton of money—more than the modest bastard can use in a lifetime. But it also prevented him from finding a sub. He didn’t want to subject anyone to the risks of his lifestyle and leave someone for weeks at a time.”

“And now? Is he still on the rigs?”

“Nah, a few years ago, he decided to step back and live a quiet life here, close to nature, focusing his time on our community. He owns a few buildings in the city but spends most of his time here.”

“Oh.” I study the carvings for another long minute. I could study them for hours and not tire. There are so many details that all seem to tell a story of their own. But once again, I’m gravitating toward a man who’s out of my reach—a dream, a fantasy—when I have a real one right here in front of me.

So I take my eyes off the carvings and lift them to the mighty warrior in front of me. “Are we going to play here?” I place my hand in the mid-circle of the pillory. Part of me hopes he’ll say yes, but another part knows I wouldn’t be able to stop thinking about Ulf if Asbjörn were to restrain me in this beautiful device.

He crosses the room with slow, deliberate steps and stands behind me. Sliding his hands onto my waist, he leans close, his beard brushing my ear, tickling and sending shivers down my neck. “Not here either. I have something else in mind.” He bites the shell of my ear, making me gasp. “A front-row seat, like I promised.”
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The sound of a drum breaks through the silence. No, several drums.

I turn in Asbjörn’s arms. “What is that?” It sounds like the ritualistic music at the club, only this is not coming from speakers. It’s right outside the window.

“Perfect timing. They’ve begun.”

“Begun what?”

“Shh, you’ll see.” He brushes his fingertips over my hairline, studying the braids Lea made after I had finished eating. “The braids suit you.”

“Thank you.” I touch a hand to the one over my left ear. I feel pretty. Feminine. But even more so, I feel like something is changing. Or maybe falling into place.

“Hands up,” Asbjörn guides, reaching for a pair of leather cuffs on the bed.

A swoosh of anticipation rolls through me, and my pulse thrums in time to the steady beat outside as he attaches leather cuffs to my wrists and ankles. The excitement builds rapidly when he steers me toward the tall, wide window in a bump-out, which I remember seeing outside and thinking it must be a new addition.

“A front-row seat,” he whispers, reaching for something at the top corner.

I gasp when I see what it is.

A chain.

I glance to the other top corner, then to the floor. Four chains with open padlocks are attached to the walls, just waiting for a prisoner.

My voice thins. “Are we playing here?”

He hums warmly. “This time you guessed right. Third time’s the charm.”

Asbjörn releases the chain and reaches down to the hem of my dress. Ever so slowly, he pulls it up, toward my breasts, about to remove the only coverage.

A slow pulsing of trepidation merges with the anticipation as I stare into the courtyard. Several people are gathered around the fire at the far end, playing on drums and now singing and chanting too. Other people are preparing to play. A woman in a square cage is bound and blindfolded, just waiting. Another woman is kneeling at her Dom’s feet while he puts a collar on her neck. And two women are already strung up on the crosses. A Dom behind one of them rolls out a long whip, steps back, and slashes it through the air. The tip connects with her upper back, and she screams, her head dropping back and her hands clutching the chains.

With a gasp, I step back into Asbjörn, pressing myself against the solid planes of his chest. “Isn’t he supposed to warm her up?”

Asbjörn releases my dress, bunched up around my waist, and trails his knuckles down the side of my neck. “Some women enjoy severe pain. The shock and the fear.”

I instinctively tilt my head, making room for his touch. “Why?” I know about pain, but not like that. Asbjörn always warms me up first. And the fear…

Slowly, he trails his hand to the front of my neck, turning it as he goes, wrapping his palm around my throat. “For the same reasons you enjoy this.”

My breathing turns shallow, more trepidation infiltrating my system even as a warm rush of heat stirs deep in my belly.

“It’s the chemicals in the body. Your own drugs that make you high. Adrenaline. Endorphins. The speed of your pulse. It makes you feel alive.” He reaches his other hand up to my face and covers my mouth with his huge palm. Two fingers come up to my nose, threatening to close my last passage of air, but just touching the edges. For a staggering moment, he holds me there, breathing hard through my nose. And then he pinches.

“Are you afraid, Elina?” he whispers in a raspy tone as he steals my breath. My airways close, and my lungs stutter as they try to draw in air without getting any.

I nod against his hand.

He hums, and when he presses his hips against my ass, I feel the huge bulge in his pants. I can’t help my reaction. Even though my oxygen is running low, I tilt into him, pressing my ass against his erection. He has never fucked me, and for a while, I was okay with it. But tonight has shifted something inside me. I want more. That rush of belonging. Being claimed. Being part of something bigger.

My need to draw in fresh air grows more urgent, and my hands dart up to Asbjörn’s arms. Holding on. Or maybe pulling? I can’t tell. All I know is that I need to breathe.

“Give in, sweet Freja,” he whispers. “Let me decide when you get to breathe.”

I dig my fingers into his arms. I’m so damn scared, but the desire dulls the fear. The desire to submit makes me want to accept it.

But then another scream rips through the night, and fear flashes in my brain. A strike of lightning. I jerk in his arms, and a choked yelp escapes me, drawing on the last breath in my lungs.

Asbjörn immediately releases me, flips me around, and gathers me tight in his arms.

“You’re safe,” he assures, pressing tiny kisses to the top of my head. “I’ve got you, Elina. You’re safe here with me.”

I reel from the shock—the fear still beating against my rib cage.

It takes a few minutes of shuddery breaths and calm caresses before I recover. Asbjörn easily senses when I’m ready again. He knows my reactions well, and I’m more than grateful for it.

Leaning back, he cups my face between his hands. “Do you trust me?”

Without hesitation, I nod.

“This is going to be intense. You won’t be able to use your safeword some of the time. But I’ll be here all along, focused on you. I’ll know when you need me to stop. Can you trust that?”

Again, I nod. There’s no doubt. I want this. The rush and the intensity. But I do need a few reassurances first. “Are you going to whip me?” I ask, shuddering as another scream reaches above the beat of drums.

“No whips, no overwhelming pain tonight. Just the fear and the desire. The rush of being watched.” He grabs the hem of my dress again and starts pulling, slowly, giving me the time to say stop if needed.

But I don’t want him to stop. I’m nervous as hell—scared—but somehow, it only drives my desire. So I gather my nerve with a shuddery breath. “Okay.”

“Okay.” He smiles as I lift my arms, letting him pull the dress off. Then he sinks to his haunches to take my pantyhose and panties off, stripping me completely naked.

I hug my arms over my chest, feeling like everyone outside is watching. The lighting here is soft, but the night outside is dark. Anyone who looks up will be able to see that I’m naked and bound.

He rises before me, and I feel utterly small and vulnerable as I stare up at him—his towering height, powerful build, and his age that only adds to the power difference.

“Now be a good girl and turn around, so I can restrain you.” He leans down and whispers in my ear. “So Ulf can watch you.”

“Ulf?” I gasp.

Asbjörn turns me by the shoulders, and a dizzying sensation fills my brain when I see Ulf sitting on a bench close to the building, looking up. At me.

My whole body starts buzzing and quivering. “Oh God, I don’t know if I can do this.”

Asbjörn lifts one of my arms. Click. The sound of the padlock makes my eyes dart up to my trapped wrist, then down to the man below. Ulf is close enough to one of the big fires for the light to illuminate one side of his face. I can’t see the finer details, but I can see those eyes. I can feel them.

“I—It’s too much. Him. I don’t know. He just…” I keep staring at Ulf, ensnared, unable to put words to the way he affects me—unable to admit it. Shame tightens my stomach, and that sense of guilt resurfaces even though I remind myself of what Evelina said.

“I know you’re drawn to him. It’s okay, Elina. We’re not exclusive. That’s not saying I’m playing with anyone else. I won’t as long as I have you. But you don’t have to feel bad about your urge to submit to Ulf. It’s okay. As long as we’re all consenting.”

I glance back at him. “Are you? Is it okay for you?”

“Very much.” A wicked smile tugs at his lips. “I like using it against you.”

“Oh.”

With a hand on my cheek, he turns my head toward the window. “Now watch him and keep doing so while I mess with your head and have some fun with your body.”

My mind spins as I fall into the trap of Ulf’s gaze, and a delicious daze descends when he gives a slow nod as if to say good girl. Asbjörn lifts my other arm too. Click. My arms are locked into place. I glance up at the padlock, then back at Ulf, my nostrils flaring and my heart hammering.

Two more clicks sound as Asbjörn spreads my legs and attaches the ankle cuffs to the chains low on the wall.

“Try and see if you can get free,” he coaxes as he straightens behind me.

I give a small pull on the upper chains. “I can’t.”

“Come on, put in more effort.” He leans close, his breath fanning the shell of my ear. “Let’s see just how trapped you are.”

I give one more pull, then one at my ankles.

“Keep going,” Asbjörn coaxes with a wicked tone.

I tug harder, then writhe with the effort, earnestly trying to get free. But I can’t. The fit of the cuffs is snug, the chains unforgiving. “No. I-I can’t.”

“You should try harder?” He rakes his nails down my back, making me buck forward, away from him, but he only follows, scratching harder. “After all, you have no idea what I’m going to do to you. And everyone down there is occupied; no one will stop me. Only Ulf will see, and he’ll enjoy every single moment. You’re completely at our mercy.”

“No,” I gasp as I jerk and tug, the motion and his words only lighting fire to my rising terror. Squeezing my eyes shut, I start shaking my head. “No,” I keep gasping. “I can’t. I—” I don’t know what to say. I’m not even sure what it is I can’t do. All I know is the constricting fear and the desperate urge to escape my bonds.

I start hyperventilating, and my protests go even shriller. “I’m scared,” I plead with Asbjörn. I open my eyes and glance out over the courtyard—all the people, the fire, the whips, the drums. Suddenly, it all overcomes me in a startling flood of sensory overload. “Stop, stop, stop.”

Asbjörn snatches me by the waist, pulling me flush against his chest. “Breathe,” he urges, long and deep. Tightening his arm around me, he grabs my jaw with the other hand and guides my focus back to Ulf, whose expression is serious, a slight frown forming between his brows. As if he’s concerned for me.

“You’re okay. I’ve got you. I’ll take care of you. And Ulf is watching over you. Nothing is going to happen to you. We’ve got you.”

We. The word swirls in my muddy brain. They’re both doing this to me. It doesn’t make sense—one man is here, one in the distance. Yet somehow, it makes perfect sense. I remember every kiss Ulf has placed on my forehead, every look demanding my attention, and his hand on my waist today. Small things that speak more than a hundred words. I have no idea what this is or why. All I know is that I want it. Badly.

So I give in. I fall captive to Ulf’s stare and melt into Asbjörn’s touch.

“Are you okay?” Asbjörn asks once my breath has steadied.

“I’m okay,” I say on a long exhale.

“Good to continue?”

I nod. I have no idea what’s coming, but I know that I want it.
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Asbjörn keeps one arm tightly banded around my middle while he slowly slides his other hand up, over my chest and neck, to my face, and over my mouth.

My eyes widen when I realize what he’s about to do, and a slow smile spreads over Ulf’s lips at the sight of my reaction.

“Not that,” I manage just before Asbjörn presses his palm over my lips.

“Oh yes.”

Nostrils flaring, I pant as he hovers his fingers at the edges of my nose.

A reflexive jerk makes me tug at the chains when he snaps my nose shut. My nervous system is so wrought that any little jolt will add to the fear already thrumming deep within me.

“Don’t fight it,” Asbjörn coaxes. “Your breath is not yours to control anymore.”

Everything spinning, I grip onto the chains. But as I keep watching Ulf, the world also slows down. It’s so confusing. The dizzy haze over my brain deepens. I blink, trying to focus my thoughts. But I can’t. All I can see is the man who has been watching me for months. The man who has been dominating my dreams and is now dominating me from afar.

He makes a slow nod as if saying everything’s okay, and I stop twitching. I go still, melting into Asbjörn—melting beneath the magnificent power Ulf quietly wields over me.

The drums keep beating outside, dragging me deeper into the trance, and the glow of the fire creates a hypnotic light. For a moment, it’s like a dream.

But then my lungs start to heave in earnest. I release a low whimper behind Asbjörn’s hand. When he doesn’t react, I give a small jerk. Nothing.

The fear darkens, sweeping over my brain in a black fog. I jerk against the chains—against Asbjörn’s tight grip. Nothing budges, so I jerk harder. The desperation thrums within me, but somewhere in the chaos, there’s also a swirl of desire.

“Look at him,” Asbjörn demands in a terrifying growl, and I realize my eyes have shut. “You won’t get to breathe before you do.”

I snap my eyes open, colliding with Ulf’s unforgiving gaze. There’s no mercy or comfort, only sharp demand.

It’s like standing at the ledge of a steep cliff, watching an icy winter landscape. Brutal and breathtaking. I can’t process it. I keep writhing frantically and fruitlessly even as I watch him.

And then it all stops. Asbjörn pulls his hand away with an abrupt motion.

I reel, gasping and panting for precious air, shaking in my bonds and jerking as instinct takes me in its clutches.

It takes a while for me to calm down, and when I do, reality creeps in, embarrassment and uncertainty taking over. I want to cover myself—the fear written all over my face, my nakedness, and my bared desires. But I can’t even hide behind closed eyelids. So I do the only thing I can. I succumb.

A well of emotion washes over me the moment I go slack in Asbjörn’s arms. The flood is so strong it draws tears to my eyes. I have no idea what’s happening. Before I can figure it out, Asbjörn reaches between my legs and trails a finger through my dripping wet opening.

I gasp at the sudden flare of sensation.

“Pretty little Freja likes to be scared,” he croons, and the satisfied sound is mirrored in Ulf’s expression. Ulf can’t even feel me, yet somehow, he knows exactly how I’m reacting. The realization only draws me deeper into the spell. Deeper into their control.

Asbjörn toys at my opening, sparking desire in my nerves and lighting fire to my core. I can’t control anything as the pleasure rises through my body and goes to my brain. I start moaning—long, free sounds that mingle with the drums and the chanting vocals from outside. I drop my head back against Asbjörn’s chest, keeping my eyes on Ulf, who drags his thumb across his lips in a motion that makes me crave his kiss.

But I can’t have it. I can only have what these two men want to give me. I think that is an orgasm when Asbjörn drives me closer to the peak. He inserts one finger, then drags it over my sensitive nub, then two fingers slip inside. I buck and cry out from the intensity of it. I’m so close. Just a little more.

I barely comprehend the meaning when Ulf makes a slow shake of his head. It’s only when Asbjörn pulls out and steps back with a suddenness that leaves me reeling that I understand. No orgasm. At least not yet, because I have a feeling that they’re far from done with me.

“Wh-what are you doing?” I gasp as Asbjörn moves about behind me. I want to turn my head and look, but I don’t dare to release Ulf’s gaze. As if sensing my urge to look away, he lifts his chin in a quiet warning, and it works better than any sharp command. Because his will is already embedded deep inside me. So deep that obedience has become my sole purpose. It’s that inexplicable sensation whenever he’s watched me and I’ve wanted to drop to my knees, now manifested, growing roots inside me.

“Getting this little thing,” Asbjörn says in a low hum when he steps up to me again and holds a small but very significant object in front of my face.

Staring at a small steel butt plug, I shake my head. But Ulf slowly nods, crossing his arms over his chest and lifting his brows with an unmistakable demand.

I keep shaking my head, panting hard as mortification overcomes me. Because I know there’s no way I can stop this. Technically, I could use my safeword, but I can’t. I’m not in control. I don’t want to be in control. I want to sink deeper. So deep that I don’t know who I am anymore—only a vessel for his will.

The floaty dizziness deepens as I soften my weight into the bonds. For a moment, my sight blurs. It’s almost too much. A slow wave of nausea rolls through me, but it’s quickly gone again. Only the floaty dizziness remains—the sensations. The steady beat of the music, the buzzing hum at my core, and the terrifying anticipation as Asbjörn drags a cold, wet finger between my ass cheeks.

He takes his time smearing lube around my opening, pushing the tip of his finger just inside, and circling slowly. A whole new bunch of nerves flare alive, making me lean further into the chains. Mortification flushes hot across my skin. Once again, I want to hide. But I can’t. And as I keep watching Ulf, the last remnants of my will float away. I descend into complete, utter submission.

It scares me to the core, giving in and giving up myself like this, yet it’s the highest thrill I’ve ever experienced—the deepest trance and the biggest freedom. There’s no thought, no consideration. Just floating in the steady current of their command.

Asbjörn presses the plug against my tight opening, and I cry out as pleasure crackles through my nerves. My mouth falls open when he keeps pushing, widening my tight rim of muscle and sending bolts of electricity to my core. A moan sticks at the back of my throat. But it won’t break free. Because I’m stuck in the mind-numbing intensity—the pleasure, the exposure, and the heady dominance.

When the plug finally pops into place, the moan slips free with a startled gasp.

With the plug inserted, Asbjörn grabs me again, banding an arm tightly around my waist, slipping his other hand between my legs. I go absolutely wild when he starts stroking my clit, bucking and jerking as my moans morph into screams. My eyes fall shut, but Asbjörn demands my attention back on Ulf.

“Look at him,” he orders in a sharp tone that spurs my instant obedience.

I force my eyes open and stare at Ulf while pleasure rips through me, hot and wild. Ulf runs his tongue across his lower lip, and his entire stance seems to grow with dominance and desire. I can’t take it. My brain feels like it’s about to cave in—my body the same.

Asbjörn lifts his free hand to my mouth, but this time, he doesn’t hover. I only just manage a deep breath before he snaps my nose shut, sealing my airways with his huge hand.

I whimper wildly, my body twisting and straining as the overwhelming loss of control merges into the already spinning storm of desire and desperation.

Asbjörn slows his strokes on my clit, and I squeeze my eyes shut, groaning into his hand as I fall back from the edge—just slightly.

When I open my eyes again, Ulf is reaching behind him, grabbing a knife from the table. His eyes widen with an intensity that I think is a threat. Or maybe wild desire. Slowly and demonstratively, he trails the blade over his palm. A sweet, but dangerous caress. My mind conjures images of that same blade caressing my skin. I tense up as if it’s already there, not daring to move a muscle.

Tilting his head, Ulf studies my reaction, and something wicked seems to gleam in his eyes as he narrows them.

Lifting the knife with two fingers, he balances the tip on the pad of his index finger.

My chest stutters with the need for air, and my eyes widen as I watch him twirl it around. He must be breaking the skin.

Would he break mine?

The thought drives me wild. I start writhing again as fear and desire flood my system. Suddenly, everything is pulsing—every little nerve is hissing and crackling, every muscle twitching and contracting. I’m strung so tight it’s painful. I press my pelvis into Asbjörn’s hand, needing more—needing less as my oxygen grows scarce. I writhe against his grip on my mouth, but it’s no use.

I won’t get to breathe until he wants me to.

Asbjörn sinks two fingers inside my pussy, and I cry out into his hand, using more of my dwindling oxygen. The sensation is startling. The wide fit of his fingers presses against the butt plug, and his palm rubs against my clit. Sensation sparks all over, shooting from every direction, until my core is thrumming louder than the drums outside.

But the need for air is fighting for attention. My eyes blur. The contraction in my lungs grows painful. I jerk wilder. He doesn’t release me.

Instinct kicks in as the need to breathe takes over everything. I tug at the chains, desperately trying to reach for his hand and pull it away. But I can’t do anything.

“Look at him, or you won’t breathe,” Asbjörn whispers.

The moment my eyes collide with Ulf’s, Asbjörn releases my mouth. Air swooshes into my system like a bolt of lightning. The force rips through me, crashing with the thrumming sensations I had almost forgotten—setting fire to them.

I scream as an orgasm, so wild I can barely breathe, rips through me. I twist and convulse, pant and grapple at the chains.

All the while, Ulf keeps watching me, spinning that knife.

My eyes shut and snap open as the storm rips through me, and flickers of Ulf’s demanding stare and the spinning knife flash before me.

It’s too much. The sensations, the utter surrender. The otherworldly sounds of the drums and the almost godly dominance Ulf is wielding from afar.

The moment the orgasm loosens its grip on me, I collapse. My hands fall limp in the cuffs, and my feet slide toward the window as my knees cave in.

Asbjörn catches me. His arm around my waist easily holds my weight while he reaches for the cuffs to open them. It takes a while and some fumbling with one hand to unlock the padlocks and free my hands.

He has just gotten my second arm free when I vaguely register someone entering the room and going to work on my feet, unlocking the cuffs and freeing my legs.

Once I’m free, Asbjörn scoops me up and places me on a soft fur on a bed, covering me with a blanket. And then everything fades. A blissful, floaty sensation wraps me in quiet darkness. The drums outside keep beating, but they’re not oppressive. If anything, they seem to keep me wrapped in calmness—a steady heartbeat that draws me into my body.

Asbjörn strokes my hair gently while he murmurs comforting words. The meaning doesn’t quite register, but the soothing tone is like honey to my ears.

I don’t know how long I lie there—completely still. I don’t move a single muscle. Not even a twitch. I’m not even sure I could if I tried.

Finally, my body starts to wake up. I move my fingers a little, then curl my arms up and fold my legs in my favorite comfortable position.

God, it’s peaceful. I’ve never tried anything like it.

“Elina?” Asbjörn says. He’s behind me, sitting against the headboard, giving me space to drift while letting me know he’s here with soft strokes.

“Hmm.”

“Is it okay if Ulf sits with you for a while?”

My slowed-down heart makes a double beat. I open my eyes and see the shadow of someone moving behind me, and that’s when I feel that pull—the intensity of his power that always draws me in. I wasn’t even aware he was here. My brain is too slow to have realized he must have been the one to free my legs. It’s on standby. I didn’t even register that the person who came into the room didn’t leave again.

I turn my head a bit more to see Ulf. The sight of him up close is startling—his observant eyes and tall, mighty posture.

“Um,” I say, uncertain. “Okay.”

Part of me has no idea whether I can handle it, but another part thrums with the desire to feel him.

Asbjörn senses the uncertainty. “Are you sure?”

“Yeah,” I reply with more clarity.

Asbjörn moves to sit in a recliner close by, where he watches over me as Ulf takes his place on the bed. Instead of sitting against the headboard, like Asbjörn did, Ulf lies down behind me. The intimacy, even before he touches me, sends a swoosh through my body. It’s almost more than I can bear in my shaken-up and drugged-like state. Anxiety starts to crackle, but when Ulf places his big, warm hand on my cheek, it all draws back.

The world shuts off, my eyes fall closed, and peace descends.

I drift back into that floaty space, lying completely still, just soaking up his touch and his presence. I don’t know what it is about him, but being this close to him is a rush in and of itself. It rattles me even as it grounds me.

At some point, he starts stroking me. He pushes the blanket off enough to trail his hand down my arm, my waist, and my hip. He moves so close that the heat of his body kisses my back.

Little shivers skitter across my skin, and I soften even further. My mind goes quiet, my breathing slows down, and I drift away with a feeling that I finally have found the place I’ve been searching for all my life.
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Ulf

I’m in my workshop, carving patterns in an old chest of drawers, when Asbjörn calls on Sunday afternoon. Usually, I’d be hiking in the woods, sparring with my brothers of the clan, or meditating outside, but knowing I might get this call, I decided to stay home and alert, ready to leave. Asbjörn told me this morning that Elina insisted on going home after breakfast—something neither of us was happy about.

We pushed her hard last night. I insisted on it. I wanted her open and vulnerable today, needing my comfort. It would be the perfect opportunity to get closer to her and see how she reacts to me outside of play. And most importantly, I need to see how I feel about her in this new context—whether it’s just sexual attraction or we can connect on a deeper level as well.

But the little deer wanted to go home. She was very clear about it, according to Asbjörn.

With startling honesty, she had reminded him that she’s not ready for more than a little fun. I think she’s sensing there’s already much more going on here. I’m just not sure she’s fully aware that it’s me those emotions are directed toward, not Asbjörn. I think she’s too confused by everything that’s happening and the emotional upheaval she must be experiencing to see clearly. I know my ability to see straight is slipping too.

“Is she dropping?” I ask when I pick up the phone.

“She is,” Asbjörn confirms. “Hard.”

“Are you good with me taking care of this?” I ask. The plan had been for us both to take turns if she stayed here. I know Asbjörn wants to take care of her too. But it will be too much for her if we both go to her place.

“Yeah, I’ll manage. But I’m not so sure she’s okay with this. She kept telling me not to come over—said she just needed to sleep. Same as always. Refusing any aftercare beyond what’s strictly necessary. But I could tell it was worse this time. Her voice was shaking, her breath staggered. She was on the verge of tears.”

My heart swells with concern even as anticipation buzzes in my veins. I’m already in the entryway, sticking my feet into my boots, getting ready to leave. “Tell her I’ll be there in thirty minutes.”

I don’t care whether she wants aftercare or not. The little sub is too heartbroken to know what’s good for her. Asbjörn told me long ago about her ex, and he has also told me how she’s been declining aftercare in the days after a scene, always saying she’s fine even though she’s clearly dropping. She’s been dropping more lately. I think it’s getting worse because she isn’t getting the aftercare she needs. And maybe it’s because of the confusing emotions building as I, little by little, insert myself deeper into her submissive mind.

Up until now, the drops haven’t been bad, which is why Asbjörn and I agreed it was best to give her space. Although she only told Asbjörn about her need to guard her heart a few days ago, we had both figured she was not ready for more.

But the little sub needs aftercare more than anything else today, so she’s getting it. I just hope it won’t be too overwhelming coming from me.

“She might just pretend she’s not home when you get there,” Asbjörn says. “She’s not deliberately disobedient, but I think the need to guard herself is stronger than any submission today.”

I sigh. It’s a fine line I’m walking with my wounded little deer. If I pounce too fast, she’ll retreat completely, and if I’m too slow, I risk losing her to someone else.

And there’s no in between. Either I claim her or I don’t. I encourage my men to take their time and be sure, but I’m the chieftain. I don’t want to waver and create uncertainty. So I watch from the sideline and wait until the time is right. But she’s sensing the waiting too on some unconscious level, and it’s starting to get to her.

Part of me just wants to end her confusion and tell her where this is headed, but I need to know for sure myself. And she needs to be ready.

I grab my jacket and tuck my phone between my ear and shoulder. “Tell her to let me in. If she wants to be part of our clan, she has to obey her chieftain. And remind her that her safeword applies both during and outside play. I won’t do anything she doesn’t want me to, but she has to let me in.”

I grab my car key and leave the house. “And remind her she can’t address me,” I add. I want more with her today, but I also don’t want to give her any doubts about the dynamic between us.

My pulse thrums with a premature rush of power. I can’t wait to have her in my hands again, seeing her submit so sweetly. I can’t wait to see if she’ll find the courage and finally give in to the intimacy I know she craves—the comfort I crave giving her.

A sliver of doubt enters my mind. Again, there’s that feeling that I can’t quite see clearly, and I wonder if I’m pushing too hard with this. Maybe I should send Asbjörn. A stranger barging in and insisting on giving her aftercare might be too much.

I shake my head as I leave the house. No, it has to be me. I’m the one she truly submitted to last night. I’m the one she truly needs care from. I know it in my gut. I know it in the way she lets me capture and hold her attention, the way her body softens every time she does, and the way she collapsed into full, utter surrender last night.

She might not be ready to admit that she belongs to me, but she needs my care to stabilize her.

Besides, I’m no stranger to her. I’ve watched her scream her lungs raw—from pleasure and pain. She’s felt me watching every time she played with Asbjörn at the club, and last night, she fully and directly succumbed to me.

Asbjörn’s regretful sigh billows through the phone as I get into my car. “I really hate how she refuses to open up to me.”

Guilt squeezes my chest. I think he’s getting attached to her.

I didn’t just choose Asbjörn because I trust him more than anyone else. I also did it because he’s the one least likely to fall for her. He’s gone years without a sub, not wanting to let anyone in. But what if Elina is the one who finally does it for him?

Letting the call go to the car speaker, I lean my head back against the seat and rub my eyes. Maybe I should step back and let him have her?

Her huge brown eyes flash before my inner eye, full of desire, submission, and longing as an unspoken bond tightens the strings connecting us. I’m the one she watches that way. Not Asbjörn. I just can’t give her up to someone else. But I need to think of Asbjörn too. Elina may not quite be ready for what I have in store for her, but she can get the rest of the way on her own.

“If it’s getting too much, you may step back after tonight,” I suggest.

“No,” he says without hesitation. “I need to finish what I started. I want to be the one to bring her to the next step. And I can’t bear the idea of her being alone until then.”

“She won’t be alone. Lea would be more than happy to provide some support. And Toke and Evelina have taken to her as well. She’s already becoming a part of the clan. I can let them know to—”

“No!” he cuts in. “I’m sorry, but no. I know she’s not supposed to be mine, and that’s starting to hurt a little. But I also know she’s not the right one for me. I’d never be satisfied with a woman who’s so deeply drawn to another man. I’ll find my sub when it’s time.”

I draw a quiet breath of relief, hearing that he agrees they don’t belong together.

Waiting to claim my sub is getting to me, and my control has been slipping lately—along with my ability to see straight. Some days, I wonder if this connection I’m feeling is just sexual attraction or a brief obsession that will pass. So it’s a relief to hear that someone else sees it.

“You’ll find her soon,” I say. Because I feel it in my gut. And I will make it my personal mission to get him there after this. I’ll find the woman who will complete his journey. But first, I need to complete my own journey and claim my pretty deer.
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Elina

I’m pacing my apartment, biting the back of my fingers, and pressing my palms to my eyes to keep the tears from spilling. It’s been a struggle to hold myself together ever since Asbjörn drove me home. Part of me badly wanted to stay at the farm and spend the day with him, but I was too scared—of all the emotions that stirred inside me and the strong desire for… something. Him? Life on the farm? Ulf?

I’m so confused. And the confusion seems to have morphed into an almost crippling fatigue during the day. Now, out of the blue, I feel this pressing sorrow. And I’m not even sure why.

I know part of it is a drop—Asbjörn has told me about subdrop many times, and I’ve had a few tastes of it—but this feels too intense to be only that.

I considered whether it might have something to do with Gustav and the pestering messages he keeps sending me, but when I opened them earlier, I barely felt anything. Over the course of the last few months, they’ve somehow stopped mattering.

This is something else.

I feel ridiculous as I keep having to fight off tears. Just a simple call from Asbjörn twenty minutes ago nearly broke me. I refuse to let the tears free. I hate crying. It makes me feel weak. And God knows I shed enough tears after I found Gustav fucking another woman. At least then I had a good reason. Being sad after an amazing night is not a good reason.

My phone vibrates on my nightstand, and I consider ignoring it. But when I see Asbjörn’s name on the screen, I can’t bear to do so. He’s been so good to me. I take the phone and watch his name flashing for a second. Maybe I should finally take him up on his offer and let him come over and give me aftercare. God knows I could use a hug. The idea eases the tightness in my chest and calms the confusion somewhat.

I press the green button and put the phone to my ear.

“Hi,” I say softly, ready to let him know that I’d like him to come over. But what Asbjörn says drowns out my resolve and makes the chaos spin faster.

“Ulf will be at your place in thirty minutes,” he says.

“What?” I blurt, pressing a hand to my chest as my breathing speeds out of control.

“You are to let him in. He’s your chieftain, and you have to obey him.”

“But I’m not even part of the clan.”

“Soon, you will be. You’ll have to get used to the idea.”

“But—”

Asbjörn cuts me off before I can get more protests in. “Your safeword works outside play too. But do not misuse it. It’s a great offense—especially to the chieftain.”

“I—” This time, I stop myself. I don’t know what to say. I wouldn’t ever misuse my safeword, but the idea of Ulf coming here has me teetering on the edge of panic.

“Do you understand?” he presses.

I swallow hard. “Yes.”

“Good girl.” He pauses to let his praise take effect. “Don’t worry, Ulf will take good care of you. Oh, and one last thing, the same rule as always stands: no talking to him.”

“Okay,” I say tentatively. I have a hard time imagining him coming here and not talking to him, but I also have a hard time imagining talking to him after months of silence between us.

The line goes quiet for a beat. Then Asbjörn draws a sharp breath as if he was just about to say something but stopped himself. When he speaks, there’s a hint of sadness in his voice. “Let him take care of you, Elina. You need it. I’ll talk to you soon, okay?”

“Okay,” I agree, and a twinge of guilt twists in my heart when he hangs up. I hate how I’ve been keeping him at an arm’s length. He’s the kindest, most caring man I’ve ever met. On top of that, he’s deliciously dominant and sadistic, and he’s funny and charismatic too. The full package. But even when I look past my wounded heart, there’s something missing. Like I’m not supposed to be with him even if I dared.

The perplexing thoughts skitter out of my mind when I look around my messy living room and remember that Ulf will be here shortly.

Suddenly, I’m not just pacing; I’m rushing around, cleaning up stray clothes, scattered documents, and all my tea mugs that tend to inhabit most surfaces because I always grab a new one instead of reusing them. Then I’m on the kitchen floor after bumping my head into a cabinet door, trying to stave off a new well of tears.

“Shit,” I mutter, wiping my fingers under my eyes, trying to breathe through the tightening sensation in my throat.

Glancing down at myself, I remember that I’m in my pajamas. “Shit, shit, shit,” I mutter as I rush to my bedroom. But just as I grab the closet door, the doorbell rings.

A slow panic grabs hold of me. I look around as if I could find a wand that would magically tidy up the place and myself with one quick flick. But no such thing exists.

The doorbell rings again, and then I’m rushing toward the entryway—without having changed.

Instead of pressing the intercom button to check who it is, I just press the key button. Then I crack the door open and run back to my bedroom. I don’t know why. I’m so flustered I can’t figure out how to act. So I hide—as if that would make him leave.

My heart starts hammering when the door opens and feet enter. I press my back against the wall and close my eyes. I should go out and greet him—or whatever I’m supposed to do when I can’t speak to him. But the tears are pressing again. I fear they’ll break free any second. So I stall to get them under control.

The door closes, and steps resound through the living room. Firm thuds of military boots. The image of Ulf flashes through my brain: a charcoal button-up shirt, black jeans, and military boots. Rolled-up sleeves baring the rune symbols inked into the skin on his arms. The long braid of his beard and the braided trail of hair gathered in a high ponytail.

A stab of longing makes me drop my head back against the wall.

The steps close in and cross the threshold. I feel his power like a wild gust of air through the room. It freezes me in place. I feel him come closer. I clutch my hands against my chest and start panting.

I gasp when warm, calloused hands cup my face.

“Look at me, Elina.”

A whimper forms high in my throat, and I give a small shake of my head. I can’t.

He leans in and presses an achingly tender kiss to my forehead—the only way I felt him for months. Hovering his lips against my skin, he says, “Look at me, pretty deer.” He reaches down and untangles my hands from each other, enclosing them in his big ones and resting them on my chest. “Look at me.”

Finally, I obey. My nostrils flare with wild breaths as I peel my eyes open. And then the world starts spinning as I crash into the mighty, mesmerizing stare of Ulf. The spinning goes faster and faster, yet I’m not spinning. I’m in the eye of the storm. Steady among the chaos.

It’s too much. It’s too close. Too confusing. I bite my lips and blink to rid my eyes of more stray tears.

“Good girl,” he praises.

I don’t know what it is about those two words. They’re soft and approving, yet firm and assertive. They make me crumble a little more. A tear slips from my eyes. One more follows down the other cheek.

Slowly, Ulf leans in, and I stop breathing altogether when he kisses one tear away, then the other.

I start shaking from the effort of holding the dam intact, and it only gets worse when Ulf guides me to sit on the edge of the bed beside him and starts caressing my back—long, firm strokes gliding up and down along my spine.

I sniffle, and my breaths stutter as I hover right at the edge of a breakdown.

“I’m sorry,” I whimper, hating he’s seeing me this pathetic. Remembering I’m not supposed to talk to him, I press a hand to my mouth and squash the urge to apologize again.

“For what?” he asks, lifting his hand to stroke the back of my head.

Perplexed, I watch him, not daring to speak again.

He turns his hand to trail his knuckles down the side of my face. “You may speak to explain.”

I close my eyes, overwhelmed by the closeness. He’s been so far away for so long. I’ve dreamed of being close to him. But sometimes, when dreams come true, it’s too much. “For nearly crying,” I whisper.

His voice firms as he places his hand on my shoulder and squeezes. “Don’t ever apologize for your tears. Be strong and brave and give them to me.”

I do not feel strong or brave. I feel shaken and unraveling. But when he turns my head, pressing his warm palm to my cheek, and watches me with full earnestness, I don’t feel weak or broken. I feel seen. Important. And maybe I even feel a flicker of that courage that he seems to will into me with the sheer force of his gaze. 

“Be strong and brave, Elina,” he insists. “Let me have it all.”

Part of me wants to shake my head, curl in on myself, and protect my heart. But this man tears straight through my shields. The strength in his gaze makes me believe everything will be okay—that he’ll hold me steady through the raging storm.

So I let it rip. I’ve never been a crier, but the moment I let my guard drop, the tears start pooling in my eyes.

He looks from my one eye to the other, and I’ve never felt as exposed. It’s terrifying. But I want it just the same. Because I’ve never felt as seen either. 

“That’s it. Let them spill.”

My chest shakes as I heave a ragged breath, and my exhale breaks the dam. I close my eyes tight as a broken whimper forms in my throat and the tears spill over.

Ulf leans in and kisses one eye at a time. It’s soft and reverent like when he kisses my forehead. He cradles my head between his hands, stroking his thumbs along the trail of fast-falling tears.

“Look at me, sweet Elina. Let me have them. These are my tears, and I want to see them.”

I open my eyes, and that’s when everything crashes. A sob tears from my throat, and I cry in earnest. I can’t control anything. I shake with the force of it, sobbing and sniffling, fisting my hands to find a modicum of stability.

He keeps watching me, straight-on, without restraint. He soaks up every little nuance of my grief—every ragged breath, every tiny tear. 

I feel like I’m drowning. It’s too much—too intense, too intimate, and too revealing. Yet somehow, it’s everything I’ve ever wanted. And that only terrifies me even more. Because I know I can’t have him. 

“Please.” The word falls from my lips before I can stop it. I already made one transgression with the apology. But I guess this doesn’t count as speaking. Because the word just keeps coming—a litany of grievous sounds. “Please. Please. Please.” I’m not sure what I’m asking for. Not until he brings me down to lie with him and wraps me tight into the safety of his arms, legs twining with mine like roots anchoring into the soil. It’s everything I need. And I’m so damn scared to lose it.

“Shh. I’m here. I’m staying,” he says as if understanding the exact meaning of my broken words.

“Please,” I keep begging, because I don’t believe him. Not in the way I need to. I have no idea what’s happening to me, but the tide keeps throwing me around, crashing me into big rocks, and dragging me underwater.

But at some point, Ulf’s pull becomes stronger. I start noticing the way he gently rocks me and the small caresses and kisses he peppers over my skin, my temples, and my hair. His hushed words of comfort. I start believing that he’ll stay. At least for as long as the storm keeps raging. And I guess that’s all that matters right now.

So I let go of the fear. I let the current take me away as I find stability in the gentle flow of his reassurances. 

A smile brightens his voice. “That’s it, such a good girl. Nothing to fear. I’ve got you.”
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Elina

Over the next few weeks, things go back to normal, and yet they change. I play with Asbjörn at the club every Friday, and Ulf is there watching. But instead of having me face the wall, Asbjörn restrains me with my back to the cross, allowing Ulf to watch me straight-on. And Ulf doesn’t just watch. He quietly slips into my private sphere, takes and dominates without saying a word. And I succumb every single time.

The first few times, he remains on the couch at the back of the room, but one night, he moves closer, bringing a chair up to the play area, demonstratively taking a seat as a spectator.

The trap of his gaze is much more severe up close, and I can barely breathe.

“Look at Ulf,” Asbjörn keeps demanding while he snaps a cane against my thighs. But his words are superfluous. The lock of Ulf’s gaze has already snapped shut, forcing my attention on him. I couldn’t break free even if I wanted to. That’s how strong his hold on me is.

Asbjörn goes at my thighs without mercy. I scream and buck in the chains, squeezing my eyes shut as the pain slashes through me, then staring at Ulf as I capitulate in utter, overpowering surrender. Asbjörn pauses every now and then to toy with my pussy, and then I’m moaning and panting uncontrollably as pleasure overcomes me.

I forget myself and my modesty as I get lost in the demanding authority Ulf quietly wields over me. But when Asbjörn gives me a pause to breathe after a particularly severe strike, my brain wakes up. It’s just for a moment, but as I see it all from the outside, clarity strikes. I’m not just giving a little piece of myself; I’m giving everything. To a man I haven’t spoken more than three words to. A man I ache for but can’t have.

My heart contracts, panic takes over.

“It’s too much, it’s too much,” I erupt, squeezing my eyes shut and shaking my head. I can’t do this anymore. I can’t keep allowing him access to my deepest, most intimate parts. I just can’t.

“Stop. It’s too much,” I keep begging even though Asbjörn has already dropped the cane and is reaching for the right cuff.

“Please get me down,” I implore, even as he’s doing just that, opening the carabiner and releasing the cuff.

He’s about to reach for my left hand but steps aside when someone else moves close. I sense his presence—Ulf—but I don’t look. I can’t. I just want to get away. I can’t take this anymore. Pining so obviously for a man I can’t have is humiliating—not knowing why he keeps watching. Whenever I ask Asbjörn, I only get some vague explanation. He’s the chieftain, or you’ll find out soon enough. I thought I could control my emotions—that none of it mattered; it was all just a little fun and exploration—but suddenly, I can’t deny that Ulf has a tight grip on my heart.

“Please,” I repeat with urgency, pressing my hand to my mouth as I try to hold in the sudden burst of grief. But I know all I can do is delay it.

The steps come closer, a powerful presence closing in. And then arms wrap around me. Tight and tender. It’s not Asbjörn.

It’s Ulf.

The scent of pine and raw masculinity swamps my senses, and his warmth engulfs me in stability and protection.

“I’m here,” he whispers, gripping the back of my neck tightly as his other arm becomes a steel band around my waist. “I’ve got you, little deer.”

That’s when I break. I can’t control it. It’s all I’ve been longing for since that night he came to my place and held me while I cried—maybe even since the first time I saw him. Tears trail down my cheeks, wetting his shirt as I press myself into him, and ugly sobs rip from my throat. I clutch onto his shirt, wanting to beg him to never let me go. But I know saying the words out loud would only cause more hurt when he couldn’t promise to stay.

“I’ve got you,” he repeats, kissing the top of my head. “No more. You’ve had enough.”

I’m not sure exactly what he means, but I think he’s referring to more than the cane. No matter what it is, he’s right. I’ve had enough of whatever this is.

Asbjörn leans in to release my left hand, and I immediately latch onto Ulf’s shirt with this one too. He keeps his grip on me tight as Asbjörn releases my legs. Then he hoists me into his arms and carries me to a private room, where he closes the door and sinks onto a bed with me in his arms.

He doesn’t say anything; he just sits there holding me tight, rocking me slowly, and pressing tiny kisses all over my hair while I cry.

It takes a long while before I calm down. Once I finally do, a ton of questions are swirling in my head, but it’s not because I’m not supposed to address him that I don’t ask them. I simply don’t have it in me to voice them. I can’t bear the disappointment of the answers I know I’ll get.

“I’ll take you home,” Ulf finally says and carries me out of the room.

The club has gone quiet. Only Asbjörn is here.

“Is she okay?” he asks.

I feel Ulf make a brief shake of his head. “I’m taking her home. We’ll talk later, when I get back to the farm.”

I lift my head again, casting Asbjörn a concerned look. I hate to leave him like this. He’s so incredibly caring, and I know he’s worried about me. I can tell it from the frown that has settled deep between his brows.

“It’s okay,” he assures me, stepping closer to stroke my cheek. “Let Ulf take you home. We’ll talk soon.”

I nod, and then Ulf carries me out, gathers my things, and drives me home.

I expect him to leave once he’s followed me upstairs to my apartment, so I’m a little surprised when he takes off his boots and crawls into bed with me. Once again, silence descends between us. But like the last time we were here, words seem superfluous. The energy crackles between us, hot and potent, as he wraps his arms and legs around me, consuming everything I am and feel.

He starts humming, and then he begins to sing. It’s a soft, gentle song in Old Norse that reminds me of the music they play at the club. Maybe it’s even by one of those bands. I don’t understand much except something about flower fields with buzzing bees, dreams of honey, and a bear crawling into hibernation.

His voice has a raw but calm quality steeped in deep emotion. It lulls me, and I almost fall asleep as he rocks me in time to the song.

Once he’s finished, he lifts a hand to stroke his fingertips along my hairline. “It’s a lullaby for the bear. ‘Hibjørnen,’” he says.

“It’s beautiful,” I whisper, sinking deeper into him and tightening my grip on his arm. I wish he would never leave, but when he props his head on his elbow and gently turns my face toward him, I sense the end drawing near. And not just the end of the night. Something more final.

I swallow hard to rid my throat of the growing knot, but it lodges there, holding me on the edge of another breakdown.

A serious expression that worries me settles over his brow. “Can you be patient for me?” he asks, pressing his hand to my cheek, big and warm. “Just a little while longer.”

“Patient? For what?” I lift my shoulders, utterly lost.

“You’ll see soon enough. For now, I want you to stay with Asbjörn; let him take care of you.”

“Why?”

“No questions. Just trust me that everything will work out in the end. I’ll make sure of it.”

I shake my head and part my lips, wanting to ask how. But I can’t get the words out.

“Can you do that for me, Elina? Be patient and let Asbjörn take care of you.”

Part of me doesn’t want to agree, but another part of me will do anything Ulf asks of me. And that’s the part that wins out. So I nod. “Okay.”

A warm smile softens his gaze. “Good girl. Soon, you’ll be right where you belong.” He leans in and presses his lips to my forehead. Instead of breaking the kiss after a natural few seconds, he lingers. I think I sense my own painful longing reflected in him, but I can’t know for sure. I don’t trust my mind around him. But the kiss says so much more than the small signs of approval he grants me after watching a scene. It awakens a twinge of hope, but when he finally sits up and leaves the bed and my apartment, the hope drowns in the gut-wrenching longing that has me crying myself to sleep for two nights in a row.
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Ulf

“It’s gone too far. I’m stepping back for a while,” I tell Asbjörn once I’m sitting on his couch, half an hour after I’ve left Elina’s place. It was hard to leave her like that. I knew she had more tears in her and would be crying after I left, but it didn’t seem right to stay and give her false hope. Not when I knew the time wasn’t right for the next step.

“Stepping away? Entirely?” Asbjörn leans his elbows on his thighs, a serious expression tightening his features. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”

“She’s not ready yet, and I’m not sure she can get there while I’m around. It stirs too many emotions. She needs clarity to find her footing. And I need space to think. I can’t think straight around her. I need to be sure this is not just a fleeting rush. I need to know if these emotions have deeper roots.”

We both have very strong reactions to each other, and as much as I believe they are pure and instinctive, I need clarity to know for sure—time to let the high die down. She needs that too. And time to settle into her new life and integrate the new ideas and kinks she’s discovered in our community and the club fully into her identity.

Leaning his mouth into his palm, Asbjörn stares off to the side, clearly not happy with my decision.

“Do you think she’s ready?” I counter with lifted brows.

He pushes air through rounded lips and drops back against the couch. “No. The hurt her ex caused is still too fresh. The other day, she told me that he keeps texting her and that he’s called her several times lately. Her shoulders bunched up in tight knots, and it took a long while and several subject turns before they fully loosened again. She’s not ready.”

“I have to stay away until she is.”

Conceding, he throws a hand up in the air. “I hate it, but you’re right. With the way she reacted to you, I really thought it would happen sooner, but I guess it’s two different tracks.”

I shared his hopes that it might happen sooner, too caught up in the prospect of having her to realize that it might be a matter of a year rather than months. But I’ll wait. If these things I’m feeling—and she’s feeling—truly aren’t just infatuation that will quickly pass, I’ll wait however long it takes. I just hate to keep her in limbo—not knowing.

“I’ve been considering initiating her into the group; she could use the support.” I’m about to add a ‘but’—say that it’s not a good idea—but Asbjörn cuts in.

“No. She’s not ready. Not when she’s still recovering from a broken heart and the confusion of you disappearing.” He sends me a sharp look that would make most men cower.

I don’t appreciate being interrupted, but I can accept it coming from Asbjörn. He’s just protecting my little deer—doing the same thing I want to do. So I simply say, “I agree.”

The idea of putting her through the initiation ritual right now makes my insides twist. Unclaimed women have to hike to the summit of the mountain, spend the night there alone, then spill their blood on the stone in front of witnesses the next morning. It’s extremely strenuous—both mentally and physically. It can also be a very healing journey, but one you need to be prepared for. If she gets initiated at the same time as I claim her, I can carry some of the burden for her. So I’d rather wait.

Concern deepens the faint lines across Asbjörn’s forehead. “I’m worried how she’ll react when you’re suddenly gone.”

“Me too. But the alternative is to go ahead and claim her now, and if I do that, the foundation will be shaky as hell. Neither of us is in the right place to make such a commitment.”

“And you’re still averse to simply dating her for a while?”

My jaw hardens. “I’m not doing that. It’s all or nothing. Getting into all that won’t give either of us the space we need—it won’t bring any clarity. What we both need is time and space.”

Asbjörn draws a heavy sigh. “What do you want me to do in the meantime?”

“Take care of her. Whatever she needs—whatever you’re good with. If both of you want to keep playing, you should do so. It might be good for her to explore a little without me interfering. But if she needs space, she should have it. Just be there for her, will you?”

A sharp tone of offense hardens his voice. “Of course.”

I give a nod of appreciation. I can always count on Asbjörn.

Turning my attention to the mounted moose and its big antlers, I’m reminded of the clarity and strength I find in the forest. I need that now.

“I’ll be going up to the summit and staying there for a few days,” I say, feeling in my gut that it’s the exact thing I need. “Maybe a week. I don’t know yet. Will you keep an eye on things around here while I’m gone?”

“You sure are asking many favors.” He huffs, and it eases some of the tension I barely noticed in my shoulders to see a twinge of humor twitch on his brows. “You know you owe me big after this, right?”

“I’ll make it up to you,” I promise. I’m already considering how to find the right match for Asbjörn. Now that he has opened up to Elina, I have hope that he’ll be able to open up to another woman—unless he’s only able to do so because he knows she’s meant for me. Either way, I’ll figure something out. But first, I need to clear my head so I can claim my little deer.
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Elina

I don’t see Ulf again for several weeks. Neither do I play with Asbjörn again. At the club, the week after Ulf took me home and I cried in his arms, I tell Asbjörn I’m overwhelmed and need some time. He doesn’t even seem surprised; he just gives me a long hug and suggests that we keep seeing each other as friends.

I agree without hesitation. Not just because Ulf told me to do so, but also because I badly need a friend. After everything that has happened since I joined the club, I can’t be myself around normal people. And although I’ve shared many sexual, intimate experiences with Asbjörn, there’s no awkwardness. Rather, he feels like an old friend when we simply talk. I trust him and feel familiar with him, and I’m deeply grateful for his friendship as the weeks drag on.

Even though we don’t play, I come to the club every Friday. I spend most of the time at the bar, talking to him and several other members that I’m getting to know well. During the week, he takes me hiking in the mountains, bringing me onto more remote trails than I’d dare venture onto on my own. We spend hours among the trees and along ridges, talking, laughing, and just enjoying the quiet peace of nature.

He also brings me to the farm a couple of times. Not on weekends, but just for regular dinners on weekdays, where I get to see a more casual side of life there. I’m immensely drawn to their lifestyle, and being there has the same healing effect as nature.

I don’t see Ulf at the farm either, and as much as I’m disappointed by it, I’m also relieved. Ulf stirs up more emotions than I can handle. I feel like I’m in a place where I’m regaining some strength and stability—healing my heart and finding myself anew—and seeing him would only be a disruption.

As the weeks pass, I find that this time of slowing down and reflecting upon everything that has happened over the last six months is exactly what I need. I even find it in myself to confront Gustav one day when he texts me. With a sudden burst of determination, I grab my phone and hit the call button. Then I speak my piece in firm tones and unwavering words. It’s over. I’m not coming back. Ever.

For the first time, he believes me. I can hear it in the resignation weighing down in his voice when he says goodbye. When the last beep sounds, ending the call, I know I won’t hear from him again.

A big, wide smile stretches over my face, and I drop onto my bed, feeling lighter than I have in… forever.

I tell Asbjörn about it the next day when we go hiking. He lights up with pride, lifting me up in a big bear hug and spinning me around. Setting me back down on the mossy forest floor, he grabs my head between his hands. “You’re ready. Finally, you’re ready.”

Frowning, I release a small laugh. “For what?”

“To belong to the forest,” he says with a cheeky smile, lifting his arms up and gesturing to the trees around us.

“Um, okay,” I say, casting him another bemused frown.

A week later, I come to understand what he meant. At least, I think I do.

We’re sitting on a big rock with a gorgeous view over a mountain lake, having just eaten lunch, when he takes my hand and watches me with earnest intent. “It’s been a while since we played. I know you needed a break, but I think you’re ready to try some new things.”

“Yeah?” I screw the cap on my water bottle after taking a sip. I haven’t given it much thought, but as I look inward, I think he might be right. I don’t feel as frazzled and shaken up anymore. If anything, I feel at peace. I guess time was just what I needed. Even the wound in my heart seems to have healed.

But beneath it all, there’s still a deep yearning. The hope that Ulf will return and tell me he wants me to be his. For a few weeks after that night at the club when I broke down, I thought the hope might hold merit. But as time dragged on and I didn’t see Ulf again, I realized there was no sense in hoping.

He told me to be patient—that everything would work out in the end. But I think he meant with the group. Or maybe he wants me to be with Asbjörn and stepped away to give me room to see that—let the confusing emotions die down. But although they aren’t as acute anymore, they’re still painful. And as I look at Asbjörn, I don’t feel that same instinctive gravitation as I’ve felt with Ulf from the first moment.

But I’m willing to give it a chance. I care deeply about Asbjörn, and with Ulf out of the picture and my heart having healed, maybe this can blossom into something more than the fun exploration it started as.

I reach down and pick a Starflower and twirl the stem between my fingers, watching the white petals. “What do you have in mind? A scene at the club like we used to do?”

Lifting my gaze, I’m about to smile, but I release a stuttered breath at the sight of his serious expression.

“I want to do a scene in the woods. With the clan,” he says.

“Oh.” I stare out over the lake as I process his suggestion. It’s not what I expected. We haven’t talked about initiation, but I feel like that’s where it’s headed. I keep thinking that’s what Ulf meant when he told me to be patient. And so I’ve been. But I didn’t expect it to come like this, so suddenly. “Am I finally getting initiated?” I ask tentatively.

He brushes a stray lock of hair behind my ear, fingertips softly grazing my temple. “I don’t want you to ask any questions like that. This will be a sort of test, but you can’t know the finer details. What I will tell you is the specifics of the chase. As for everything else, you have your safeword.”

“The chase?” My eyes widen; my heart speeds up.

“Yes. I want to chase you. At night. But it will not just be me. Other men from the clan will be chasing you as well.”

I swallow hard. I’ve seen the members of the group play together in various combinations, and I’ve dreamed of being part of it myself, but fantasy and reality don’t always go together.

“They won’t touch you sexually. They might catch you, but nothing sexual.”

Closing my eyes, I inhale deeply. Knowing that helps a little, but my blood is still speeding with nervousness. “Will others be there? Watching?”

“Probably.”

My mind whirs and my pulse pounds. Is this finally happening? Are they considering me as a member? Asbjörn said it would be some sort of test, so maybe they want to see if I can handle the sort of play they do. Maybe it’s something more.

Not wanting to add more fuel to the chaos, I ignore that last thought and focus on the information I already have. But the only thing I can think to say is, “I’m scared.”

A slow smile spreads over Asbjörn’s lips. “You’re supposed to be.”

My voice thins. “What?”

He touches his fingers to my throat, toying at the edge of my windpipe. “You enjoy being a little scared. It turns you on.”

“Yeah, a little,” I say with breathless incredulity.

He hums as he slowly presses his palm to my throat, gripping it firmly, and I lean my head back in open invitation. “You’ll love this too. Part of you won’t, but your submission will help you there—just like when Ulf struck you with the cane. In the end, you’ll succumb to every dark, primal urge you don’t dare to face in the light of day.”

My fingers grapple at his chest as I try to process what he’s saying—trying to imagine what it entails. At least, the night won’t be completely dark at this time of year. The sun never fully sets. But the trees will cast the land in shadows, and I’ll be chased by powerful, primal men, not having any idea what they’ll do to me.

“What happens when they—you—catch me?” I ask.

“Nothing you haven’t tried before. And nothing sexual from someone you haven’t chosen. I know your limits. I’ll set the ground rules for the chase. And you’ll have your safeword.” Releasing my neck, he trails his hand up to stroke my cheek with the back of his fingers. “Tell me what it is.”

I swallow hard. I haven’t ever used it—not even come close. But I have a feeling this scene will bring me to the edge. “Raven.”

“Good girl. Use it if necessary. But don’t do it lightly.” A severe gravity falls over his features. “If you do, everything stops; I’ll take you home.”

“I would never,” I say.

“I know. But still. This is different. You’ll be scared. Very scared. You’ll want to use it. But don’t let your fear steer you. That’s part of the test, okay?”

I push a shuddery breath through rounded lips and nod. “Okay.”

He flattens his palm on my chin, the earnestness remaining deep in his eyes. “Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” I say with clarity. Because I do. With every beat of my heart.

“Good.” A smile returns to light up his eyes. “Then say yes to this scene.”

A smile spreads over my own face. “Yes.”
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Elina

A myriad of different scenarios play through my mind over the course of the next few days, along with concern about what I’m getting myself into. A sort of test, Asbjörn said.

What test?

Are they considering me as an initiate? Will it be a kind of ritual? Maybe even an initiation ritual? Or even a claiming ritual? Is Asbjörn claiming me?

Would I even want that?

I know I want to be part of this group. Everything about them—the closeness to nature, their deep bond, and the power dynamics—appeals to me in ways nothing ever has. It’s like coming home. Only, I’m not home yet. I’m standing in the street, looking at the house that should be my home, so close, yet not quite able to reach it.

But do I want to be Asbjörn’s sub?

I care deeply for Asbjörn. I’m so very grateful for all the time I’ve spent with him and all the experiences he’s given me. But the depth I see in the other relationships—that deep awe when a Dom looks at his claimed sub and the calm devotion in her eyes—is not there. Asbjörn doesn’t awaken that instinctive need to fall to my knees the way Ulf does—just with a single look. But I also can’t tell if that emotion Ulf always seemed to stir within me is real or just a fairy tale dream. Maybe it’s just the allure of the unreachable. Maybe it would fade the moment Ulf broke the silence and the mystery faded.

I shake the thoughts out of my head. I need to forget about Ulf. He’s been gone a whole month. If that’s not a sign that nothing’s going to happen between us, I don’t know what is. I’m not stupid. I know he’s way out of my league, and the things I’ve done with him have only been for fun—the aftercare only part of his involvement in the play.

But at the same time, his words keep whirring in my mind. You just have to be patient.

But that patience doesn’t lead to him. It can’t. He meant that I belong to Asbjörn—I just have to wait until the time is right to be claimed by Asbjörn.

Disappointment churns in my stomach, and then it points straight back at myself. I should be happy. Asbjörn is perfect for me. He’s calm, steady, and reliable. Strong and patient. He satisfies all those hidden urges within me. Well, almost, but then again, I can’t have everything. He’s everything Gustav wasn’t, and he’s everything I need in a boyfriend. Yet something’s missing. A feeling. Something I can’t quite put my finger on.

But again, I think that feeling might not be real. Yet, when I’m in town doing some grocery shopping one day, that feeling I can’t name and barely even remember anymore strikes into me with the force of a thunderous lightning.

I’m in the produce section when suddenly he’s there. Ulf. He’s standing at the other end of the aisle, just watching me. Quietly. Like all those times at the club. He stands tall and proud as always, eyes fixed on me with calm intent. A hunter waiting for the right moment to strike. Only, this man never strikes.

A knot tightens my throat, and a well of longing crashes over me. I drop the apple in my hand. It lands on the floor with a dull thud. The world stops moving. Seconds drag on in an eternity as I just watch him. Tears well in my eyes. Something’s about to snap.

I want to run to him—fall into his arms and feel that steady strength I’ve been dreaming of ever since he held me close and mended the brokenness. I want to feel his heartbeat, the heat of his body, and the tenderness of his caresses. I want to fall into the dust at his feet, feel his hand on my head. A blessing—a sacred vow as he welcomes me into his domain.

But I can’t have it. My heart is suddenly gaping with the distance of a whole month. He doesn’t want me.

I feel so damn stupid.

My mind kicks back in. I glance around. I’m in a store. About to break down.

The tears keep welling. I wipe the back of my sleeve under my eyes, searching the space, looking for… something.

But there’s nothing to help me.

I need to get away. Fast.

I drop my basket. And then I run.
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Elina

“Are you okay?” Asbjörn asks, sliding his hand onto the back of my neck after parking his car in a clearing between the mountain forest and the community grounds.

“I’m good,” I say, though not sure if it’s true. I haven’t been able to unravel the tangled mess of my emotions since I saw Ulf. And I haven’t told Asbjörn about it. What’s the point? He can’t do anything about it, and I don’t want to hurt his feelings by letting him know how badly I desire Ulf.

What I have told him is that I’m confused and uncertain. Scared. Unsure whether I want to do the chase scene. Every time we’ve talked about it, he’s listened attentively and assured me he’s going to be there all the time, right in the shadows, watching over me—protecting me. He’s also told me that the scene will cleanse my mind of whatever it is that’s bothering me, and that it has the potential to provide the release I need—to shut down my mind and connect with my instincts and the nature around me.

I think he’s right. Long walks in the forest are the only thing that has quelled my frazzled emotions over the last week, and submitting tends to shut down my brain in ways nothing else ever could. That’s why I’m here today, dressed in jeans, a light jacket over a simple blouse, and jogging shoes.

My clothes do nothing to bring me into a kinky mindset, but Asbjörn insisted on practical attire—something I wouldn’t mind getting ruined.

He rubs my thigh reassuringly. “Everything will be okay. Tap into your inner strength. Let your instincts guide you.”

I want to laugh. Because my instincts are tangled up with my messy emotions. There’s no way to see clearly. But I nod anyway. The fear is already hissing in my veins, and maybe that’s what I need to clear my mind and see straight—being reduced to instincts.

“In a short while, there won’t be any room for overanalyzing or second-guessing. All you’ll know are the ground, the trees, your straining muscles, and the pulsing adrenaline urging you on.”

I gulp and nod, not really reassured by his words.

“Come here.” He leans in and envelops me in a big hug. “Remember, I’ll be right there all along. You won’t see me, but I’ll be watching over you.”

“Okay.” I sink into him, soaking up his warmth and strength, knowing I’ll need it to stabilize me once he sets me free between the trees.

Easing his tight hold on me, he cradles the back of my head and presses his lips against mine in an achingly tender kiss. There’s so much emotion in the soft movement as his lips gently caress mine, tasting me and soaking up the feeling as if it were the last time. When he breaks off and watches me, there’s a hint of regret in his eyes that I can’t decipher.

Before I can ask about it, he leaves the car without another word.

I remain in the passenger’s seat while he goes to open the trunk.

Taking the time to calm myself, I watch the landscape outside. There’s not much to see since the mountain is blocking the view, but even so, the sight of the tall thicket of trees, the big cliffs rising between them, and the golden glow of the setting sun is mesmerizing. I can almost smell the moss and the pine needles, and I can’t wait to go out there and merge with it all.

Asbjörn comes to my side of the car and opens the door. But instead of offering me a hand, like he usually does, he just opens the door, steps aside with it, and gestures his head for me to exit.

Something has shifted. I know it the moment I see his face. It’s carved in serious lines, and his brows sit low over demanding eyes. He’s no longer my patient protector. He stands even taller than usual, reminding me just how small I am, and there’s this wild energy that seems to simmer in the very air around him.

My nerves jitter as I follow him to the back of the car. For a moment, I think he’s going to put me in the trunk, but then he holds his hand out, palm up.

“Give me your phone and your purse.”

I round my lips, wanting to ask why, but stop when I meet his uncompromising stare. He’s not comforting me anymore. He’s dead serious. I glance behind me—at the deep forest and the rising mountain.

I gulp, feeling like I’m about to willingly step into a trap.

Even so, I hang my purse on his hand, take my phone from my pocket, and place it on his open palm. Nervousness skitters down my spine as I watch him place both in the trunk.

“Empty your pockets.” He holds out his open hand again.

I don’t like this. What I have left in my pockets won’t serve me any good if I’m in distress, but giving up everything makes me feel terribly vulnerable. “But—”

“No buts,” he cuts me off, and I shrink beneath his sharp stare. I haven’t seen him like this before.

“You’re scaring me,” I whisper.

He doesn’t say anything, just keeps watching me, his hand hovering between us with quiet demand.

I draw a shuddery breath and take the last items from my pockets and place them in his hand. My keys, my lip balm, and a pack of tissues.

He places these items in the trunk too, then slams it shut. “You won’t need any of those things up on the mountain.”

“Do I at least get to keep my clothes?” I rub my arms to alleviate the chills skating up and down them.

“For now. Once your adrenaline starts pounding, you won’t need those either.”

Closing my eyes, I draw several deep breaths that do little to calm me. “I’m scared,” I say again. When I open my eyes, I’m relieved to find a sliver of sympathy softening the hard lines of his expression.

“Do you remember what I told you about the fear?”

“The fear is part of it. I should not let it control me.”

He lifts a hand to stroke my cheek. “Good girl. Remember that. Because we haven’t even started yet.”

The reminder sends a bolt of chills down my spine. I draw my shoulders in with a palpable shudder. “I don’t know if I can do this.”

He flattens his palm in a gentle curve around my cheek, but the seriousness that hardens his features again betrays the softness—a dichotomy I can’t comprehend in my fearful state. “It’s too late to back out now, sweet Freja. Only your safeword will make it stop. And then everything stops.”

I close my eyes again, needing to focus on the softness of his touch. Because it’s the only thing that will stabilize me right now. I try to purge my brain of his uncompromising stare and just soak up the gentle stroke of his thumb—the warm touch that I trust.

Patient as always, he lets me stay there, gathering my nerve. It takes several minutes, but finally, my muscles soften, my breathing calms, and the fear draws back. This is Asbjörn, I remind myself. The man who has had me at his mercy so many times over the past months. The caring, attentive, protective man who I’ve come to trust with my whole heart.

At that moment, I see clearly for the first time since my world tilted and my heart broke.

This man—this place—has healed my heart.

Drawing a peaceful breath, I peel my eyes open and look up at Asbjörn. “I’m ready.”

He watches me for a beat, scanning my face and taking in every little reaction. He knows me well, and I know he sees it all. But I welcome the exposed vulnerability.

He gives a resigned nod, eyes closing and opening softly. Then he releases my cheek and takes a step back. “Run,” he says.

“W-what?”

His eyes go wild, nostrils flaring, and his voice rises to an urgent demand. “Run!”

“No,” I yelp, taking one step back. One more. Away from the beast that wants the hunt. Instinct kicks in as his face twists in a primal sneer that looks terrifyingly much like a wolf.

I spin on my heel and run.


21

Elina

My legs strain from the burst of energy, my lungs already contracting as I rush off between the trees. I should save some of my strength, but Asbjörn’s feral warning is stuck at the front of my mind, inducing adrenaline into my blood and setting fire to my flight instinct.

Twigs snap beneath my feet, the quiet wind hisses with the speed I move through it, and my breaths intrude upon my senses with loud, frantic pants.

I turn my head. Backward, left, right. No one’s there. Asbjörn and the car are already out of sight. It’s just me, the narrow trail, and the tall trees and big rocks that welcome me in with open arms.

I glance up, though the canopy, at the golden light in the sky. The sight is magnificent—so much that I linger and almost trip on a root.

“Focus,” I mutter to myself, training my sight straight ahead. “Breathe,” I remind myself too. There’s no one here. It’s just the forest and me.

I slow my pace, grateful for the found calm as the trail winds upward. I consider whether I should go off-trail, into thicker forest where I can better hide. But having no idea where I’m going, it’s safer to follow the already trodden trail, so I decide to stick to it a while longer to gain some distance before going into hiding mode. I don’t want to risk getting lost in there.

The deeper I go, the thicker the forest gets, and shadows close in as the treetops steal the light. A twig snaps somewhere that’s not beneath my feet. I whip my head around—from side to side. No one’s there.

A slow panic creeps along the edges of my mind, but I breathe deeply, reminding myself not to give in to the fear. Asbjörn is here somewhere, looking out for me.

Despite the shadows, the forest is kind. I feel at ease here. So when I don’t hear more sounds, I just jog ahead, focusing on the fresh scent of pine and the damp scent of earth.

When I see the first fork in the trail, I consider which way to go. The left one leads me over flat ground but deeper into the thicket of trees, whereas the one sloping right is more open and brighter but leads up a steep mountain trail.

Making a quick decision, I go against the crawling fear of the shadows and decide it’s best to save my energy and follow the flat trail deeper into the forest. Veering onto said path, I decide it’s definitely the best strategy. Up there on the bare trail, I’m exposed; in here, I can hide.

A smile softens my features and lends me a boost of energy that makes me pick up my pace. I can do this, I tell myself, feeling brave and strong.

But the newfound energy wavers when I think I see a shadow moving between the trees. My pulse cranks up, and I whip my head to the side. No one’s there. I pick up my pace.

No one’s there, just breathe, no one’s there, just breathe, I chant inside my head. But then there’s a rustle somewhere in front of me. I pause, a crawling awareness creeping up my spine. I stare into the shadows, eyes wide, heart pounding.

The figure that steps out from between the trees moves quietly. Just a few steps, then pauses, watching me.

My throat constricts, all my muscles coiling, at the sight of a tall man with a bare, muscular torso, jeans, and boots. His long hair, some of it braided, is gathered in a high, messy bun, and the ancient symbols tattooed into his skin are familiar, but all I see is his face. His terrible, terrifying face.

White, black, and red paint cover his features in a skeleton-like mask. The black markings around his eyes draw the shadows inward, swallowing his gaze in two black pits. The red trails smeared in streaks down his forehead and cheeks evoke echoes of blood and violence. A hunter waiting for its prey. No, not just a hunter.

A demon.

I want to scream, but my throat is shut tight, my muscles locked. He barely even moves, and for a moment, I think it’s just my brain playing a trick on me. I close my eyes, inhale, then open again on a long exhale.

And there he is, just as terrifying as before.

With a strangled cry, I break from the frozen terror, spin on my heel, and run.

My feet pound against the ground. But it’s not just my feet. He’s giving chase. Two sets of feet beating against the forest floor. I feel it in the very air—the chase. The air grows fraught with feral intent and fearful desperation. Instinct and hunger collide as the prey gives all it has to escape the predator.

My heart hammers frantic beats in my throat as I feel him closing in. I don’t look back, but the way the air thickens and moves faster tells me he’s getting close.

“No,” I yelp, scrambling up the steeper trail I avoided before.

His shadow moves in my peripheral vision. I put in more effort, panting hard with the effort of scaling the steep trail. In all my haste, I stumble over a rock. And that’s when I know I’ve lost. His shadow moves in, his presence drawing over me, heavy and oppressive.

“No,” I squeal again, clawing at the earth to straighten. But it’s too late. A huge arm snatches me by the waist. I collide with a massive chest of solid muscle. “No,” I repeat, pushing at thick arms that offer no give.

“Please,” I start begging instead. I want to scream when I get no response, but my throat is snared tight, my mind too frozen to send the signal there.

“Don’t let the fear win,” a deep, raspy voice whispers.

I claw through my mind in search of recognition, but I don’t find any. The fear drives harder, expanding and suffocating. But then I look down at his arm and notice the runes inked into his skin. Recognition.

I draw a sharp breath, and finally, his words register.

Don’t let the fear steer you.

This is not Asbjörn, but he’s saying the same thing. It’s a small reassurance that allows my frantic breaths to slow. But I can’t fend off the creeping panic completely.

“Let me go,” I beg, jerking against his arm that is banded around me, trapping me effectively, pinning my arms at my sides. Unheeding my plea, he starts peeling off my jacket.

“What are you doing?” I gasp, closing my eyes as I writhe, afraid to see his face again.

Still, no answer. He just leisurely frees one arm at a time to pull my jacket off, then discards it on the ground.

“Please,” I repeat, so fucking scared I can’t take it. The only thing keeping me from safewording is the echo of his words—Asbjörn’s words. Don’t let the fear win.

My captor wraps both arms around me and leans his head close to mine. He still doesn’t speak; the only sound is the swooshing of his breath against my ear, penetrating my fearful senses. It’s a calming sound—one that I allow myself to soak up and drift along with.

The fear abates as I follow his deep breaths in and out, in and out.

His tight grip around me is not threatening. It’s stabilizing.

But when he grips my arms, turns me to face him, and my eyes collide with the pits of his darkened gaze, the fear slams back in.

Widening his eyes with frightening intent, he leans close. “Run,” he sneers.

Gasping, I stumble back. Eyes locked onto his paint-distorted face, it takes me a moment for the impulse to kick in. Finally, I scramble around and rush, half-crawl up the steep trail.

On top of the hill, I throw a glance back. He’s gone. Like a shadow in the night. Did I imagine it?

The trembling rush of fear clouds my brain, the strange light of the dusky forest casting a surreal glow over my memories; I’m not sure any of it is real. I pause, just looking around. I’m all alone. There’s not a creak, not a rustle. Just the slight breeze and a bird singing the forest to sleep.

But the white, black, and red imprint of his face remains stuck at the forefront of my mind, spurring me to keep going. Up and up. The new trail he forced me onto is unforgiving. Rocks and twigs and a steep climb. I put all my attention to the task of navigating through the darkened forest, not wanting to fall and hurt myself.

When the trail reaches a new plateau, I pause and look around. Again, I’m met with choices. Going up, left, or right. Like before, the trail ahead leads into more steep territory, while the other two lead into the forest. The one to my right has a clear trail between a light scattering of trees. The forest is brighter in there, the setting sun casting its glow into a clearing ahead.

The golden light draws me in. I start walking toward it. A sign, a welcoming relief from the shadows. But just as I’m about to step into the clearing, a figure emerges from the trees ahead. Like the last man, his face is covered in demonic paint; unlike the last man, he’s running. Straight toward me.

With a yelp, I set off in the opposite direction. My blood rushes, my legs strain. I’m about to cross the fork and set down the other flat trail when another man steps out of the shadows and gives chase.

“No!” Panic draws in, narrowing my mind. Once again, I scramble up the steep hill, onto unsteady terrain. It’s not until I’ve reached another plateau that I can draw an effective breath and realize the demons haven’t given chase. Once again, it’s just me, the forest, and my pounding pulse that reminds me of the terrifying figures that were after me.

When I reach a fork again, I’ve learned my lesson. Instead of taking the easy path, I continue up the mountain.

The following trek is long. I just go up and up and up, the trail winding and bulging with big rocks I have to climb. Sweat beads on my brow, and my mouth begs for hydration. But despite the fear still trembling in my bones, my legs keep me steady. I quietly thank Asbjörn for all the times he took me hiking in similar terrain. I wonder if he was preparing me for this.

I’ve finally reached a steadier path when I feel a stark presence close by. Turning my head, I release a scream at the sight of a monstrous figure quickly closing in with firm steps. The moment I start running, he does the same.

“No!” I cry, putting in all my strength, but it’s no use. In a matter of seconds, he’s got me. With one arm banding around me, he has me in an unbreakable grip. I thrash against him, kicking at his legs, clawing at his sides, the fear about to get the better of me.

“Let me go,” I squeal, barely able to get the words out between my heavy pants.

“Shh,” my captor soothes, stroking his fingertips along my hairline, brushing strands out of my face. “Don’t let it win.”

Let what win? I want to scream. But then I remember. The fear. It has me in a chokehold. I need to conquer it. And this man, as much as he’s scaring the shit out of me, is also helping—just holding me steady and stroking me.

Glancing down at his arms, I see familiar bracelets and runes. It’s not Asbjörn. This man has no tattoos. But I know he’s one of them. I even think I might recognize his voice, but I can’t place it. All I know is that he’s not out to harm me. I know him. So I sink into his strong hold, accepting the soft caresses and drawing on his strength for a while.

“Good girl,” he praises.

Only a low hum escapes me. It’s all I can muster. And besides, my brain wouldn’t know what to say anyway, except to give voice to my fear, and doing so would only feed it. So I remain quiet, accepting the small reprieve.

He rewards me with a bottle of water that he holds to my lips, allowing me to take several big gulps before setting it aside.

I feel strangely calm. Cared for. Safe.

But when he takes out a knife and sticks the tip under the hem of my pants, my calm starts slipping, fear starts quivering.

“What are you doing?” I choke.      

No answer.

He just sticks the knife deeper and cuts.

I yelp, the shock ripping through my body, when he cuts my pants. But then I realize it’s all he’s doing—cutting the fabric. Not me.

I cling to the realization and the memory of his calming touch, praising words, and the provided hydration. Somehow, I manage to remain steady as he lowers me to lie on the ground, pinning me in place while he cuts off my pants.

I’m still breathing hard when he lifts me off the ground, but the panic doesn’t feel choking when I stare into his horrible, demonic face and he tells me to run.

The chase keeps going, on and on, dragging out. I’m exhausted, badly needing a break, but when I pause for too long, another demonic figure appears from between the trees, spurring me into another burst of pounding feet and straining legs.

Needing a break, I try to return down the trail a couple of times, but every time I do, another terrifying sentinel appears. They don’t speak, barely even move. They just stand there, watching me, and the sight is enough to make me turn and scramble back up the steep trail.

I have no idea why, but it’s becoming clear to me that they’re leading me somewhere specific up on the mountain. Something’s waiting for me. Or someone. And the men who catch me are preparing me for that someone.

The next time I’m caught, I lose my T-shirt, and the man who grabs me after that cuts off my panties.

All I have left are my shoes as I keep going up and up. As exhaustion sets in, it’s getting harder to fight the fear. I feel fraught and frail, and my nakedness doesn’t exactly help. Paranoia creeps in, and I constantly whip my head around, thinking someone’s following me or that I see a shadow moving between the trees. I barely dare to pause, afraid someone will suddenly jump out of the trees even though that same scenario is just as possible while I’m running.

It’s not until I see a tall figure on a cliff above me that I come to a halt.

This man is nothing like the others. He’s both mightier and more terrifying, yet somehow calmer and reassuring. Unlike the others, he’s not wearing any paint, but a big crown with antlers reaching high above his head leaves his face in shadows.

The king of the forest. The king of them all.

The long braid hanging down his chest reveals who it is, but my brain remains uncertain—everything else eschewing the familiarity.

He just stands there, completely still, watching. A warning. Or maybe a promise—of the darkness to come.

A big bear skin is draped over his shoulders, and in his right hand, he’s holding something. Leather. Coiled together. A whip? The one that cracked through the night and ripped scream upon scream from that woman on the cross?

“No, no, no,” I chant under my breath. This is crazier than anything I could have imagined. What the hell is this? I figured it might be a ritual, but as the realization sinks in and I remember how little I know, the fear constricts.

I try to find comfort in Asbjörn’s promise—that he would be here all along. But I haven’t seen him once. Only strangers have caught me. Has he lured me into something sinister? Was it all a hoax?

I try to remember all the times he eased me into a scene and steadied me through the pain, but the memories won’t stick. All I see are those antlers, the whip, and the unnerving painted faces.

I shut my eyes hard and pinch my skin. When I look again, the figure is gone. All there is are the stars, the moon, and the trees.

I’m going insane.

Panic grips my lungs as I frantically flit my eyes from side to side, searching for something, finding nothing.

I stare down the path from which I came and hold my breath, listening carefully. No sound. Maybe I should go back. Or into the trees. Because I can’t go up—to him. 

But I’ve already tried going back and into the trees. I’ve tried everything. There’s nothing I can do. I’m surrounded. Naked and helpless on a mountain. No phone, no way out. Just me and the beasts hiding in the shadows.

Panic floods me. I turn to my left and steel myself. Maybe I can hide. I stare into the dark forest. There are big rocks, bushes, and huge trees. Many good hiding places and shadows to conceal me. But just as I’m about to dart into the darkness, there’s movement. A man—a demon. I turn to my right. Another silhouette. Behind me. The same.

I lurch forward, up the steep trail, just barely avoiding branches and stones that threaten to take me down. I know I’m going just the way they want me, but I can’t stop myself. I can’t think. Instinct has kicked in, and instinct doesn’t care what awaits me at the top of the hill; it just cares about escaping the most immediate danger. 

I claw at the ground to gain purchase as the trail steepens. I’m about to climb up on a big rock in my way when I hear a sound behind me. I turn my head, just as hands lock onto my waist. I scream.

“No! Let me go!”

A hand clamps over my mouth, and a massive arm bands around my waist, trapping my flailing arms in an unbreakable grip. A familiar grip. Asbjörn.

“Shh, it’s just me,” Asbjörn whispers just as recognition strikes.

I slump against him, overcome by relief. But when he bends me over the tall rock I was about to climb, the panic starts thrumming again—a slow drone at the back of my mind, threatening to burst into full-on drumming at any moment.

“What are you doing?” I gasp. “Please, stop. I’m so fucking scared.”

He presses a big hand to my back, pinning me in place even though I’ve momentarily stopped fighting.

“I know you are,” he says softly. “It’s beautiful.”

“What?”

He leans in, his body blanketing my chilly skin from the evening air. “Your fear. It’s so damn beautiful.”

“Why?” I blurt, unable to think of anything better.

He hums, straightening without giving me an answer.

“Please. Just stop. Just pause. Tell me what’s going on.”

He slips a hand between my legs and slides a finger through my folds. I gasp at the feeling of wetness I hadn’t even noticed. He toys at my opening for a minute, and suddenly I’m panting for a whole different reason.

“I don’t want this,” I tell him—or maybe it’s myself I’m trying to convince. 

He tuts. “You want this so damn much.”

“No, I’m scared.”

“Oh yes, and that’s why you want it.”

My brain spins, trying to process his certain claim. Because I see a kernel of truth in it. My panicked brain won’t recognize it, but my body does.

Asbjörn slides a finger inside me, and I moan.

“You’re so fucking perfect. Just like he said. It’s a shame I can’t keep you.”

“Who? Why? What?” I blurt in a shrill voice.

“You’ll see soon enough.”

He draws out and grabs my ass cheeks, pulling them apart.

Pfft.

I startle at the sound of Asbjörn spitting, and when I feel the saliva trickling between my ass cheeks, I go frantic.

“No!” I press my hands into the mossy rock, trying to push up, but Asbjörn is impossibly strong. With a single hand, he has me right where he wants me. When I start kicking, he simply steps between my legs and widens his stance, forcing my legs open.

He spits again, and then something is prodding at my narrow opening. A butt plug.

“What are you doing?” I try again to no avail.

Asbjörn keeps prodding, and the sensation sends fire into my nerves, awakening the sensitive area, muddying the fear, muddying my thoughts.

“Stop,” I repeat, but the plea is weak now.

“Shh, you’ll be right where you belong at the end of the night.” He gives the plug a long, steady push, and finally, it pops into place. He has trained me too well, and my mind scrambles to find out what other things he will take advantage of tonight.

“Where is that? Please, Asbjörn. I need to know. I can’t take this anymore. Please. Just… please tell me.”

While I expel my litany of panicked pleas, he grabs me by the upper arms, straightens me, and turns me to face him. The moment I see him, I start hyperventilating, and tears break from my eyes.

“No, no, no, no, no,” I whimper as I stare into a painted face. Black, white, and red paint distort his familiar features, rendering him unrecognizable in the darkness. I reach for his face, wanting to smear the paint away, but he grabs my wrist.

Pushing my arms back, he cages me in against the steep mountainside. “I’m going to miss you.”

“Miss me? What do you mean? What’s going to happen to me?”

“You’ll find your real place tonight, sweet Freja.” He releases one of my hands to stroke my cheek. “Sweet Elina.” He flattens his hand against my cheek in an achingly tender moment. Time stops as he leans in and presses a soft kiss to my lips.

My free hand drops to the side, and I lean my head back. I want more—everything he’s done to me over the last six months we’ve been together. The dominance, the pain, and the fear.

“Remember what I said. Don’t let the fear control you.” His voice deepens with the importance of his next message. “Embrace it.”

I nod, a small flicker of determination returning. But when he releases me and leans back, eyes wide and terrifying, the fear becomes too sharp.

“Run,” he growls, and when I don’t move, he hardens his voice to a command that seems to reverberate with an anger I can’t decipher. “Run!”

I whip around and scramble up on the rock and further up the hill. When I reach a plateau, I glance back to see him one more time, a terrifying sense of finality churning in my stomach, but he’s gone. There’s only the night and the trees. That’s when I hear it. A heartbeat penetrating the night. A drum. It starts as a single beat, then more drums join in. And then there’s a light in the distance at the top of the hill. I cling to a root sticking out of the steep hillside, watching breathlessly as the light grows. A fire. And it’s all coming from the direction I’m headed.

I freeze in place, just staring and listening, thinking it must all be a vision. Delirium has set in.

I glance behind me, once again wanting to go down. But then I see shadows moving in the night. There are three of them, moving like apparitions between the trees. Shrieking, I scramble to go further up, struggling as the terrain grows increasingly unforgiving.

The drums get louder, calling for me, and I keep going, straight into the trap, as the shadows behind me move in.

“Stop!” I scream. But nothing stops. The drums keep going, an eerie soundtrack to the nightmare I’m stuck in.
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Finally, I reach the top of the hill. And there’s the fire—in a wide clearing.

The drums intensify, doubling in sound, and voices join in too, whispering and chanting, marking my arrival.

At least thirty people are gathered in a half circle around the fire, all facing me. Only one man stands out. The forest king with the antlers. He’s standing beneath the branches of an ancient tree that reaches high into the sky, so enormous it would take several people to span its girth. Huge, heavy branches spread out over one side of the clearing, creating a sheltered pocket. The tree is mesmerizing, and so is the man beneath it, standing tall and proud, mighty and magnificent—a long braid hanging down a naked chest, a huge fur over his shoulders, clusters of armbands, black jeans, and bare feet. Sparse tattoos of runes and ancient symbols.

This time, so close, there’s no mistaking who it is, and my heart beats even faster, yet calmer.

He lifts a hand toward me and waves his fingers. Despite the terror still thrumming in my veins, nearly choking the air from my lungs, something compels me to approach—to fall into the dust and surrender to him. But then I see the ropes hanging from the tree and the whip in his hand.

Shaking my head, I sidestep further down the trail, away from the crowd and the king awaiting me. But suddenly, hands grab me from both sides. Someone has snuck up on me while I fell captive to the trance they’re trying to lure me into. Or maybe they were there all along, waiting in the shadows, and didn’t even need to sneak. It doesn’t matter. I’m trapped. I try to writhe free as they lead me forward.

“No,” I beg. “Let me go.”

The forest king approaches, one measured step at a time. It’s like something taken out of a horror movie.

I put in more strength.

“Let me go!” I yell, and that’s when the tears truly let loose. Hot drops streak down my cheeks in unbroken streams, and choked sobs rip from my throat. I try to contain it, but there’s no controlling anything.

I want it all to stop, but at the same time, part of me just wants to cave in—stop fighting and give myself over to these people and the strong pulses of the music and the life of the forest. I feel like I could disappear into it all somehow.

My mind becomes a battlefield as the two men lead me forward. Stuck in a spiral, I can’t stop fighting, kicking my legs and jerking in their grips, and they end up half-carrying me. Closing my eyes, I scream as we near the king. He might not wear face paint, but that antler crown shadowing his eyes and the huge fur make him look more beast than man, agitating the already thrumming palpitations of my heart.

The men drop me onto my knees before him. I watch his bare feet sink into the moss as I come apart, utterly broken and shamefully exposed, realizing I’m completely naked in front of a crowd. Naked, weeping, and kneeling.

I try to connect with my logical mind and remember that I know this man before me—I’ve received his pain, his dominance, and his comfort. I know all the other people here too. I can’t see who is who, but I know them. I try to cling to these thoughts, but the fear is too loud, throbbing over the drums and drowning out everything.

Then a thought strikes that doesn’t need to rival the fear.

Embrace the fear, Asbjörn said.

Everything inside me screams to fight—to run. But I can’t. So I give up.

I curl in on myself, hugging my arms around my middle—trying to physically embrace the fear. The sound of the drums and the hypnotic singing seem to close in as I shut myself off. They keep going in a steady but complex rhythm, rising and falling in intensity, creeping into my senses and hypnotizing me. They’re so loud I can’t even hear my own breathing. For a moment, I let the sound consume me, becoming my escape.

“Look at me,” a deep, powerful voice says. It seems to reverberate through me with the same intensity as the music. I lift my head and face the forest king.

At that moment, when I meet his eyes—seeing them clearly—something changes. The world around us fades into a blur. The people and the fire become a halo around him, and the music enhances the bubble, wrapping around us, trapping us—or maybe cocooning us.

He presses the handle of his whip against my chin until my head is leaning back, my chest wide open.

The tears keep streaming, the vulnerability becoming achingly acute, but the sobs cease as the trance weaves tighter.

Unlike all the others, his face is clear, revealing familiar features. A face that has been haunting my dreams as well as every scene I’ve done with Asbjörn.

He just watches me, chin high, posture tall, even as he’s looking down at me. The air crackles between us the same way it’s done all those times he’s watched me succumb to Asbjörn’s dominance—or maybe Asbjörn wasn’t the one I surrendered to at all. Uncertainty filters into all those memories, but at the same time, everything is clearer than it ever has been as I get lost in those stark, terrifying eyes that command the very air I breathe. It’s just us. The conqueror and the conquered. The master and the slave. The beast and the prey.

“Who do you belong to?” Ulf asks, eyes widening with feral intensity.

“You,” I say, the word coming unfiltered, surprising me in its clarity.

A hint of a smile lights up his eyes. But it disappears as quickly as it came. He draws a deep breath that has his nostrils flaring, his entire stance growing taller.

He lifts a hand, and the music stops. The silence is deafening, my ears still echoing with the steady rhythm of the drums.

Ulf’s voice is startling in the quiet as he imbues it with authority and importance. “Will you be mine, Elina? My sub, my girl, my companion—the end of my journey.”

I swallow hard against the emotions that coalesce and lodge in my throat. I thought he was gone. That I didn’t mean anything to him. That he was just a phantom that would always haunt me with its presence, right there yet out of reach.

I nod. It’s the only response that makes sense. I’m already his. I haven’t dared to form the words in my mind, but he already has his claws deep in my heart—in my submissive soul. He’s the pulse that beats with new life in my veins, and he’s the fresh air that has brought new purpose to my spirit. And now, finally, the man I’m going to give it all to.

He removes his whip, but my head remains where it is, ensnared by his magnetic power.

“Do you vow,” he starts, “before all these people—your brothers and sisters—and before the mighty ash tree, to follow and obey me? To let me lead the way and provide safety and comfort?”

A swoosh of something quiet, yet urgent surges through me—through my legs, my torso, into my arms, and my very fingertips. My head clears, every thought and trail of fear vanishing in a blink. All that’s left is Ulf’s words. Follow and obey. Safety and comfort.

New tears pool in my eyes—a different kind. “Yes,” I say, somehow managing to clear my voice of the rawness and let it drift into the open, articulate and audible for everyone to hear.

“This vow is sacred. Our bond can only be broken through grave offense or if the group deems that our time together has run its natural course and a new journey must begin. I cannot sever our sacred bond; you cannot sever our sacred bond. Do you understand?”

His clarification is overwhelming and scary, but no part of me wants to argue or question. Because I want that finality with him—that unbreakable bond. So I repeat my answer with purposeful clarity. “Yes.”

“As long as you’re mine, I hold the right to punish and discipline you, and I hold the duty to guide and protect you.” He pauses to let his words sink in. Something solemn descends over him. He places his hand on my head, lowering his head as he lets me do the same. “I, Ulf Eriksson, vow to protect, guide, and take care of you, my dear Elina—my little deer of the woods.” A swoosh goes through the air. The energy seems to sweep through the whole crowd and the forest, casting it in quiet reverence.

Slowly, Ulf removes his hand, fingertips brushing my temple and cheek as he moves down to lift my head with the back of his hand.

“Again I ask you, Elina Lindholm, do you vow to submit and obey me as your master, your chieftain, and your sacred protector?”

I swallow hard—not out of fear but reverence. This is not pretend. This vow is sacred, and I know that great consequence will befall me if I ever break it. But as I stare up at Ulf and feel my heart expand and contract with steady thuds, I don’t feel fear or concern. All I feel is purpose and submission. I know, deep in my heart, that he will honor his vow to protect, guide, and take care of me.

That’s why I once again reply without hesitation. “Yes. I vow to submit and obey you.” My eyes fall shut as an intense feeling of belonging overcomes me.

Ulf curves his hand around my cheek, giving me a moment to process before straightening. “If you agree to this sacred contract, you may bow and kiss my feet.”

I’ve never been religious, but at that moment when I lean forward, into the dirt, bending my head before Ulf and pressing my lips to his foot, I feel connected to something higher. A force beyond anything that can be measured or weighed. I know I’ve found my God. But not in the shape of an invisible being far away, high in the heavens, or hidden in the trees. My God is alive and breathing. His hand is strong and palpable as it wraps around the back of my neck, and his presence is powerful and warm as he sinks to his haunches and welcomes me into his sacred domain.

His voice softens as he leans down, his head hovering just above mine. “Now let me guide you through the pain as I seal our sacred bond.”

I nod beneath his touch. I have no idea what I’m getting myself into, but I know that whatever it is, I’ll take it. Because there’s nothing I want more than to earn Ulf’s praise and a seat at his feet.

Slowly, purposefully, he gets up, keeping his grip on my neck, bringing me with him. The drums start again as he leads me forward, toward the tree. He stops between the two ropes that hang from one of the big branches. Stepping behind me, he slips his arms under mine, around my waist, cocooning me in the warm shell of his embrace. Two men with painted faces come up to us.

My heart stutters when they take my hands and lift them to the ropes. But I don’t protest. I just close my eyes and let myself float in the steady power of Ulf’s control while the men tie my hands. Ulf feels formidable as he just holds me. Strong and steady. His firm, unwavering grip deepens my trust and manifests my belief that he can keep me safe from anything.

Except from himself, I think when I open my eyes and see the whip hanging from his hand. But I don’t want to be kept safe from him. I want him to push me to the edge, unleash his sadism upon me, and rip me apart. Because that’s how I feel the most alive, and I know he also holds the power to put me together again.

The two men spread my arms out, like when I’m on the cross. Then they tie rope around my ankles, spread my feet wide, and connect the ropes to stakes that they hammer into the ground at a slanted angle.

When Ulf releases me, it’s like a snap of a thread—a single string that makes the entire spider’s web collapse. The world draws back in—the painted people watching, the fire, and the beckoning drums asking for a sacrifice to be made. My pain. My fear.

I pull at the ropes, testing their strength. No give. I try a little harder, and helplessness washes over me, thick and suffocating. The branch above me is so solid it barely even budges, and when I put more force into my legs, the pegs feel as strong as iron. There’s no getting away. I’m trapped.

My chest starts shaking—fear and defeat overcoming me. I glance at the people who are all watching me. Suddenly, it’s all too much. I shake my head, choking, overwhelming despair creeping in. I badly want to do this—to give in to Ulf and become his—but I can’t do this. I’m exhausted. I just want to collapse.

I close my eyes and lick my lips, my safeword swirling in my mind. Raven, raven, raven. Then comes Asbjörn’s warning. Everything stops. I can’t do that either. So I do something else. I beckon the man who holds me at his mercy—the man I’ve given myself over to, trusting him to protect and take care of me.

“Ulf,” I say, my voice so small I don’t think it will reach over the drums. I’m about to draw in on myself when two hands cradle my face, calloused but warm. Achingly familiar. I open my eyes, and the world around me disappears as I crash into Ulf’s stark blue gaze.

“I’m right here, my little deer. Eyes on me at all times. It’s just you and me.” He glances up, and a smile forms on his lips. “You and me and this big, beautiful ash tree that holds you up.”

I look up too, into the thicket of leaves and strong branches.

When I return my attention to Ulf, his features are set in serious lines, eyes soft and honest. “I know how far to take you, Elina. I’ve watched you. I know your reactions—all your little tells.” He trails a hand down to my shoulder, leaning in as if to tell me a secret. “I was the one who told Asbjörn to use the cane. And you took every sharp bite, just like I knew you would. Even more.” He reaches behind me and presses on the butt plug I had almost forgotten about in all the upheaval. “I was the one who told him you were ready for anal play. And I was right.” He pushes a few times, jostling the plug against my suddenly buzzing nerve endings. “Wasn’t I?” He leans away, taking my head between his warm hands again.

Releasing a moan, I nod in his grip.

“I was also the one who knew you weren’t ready to be claimed,” he says with grave earnestness. “But you are now.” He glances between my eyes, soaking up every trace of stark vulnerability. “You’re ready for me to finally claim you.” His shoulders drop with his last words, and a sense of purpose, relief, and desire rolls through me as I realize something.

He’s been waiting too.

I was always supposed to be his.
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Elina

I cling to Ulf with my eyes when he swishes the whip through the air. It’s even longer than the one I saw used at the farm, and I tense all muscles as the leather comes for me, crossing at least five feet of distance.

“Mine,” he growls just as the leather strikes my thigh, his resonant voice easily reaching over the drums.

My throat constricts, ready to release a scream, but the pain is not as severe as I expected. It burns, but I can take it—I’ve had much worse.

Gripping the ropes, I drop my weight, letting the tree hold me up for a staggering moment of relief.

Ulf steps close, wrapping an arm around my waist and brushing his lips over my temple in a tender kiss. “You’re doing so well, my little deer. But there’s more pain to come. I need you to hold it together a little while longer. Can you do that for me—to be mine?”

Of course, I want to say, but there’s nothing straightforward about the effort it takes to straighten and let my weary legs carry my weight. I lean into Ulf, soaking up his warmth and his strength before releasing my answer into the night. “Yes.”

His hum vibrates against my ear. “Such a good girl. I can’t believe you’re finally becoming mine.”

A strange look has settled in his eyes when he backs away. Awe, wonder, disbelief. Infatuation. It makes me fall harder, giving up all I am and bestowing all my trust in him. A man I don’t know yet feels achingly familiar. A man who I know, deep down in my heart, that I belong with.

His chest lifts with a long inhale as he flicks the whip out. He steps his right foot back, takes aim, and sends the long strand of leather through the air.

Time suspends for a breathless second as I feel the whip hissing through the air, coming for me. The drums beat, the fire flares, and all I see is Ulf.

The leather licks my other thigh. Harder this time. I cry out, gripping the ropes tighter.

“Mine,” Ulf demands when my eyes are about to fall shut.

“Yours,” I whisper on a pained whimper.

Without pause, he flicks again. “Mine,” he growls just as the leather strikes.

“Yours,” I repeat, this time on a shriek.

“Mine to protect”—crack—“guide”—crack—“and take care of.” Crack.

I cry out with each burning strike of the whip. I’m already panting and struggling, but his words lend me strength—to fight the exhaustion and find my will.

“Yours,” is all I can say, over and over while he keeps whipping me, harder and harder, sending bursts of agonizing pain into my flesh and drawing harrowing screams from my throat that reach far beyond the drums and deep into the forest.

I lean into the ropes—into the tree—finding strength in its ancient power. Finding calm in the forest around me. The drums become a second heartbeat that helps hold me up; if they stopped, I’d surely collapse with them. I barely register the people, yet their vibrant energy as they play and sing seems to wrap around me in a protective veneer, holding me up and lending me strength.

But the biggest solace is Ulf. His unwavering gaze, his magnetic claim, and his magnificent stature as he moves with prowess and wields the whip with natural grace and striking precision.

At some point, I release my full weight into the ropes, just hanging on by my fierce grip. I sway along to the insistent rhythm that builds with each sharpening strike of the whip.

Suddenly, the music breaks into a climax, and the effect is so stark that tears well in my eyes. I don’t want them to spill—not in front of all these people. Not when I’ve conquered fear and exhaustion for so long. So I shut my eyes, forcing the tears to remain inside.

The whipping stops, and I release a shuddery sigh of relief, thinking Ulf sees that I’ve had enough.

I feel him come close even before he presses his warm hand to my cheek.

“Give them to me.” Ulf’s words are not coaxing. They’re a deep, demanding snarl that breaks through my defenses with the force of a mountain river in spring.

“No,” I gasp, but like the flood, there’s no stopping the tears. They break free, harrowing and exhausting. Freeing and cathartic. I no longer feel like my own. And it’s the biggest freedom I’ve ever felt. Because I’m part of something bigger. The group, the forest, this mighty man that holds my fragile, frazzled being in his very hands.

A finger stroking through my pussy lips makes me startle. With a yelp, I snap my eyes open and see that Ulf is stark naked. He has lost his pants and the fur; only the tall crown, reaching high above to proclaim his superiority, remains.

Wasting no time, he grabs his very hard, very long cock and moves it to my opening. Wrapping the other arm around my waist, he holds me in position as he pushes inside. He doesn’t even need to prod. I’m so wet that I’m dripping, having prepared the way for him to claim me in this most carnal way without pause.

“Ah,” I cry as he sinks in to the hilt, spearing me on his long shaft, jostling the butt plug and sending jolts of sensation through my entire lower body. It hurts, being so utterly full—so deep—but it’s the sweetest sort of pain, better than any whip could provide.

He holds still inside me while two men approach and free my legs. Then—only granting me that short minute to adjust—Ulf pulls out and slams back in, fucking me mercilessly.

Lifting my legs up to wrap around him, he supports my ass with one hand and grabs my face with the other. His thrusts send me into his hand at my ass, making the butt plug jostle, sending bolts of sensations to my core, counterbalancing the painful thrusts ringing through my abdomen.

“No way out,” he reminds me, lifting his chin, eyes wide with primal intent. “Always mine. To protect. Guide. And take care of. Mine to discipline. To punish. However I see fit. But always protect.” He marks each statement with a thrust that has me screaming into the night, staring helplessly at him as I let him claim my body, my soul, and the very essence of my being.

In a brief moment of clarity, I know that my life will forever change after this night. I won’t ever be the same again. It’s a loss that I grieve, but also a prospect that fills me with hope.

I keep crying, unable to hold back a single tear—completely lost to my bodily instincts.

“That’s it. Give me all those pretty tears.” He leans in and kisses the hot drops away, but more come in their wake, rushing down my cheeks, snot running from my nose, baring me in a display of extreme vulnerability as painful as it is liberating—like everything else tonight.

He keeps going, on and on, fucking me with startling stamina. And I keep crying and crying, the tears unending, the overwhelming exhaustion, exposure, pain, and pleasure clashing and crashing inside me like unrelenting strikes of lightning.

“Please,” I start whimpering repeatedly, unable to take any more. Yet I don’t want him to stop. “Please,” I repeat, my muscles contracting deep in my belly. I need this to end, but I need to come just as much. I need that final release. I’m so close, yet I can’t quite seem to reach the peak. I need… something. Just a little more.

Ulf releases my gaze, and the loss of his steady connection nearly drops me into despair. But then a buzzing sensation jolts into my already sensitive nerves. The butt plug. My eyes go wide, my mouth falling open to release a long, wild moan.

Ulf locks our eyes together again, a slow smile tinting the darkness of his gaze. “Come for me, Elina,” he says, long, steady words that carry above the beat of the music and light a spark in the flammable pool of my lust.

A scream rips from my lungs, and spasms jerk and tear at my body, making me writhe and thrash in the ropes.

Never releasing my eyes, Ulf wraps his other arm around me to offer more stability. And just as I think the storm of the orgasm is about to die down, he deepens his thrusts and sends me reeling with new ripples of staggering sensation as he finds his own release with a feral growl.

Another orgasm tears through me, agonizing and astonishing, and I keep screaming and panting, unable to take the unending rush of pleasure.

Finally, it snuffs out the last embers of strength in my body, and I fall limp in Ulf’s arms as the world and my mind go black.
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Ulf

Elina is passed out on the big bearskin close to the fire, and I watch her closely as I prepare to leave. Her eyes flickered open for a brief moment when I placed her there and held a bottle of water to her lips, but they fell shut again once she had finished guzzling water.

The drums are slowing and softening, but they won’t completely quiet until we leave—keeping her lulled into calmness as long as possible. I hope she’ll remain fast asleep for the rest of our journey. She’s been through more than enough and given plenty to be mine—and part of the group.

The ritual to initiate her into the group is not quite over yet, but tonight’s events secured the sacred bond between us, making her irrevocably mine. Now I’ll carry the rest of the weight for tonight, doing my part to prove that I can protect and guide her as I vowed—bring her the rest of the way to the top of the mountain.

My backpack is light since I’ve already brought all the things we’ll need to the shelter on the summit earlier today. I only carry some water, a little food, and an extra blanket in case Elina wakes and needs sustenance or more heat. And of course, Elina’s lip balm, which I know she can’t live without. After putting on my pants, boots, and backpack, I wrap the big bear skin around her and secure it with a belt around her middle, then lift her into my arms. I wore the skin when I waited for her; now it’s providing her with warmth while she waits for me to finish the journey.

Asbjörn is standing to the side, watching closely. A worried expression deepens the faint lines across his forehead—visible despite the paint covering his face in a mask that renders his features unrecognizable.

I give him a firm nod—a thank you and a promise to take care of her. I want to go to him and hug him. Let him hug her one final time before we go off into the night. But it’s just her and me now. He said his goodbye before he delivered her to me, and letting him interfere after our sacred bond has just been forged would be disruptive and inappropriate.

So I settle for a nod, turn my back on everyone, and head up the steep trail leading further up the mountain. I know this trail like the back of my hand, and I’ve been preparing for this part for months. But no matter how many times I’ve trodden this path or how much strength I’ve built in my muscles, this mountain is a challenge at night with a grown woman in my arms. She weighs next to nothing, but as I walk the steep terrain, the weight and the responsibility become significant. My muscles strain, my breath shortens, and my mind hones in on the responsibility of bringing this precious woman safely to the top. But the sleeping woman in my arms doesn’t feel like a burden. She feels like purpose. Finally, I have someone to protect—someone who relies on me. I relish every strained step and every labored breath, and when I reach the summit twenty minutes later, I feel more alive and stronger than ever.

I place her on the many skins covering the cot made of woven willow in the shelter Asbjörn and I made when we were fifteen and have kept in good shape over the years.

She stirs a little, eyes flitting open in the darkness under the thick layer of birch bark, spruce boughs, and forest debris that shelters us from the weather.

“Where…?” she blinks repeatedly, scanning the place, voice thickening with worry. “Am—Are—Who—”

“Shh. It’s me, Ulf,” I reassure, stroking her hairline. “You’re safe. I’ve got you. Just close your eyes and let me take care of you.”

Eyes adjusting to the darkness, she finds my gaze. “Ulf,” she whispers, surprised and confused, but also hopeful. And that small twinge of hope warms my heart more than anything.

“Yes. It’s me. Your master. Your protector. You’re mine now, Elina,” I remind her.

“Yours?” she asks, still deep in subspace, not quite understanding.

“Mine,” I say with a surge of fierce possessiveness, curving my hand around her cheek. I lean close, imbuing the full meaning and importance of that word into her with a serious look that she reads through the shadows. I can tell the impact is strong from her sharp breath and the way her gaze softens.

“Yours,” she whispers, this time a statement rather than a question.

“Mine.” I seal my word with a kiss, connecting our lips in a soft but firm promise. I don’t move, I just keep my lips on hers, letting them speak all the things I need her to know. I’ve got her. I’m not going anywhere. I’ll forever protect her.

“Sleep, sweet Elina,” I whisper when I finally break the connection.

Her eyes are heavy, blinking repeatedly. Then they fall shut. I lie beside her, cover us both with the big bear skin, and enclose her in my arms. She feels good, my little deer, as she softens and melts into me, warm and naked, chest moving slowly with her deep breaths.

I still can’t believe I finally have her—that she’s mine. That she submitted and said yes after everything.

Staying away for four weeks was the hardest thing I’ve ever done. And I’ve been through some grueling things. Marching hundreds of miles through the untamed Arctic wilderness, working twelve-hour shifts in screaming wind and salty spray for weeks, fighting against time to shut down a gas leakage that could take the lives of my men.

I was terrified that Elina would move on and that the deep connection we had would turn out to be just a flimsy flicker of infatuation, after all.

For weeks, I stayed in the shadows, watching her from a distance—hiking in the woods, going about daily errands, and interacting with people at the farm. All I had to go by were those small glimpses and the updates I got from Asbjörn. Seeing and hearing that she was doing well was as much a relief as fodder for my fear. I’ve never felt as anxious as when I decided to show myself to her. It was a spontaneous decision, born from the agonizing need for resolve.

But the moment I lowered the hood on my sweater, stepped into her line of sight, and she saw me, I knew my instincts were right. Her reaction to me was so intense and spontaneous that there was no doubt left in my mind. It was pure, deep instinct that drew her to me, just the same way I was drawn to her. It was a natural reaction that couldn’t be contested with words or action.

It took everything I had not to run after her when she dropped her basket and bolted out of the store. But it wasn’t the right moment to claim her. I wanted to do it the right way. I wanted her to say yes to me beneath the open sky, between the swaying trees, on sacred ground. I wanted her response to be as natural as the weather. A response from deep within her beating heart—no thoughts or logic interfering. Just her most natural self and her deepest desires.

Part of me worried that she’d reject me—that she would want time, or maybe even choose the safe option. Asbjörn. The man who doesn’t bring her whole world into spinning storms of yearning. But it was just the human fear in my mind speaking. Deep down, I knew I was on the right path, and she was too.

And how beautifully she proved me right. That moment when she dropped to her knees before me and said she belonged to me took my breath away.

Now she’s finally mine, and I intend to do everything in my power—right or wrong—to keep it that way.
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Elina

I wake to sunlight kissing my skin, soft strokes caressing my cheeks. Blinking against the light, I greet the sun through a big opening in what appears to be a forest shelter. Trees and blue skies adorn the space around the bright orb. But something draws my attention more than the beautiful sight. Turning my gaze to my left, I come face-to-face with Ulf’s hard expression. Except, it’s just the lines and the icy blue of his gaze that are severe today. The look in his eyes is soft, full of affection, as he keeps caressing me, head propped on his elbow.

“Am I dreaming?” I whisper.

He slowly shakes his head.

Remembering myself, I lift a hand to my mouth. “Sorry,” I mutter.

A flash of uncertainty makes me look away. I have no idea how to navigate this new situation. I barely have any idea where we are and what we are. I remember the vows I made—the vows he made. Follow and obey. Protect, guide, and take care of. I remember the drums, the crowd, the whip, and Ulf’s carnal possession. And I remember vague glimpses of being carried up the mountain and placed on this cot. At the time, it all somehow made sense, but now, in the light of day, I can’t seem to make heads and tails of it.

“It’s okay. Unless I explicitly tell you not to speak, you may address me however and whenever you like. The barrier has been dissolved now that you belong to me.”

“Oh, okay,” I simply say, drawing a steadying breath as I glance at him and away again. Being close to him now is as overwhelming as ever. If not even more, remembering all the things he did to me and the way I gave in to him last night.

“Are you okay?” he asks, a flicker of concern tightening his brow when I turn my gaze to him again.

“Um. Yeah. I think so. Just… confused.”

Curving his hand around my cheek, he coaxes my attention to stay on him. “Elina, everything that happened last night was real,” he explains with grave earnestness. “You’re mine now. The bond has been forged. Only a decision made by the group can break it.”

“What—” I stop myself, not used to talking to him—not knowing how to phrase the many questions whirring in my mind.

“Ask your question,” he beckons. “I know you have many, and I’ll be happy to answer them all.”

“What does it mean? Are we… Is it like a ma—” Marriage, I want to say, but it seems absurd. I don’t even know this man. The idea that I’m sort of married to him now is… I can’t even put it into words. My brain fires off in ten different directions—concern and fear, but also desire and hope.

Understanding my direction perfectly, he says, “Yes, it’s the same as marriage.”

My eyes go wide. “But—” I glance between his eyes, and although familiarity and a sense of safety pull at me, he’s also a stranger. Someone who belongs to a dream. It’s surreal. “I don’t know you.”

“Don’t let the fear control you,” Ulf reminds me, brushing his knuckles over my cheek. “Last night, you were reduced to your truest self. You left all your fears and preconceptions on the mountain—all your overthinking and ideas of what you’re supposed to be. It’s not easy to connect to your true self and know what you truly want, but you did that. Your response was open and straightforward—more certain than anything I’ve ever heard. Deep down, you know that you belong with me, just like I know I belong with you.”

“How can you be so sure?”

A smile curves his lips. “I knew the moment I let you see me in that store—your reaction was pure and instinctive. I was so worried our connection had just been a powerful surge of desire that would die out with time. But it wasn’t. I gave us both time to see clearly and let that initial infatuation die down. And that deep pull was still there when we saw each other again.”

I just stare at him as his words filter through my blurry brain. It takes a moment for the message to settle, and when it does, I feel the truth of it. No matter how scared I am, that connection is there, true and deep. My breaths grow heavier as I shed my shields and give in to it—the intense urge to submit that I’ve felt from the first moment I saw him. I sink into the cot, softening beneath his mighty stare. Within moments, tears start pooling in my eyes. The intensity is simply too stark to remain steady. But somehow, despite the quaking ground beneath me, Ulf keeps me steady as he curves both hands around my face and claims my gaze with the sharp blue intensity of his all-consuming attention.

“You’re mine, Elina. Can you feel it? That this is where you belong?”

Again, that feeling of being connected to something higher surges through me. “I do,” I say, nodding in the frame of his hands. My voice cracks with the intensity of it all. “So much.”

Silence descends while he studies me, claiming my bared vulnerability and my aching devotion. There’s no doubt; this man is my God. A force that gives me new purpose and meaning, deeper than any I thought I’d ever know. I’m no longer the same person. I feel it in my gut—just as true as I belong to Ulf. A new world has opened up, and the sun greeting us on top of this mountain seems to welcome me into this new world.

And this shelter—this time alone with Ulf—is my first step into uncharted territory.

Letting my gaze drift over the small space, I find a rounded structure of thick branches and a cover of twigs and dry forest debris. At the foot of our cot, the big opening in the structure creates a window into the open, while an opening in the other end creates a door. We’re lying on one out of two cots, just wide enough to fit us both. The other cot is strewn with bags—both empty and full—a couple of water bottles, and other outdoor necessities.

Turning, Ulf reaches for a bottle and hands it to me after unscrewing the cap. “Drink.”

I take a small sip, then guzzle half the bottle in one go as I realize how thirsty I am.

Then I brace my elbows on the cot and lean up to get a better view of our surroundings. The new position doesn’t offer me much more than the sun and a few tree tops, so I push up to sit, and I nearly gasp when I still can’t see the ground. I think we must be right on the edge of a cliff. “What is this place?”

“Afraid of heights?” Ulf asks with a chuckle.

“It’s breathtaking.” With wide eyes, I look back at him, still lying with his head propped on his elbow, crinkles adding charm to his sharp gaze. It makes a smile twitch on my lips. Seeing Ulf smile like this is a rarity. One that’s extremely beautiful. “But yeah, this scares me a little,” I add, glancing out at the bottomless view. When I let his magnetic gaze spellbind me again, I’m not sure which scares me more—Ulf or the startling lack of ground within sight.

He pushes up to sit in one smooth motion, a testament to his effortless strength. My breath deepens as he slides his fingers over my cheek, into my hair, and cups the back of my head. “You’re perfectly safe, Elina,” he says, leaning so close his hot breath fans my lips—a scent of mint revealing he must have been up and come back to bed. “I’ll protect you, my little deer.” His eyes drift shut, and time stops when he presses his lips to mine.

My eyes fall shut too, my thoughts slipping away. All I feel is the sincerity of his promise lingering in the air around us—in his possessive hand and soft kiss. Slowly, he starts moving his lips against mine, and I soften into him, following his lead, moving with him, tasting and soaking up the feeling of his lips—warm and soft, yet firm and guiding.

When he starts licking my lips, coaxing them open, I suddenly remember myself. “I haven’t brushed my teeth,” I say, trying to pull away, but Ulf holds me there.

“Shh.” He firms his grip on my head and advances, tasting my lips and finally moving in to dance a slow dance with my tongue.

Forgetting myself in the possessive swirl of his kiss, I lean into him, letting my head relax into his palm, absentmindedly lifting my hands to his chest—feeling the hard strength of muscle and the slight tickle from a smattering of hair.

Slowly, he moves over me, lowering me onto the cot, deepening the connection little by little. An intense surge rushes through my body when he settles on top of me, nudging my legs apart to make room for him, caging my head in between his elbows, and pinning my head between his warm hands. I moan into his mouth, feeling utterly enthralled—helpless to withstand his magnetic power, helpless to escape this mighty man.

Heat floods my body, and when he lowers his hips to mine, I gasp at the feeling of his rock-hard cock. A frantic energy grips me. Wild desire and rushing intensity. I reach for his shoulders, needing to hold on—needing to urge him on—but Ulf grabs my wrists, gathering them in one hand and pinning them above my head. Then he grabs my jaw and deepens the kiss further. My nostrils flare as they become my only source of air, and my world reels as it narrows to the sole purpose of his command.

Taking his time, he moves his hips to drag his cock along my slit, teasing and prodding, driving me mad with lust.

I whimper into his mouth, trying to beg but unable to form any words through the complete claim of his kiss.

I release a long moan into the kiss when he finally breaches my opening. With maddening languor, he slides inside me, lighting fire to new nerves with each slow increment he advances. When he’s finally seated deep inside me, I’m panting and whimpering repeatedly, a fine sheen of sweat gathering on my brow.

I want to say something. More. Less. Please. Yes. No. I can’t figure out the right response, because the sensations are torture of the sweetest kind—oscillating between euphoric pain and agonizing desire.

Pressing my hips up, I try to gain more friction—more movement. But Ulf easily has me pinned in place. All I can do is kick my legs in jerky movements and buck my chest beneath him.

Breaking the kiss, he slips his hand over my lips before I can say anything, sealing my mouth shut. “No control, Elina.” His chilly eyes burn with a thousand fires as he spears his control into me. “You’re at my mercy. Only I can protect you.”

His nose twitches with feral intent, and fear coalesces in my stomach, but it does nothing to hinder the swirling heat. If anything, it melds straight into it and feeds the desire.

“I can do whatever I want with you. No one will hear you—only the birds and the trees. No one will stop me. You’re a defenseless deer, caught in my claws.”

He draws his cock back—just a smidgen—and sinks back in. It’s a small motion, but enough to drive me even wilder. I writhe and groan, scared yet craving more of his dark possession.

Baring his teeth, he leans down, and I cry out into his hand when he digs his teeth into my shoulder. Pain erupting in my flesh, I flail my hands wildly and kick my heels into the cot. But when he starts moving inside me, slow but long strokes against my contracting walls, the pain transforms. It surges through my blood, sending deep throbs to my core and swooshing into every little part of my skin.

I’m so close. My moans become longer and louder, my breaths shorter as I use up all my oxygen crying out into his hand. I can’t control it. I can’t control anything. Just a little more and I’ll explode.

I welcome the turbulent storm building inside me, whirring faster and faster. But just as my legs start to tense and my toes start to curl, it all stops. With one quick motion, Ulf pulls out and releases my throat from the vise of his teeth.

Shocked, I stare at him, blinking back and forth between his eyes while gasping for air, searching for an explanation.

He grants it to me with a startling answer that feeds the fear as well as the pulsing anticipation. “We have a ritual to finish.”

“What do you mean?” I squeal when he releases my mouth and reaches for something on the other cot.

When I see what it is, I start shaking my head.

Fixing his eyes on mine, Ulf holds a knife between us. I flicker my gaze between the sharp blade and his severe stare, my breath hitching with each staggered attempt to fill my lungs.

A whole minute passes in the deadly intensity of the moment before Ulf says, “You must shed your blood on the stone.”

“What?” I gasp, a crazed sort of distress creeping around the edges of my brain.

“To join the clan, you must shed your blood on the old stone on the summit.”

I jerk against his grip on my hands, the distress threatening to drown out the desire. “No, stop. Just… pause. It’s too much.”

Ulf withdraws the knife from my view, and the feral intensity draws back, leaving a stark earnestness. “Do you trust me, Elina?” When I don’t respond immediately, he continues, “I’ve been holding the strings to your desire for six months. I’m the one who decided each new step. You thought Asbjörn was the one who knew you better than you knew yourself, but the truth is, I was the one who knew exactly when you were ready for the cane, anal play, and when to pull the plug. I know all your reactions—how you scream with the full force of your lungs when the pain makes you come alive, and I know how those same cries thin when you’ve had enough. I know how your hips dance when you crave more, and I know how your legs shiver when your body tries to tell you that you actually can’t take any more. And I’ve seen fear mingle with desire in your eyes when you saw this knife for the first time. Tell me you don’t want to taste it on your skin—tell me that you don’t want to bear my mark.”

I go quiet while he speaks, my breath calming, my pulse slowing. Because even though his words are fuel to my fear, they also resonate in an instinctive place deep inside me.

“Do you trust me?” he asks again.

I gulp, but nod, nonetheless. Part of me rages at my response. But that’s the part that reminds me how few words I’ve exchanged with this man and how deeply at his mercy I am up here on the mountain. Another part reminds me that he’s been there all along, observing me and calling the shots from the sidelines. I never realized it before, but suddenly it’s bright and clear. He was the driving force behind everything that happened.

I remember the pivotal realization that struck when I sank into the dirt at his feet last night: I was always supposed to be his.

But my fearful brain still rebels against the answer I want to give, so I ask another question to seek confirmation. “When did you know?”

The intensity of his expression softens somewhat, lending reassurance to my nervous brain. “Know what?”

“That you wanted me.”

A smile glimmers in his eyes. “From the very first moment I laid eyes upon you.”

“How?”

“How?” he parrots and glances off to the side while considering. When he looks at me again, the darkness is gone, serious sincerity remaining. “There’s no rational explanation—just like there isn’t with most things that truly matter. Why does the sun shine, why is this mountain here, why are we part of this earth? Why is this invisible bond between us so strong? I can’t explain it. All I know is the way you surrendered to me. You didn’t shy away when I held your gaze even though you tried—you couldn’t. You were drawn to me, the same way I was drawn to you. By an invisible bond that beckoned you to succumb and demanded that I take control.”

My breaths shudder, emotion welling up. Because his every word resonates deep in my bones. I can’t explain it either. All I know is that I belong here with this strong, terrifying, magnificent man who I don’t know through words and reason, but through quiet glances, fleeting touches, and wordless interactions.

That’s why I finally reply, “Yes, I do trust you.”

“I know,” Ulf says.

“Then why…”

“Because I needed you to know too.”

I draw a long, shuddery breath. A well of emotion rolls up through me, tightening my throat and shaking in my breaths. Tears pool in my eyes, and one spills over. I don’t know why. I think it’s the sheer intensity of the moment.

Stark vulnerability softens my voice when I say, “Can I please have a hug?” I need one. I need Ulf to stabilize the flood of emotion he has awakened—the trust that trumps the fear, the desire that overcomes the pain, and the powerful beating of my heart that tells me I’m right where I’m supposed to be.

Ulf slowly releases my hands and sets the knife down on the cot, then slips his hands under me and lifts me up to press me tight against his body. He arranges me in his lap like a small child, and I feel safer than I ever have anywhere as I wrap my arms around his neck and lean my head against his shoulder, inhaling his calming scent.

“Good girl,” he soothes, rocking me slowly, pressing tiny kisses to my head. “I’ve got you, my sweet little deer.” He dips his head to nuzzle his nose in my hair, inhaling deeply to soak up my scent, the same way I do with him. “All mine. Mine to scare. Mine to control. Mine to give and deny pleasure.” He squeezes me tight, and I sense a weight of importance as he breathes deeply and says, “Mine to protect.”

He keeps me there for a long minute, curled up in his arms, wrapped in the sincerity of that last word. Then he lifts his head and holds two fingers under my chin. “Are you ready for the last part?”

I push air through rounded lips and release my answer on the last gust of air. “Yes.”

A smile curves his lips and deepens the faint lines around his mouth, making him look utterly beautiful. The darkness behind his eyes remains, though, always there, revealing a heavy depth behind his controlled façade—a severity I want to kiss and caress and share with him in the hopes that I can shoulder some of the weight for him. I hope he’ll open up to me the same way he’s opening me up to him.

Gripped by the urge to get closer to him—needing something in return as I bare my soul and all my vulnerabilities—I say, “Will you tell me something about yourself that I don’t know—something no one else knows?”

A grave expression settles over his face. I think he’s about to say no, but then he nods. I wait breathlessly as he stares into the distance, the air growing fraught with something dark and somber.

He doesn’t look at me when he finally says, “I once killed a man with my bare hands—a good friend.” His eyes close, the weight of the memory settling on his brow. “Half his body was covered in third-degree burns. He probably could have lived, but he begged me not to let him go through that agony.” He goes quiet for a moment. “I still see his face every night when I close my eyes.”

His breaths become heavy, and I press my hand to his rising and falling chest, needing to provide some sort of comfort but having no idea how. I almost expect him to tense up and shut off, but instead, he relaxes into my touch, dropping his head slightly with a surprising hint of vulnerability.

Feeling bold, I lift my hand to his face and press it to his cheek. Once again, he surprises me by leaning in instead of pulling away. His eyes remain closed, though. The severity of the memory seems to roll through him, but I sense him finding comfort in my touch, and it warms my heart.

When he opens his eyes and aims the sharp blue straight at me, there’s a hardness as if he’s prepared to shut off. “Do you still trust me?” he asks with thick doubt.

“Yes,” I say without pause. Because I do. All that shame and guilt and the harrowing loneliness that seems to accompany his memory tell me more than any words or actions could. This man is fiercely protective. He’ll go to extreme lengths to protect the people close to him. And now I’m under his protection.

Wonder infiltrates the somber darkness in his eyes. “I can’t believe I finally have you. You’re everything I hoped you’d be and so much more.” He presses a long kiss to my lips, then adjusts his grip on me, leans forward to grab the knife, and gets up with me in his arms. “Let’s finish the ritual.”


26

Elina

The mountain offers a stunning view over the forest and lake. From our vantage point, we can barely see the town. It’s just breathtaking, undisturbed visions of nature.

I bite the back of my finger at the sight of a stone structure on the summit. A huge flat stone resting on two smaller ones, creating a sort of low table. A dolmen. An ancient grave. My heart skips a beat. Something powerful seems to hum in the very air, drawing me in. It’s the same type of power Ulf exudes.

I feel like I’m being laid out on an altar to serve a higher purpose when Ulf carefully positions me on the stone. My eyes drift shut, and a shuddery sense of purpose rolls through me—a sense of connection. To nature, to Ulf. And most of all, to myself.

Ulf moves about me, tying my wrists and ankles, securing the ropes to stakes that he hammers into the ground. Once he’s done, I’m lying spread out on the stone, naked and vulnerable beneath the sun.

Even though it’s just us, I feel like I’m being watched. But not by people or even birds. By the sun, the trees, and the wind—by the omnipresent power of the mountain. It welcomes me in and lets me shed all knowledge of who I am and what I am not. Up here, it doesn’t matter. The mountain doesn’t expect anything of me. It knows me as I am when I’m my truest, barest self, reduced to instincts and basic needs. And I know Ulf does the same when he climbs onto the stone, between my legs, and watches me for a long, quiet moment.

Despite the knife in his hand, I don’t recoil in fear or tense my muscles in nervousness.

I just breathe.

“Are you ready?” he asks with grave seriousness.

“Yes,” I say on a long breath.

Leaning forward, he presses his hand to my chest, weighing down, hindering my breath even as he makes it flow freer. With a deep inhale through his nose, he closes his eyes and leans his head back.

A buzzing energy stirs in the air, but it’s not coming from him or me. It’s like an ancient power coming from deep within the mountain—like he’s summoning it.

I don’t understand it, and neither do I know if it’s real or just my senses heightening. But it doesn’t matter. At that moment, I feel more connected than ever before. It’s all a circle. The sun, the earth, the trees, the stone, and Ulf and me. We’re no longer visitors on this summit or spectators to the wonders of this world. We’re part of it.

When he opens his eyes again, they’re full of a razor-sharp intensity that cuts straight through me, baring my innermost parts—things I never knew about myself. Feelings too strong and abstract to put into words.

His nostrils flare again as he lifts the knife, strength rippling through his muscles as he slowly, controlled, lowers the tip of the blade to my thigh. He doesn’t say anything, just holds my gaze firmly.

“Ah,” I yelp, wincing when the tip breaks my skin.

He gives me a slow nod. A promise—he’s got me, I’m safe. I nod in return—I’m ready—and he slowly blinks, redirecting his attention to my thigh and the knife.

I lock up all my muscles, barely breathing, as I watch his grip tighten on the knife. He drags a long line down my thigh, breaking my skin, making me hiss and pant. Pressing his hand deeper into my chest, he reminds me of his control. It stabilizes me through the pain, and I somehow manage to lie still and breathe through the sharp burn as he cuts two more shorter lines with the knife.

Then he just watches me again, something quiet but meaningful passing between us. Possession and submission, control and surrender. A connection deeper than any words can forge.

He places the knife on the stone, braces his hands on either side of my head, and positions his cock against my opening.

Suddenly, at that little touch against my sensitive folds, my whole body awakens. The pleasure he stirred before surges through me with renewed energy.

I moan—a long sound from deep within my belly—as he advances, stretching my walls to make room for his big size. I’m still wet. Dripping wet. And he easily sinks all the way in, settling deep inside me.

My whole body becomes wide awake. Every brush of his skin, every tiny gust of air is like bolts of sensation through my hyper-sensitive nerves, all travelling the same road, adding more fuel to the heat at my core. One tiny flicker is all it will take. That’s how it feels. But even when he starts moving in and out, I keep hovering, right at the edge of the peak, never reaching it.

“Argh,” I cry, starting to pull at my bonds, unable to hide the frustration growing inside me.

He keeps going for a while, driving me mad. Then he stops, sits up straight, and pulls out, letting his hard cock rest right at my opening.

“Please,” I beg, utterly desperate, lifting my hips, trying to gain more friction, but it’s far from enough.

“You need to bleed on the stone,” he says, eyes darkening, jaw ticking with feral intensity.

“What do you mean?” I lift my head to see the cut on my leg. Blood is trickling from it, tiny drops forming around the symbol I can’t quite make out. “I’m already bleeding.”

“On the stone,” he clarifies.

“But—” My words cut off on a shrill yelp when he pulls the knife across his hand—a sharp motion that instantly draws blood. Red drops spill from his hand, dripping onto my stomach, then dripping onto the stone as he holds his hand out.

“What are you doing?” I squeal, suddenly scared out of my mind, fisting my hands hard, afraid he’ll cut my palm on another sudden impulse.

My eyes widen in horror when he presses his bleeding palm to my chest. I try to look away, but Ulf grabs my face. “Watch, Elina. See my blood color your skin. Watch us merge.”

Terror washes through me at the sight of the long red stripe of blood trailing down my stomach, but when I keep glancing between the blood and Ulf’s demanding expression, the fear shifts. Instead of weighing me down, it turns into a more vibrant energy—a surge through my blood, another sense of connection.

Ulf once again positions his cock at my opening and sinks all the way inside, making me buck up off the rock, my eyes rolling back as a new wave of desire overcomes me.

“Open your palm, Elina. Let me grant your blood to the mountain.”

I don’t know how I manage the courage. It’s not a conscious choice when I open my palm. It just happens. I expect him to cut immediately when he draws the knife over my palm, but he just holds it there while he starts moving inside me.

“Just do it,” I squeal, so damn scared.

But he doesn’t cut. He just keeps fucking me, and somehow, he moves just the right way, his pelvis rubbing against my clit with each thrust, hitting deep inside me and sending bolts of electricity straight to that same place. My moans rise to screams that echo into the open space around us, and my whole body buzzes with a wild energy that threatens to send me into startled jerks and uncontrollable writhing. But I force myself to remain dead still, just taking, somehow accepting—somehow growing so goddamn desperate for a release that I can’t think about anything else.

My only warning is Ulf training his gaze on me and demanding with a force that rips through the wind, “Come for me!” And then he cuts.

I cry out, pain bursting through my hand, setting fire to my whole system. And somehow, it goes straight to my core. I buck and jerk, screaming uncontrollably as an orgasm, so violent I can barely breathe, rips through me.

Ulf erupts at the same time, growling like a wild bear—like the king of the forest—as he picks up pace and spills his seed inside me.

The energy hisses through the air, our shared pleasure rattling the very earth in a staggering moment of mind-numbing ecstasy. Ulf’s eyes widen, his breath sharpening, and I release everything I thought I was to bask in the total claim he has over me.

“Fuck, you’re perfect,” he rasps, lowering himself onto me. He cradles my head gently in his hand and presses me into him. “So fucking perfect.”

We lie there for a long while, both overcome by the intensity of our shared orgasm, breathing hard and soaking each other in.

Finally, Ulf sits up and frees my hands and feet. I wince as he helps me to sit, my body stiff and achy after having been spread out on a stone. Ulf positions me so I can lean on him. Taking my left hand, he studies the wound—the blood that still pebbles around it. Bowing his head, he lifts my hand and drags it over his face. Then, with a long stripe of blood going from his forehead, over his nose, and smearing his lips, he leans in and kisses me.

A rusty taste spreads over my tongue, and the scent of Ulf fills my senses. The kiss, the strong pull between us, and the primal loss of normality sweep me away, making me levitate there, high above the ground, on the stone, on the summit of the mountain. At that moment, we’re one. My blood on his face, his blood on my body, and his sperm seated deep inside me.

“Mine,” he growls when he breaks off the kiss. “All mine.”

Grabbing my chin, he directs my attention to my thigh. The symbol there. He holds his clan bracelet beside it—the matching symbol on the silver bead. An arrow pointing upward.

“Tiwaz,” he explains. “Justice, honor, and courage. This is me. Your chieftain and your master. The man you’re now tied to through blood and seed—through the mighty power of the mountain.” He turns the bracelet to show me the symbol on the other side—ᛉ. “This one—Algiz—I earned last night when I claimed you. It’s a protective rune. It symbolizes my sacred duty to protect you, Elina.”

He leans away to grab something off the ground. Another bracelet made of woven leather. With one bead. He puts it on my right wrist and gently holds my hand up to show me the rune. A simple X.

“Gebo,” I say, already knowing the symbol. I’ve been reading about the runes, just like I’ve been reading about paganism and animism.

“Gebo,” he agrees, mouth tipping up in a warm smile. “Do you know what it means?”

I search my brain for a moment before remembering. “Gift?”

He lifts his hand to curve it around the side of my face. “Gift, yes. My gift—your submission. The most beautiful gift a man could receive. And now it’s mine.” He leans his forehead against mine, releasing a relieved breath that seems to resolve years of waiting. “Finally.”

“Yours,” I whisper, lifting my hands to his chest, pressing them to his skin despite the cut in my palm—relishing in the pain that erupts, relishing in the feeling of his strong heartbeat. Feelings of being alive.

“What happens now?” I ask.

“Now, I’m taking you home.”

“Home?” I ask with a frown, thinking he wants to drop me off at my apartment after everything that’s happened.

Seeing straight through me, he grabs my cheeks and says with uncompromising authority, “Home, Elina. With me. My place. You don’t belong to yourself anymore. Home is wherever I am.”

My heart skips a beat. I can’t even begin to comprehend what these rituals I’ve gone through will mean for me, but I know, deep down, that they’re leading me onto the right path—a road I’ve been looking for all my life. A road I never knew I was supposed to walk. A path I’m sharing with this mighty, terrifying, protective man. And I know that he’s right. No matter how the house, the grounds, or the world around us look, home is with him.

Ulf. My master and divine protector.
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***

“Clara,” Markus drags my attention back to the room as he takes a step back and nudges my chin up. “Can you be a good girl and show Grigory what I taught you last night?”

Blood swooshes through my veins and gathers in my cheeks. No, no, no. He can’t be serious. Not here. In front of him. Isn’t it enough the man gets to discipline me?

I grow acutely aware of Grigory, feeling his large figure looming next to me, his eyes boring into me.

Markus steps behind me, and I reach for him, needing the shield of his body between the intimidating man and me. But Markus turns me by the shoulders, forcing me to kneel right before Grigory.

My hands fist and unclench on my thighs, my whole body thrumming from the adrenaline spike.

Please don’t, I want to beg, but I can’t make myself say anything. I have no idea how Markus will demonstrate this—if he’ll whip out his cock and shove it into my throat, or worse, ask the conductor to do it.

Panic is rising in my chest when Markus grabs my hair and tugs my head back, demanding I stay with him.

I give a small shake of my head, hoping Grigory won’t see. But of course, he does. I feel his eyes on me like lasers and I know how perceptive they are. I couldn’t twitch an eye without him knowing.

Markus’s lips tip up in a cheeky smile. “Oh yes,” he says, answering my silent plea. “Open your mouth.”

Clenching my jaw, I stare up at him with wide, frightened eyes.

“Was that a question?” Markus tugs my head farther back, straining the front of my neck.

“No.” My answer is barely audible.

“Then open your mouth. I want Grigory to see what a good girl you are.” Markus’s features edge into a stern expression that forces his words straight past my embarrassment and into the core of my submissive soul.

There’s nothing I can do. My lips fall apart, and I feel my autonomy slipping out of my hands.

Markus’s eyes light up with appraisal, and it shoots straight into that same submissive place and spreads warmth into my bones. “Good girl,” he says. “Now, a little more.”

I open a smidgen farther, and Markus keeps urging me on until my mouth is wide agape.

“That’s it. Keep it like that.” Nudging my head into its normal position, he turns his attention to Grigory and says soberly, “We were practicing gag reflex control last night.”

“Sounds useful.” The conductor seems just as unabashed by the topic, and my hands quiver as I look at his legs. They are all I see, right there in front of me. I’d have to lean my head far back to meet his dark eyes. “How did you go about it?”

I feel tiny, caught here between the two tall men. Their power is a palpable energy around me, and I can almost feel how my helplessness feeds it—making their voices a bit deeper, their postures a bit prouder. I think they both get off on this, having me at their mercy, bending to their will. And fuck, I really do too.

Markus lifts a finger to the corner of my mouth, caressing the sensitive spot, making me acutely aware of how open my mouth is. His voice takes on a gruff note as I feel him watching me—it’s the same sound as when he tells me to get on my knees and suck his cock. “I tied her to a chair, told her to keep her mouth open,” his finger travels over my bottom lip, “and pressed a dildo to the back of her throat.”

“And how did she do?” Grigory asks.

“Go ahead, see for yourself,” Markus invites, and my heart rate spikes as he tugs my hair back, forcing me to look up at the conductor.

His brows are set in two thick lines, and the furrow between them makes him look alarmingly intense. I shift my hips, unable to sit still beneath the unwavering command in his eyes. I imagine this is what it must feel like being a small mouse in an open field with a hawk watching from the only tree.

Grigory lifts his thumb to my lips, and I start panting. The movement is slow yet purposeful as he presses the pad against my bottom lip. My mouth twitches with the need to close, and I think he sees it because his eyes light up, just for a moment—a small flash before the dark intent is back.

Slowly, he pushes his thumb over my lip and into my mouth. I feel it hovering above my tongue right before it presses down. My hips jerk involuntarily, and I furrow my brows as helplessness seeps into my bones.

His thumb makes a slow journey across my tongue, and the intrusion is stark. He could have pressed his cock into my mouth and I’d have felt less invaded. At least then, I would have had my eyes to myself. But this slow invasion of both my mouth and eyes makes it feel like he’s reaching into my very core, accessing the most secret corners of my soul.

A slow panic creeps across my arms as he makes his way to the back of my tongue. It only gets worse when my eyes flutter down and I notice the big bulge in his pants. I press my head back and try to move it from side to side to eject the intruding finger. This is so wrong.

“Easy, sweetie.” Markus tightens his grip on my hair, reminding me I’m doing this because he wants me to. It’s oddly reassuring, and I stop struggling.

My eyes flicker back up, and I look straight into Grigory’s forceful gaze that demands my full attention on him. His eyes narrow as he reaches the spot right at the edge of my gag reflex. He knows exactly what he’s doing. Stopping for a second, he gives the smallest tug of his lips—a smug smile—then he presses into the spot that should trigger my gag reflex.

I fight to subdue the reflex, bunching my shoulders up and fisting my hands as I struggle to relax my throat like Markus has taught me.

“Very good,” Grigory says, sounding pleased as he turns his eyes to Markus.

There seems to be this strange camaraderie between the two men, like it’s quite natural for them to team up on me, exposing me in this very sexual manner together. Most men would be uncomfortable getting a boner in the company of a friend, but there’s no awkwardness or uncertainty here. They’re just having fun, like two guys having a beer after work.

“She made a whole minute last night.” Markus strokes his free hand along my cheek like he’s proud of me.

A minute. I sure won’t last so long today. I can’t take it much longer, sitting here on the floor, trapped between the two men—a stranger’s thumb pressed against the back of my throat. Two seconds more and I’ll be dry heaving.

My pounding heart becomes too loud, and my stomach contracts with the need to cough. I twitch my head against Markus’s grip, but he only tightens it, making the roots of my hair sting.

My tongue starts struggling against the length of Grigory’s finger, and I make a few strangled noises. Water streams from the corners of my eyes as the urge to gag rises in my throat, and I’m not sure a few of the tears aren’t from the intense vulnerability I feel staring up at the powerful man above me.

“Relax your tongue.” Grigory’s eyes are back on me, matching the strictness of his tone. There’s no compromise or leniency. It’s a firm command. And it works.

It knocks the struggle straight out of me. My shoulders fall into place, my hands unclench, and my tongue relaxes as I fall into the spell of Grigory’s demanding stare.

“Good girl,” he praises, slowly dragging his thumb back across my tongue and over my bottom lip.

I don’t dare to close my mouth. Not even when I feel the trickle of spit slip from the corner.

Grigory grazes a knuckle down the side of my mouth, catching the embarrassing moisture, and I feel so utterly exposed. Helpless.

“You may close your mouth,” Grigory says in a gentle voice that pulls me deeper under his spell, and I slowly close my jaw as I stare into the steady calm of his eyes.
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In His Cage

Money is power; power is danger.

Stay away from rich men.

Aleksandr Pletnev was supposed to be the man who made my dreams come true. Instead, he kidnaps me and locks me in a cage of gold.

Now I exist under his brutal command, trapped and at his mercy.

My captor will do just about anything to assert his ownership and break me into acceptance. But it’s not the whippings or degradations that break me. It’s when his darkness gives way to tender gentleness.

I fight with everything I have, but he keeps insisting that I need the stability of his command, and soon I don’t know if I’m losing or finding myself.

Dark and explicit story full of raw emotions. The MMC is possessive but not afraid to share. Some people may not call this a romance. It depends on your definition! If you’re looking for roses and redemption, you’ve come to the wrong place. This book has some extreme content.

Can be read as a standalone.
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***

“Keep walking,” a deep voice commands, all too calmly.

I want to turn my head—see who’s got the nerve to grab me and press a knife to my back in broad daylight. But I can’t. Fear has me paralyzed, unable to think or act. My legs are the only thing working, and only because they have to.

All I can see from the corner of my eye is his left side—white and black clothes, tall and broad frame. He’s so tall his face is hidden way above my head where I don’t dare cast my eyes up. His fingers are large enough to encompass my upper arm in an unbreakable grip. It’s not forceful, but the potential strength is palpable. He could easily snap my bones.

Icy shivers skate down my skin, and my legs quiver, threatening to give in. But fear is not the only thing churning in my stomach. There’s this feeling of powerlessness that tugs at something deep inside me—some magnetic pull, against all rationality, that flutters and sends heat coursing through my veins.

It’s his presence. It looms over me like a great building casting its shadow over several blocks, calm and powerful. Commanding in a most masculine way that speaks to my feminine soul and keeps my heart from speeding too fast. It’s like the unwavering stability steadies me through the fear that wreaks havoc on my insides.

Fuck. I must be sick. There’s nothing alluring about a stranger who presses a knife to my back, possibly kidnapping me.

The blood drains from my face and bile rises in my throat.

Is that what’s happening? He’s kidnapping me?

I’m going to be sick at any moment. The telltale stomach cramps have already set in.

“That’s it,” the man says, voice slow and deep—praising? “Keep going. Straight ahead.” It’s almost like he senses the oncoming nausea. Like he’s trying to reduce the immediate threat with soothing words.

It’s ridiculous. I know there’s nothing safe about those words. They’re a twisted illusion.

Yet my stomach settles.

He guides me through the exit and onto the raised parking lot on a large platform. I hear a train pull in below us, screeching on the tracks as it comes to a halt. A woman walks past us with hastened steps—maybe to catch said train—and she doesn’t even spare us a glance.

I want to reach out and tug at her, scream for help. But I don’t dare. And as the man behind me moves us across the platform, toward the stairs at the corner, help slips out of reach.

I know what’s down there beneath the long set of stairs.

Nothing.

The stairs lead to the secluded side of the station, where people only come when the parking space up here is full. And it sure isn’t today.

The shaking spreads through my body, and I start staggering.

I abruptly halt at the edge of the stairs and stare down the immense amount of steps. “I can’t,” I croak. Somehow, it seems worse falling down all those steps than being dragged away by this stranger. “I’ll fall.”

“Dershu tebya. I won’t let you fall.” As if to prove his point, he tightens his grip on my arm.

It’s like déjà vu—the steadying hand and deep voice.

That’s when it hits me. The man on the train. White and black. His suit.

I turn my head and stare straight up into chilly blue eyes. Cold as a block of ice, yet warm with the promise he just made. It doesn’t make sense—not the dichotomy in his eyes, not the kidnapping.

I’m so stunned my fear fades for a moment, making my feet move on autopilot as he nudges me.

Fresh notes of citrus and something masculine waft past my nose as I move my feet onto the first step, and I inadvertently inhale a deep whiff of the intoxicating scent. His scent.

“One step at a time. I’ll catch you if you fall.”

He must be mocking me for my unsteady feet—or maybe my fall on the platform earlier. But I find no ridicule in his words. They are smooth and warm. Tender even. Maybe he actually means it?

It can’t be. How can someone be tender while holding a knife to my back?

My brain fogs over with all the questions and contradictions. Yet somehow, I manage to zero in on the task of placing one foot on each step—a task that seems more like climbing a mountain than a simple everyday action.

I barely notice that the sharp tip at my back disappears and a flat palm presses against my waist instead. Supporting me?

It takes forever to descend those stairs, and when I finally have both feet back on solid ground, it takes me a moment to gather my thoughts. Before I can think of running, the knife is back against my skin. The man leads me to the dusty parking lot in front of the rails, where a single large SUV is parked in the shadow of the platform.

My skin stings beneath the tip of the knife, but the pain is nothing compared to the one bearing down on my chest. I can barely breathe through it, and my inhales become more and more ragged as we approach the car.

The faint noise of traffic hums in the distance, but it’s so low I barely notice it. My wheezing breath and the crunch of shoes on gravel seem to be the only sounds around us.

Stopping by the SUV, the man opens the back door, and I see the silhouette of another man in the driver’s seat. The driver is large and bulky, like one of those men you see pulling a truck on TV.

Heavy blocks of ice settle in my stomach. I can’t get into that car. When I’m in, there’s no out. I know it like I know sunsets leave darkness, heavy clouds bring rain. And like the weather, I see no stopping this. Yet my mind scrambles to work something out.

Should I fight? Scream? Is it worth risking a knife in my back?

Indecision pounds in my head, dragging on in a single second that seems to last forever.

Then the last question becomes void as the knife hits the ground with a metallic sound. The sharp tip is gone, and I know what I have to do.

There’s no way I’m getting into that car.

With a forceful yank of my arm, I open my mouth to scream. But I’m too slow. Before the shrill sound can ring out into the open space, a large hand clamps over my mouth.

“Don’t even think about it.” The words are a low snarl, and for a moment, I think it’s someone else—maybe the man in the car who has come out. It can’t be the same voice as the one crooning in my ear moments ago. “The knife was just a means to keep you calm. But down here, I’m not beyond using force.”

It’s the same man. The citrusy scent from before wafts past my nose again, and the other man is still in the driver’s seat. There’s no one else here. The man snarling in my ear is the same one who pressed a supportive hand against my waist and promised he wouldn’t let me fall.

Maintaining the punishing grip on my bicep, he removes his palm from my mouth, and what little courage I had gathered fades fast.

There’s a rustle of clothes—a hand digging into a pocket. The seconds stretch on, and I don’t understand why he doesn’t shove me into the vehicle.

Something new drops to the ground. Plastic? I glance down, and yes, there on the gravel lies a small, oblong plastic cap, and somehow, that lid is more terrifying than the knife beside it.

The man pulls down my arm, stretching my shoulder. And then I feel it. The most terrifying thing of all. A small prick, then an aching pressure as liquid seeps into my muscle.

I whimper—a small, weak sound. My body slackens as my strength seeps out with frightening speed. My limbs go numb, and my knees give in. I collapse.

As the man promised, he catches me. Strong arms easily support my weight, holding me against a hard chest.

Using my last sliver of strength, I crane my neck and gaze up into a set of blue eyes boring into my very soul. I don’t recognize the features around them, but I recognize the intensity of those eyes.

It is him. Aleksandr Pletnev.

“It’s you...” My voice fades before I can say more.

“You’re mine now.” His lips tip up into a wide, charming smile—the smile I so badly wanted on the train. Now, he finally aims it at me, and it’s the most terrifying thing I’ve ever seen.

The last thing I see before my world goes black.

Get it on Amazon
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