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	Chapter One

	The first stiff cock I ever saw was that of a goblin. I woke to find the heavy strain of it right there at my face, looking to plunge into my shocked mouth, its ready yearning already stringing a silver thread toward my chin. Demonic eyes glowed hungrily down at me through night’s gloom. Gnarly hands gripped my hair, whilst the heat and scent of bestial desire was like a fiendish enchantment that held me in thrall. I’ll not forget the dark thrill that swept me as my royal cheeks took the full hit of his hot spatter.

	It was blood, thankfully. Shooting straight from the ruptured vessels that fed the creature’s twisted heart, my trusty bonds-maid Runa having speared him right through the chest. She then hurled him across the room, sliding him off her spear and into the great hearth that roars all night to keep the bitter chill of this ever-wintered realm from my bed chamber. He hissed and crackled a bit before bursting into a shower of green sparks, as goblins are wont to do. I was glad. The last fiend Runa had chucked into the flames had roasted for hours and stunk to fuck.

	The second erect prick I witnessed was even more unwelcome. It belonged to Torben Oveson—he whom many call The Prince of No God. I, to my shame, call him brother. He and that deviant prick of his are the cause of everything: why my life is no longer my own; why I may not marry the person I choose when or if I choose; why I had to slog through three days of blizzard to be in this strange realm this evening, all for the dubious chance to be picked above the other desperate suitors here to be the wife of Jaromir—the gore-guzzling warrior prince known to his black-hearted northern kinsmen as Vulkalak, the Werewolf.

	Yet win him I must. The fate of my family depends upon it. Sassa Bloodchild is my name, after a mother who fought every day until she died, squeezing me out. Eldest daughter to King Ove, son of the famed Sørgen Knotbeard. Sibling to three sorry half-sisters and one half-brother—that perverted cunt Torben. Princess they call me, but don’t ever let that fool you.

	My people came from the north. We brought with us our raging fires, our sagas, our monsters. We sailed first down the coast, raiding and trading—in furs and silver, but mostly in slaves. Next, we surged inland on rivers. We defeated, we threatened, we forged alliances. We did anything to gain us greater riches and land than we had left behind.

	Better warriors than us seized the more fertile spoils, so we pulled our furs tighter around us and pushed on, heading eventually back north again, into the colder, meaner, howling Sheet-lands where the darker souls lived. Here the most vicious creatures and demons and revenants had also been driven. Our assistance in a great battle brought victory and fame. It earned my father a large tribute in gold and a swathe of the Sheet-lands to rule over, for what it was worth. He immediately styled himself konungr—high king—although in truth he remains a jarl, an earl. That wasn’t going to stop my father.

	He let the power possess him. His drόttning—his queen, his second wife since my mother died—is even worse. As mad as she is alluring, she can be found screaming naked into fires, or drunkenly scrabbling atop feasting tables trying to bite people, or down on all fours in the woods at dawn, snuffling and snorting in her hunt for her favorite kind of mushroom.

	It was she who forced the brooding horde whose lands we’d seized to burst their hearts hauling stone and wood to strengthen the fortress we had taken from their slain chieftain, all for protection against them. It ensured that bloody revenge would forever bubble in their veins.

	Between them, she and my father also gave us Torben. The demon was in him from the start. Before he’d even been taken on his first raid, he’d be doing things like forcing sticks up rat’s arses and running around the village brandishing them, trying to put them up the girl’s skirts. He tried it on me once. I punched him in the stomach and used my boot to hold his face down in the resulting vomit. I think that’s when his crush on me began.

	His succession to the throne, once the thankful crows are pecking out my father’s eyes, is not assured. Actual kings might decide this, if the sword and axe haven’t already done so. A good marriage would certainly help, aligning our family with the house of a powerful other realm. In these parts as in many others, such a match is more likely if the proof of strength and fighting prowess and masculinity can be displayed. That is how I came to see Torben’s erect cock.

	In these harsh Lands of the Dark Gods there is a custom. Once they come of age, eldest sons must prove their virility in front of witnesses—who may then attest to his prowess and the strength of his coursing blood. It is certainly not the custom of our people, yet twisted Torben still insisted upon it. An easier spectacle to stomach it might have been had my brother not purposefully fixed me with his lustful leer, never once taking his eyes off me as he slapped against the rear end of the chosen concubine; had he refrained from loudly snarling throughout,

	“This will be us, sister, I swear it!”

	Even in these parts they draw lines. If his foul reputation hadn’t already done so, this open insight into his perverted mind decided that any maid of noble standing would rather cut a hole in the ice sheet and plunge headlong into the breath-stop waters before they ever consented to wear his ring.

	What is all this to me? It means little prospect of my father gaining a decent dowry through his only son’s marriage. It means far less chance of our family being able to buy allegiances or the mercenary fighters we will need if we are to hold onto this realm and to our lives. Because my brother is a ravening pervert, my father must look to me instead to bring him advantages. And because dowries are demanded, it means my father must first pay out heavily for me before the hope of getting anything back. Unless, of course, he can find a suitor too rich and vainglorious to demand such wedding payments…

	“Treasure will not secure me for a husband,” the wolf-prince Jaromir declares, glaring lustily around this feasting hall at the two dozen or more of us flush-cheeked females hoping to catch his eye. “My wife must be way more than a giver of land or silver plate. She must be exceptional. She must have no match anywhere!”

	He looks like he is fixing to gobble one or all of us up—a roomful of girls shifting in their seats, trying to sate the itch, trying to force out caught breaths. His effect is like petrified yearning. I can smell it in the air mixing with the woodsmoke, seeping from us all. He is disarmingly handsome, I cannot deny it, especially in this flicker light. He stands as tall and wide as any man. The shoulders and arms are as thickly powerful as a bear’s. The hands are said to have crushed skulls. The vertical scar on the right cheek tells of violence and victory, of safety at his side.

	The orange dance of the fire is caught in his intense brown eyes to add to the look of feral hunger. If indeed he is a werewolf his fur must be on the inside, for apart from the thick black mane falling to the shoulders, the rest of his face and stripped torso is smoothly free of hair. There is a sign of curls below the taut belly, down where his leggings have had the laces untied and loosened, ready to be hauled around the thighs. Soon, we know, we will see him in all his glory.

	He is here to show himself off. We are gathered from far and wide to learn what we must do to win his hand. In turn he will demonstrate what a prize he is. In moments we will bear witness as he invokes old customs and plunders the cunny of the slave bent expectant over the feasting table before him. The intent is to have us gasping at his virility, the sheer rigidity of him, his stamina and skill. The proof of it will be seen glistening on his fat shaft and dripping off his balls.

	The jangle of nerves and impatience has me uneasy. Saliva gathers thickly and I’m having to swallow, over and over. For all of us, the fear of being his wife will be matched only by the fear of missing out on him. And then his leggings come down and it is out: proud and thick and ready. More ready than my heart proves, even though it knew this moment was coming.

	He thrusts his hips forward and grasps his cock like the hilt of a sword. I can almost feel the heat and pulse of it at my palm. Whimpers and gasps escape all around me. He sneers his satisfaction.

	“Is that all you’ve got, pig-fucker?”

	This mumbled slur from the shadows behind, back where the servants and our guardians are stationed, has me jumping even though it was said so low that surely only I could hear. Prince Jaromir Wolfskin did not, that is for certain. His leering continues as he runs his hand boastfully up and down his shaft, encouraging still more blood there, encouraging our need for him. Despite the shock voice from behind, I cannot wrench my eyes off the scene before me.

	Then Jaromir is behind the slave girl. He throws the skirts up over her back and grasps her bare hips. Two dozen maidens suck in their breaths and grip their seats, frozen in awed anticipation as he feeds himself into the slave’s defenseless body. Her head snaps back, her eyes roll, and her mouth falls opens in a long wail as he fills her. Every one of us girls is trying to recall the fingers—and in my case the stone pestle usually used to grind herbs—that we have in our time thrust up inside ourselves. We are hoping to imagine even a hint of the bliss this girl is clearly feeling now, stretched and stuffed though she might be.

	That pestle broke my maidenhead a while back. It has seen countless visits to my bedside since. As much as Jaromir is here to show his sexual prowess, any bride he chooses will be obliged to prove her previous innocence. Don’t tell my father, but on the slightest chance that the Wolfskin picks me, the lack of blood on the marital sheets from that part of my body is going to lead to a deluge from the rest of it, as I am sliced down the middle where I lay to swiftly annul the marriage in no uncertain terms.

	Jaromir slowly withdraws, making sure we all know what is coming before ramming home his first thrust. The force of it ripples through the slave’s rump. The lewd sound has all us girls pushing down into our seats, searching for contact. Whimpers escape from all sides. Hearts rush and mine with them. Blood throbs achingly in those parts one can only touch when alone.

	It is difficult to know why it is so enthralling. Perhaps because as high-born, supposedly pure daughters, we are sorely deprived of immersing in the kind of filth all others seem to wallow in—and this just looks so bestial, so thrillingly rude. Or because all of us have known a surprise raid that had us close to taking just such a ravishment; the last thing we would have known before our throats were slit.

	Maybe it is just the heat of competition. However vulgar he is, for this horror of a man to pick you above all others would still be a triumph to bask in. To be proven as the best girl here, the fairest, the one he most wants to fuck. It is stirring some instinct in all of us, no matter how noble we claim to be.

	He has the slave’s hair wound around both hands as he thrusts in and out of her, like he is riding a horse at a gallop. He snarls and sneers through gritted teeth. The otherwise-silence of night heightens the crackle of the fire and the hiss of the flaming torches all around; the breathy panting of the onlookers; the loud slaps of her arse. Our imagination racing, we watch in wonder and trepidation, in excitement and in hope as he pumps the slave to an almost agony of ecstasy, judging by her wails and her screwed-up face. Then he roars his own finish and pulls out of her still iron stiff, still leeching his seed.

	He lets us soak up his display, his fiery eyes raking us and silently daring anyone to doubt even for a moment that he isn’t the most potent man in all the lands north of the Half-Ice Sea. He knows the effect he has had.

	“I will choose my bride at the Feast of the Blood Moon,” he informs us, “out of those who join me at Volch’ye Logovo, my fortress. And any who come must come alone!”

	That causes a stir of consternation. Most of the prospective brides around me already believe their hopes now dashed, since no promises or threats would see them begin to contemplate roaming the Sheet-lands with nothing but their own courage and skills as protection.

	“Such a journey is beyond impossible!” gasps one guardian from the shadows behind. “None could last half a day out there by themselves, let alone a whole moon-phase!”

	“No daughter of mine,” calls out another, with anger, “will be made a sacrifice to a gorging strigoi just to nourish your wicked vanity!”

	“Fuck off then,” a stony Jaromir retorts, his prick still oozing a thin string of seed and showing no sign of flagging, “and take your sobbing bitch offspring with you. I said my bride must be exceptional and I meant it. I aim to breed sons with the heart to conquer worlds, not just kingdoms. Any woman who lets herself get eaten by some half-rotted blood demon deserves to die, not become my wife.”

	Strange, I find myself wearing a thin smile, like I’m seeing things his way. It betrays a twisted amusement at all these greedy, posturing prospective fathers-of-the-bride who came here to claim a prize, yet instead have come to see their precious daughters condemned to certain death. No one could cross the Sheet-lands alone. Whole armies get decimated out there.

	“My lord,” I say, unabashed as always, “could we not take along our handmaiden? You want a royal bride yet surely you do not expect a princess to carry all her own supplies for such a long trip, to cook her own food, to wipe and clean herself?”

	I am perfectly capable, of course, of doing any wiping I need, if the mood takes me. It is a ruse. If I’m going into a fight, I want Runa at my back. Jaromir glares at my audacity at speaking up, the muscles at his jaw twitching. I look straight back, unblinking, eyebrows arched in nonchalance. Of all the girls here, I’m the only one he’s been made to notice.

	“One handmaiden then,” he agrees, his eyes lingering on mine. “But that is all. And now you know my whim, let us feast!” He grabs his horn beaker and messily drains it in one go, the blood-red wine dribbling down either side of his mouth, bringing to mind a be-fanged draugr, gorging at a victim’s neck. “More!” he cries, slamming his beaker on the table.

	“Insufferable prick!” comes the surly slur from behind. I’d forgotten about this mystery voice, what with all the excitement. The owner of it comes out of the gloom behind, stinking of drink, barging me aside on his way towards the head table where Jaromir now sits. This new fellow is as big as the Wolf Prince, dressed as black as the lank hair that almost covers his face. I glimpse only stubble and a patch covering one eye. He passes, one hand behind his back. And that’s when I see the dagger slip blade-first down from its hiding place in the sleeve, now gripped ready to throw.

	Jaromir, the ice-hearted yet intriguing possible werewolf who sure fucks like a beast, the potential one and only savior of my family, is about to be assassinated. I signal the danger in haste to Runa, never far from my side. She knows exactly what to do. Our two-pronged attack is instant. Runa reaches up to grab the lank hair and halt forward progress before pressing the blade of her own dagger to the side of Eyepatch’s neck. One deft slice will see red fountains spurt—a thought to send a tingle right through me.

	For my part, I am swiftly around the front, grasping at the assassin’s crotch—something I’ve always wanted to do—and squeezing hard. I show him my blade and let him watch as I steer it purposefully down towards the handful of his meat I’m clutching. He knows one unwise move will see him lose it for good. Oddly, rather than the terror I expect to see on his face, there is instead a hint of a smile through the twin drapes of his hair. I can feel the heat of him through the material of his leggings. I have to open my grip some to contain his swell.

	It’s me who’s blinking with surprise, but I pull myself together and increase my grip again to cut off his blood supply there.

	“I’m not about to let you kill my future husband,” I hiss at the assassin, looking and sounding as steely as I feel.

	He peers down at me with that one unpatched, disarmingly blue eye. Despite the imminent threat to both neck and manhood, his face still shows mirth, the swell only increasing at my palm, warmer still.

	“I wasn’t going to,” he says, all measured calm, “as much as I despise him. I was, however, going to kill that servant just about to pour your precious prince a beaker of wine laced with poison.”

	If it’s a ruse to distract, it works. I turn swiftly, eyes widening as I behold the servant bent to pour, see Jaromir’s hand already grasping the beaker in readiness to down the contents in one. One gulp will be all it takes. Then it will be a few short moments before the poison takes hold and burns his insides. With the servant having slipped back into the shadows, the Wolf Prince, my father’s one chance of securing the funds he so needs to protect us from the ever more vengeful enemy surrounding our home, will be feasting in the next world.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Two

	Valuable as we are to our families if unsullied, every First Daughter needs a Runa. I am, after all, but a commodity to be traded to the highest bidder. Like a slave but bowed to and fed better. Heaven forbid if my life was taken. Or, worse, my hymen breached by one of the many goblins, draugrs, upyrs, strigois, rampaging barbarians, or indeed any of the countless other bloodsuckers and cock-wagglers who stalk the moon-hours here in search of maidens to either dispatch, despoil, possess, or attempt to burst with their erupting seed.

	As such, Runa has been trained in combat to the highest levels. This means I gain her protection, and she must pass all her skills onto me. Now I’m supposedly a royal, to my bitter dismay I am barred the spoils, the fame and the incomparable exhilaration of battle. Nonetheless, the obligation to hone my fighting prowess remains, for any potential husband will value a bride who can look after herself. It lessens the chances of getting fucked to a pulp whilst he is off raiding and enjoying himself.

	Runa lives whilst I do. She will unhesitatingly lay down her life for mine. Not just because she is my thrall, my sworn bonds-maid, but because she utterly adores me with such steadfast devotion that I can almost feel the constant agony of it ripping at her insides. I am everything to her. She seeks to know my mind better than she knows her own, which is why it takes little more than a look to have her springing into decisive action.

	I don’t even move. The dagger held at Eyepatch’s neck is suddenly slicing through the air to spear the arm of the wine servant and prevent Jaromir from drinking. There is great commotion, shit flying everywhere, swords drawn, people believing I am here to slay the prince.

	I am quick to set matters straight. To test my claim, Jaromir himself forces the wine down the servant’s throat. For many tense moments nothing happens. Then, thankfully, the servant duly screeches, spews most of his gizzards out of his nose, turns purple, and dies. Jaromir Wolfskin casts me a look of something close to admiration and gives the slightest nod of thanks.

	“I pity the demon that comes across you on your trip to my fortress,” he says. “I look forward to seeing you there.”

	Then he grabs a whole roasted chicken off the table and sweeps out, his guards hurrying behind. The other girls stare stunned and defeated at me, wearing faces like they’ve been forced to eat pigswill. Triumph warms my insides.

	“What a putrid cunt that man is,” spits Eyepatch, ruining my moment. I grit my teeth and give him a harder squeeze.

	“You’re talking about the man whose heart I plan to win,” I remind him.

	“Unlikely,” he says, still unperturbed by my grip on him, trying to break it with a renewed swell there. “You or indeed any of this lot here that don’t find their bodies emptied by upyrs out on the Sheet-lands are going to suffer just as great a loss of blood at my hands.”

	“Oh really?” I say, humoring him. “Why so?”

	“Because Jaromir has been promised as husband to my sister for years.”

	“So let me guess, using your looks as a guide,” I say, my hand almost open now in my attempt to contain his burgeoning cock. “Your sister has a face that the good Prince and many others strongly believe to have been shat out by a troll?”

	“Far from it,” he replies, showing no hint of being goaded by my insults. “Jaromir is right to have wanted her. It is she who shows all the reluctance. He was so tired of not winning her over that he forced himself upon her, hoping to plant his seed and hasten the nuptials. The planting worked, at least. He gave her a son. Unfortunately for all, the Prince has since taken a furious dislike to the boy.”

	“What can a poor infant do to earn such disdain?”

	“It was born with flame-colored hair.”

	“What?” I’m incredulous. “He doesn’t like the child because it has red hair?”

	“He abhors it and has sworn to all that he could never have fathered such an abomination.”

	“Am I right to think your sister also does not have red hair?”

	“That’s the thing. She does. And the palest skin, like milk. It is what made Jaromir so smitten by her.”

	“And he never supposed their child might take after her?”

	“Jaromir does not trouble himself with thought or consequences. He once had a concubine’s arms cut off at the shoulders because she was seen hugging another man. Afterwards he was so furious that his most skilled cock-stroker could never again do him this favor, he cut off her head. Then he became even more furious when he remembered who used to suck him best.”

	“I can’t wait to marry him.”

	“And yet it is my cock you are grasping. Perhaps it is time you let go?”

	I pull my hand away, suddenly guilty, aware that we are visible to all here.

	“Perhaps,” I say. But I don’t want him to think he is in control. With deliberate vulgarity I bring my fingers to my nose and breathe in any hint of his scent.

	If there is doubt as to how someone pure, someone yet to share herself, can do so wanton a thing, then let it be known that forbidding me lust only fires my imagination with it; has my insides raging like a man’s for carnality. Yes, sometimes my dreams have me acting and being treated like a princess. But all too often they have me behaving like the most wretched fuck-slave. Sometimes I am sure a sleep-demon must have possessed me!

	“Sadly for you,” Eyepatch says, ignoring my scent-sniffing lewdness, “you cannot marry Jaromir. No one can, and I must see to that. We have a custom here. When a child is born out of wedlock, the mother is obliged to name the father or be burned alive. If as Wolfskin has done that man disputes her claim, he has one year to find himself another bride. If he does not, he is proved a villain. He is forbidden to marry for five years and will be castrated unless he gifts the mother the baby’s weight in gold as compensation.”

	“I see,” I say. “And you want your sister to have that gold.”

	“She deserves it. Especially as she has borne such great pain in her efforts to feed her son up. The boy is, for now at least, something of a fat little bastard.”

	“Clever girl indeed,” I smirk in admiration of her cunning. “But what if I need that gold more than she? What if I believe the tales that when alone with a girl, the werewolf prince sprouts hairs from his great prick that tantalize inside like no other pleasure imaginable? What if this temptation is too great for me and I marry him whatever you say, not really giving a fuck about you or your sister?”

	“Then the custom decrees that after the ceremony, the new bride and the mother must fight. If the mother loses, she is proved a liar and cast out with her child to starve.”

	“And if she wins?” This won’t happen, obviously, because I am the granddaughter of Sørgen Knotbeard.

	“The bride is chopped into thirteen pieces. The father must hand over the gold and is castrated regardless anyway, but not before having been made to fuck a yak. He is also banned from marrying for ten years, if any would have still him. But my sister won’t win.”

	“You have more faith in her shrewdness than in her fighting abilities, it seems.”

	“Jaromir wants himself an extraordinary warrior for a wife because he knows well my sister’s prowess. I trained her myself. But she took a deep cut to her sword arm in her last battle. It is now too weak to win fights.”

	“So she has to rely on you—a brother who wants more than anything to keep alive the man who raped her.”

	“Once she has the gold, then I can think about making Jaromir pay in other ways.”

	“And seizing his crown for yourself, no doubt!”

	I say it like it’s a bad thing, but in truth he is displaying no greater ambition than any other man of power I’ve known. Fame gets sagas written about you. And although I’m making my scorn for him plain, I can’t deny he seems a better brother than the one I’m saddled with. I think I’m just trying to provoke him, to keep our conversation alive. It is rare if not impossible these days for me to share the company of any man, even if this one is a straggle-haired, one-eyed drunkard who has promised to kill me if we meet again.

	“I do not want any crown,” he says. “I’m sick of the politics and treachery of this place. Once my sister gets justice and can see her boy safe, I am going out into the Sheet-lands to hunt demons. I’ll earn my place in the next world that way, not from slaying innocents.”

	“A demon hunter!” I can’t help but show my derision. It’s like something a child would say. Our sagas are indeed full of such fearless, peerless warriors—but no one actually does it for real. Well, not without a quick and horrible death.

	“I have certain advantages over them,” he tells me, and I cannot see enough of his face to know if he’s being serious or not. “You’ll wish I was already out there when you begin your foolish quest to marry the foulest man alive. Until I catch up with you, of course, and cut you down.”

	“You are intent on slaying me then?” I say, still amused at our conversation. “And me such a beauty, such the opposite of a demon.”

	“I am,” he says, “if you attempt to do Jaromir’s bidding.”

	“That,” I say, drawing myself up, “sounds like a challenge I cannot refuse!”

	He nods slowly. I don’t know what he understands of me. Maybe he just thinks I’m like any other boastful, ambitious fool, seeking fame, fortune and power without even half the wit and skill to earn it. Our battlefields are always strewn with such idiots. Maybe in having a sister, he understands some of the pressures we live under; that we are used, robbed of our will and any hope of excitement, locked away until we are traded like pigs.

	He surely, however, cannot know my true mind. It would shrink any man to see the darkness, the rudeness in there. I grew up in thrall to the heroes and heroines of our sagas, and I am gripped still. Adventure excites me. Fighting excites me. Blood, yes, excites me. Passion rages within me. It makes me itch with its need. Jaromir might seem only to offer death, but he also offers me something I didn’t think I would see again: freedom, to bring alive the darkness and rudeness of my mind. I might die on a foolish quest to marry a beast of a man, but not before I have become the heroine of my own saga.

	“I’ll see you out on the Sheet-lands then,” Eyepatch says with that little smile.

	And he will.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Three

	I cannot sleep and usually I’m a log. I’ve happily dozed through fires in our village and storms on our longboats. I’ve even partially slept through goblin attacks. Danger at dawn has never given me troubled nights before. But this is different. This is a real adventure, just for me. One that seems destined to end in my certain death, even if I manage to triumph in my quest. I shall just have to cross that bridge when I come to it. After all, every good saga has some extraordinary, even magical, resolution.

	It’s not that death scares me. Tomorrow I will take up the sword after years of being forbidden to. Fighting is a big thing for my people. To gain honor on the battlefield and be slain there means a certain place in either Asgard or Fόlkvangr. I would dearly love to join my grandfather Sørgen Knotbeard at the feasting tables of Valhöll, I miss him too much. But as with any maiden who ever wields an axe in anger, I am sworn to the Goddess Freyja, not Odin, so it is to Fόlkvangr and its great hall of Sessrúmnir that I must go—if only I can manage to die fighting.

	The alternative does not bear thinking about: to die of disease or, the Allfather forbid, of old age—and an eternity spent in Hel. This is the fate my father had condemned me to by barring me from taking up the sword. Hel means only darkness and boredom, and certainly none of the carnal thrills promised by Asgard or Fόlkvangr. And it is thoughts of such things that has kept me awake this night: vivid, lurid visions of kissing and touching and fucking.

	I want to know pleasures of the flesh and why shouldn’t I? It is all everyone seems to think and talk about around the feasting tables. The air can be so full of it I am almost suffocated. I know something of ecstasy but nothing of sharing it with another, of having someone give it to you. I cannot go without it. I cannot lead a life of dull subjugation followed by an eternity of gloom and chastity. This is not the destiny of any granddaughter of Sørgen Knotbeard. I was born to fight and to fuck, in this life and in the next.

	My mind keeps reaching back to Jaromir. How to make him want to keep me alive when no blood appears on the bedsheets that first time. How to be more to him than someone simply to bend over. How to tame the beast. I imagine mounting him, of taking the pleasure I want whilst keeping him in thrall. If only I knew some of the tricks of the concubine! It is hard not to think of that thick prick inside me. Is it possible that it can sprout hairs like they say? What if he sprouts a wolf’s snout and fangs whilst he is inside me—what of me then? See what you have done to me, father, in banning me from knowing lust? You have turned my mind wild!

	Yet it is not me making the whimpers of passion now coming through the darkness. I recognize the noise from those I make myself on nights like these: it sounds like someone yearning to be taken. It comes from the next chamber to mine, where Runa sleeps—a curtain taking the place of a door to allow for the quick thwarting of goblin attacks. She must hear me sometimes, especially when I have the pestle to hand, but this is the first time I have ever heard her.

	Curiosity defeats me and I am up, picking uncertainly through the gloom to get to that curtain. I don’t even know why I want to spy. Perhaps because it is thrilling to know you dominate someone else’s rudest thoughts. I am cruel to her, I know it. I order her to wash me sometimes. I give her I-must-have-you looks that I know will burn her insides. It could be that I want to stoke her fire of obsession, because it is flattering. Or it could be that spiteful me just wants someone else to feel the un-scratchable itch I feel; to know the agony of being deprived those joys of physical contact I crave.

	I move the curtain just enough to peek through. She is lit by the lamp burning on the table. Light means her never having to stumble through night’s blackness to come to my aid. Fitful sleep is just one of the sacrifices she makes in being my bonds-maid—but as I said, whilst I live, so does she. Her eyes are closed, more so it seems in rapture than in sleep. Her mouth is open and wet. I can see the glisten there. The furs are already cast aside. She is writhing, her hips and little behind grinding into the straw-filled mattress. She looks somehow possessed, and I know every inch of her wanting.

	Then her hands are on her thighs and dragging up her robe to expose bareness beneath. My heart is already beating too hard. Any more and the thud might wake her. The robe is pulled higher and I can see the little curls of hair, the puff of her lips. I can almost feel their throb in my own. I am smiling. It is wonderful to know you can bring someone else to this, to cause their minds such distraction. Then movement comes from away in the gloom and I almost jump out of my skin.

	How my shock wasn’t audible I do not know, but Runa does not stir, nor does the man stop his emergence from the shadows into the glow of the torchlight. Fear, anger, jealousy freeze me, and all I do is stare. He is bare and erect—a fourth to add to my list. I do not know him. He could be one of the warrior tribesmen here, if the sheer size of his body and the crude inking upon it is anything to go by. He could be one of the few tradesmen who come this way. Either way, Runa is always by my side, so any connection she has made with this man must have been done with a just a few telling glances.

	She parts her legs and I see the hunger for her light his eyes. He comes forward, almost bursting with desire for her. And why not? She has the customary short-cropped hair of a thrall, a sign of her servitude, and her nails are too often grubby, but her lips are luscious and her body lithe and full of fire. He kneels onto the bed, moving up her, raising her robe further to bare little breasts yearning for the warmth of his mouth. With eyes still closed, she arches her back to meet him.

	I feel almost betrayed. I’m sure she aches only for girls—for me. It is written all over her, branded into her soul. How can she think this brute man anything like a substitute? Her axe is propped against the bedhead, easily accessible. I could strike him down, claim I thought him an intruder come to ravish her. In truth I could chop them both to bits—for Runa to allow herself to be distracted from keeping me safe is punishable by death. But all I can do is watch. I am gripped. Not just because all carnal acts thrill me, but because of the gentleness of him.

	When their mouths meet it is not the lurid feasting our warriors share with the wenches when the ale is flowing. There is none of the vulgar pawing and grasping. Our warriors are simply forbidden from showing any kind of gentleness of character, of anything but raw, impenetrable masculinity. Yet he strokes her bare surface with tender affection. His hands test the softness of her breasts but without cruelty. The fingers pinch the hard tips but not enough to see her cry out in pain, only enough to have her gasp and writhe. I have to pinch at my own to know the exquisite burn there.

	Despite the strain in his prick he wants to kiss and taste every bit of her. My wonderment almost outstrips my jealousy. He gorges down there until his beard glistens with her pleasure, but it is certain her kunta will take more of him than just his tongue. My heart is racing now. How can he show such teasing patience? I almost shout at him to flip her over and sink in as deeply as I have witnessed Jaromir and my own brother do before.

	But he doesn’t put her on her front. When he enters her it is from above, their lips locked; a gentle slide rather than a ramming thrust. I’ve never seen it done like this. I’ve seen warriors behind women of the villages we have sacked. I have seen princes squashed to the rumps of concubines. I have spied on my mad stepmother, bare arse stuck right out as she demands to be filled by a king’s cock. I have overheard the drunken warriors say to wenches, time and time again, “I’ll bend you over, girl, any more teasing from you!” I thought this is how it was always done. I hardly dare imagine it any other way to avoid disappointment.

	This is the first time I have known the act not as urgent and bestial but tender and loving. It is no less thrilling for it—more so, perhaps. Imagine if Jaromir could be taught this. A beast when you need it and then a gentle lover all the rest of the time. Then Runa wraps her legs around her man and that’s when my envy almost has me collapsing. How can two people who have surely never spoken forge such a closeness? Does she do this every night, and I am too fast asleep to notice?

	Even now, though, she will not open her eyes. I am almost screaming at her to do so, to drink in every detail of this man who ruts her with such skill and patience and tenderness. When their lips are not locked her mouth comes open, her breaths coming deep and hard, rasping in her throat. And then the realization strikes me: she is not awake! She never has been during his visit! It can mean only one thing. This warrior who is sunk so deep inside her is not a man at all but a night mara, a sleep-demon!

	It explains it all, of course. Some say they only have to look at you once to possess your mind. They make you dream of them and they come to you. There is no separating your dream from reality and no defense against them. They kiss you not out of love but to suck the Önd—the life-force—from your body. It is what feeds them and eventually what finishes you. For all the rapture Runa now shows and feels, she is under attack.

	Yet still I am not rushing for the axe. I know the Roman god she believes in strictly forbids any coupling outside of marriage, but I am too entranced to save her. My mind instead demands each tiny detail be seared into it: each stroke of hand or cock; the noise of them making love; the smell of their fuck. It will enrich my fantasies so much. I am banned this thrill and this is the closest I can get to it. I know I might be sacrificing the one person who would and has seen me live above all others, but I simply cannot make myself move to free her of this demon.

	Instead I watch in awe, buzzing from head to toe, as he fucks and kisses and sucks her until she is spent. Her cheeks and chest bloom with her rapture and I take comfort knowing that I spared her from never knowing this. He slips his muscle from her and then without a backward glance disappears into the shadows. For my part I slip back into my bed. To the sound of her fitful, rasping breaths, my mind goes to work picturing my future husband doing every last thing to me that I have just witnessed.

	It is a revelation, of course, a watershed. Fighting and dying is now not going to be enough for my hungry soul. I need to fight hard enough to live long enough to feel for real what Runa will wake thinking was just an extraordinary dream. I will have to win Jaromir and enchant him enough to save myself and see him throw his weight behind saving my family. Enough to turn the ripping beast into the tenderest, most passionate lover anywhere. If ever a quest deserved to become the subject of a famous saga, it is surely this one!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Four

	Everything is blue-grey with cold. We are outside the gates of our stronghold, our horses beneath us snorting mist clouds into the freezing morning air. Shame we do not have real fire-breathers to ride out upon. Runa cannot meet my eye. She looks abashed and troubled, no doubt the vivid detail of what she took to be a dream still filling her mind. She also looks pale, as well she might having had half the Önd sucked out of her. That won’t help her when it comes to a fight. Perhaps I should have thought of that when I allowed her demon visitor to live.

	For my part I have quashed the jealousy and torrid desperation that burned me into the small hours. Now I feel only excitement and determination to succeed in my quest. This is my chance. Any wavering of resolve would have been banished having met the wild-eyed queen at dawn, off on her mad way to go a-snuffling for mushrooms.

	“You must win the prince,” she told me absently, too busy slurping at the deliberate scratch her talon nails had just gouged in her wrist, “or I’ll have no choice but to sell one of your sisters to Blood-Fang.”

	King Bogdan Klykov, meaning Blood-Fang in our less brutish tongue—or the Ripper King, as he is so affectionately known to his rabid kinsmen—likes to spear people through the neck and hang them naked and still breathing from the roof joists of his hall like spitted meat, for his famished dogs to leap and tear at. His multitude of wives have all known unspeakable suffering, which is why he is willing to pay for his next ones rather than demand a dowry. My half-sisters are young and stupid, perhaps on their way to lunacy like their mother, but they are still family. The queen knows I could never countenance such a cruel fate for any of them. Family reputation is everything. Grandfather taught me that.

	Ravens cark from the tops of the black brooding pines overshadowing us. At such an hour, this is not deemed to hold good portents. My father stands solemnly awaiting our departure. He loves me, I know. He certainly wishes I had been born with balls so I could have ruled in his footsteps. Yet as angry as he was at Jaromir’s demands, he hasn’t once tried to stop my mission to Volch’ye Logovo, the Wolf’s Lair. If I wasn’t already his last hope, I surely am now.

	Whilst I was away hearing Jaromir’s declarations about choosing his future bride, my twisted brother was off forcing himself upon one of the local wives, branding his initial with hot iron on each of her bare buttocks whilst still inside her. He claimed it made her his property. It just made the tribesmen even more resentful of our rule over them. Vengeance will be boiling their hearts. I am going to need an armed escort just to get me unravaged to the edges of our domain.

	If I fail in my quest, only the unthinkable remains for those I leave behind. Either break out and attempt a nigh-impossible mission to defeat the likes of Jaromir and seize other lands (or at least force a truce that brings riches and greater security). Or run for it, back the way we first came. This show of weakness is bound to rouse the horde we rule into giving chase. It would be a race to possible safety in the lands south of here, where our former kinsmen have settled. But that means my father having to surrender his crown and swear fealty to another, and he would much rather us all die than him suffer that personal dishonor.

	So instead he has gifted me a sword. I named it Split-the-Bear, since we are bound to meet a few of those furry fuckers out in the Sheet-lands. Eikar the hedge-witch blessed it, and carved me a special rune to ward off demons, but she is an odd one and seems to thrill at other’s misfortune—I’ve seen her with her hand up her skirts watching punishments and sacrifices. My eldest half-sister slew a cockerel and spurted its blood on each one of my horse’s hooves as a protection against lameness—she really doesn’t want to be sold to the Ripper King. I suspect I am going to need more help than a chicken to keep us all safe, but it’s too late for any of that now.

	Our escort draws up beyond the trees at the edge of a frozen lake. Tall forests flanking icy wastes is all I and Runa will know for our onward journey alone, with the hostile ghosts of purple mountain crags looming behind in all directions. The sky is murky, heavy. The ice sheets underfoot look almost blue. The days are short at this time of year, the nights thickly black and bristling with peril. You can feel, almost smell, the bitterness and desperation in the air because nothing with legs is here by choice. All have been forced, and all are ever on the edge of death. When they come for us, not even a Berserker could match the savage, merciless ferocity.

	“Do you have your touchwood?” asks Halfeigg, my father’s personal bodyguard, leant for the day. I nod, even producing the little cannister containing the strips of fungus that Runa beat flat and then soaked in her piss for three nights before drying them out. Light them and they smolder for days without catching. Blowing into the canister can give you instant fire. Strange, we take this fungus for granted and yet it is the main reason the tribes we conquered let us run over them as we did. They thought us warriors of even darker gods than their own, producing fire for our arrows just from whispering into our palms.

	“Make sure you keep a torch aflame at all times,” advises Einar Blue Face, “to ward off wolves.”

	“You thick pig-arse,” tuts Helka, his sister. “Every draugr in the Sheet-lands will see that flame and come running!”

	I search the long faces of my escort, silently beseeching an alternative suggestion on how best to improve my chances of survival.

	“Good luck,” shrugs Halfeigg, and steers his horse away.

	Alone, Runa and I cross reaching fingers of ice flanked either side by forest. Trees will give us cover to dash to, but then they can also conceal a stalking enemy. Indeed, almost immediately I feel sure I can sense movement in the trees to our right.

	“We may be being followed,” I say.

	“Yes,” says Runa, but strangely she is looking away to our left.

	“I’ll wager it is Jaromir himself,” I grin, refusing to show any fear. “He said we must travel alone, so he will have to see the proof with his own eyes. It might even be that he favors me so much that he wants to give me secret protection on my journey!”

	“It might be,” mumbles Runa, although her face suggests otherwise—less that I’m probably not right, more that she knows I’m not. If she has seen who is in the trees, why wouldn’t she tell me? Regardless, we keep diligent watch, with me always sure I can sense someone or something tracking us, but nothing breaks from the trees. Not, that is, until nature calls.

	I am chatting merrily by this time, to keep courage up. I cannot hold on any longer and I refuse to wet myself just for the added security of staying on horseback. I order Runa against her protests to take my lead, so we are both leggings down and squatting when the wolves slink from the trees with yellow eyes hungry for prey. My first thought is that I won’t be meeting the goddess Freyja if I die torn apart like this—unless the pack is led by the legendary Fenrir himself, or maybe a similarly monstrous wolf-man, like Jaromir. It would still have to be an epic battle though, lasting hours if not days. You don’t win fame just by waving your axe and then getting eaten.

	My second thought comes as the pack leader, doubtless ravenous, breaks loose to run at us. It is that most of my weapons are strapped to my horse. There is no good in having instant fire in a canister if you have no arrows to set light to. I’m slipping in my own puddle as I hurry to rise, back on my bare arse, knocking Runa off balance in doing so and sending Split-the-Bear sliding harmlessly out of reach across the ice. Runa tries desperately to get her dagger from her belt and get to her knees in front of me, but her neck will be torn out in moments and I’ll still be sitting in my own pee.

	The lead wolf suddenly baulks, just before its pounce. Alarm shows in those predator eyes. The air by my cheek fizzes and then the wolf is yelping and leaping backwards, an arrow buried within its shoulder, the fur around the wound already on fire. The pack is stopped in its tracks, snarling but wary, weight shifting ready to bolt for the trees whether their leader takes them there or not.

	Still in shock, I look behind me to see a figure running straight at us. I take it for a monster bear with the yelling face of a man it has just swallowed still protruding from its stretched-wide jaws. Then I realize it is the opposite. It is a man who has slain a bear and now wears its furs. It is a warrior, brandishing a sword aloft and aflame. He jumps clear over the two of us still sprawled. The wolves run, yelping and afraid. Their lamed leader is too slow and is cut clean in half by the burning blade.

	I said I am not scared of death but there is no denying that I am mightily relieved, so much so that I don’t even think to retrieve my sword. Nor does Runa sense anything but a danger passed, and seems only to want to hug me—even more than she wants to allow me to pull my leggings back up—so glad is she that I have not met a horrible and untimely death that, quest or no quest, would surely have sent me to Hel. It is thus some moments before I dress myself properly and face my savior towering above. He is glaring down at me with one fierce but alluringly blue eye, a black leather patch covering the other.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Five

	He must have been stalking us right from the start. I knew I sensed someone, but that is no reason for smugness. This man promised to slay me, and it seems he is so intent on honoring that promise, he won’t even let a pack of wolves do it for him.

	“I’m not done yet,” I tell him, cocking my head to show my fearlessness. The truth is, on my knees and unarmed I have no chance.

	“What are you going to do,” he says, “try to squeeze my prick to death again?”

	He retrieves his arrow from the shoulder of the spliced wolf, seemingly more worried about wiping the head of it clean than he is about swiping my head from my shoulders. I am angry that he thinks me so feeble that he isn’t hurrying to dispatch me, and angrier still that I’ve left myself so defenseless. I take it out on my bonds-maid.

	“Why didn’t you tell me there were wolves,” I scold her, “if you knew they were there?”

	“It wasn’t wolves I saw,” she mumbles at the ground, but I’m not listening.

	“Hand me my sword if you think me so easy to kill,” I call to him. “Let’s see how boastful you are when the match is evened up!”

	“There is time enough to slay you,” he says. “Why do it now when you are such good demon-bait? They stalk you already—I have the sense of smell of a hunting dog and I can easily detect them. I told you I had advantages over them and that is one example. Better still, I can sense those who attract them most. Those with the purer energy they need to feed off. Ones like her.”

	He is pointing his sword towards Runa.

	“Her?” I exclaim, incredulous. How has she got purer energy than me? I’m the one supposed to be the princess!

	“She is a Vlach, is she not?” he says, “Like that mad queen of your people—not a Varangian like you and your father. I can tell by the bronze of her skin and those dark, fierce eyes. I’ll wager you took her as a slave when you ran through her land—one I’m sure you were all quick to leave, what with its excess of blood-sucking revenants.”

	“How does being a Vlach make you better at anything?” I ask, confused and annoyed. I know full well that my people are above any other that we come across. It’s not just what our sagas teach; the proof of it is in our ability to defeat and rule them. He just shrugs and makes straight our way, sword still raised, fearlessly putting himself between us.

	“It is just how it is,” he says, casting his eye on Runa and then on me. “Her energy—her Önd as you people call it—will always be superior to yours.” I’m thinking of punching him for his impertinence, but he is already bending as if to say something private to me. “But you have the rounder arse,” he says, almost matter-of-factly.

	In all the excitement I’d forgotten the indignity of being caught with my pants down, and by him of all people. I even blush, and no one makes me do that. I’m even more intent on fighting him now, but he is already striding away as if I am inconsequential—round arse or otherwise.

	“Fight me, you maid’s-chinned goat’s bitch!” I yell. None of my warriors would let that slight against their masculinity stand. He only turns, wearing a smirk to make one’s blood boil.

	“There is an empty dwelling not a league from here,” he says instead. “You would do well to use it, this being your first night out in the Sheet-lands. It might stop you dying of cold, if not of stupidity. Follow the forest edge and where the shorter pines start, take the path through them. You cannot miss it.”

	And then he is leaving, heading back to whence he came, whistling to bring obediently trotting from the trees his mount—as black as the fur he wears, as black as his real hair and stubble, as black as the leather of his leggings, his gloves and his eyepatch.

	An annoying thought strikes me that he might be quite handsome, if you never had to see the wounded empty socket or the gruesome white blind eyeball or whatever he hides beneath that patch. Not as handsome as Jaromir, though. And even more annoying, what with the way he condescends me. I look forward to wiping that smirk off his face. To think that I’ve more than once dreamt of holding that cock of his bare!

	The pokey dwelling is just where he said, and we find it in time to get the fires lit before darkness cloaks all. I love Runa in my way, and we can laugh like we did when she was first given to me as my bonds-maid, but I’m still bristling with anger at how pathetic a show I made of myself earlier. It was not the stuff of sagas and if I can’t blame the person only here to look after me, then who?

	I was going to let her sleep beside me. It would have kept us warmer. Instead I tell her to make her bed up in the other, smaller room. It is a silent punishment and she looks suitably downcast. I do sometimes let her come in with me on the colder nights back at home. I pretend I’m asleep and put my thigh between hers, letting her press to me. It is not a way to tease. It’s my way of acknowledging her great affection for me and my fondness for her in return. I might have dreamt of what could happen between us, but those warriors who fall for slaves are not welcomed into the feasting halls of the gods, less still any maids who spurn cocks and the children they create. Family life is everything.

	Still, I’d be warmer now. The furs wrapping me don’t defeat the chill. I can’t sleep because of it. I can hear heavy breaths coming from the next room. I don’t know how Runa can sleep, or how she thinks it will help defend me from any attack tonight. But then amongst her sleep-sounds comes a whimper that I recognize. My belly is an instant swarm of nerves and anticipation. She is dreaming. If not of me then of that warrior who swived her with such deep tenderness. For once, I hope it is not my face filling her mind.

	I keep my furs around me and inch towards the door to her room. It is ajar, of course. I can see her through the crack in it, lit by the glow from the fireplace. Her eyes are closed and her mouth open, just as before. Her breaths come shallow and fitful. She already looks and sounds like she is being gorged upon. She knows he is coming. It must have been him she saw stalking us earlier, which explains her secrecy about it. And now he is in her dream. Then suddenly he is there in the flesh, stepping from the shadows, naked and stiff as before, so potent and proud.

	The excitement even masks my anger and jealousy at her for having the purer energy. I cannot wait to witness his patient lovemaking again. There was no thought of bringing my sword with me in case she needed saving. My own breaths quicken to match hers as he parts the furs covering her and runs light fingertips up thighs and belly, over her breasts and cheek. Most men would already be inside her by now, ready or not. It is the thought he gives to her needs that makes this so compelling—so I am shocked when he straddles her body, takes a grip of her hair and feeds his stiffness into her open mouth.

	It must wake her, but the eyes do not open. My blood races hot. The instinct to drop my furs cannot be overcome. I’ve dreamt of taking men like this before—which woman hasn’t? Only Runa perhaps, who craves a woman’s softness. But I can see from the hollow of her cheek that she is sucking him. My already prickling insides sear with a burst of near-hatred for her. Not just for spurning me in her thoughts, but for being able to do this. To wallow in the deep bliss of carnal acts yet still retain your innocence, your blamelessness. Oh, to have the pureness of Önd to attract a sleep demon of my own!

	He slips wet and rigid from her mouth and the saliva pools at my tongue. He brings her onto her front and then up on her knees. Disappointment jars, him seeming set to resort to the kind of bestial rutting my brute brother would choose. I so wanted to watch more of his tender lovemaking. Still, I’m having to squeeze my thighs hard together to try to stop the aching emptiness I feel between them. In the end my finger responds to the call—and if a goblin attacks and slays me now, I’m straight off to Hel in abject shame.

	Go on then, bury that pulsing prick hard and deep like an animal if you must! Make the tremors run all through her into me. But he doesn’t. Instead he runs nails over the cheeks of her rump. I can feel the tiny hairs on my own standing up. It has me shivering. Then he draws his hand back and delivers a purposeful slap to her behind. The sound cracks the silence and makes me jump. I am wide-eyed, staring at the bloom on her skin, the rosy imprint of his warrior hand.

	Then another on the other cheek. My hips jerk forward involuntarily. I squeeze against the finger inside me, holding it deep. How could he be so tender last time and so callous now? But she has not been roused from her dream. Her breathing is hard and fast, and her brow knotted. It should be—it must be—in pain and consternation. How come then that it looks like yearning need?

	The slaps come again in quick succession. To be punished like this in front of others was the greatest threat I ever faced, and it certainly kept me in line. Any humiliation at the hands of another is more than my people can bear. How can you possibly get pleasure from it? Yet his finger slips inside her and out again to smear the evidence on one rosy cheek. Worse, I find myself reaching back and gripping, pinching hard the flesh of my rear to feel the smart there. Even when it hurts enough to have my legs sagging, I still do not stop.

	He has her right up on her knees now, his open mouth on hers, holding her close as he delivers more smacks and turns her skin scarlet. He draws both the energy and the ecstasy from her. She slumps against him, seemingly in rapture, refusing to wake. And then I realize: somewhere in the dream only she and he can see, she has asked for this. She must crave it, always. Not just the pain, but the surrender of all control.

	So this is where her love for me comes: from having to serve me and do my bidding! Perhaps she even thrills at my occasional off-handedness, my sometimes spitefulness. I even made her wet herself once, just for failing to prevent that twisted fuck Torben from sneaking into my room one morning and making off with my near-full piss-pot. She was busy washing my hair at the time.

	If I was her, I’d have chopped my head off and run to the hills a thousand times by now, but these times only ever seem to make her want greater closeness. I should despise anyone who wants to be treated like an animal, but my behind is stuck out as if desperate to feel his slaps.

	It needs nothing more than his outstretched palm and his rigid press against her to bring her trembling finish, and jealousy sweeps when he lays her down again and makes to leave. Before he slips back into the shadows, he turns suddenly to look my way. I step back, the burst of alarm going off in my belly. He couldn’t have seen me, surely? Then the darkness swallows him and I am left panting—relieved and crushed all at once.

	I creep into the room to cover Runa up. I can smell her. I can feel the heat coming off her rump. To know that her mind has been swirling with such fantasies all this time! It has me hurrying back to my room.

	Dare I think such things? Do the gods read your mind? Imagine if that demon warrior were let loose on an arse as fine as Eyepatch thinks mine is! And then suddenly the demon scent is filling my nostrils. Too late his weight is upon the furs covering me. I am pinned and he is right there, eyes bright with hunger as they were for Runa. I should call out, but she will be too weak to help me anyway. Whatever this fiend wants of me he is going to take!

	I try to force the thoughts from my mind before he has a chance to read them: my bare behind at his mercy. Why won’t they disappear? His weight is laid down full upon me. There is no chance of fighting now. I can feel the stiffness of him through the furs pressed to the split of my bare sex. He will feel the insistent beat of my pulse. I am wet there, the trickle making me squirm every bit as much as the tickle of the fur does. I’m writhing like Runa was that time he was inside her, and that is now all I can think of.

	He is not going to let me cry out. He is bending his head toward mine. Perhaps my Önd is purer than Eyepatch thinks! His lips brush mine and I let go one of those whimpers of desperate yearning. My hips try to rise, seeking still firmer contact. Then his lips slip away and go to my neck. I feel a sharp sting, his teeth, but I take it without much more than a gasp. I saw the pleasure his pain can bring.

	There is warmth there, a flow. The shiver sweeps the whole of me and I am blinking fast, over and over, trying to understand. He is feeding on my blood! There is some sense of pain but also of a joyful release. It is the closeness, the intimacy, of my body being the center of his pleasure. It feels like I am giving my whole being to him. It feels like I’ve long wished my first time could feel, rather than me simply being bent forward and unceremoniously stuffed.

	He keeps feasting, the sense of panic only heightening my shiver. I’m still moving against him although I know I must seem crude and desperate. I cannot stop myself because the pleasure just keeps building, even if faintness is dowsing my senses. It seems nothing like a demon attack. It seems only warm and loving, like he is not taking but giving, and I am the special one. I’m picturing him inside me as the shiver becomes a quake. He holds himself hard against me until it is over. I feel a warm press at my lips and taste iron. Then his weight lifts and my eyes cannot even open to watch his departure.

	And I know in the morning I will think this must all have been a wonderful dream.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Six

	I’m weak and confused as I stumble outside at the sound of Runa’s alarm call. I see him at the same time as I trip and almost fall over some big lump splayed upon the icy ground. He is nonchalantly bare-chested, sat cross-legged before a healthy fire over which roasts a hare. I can’t believe his brazenness. In my bleary state I yet again find myself unarmed and thus unable to run straight over and cut him to pieces: this one-eyed man who has sworn to kill me.

	I am about to see if Runa is carrying a dagger I can snatch when I remember the lump on the floor that almost sent me flying. It is a body; a dead one if the head sat separate from it is anything to go by. The lifeless face stares up at me, mouth open, eyes wide and ghastly. The skin is sallow for one killed only recently. There seems to be purple bruising to the skin. The teeth are bloody and rotten, snag-like. It looks like the head of a ghoul.

	“Strigoi,” Runa affirms.

	“Draugr,” I correct her, although I’ve never actually seen one in the flesh, merely heard what they look like.

	“Upyr,” Eyepatch says with finality, without looking up from the fire. Trust him to think he knows best. Whatever, it is certain he killed the ghoul and thus quite possibly saved my skin. Again. There is something different about him today, and not just that he’s showing off a fine torso bearing almost as many scars as muscles, or that his hair has been pulled back into a tail.

	“Who asked you?” I say curtly. “And why are you half naked like some preening cock? Do you think it will have me swooning too much to cut you down? It won’t, because I’d rather kiss this dead fuck here than have your face anywhere near mine.”

	“That I can believe,” he says, but doesn’t pause to let the insult sink in. “Fires cause sweat and sweat freezes into clothes when the fire goes out, and frozen clothes mean quick death. I’d rather be cold now than dead later. You might want to learn that if you want to stay alive long enough for the next upyr to sneak up and get you when I am not around.”

	“Draugr,” I correct him, although I’m feeling stupid and vulnerable and nothing like the heroine of any saga. They usually do all the monster-slaying themselves.

	“Strigoi, draugr, upyr, whatever,” he says. “Do you never wonder why there are supposedly so many kinds of ravenous monsters rising from the dead to hunt us in the night to eat our flesh and drink our blood?”

	The blood drinking bit has that burst going off in my belly again. It had to be a dream, didn’t it? No draugr ever looked as good as my bed-visitor. Yet I can see the face so clearly in my mind, feel the bruising at my neck.

	“It is because there are not heroes enough to stop them,” I reply boldly, remembering what Grandfather once taught me, “And because the people here are too stupid to hide twigs amongst the clothes of the dead, to prevent them rising from the tomb. I even packed some for this journey, for when Runa gets killed.”

	He is looking at me a little amused, a little bewildered. In truth, having said it out loud, I’m now doubting a few small sticks would stop a slain Runa from coming after me.

	“It is because they are all the same,” he says patiently. “Strigoi is the Vlach word, draugr your Varangian name, upyr ours. Whatever embellishments each region gives to their character, they are all the same. And they are not demons, nor are they dead.”

	“Of course they are dead,” I say, annoyed. “Look at him!”

	“No. They are just people like you and I, bled dry over time by the real demons and left close to death, driven mad by their hunger for blood and flesh. That’s why they roam the night, preying on animals and people alike. Sometimes they are so empty that they can appear dead, and you go ahead and entomb them. But their spirit still lives, and the real demons still want and need their blood. They will break into the tomb and give the stricken souls just enough sustenance to have them rise and feed. Then the demons can keep feeding off them in turn.”

	“What are the real demons then?” I say, irked that this backward tribesman thinks he can know more about the otherworld than mighty Sørgen Knotbeard, my famed ancestor now doubtless feasting at the top table at Valhöll.

	“Here we call them the night mora. The Vlachs call them moroi and you Varangians know them as night maras or mares. But all started out the same: twisted and hideous goblin-like creatures said to sit on your chest at night, rendering you helpless as they ravish and suffocate you. But even this is not quite the truth. That feeling of suffocation is not their weight upon you. It is the result of having the very life essence of you drawn from your body.”

	I recall the goblin that Runa chucked in the fire. There are other creatures too, what we call the jötnar: all the non-human creatures like trolls and dwarves, the twisted and foul anti-gods. But there was nothing hideous about the visitor that came to us last night. Although I feel drained, and Runa is dull-eyed and weak, I don’t want to think there was anything demonic about him. The opposite, I would say. If Eyepatch is intent on hunting and slaying his type, I’m going to have to thwart his plans with a sword sooner rather than later!

	But not before he’s roasted me that hare. I am suddenly famished. I don’t know what kind of brute eats meat at this time of the day, but I’m salivating at the thought of sinking my teeth into a succulent thigh.

	“Do you plan to poison that meat,” I say, eyes fixed upon it, “to avoid having me make a child of you in a swordfight?”

	“Who said any of it was for you?”

	I panic, a flash of genuine alarm going through me at the thought of not getting some. “It had better be!” I say, almost snarling.

	“Then you will have to give me something in return.”

	Oh, so that’s his game. I know he’s a rampant swine—I’ve felt the evidence with my own hand. He is sure I am still a maiden or otherwise I would not be seeking marriage with Jaromir. He plans to ruin me right now and render my quest pointless; send me home shamed and wasted. He can’t know what the pestle has already done to me, what raging needs torture me even now—especially now. But I cannot give him that satisfaction.

	“I’ll give no part of my body,” I answer, all defiance. He gives a little snort of derision.

	“I wouldn’t claim any of it,” he says, looking straight at me, wearing that half-smile he seems to take everywhere with him. “Except maybe your head. No, what I want from you instead is a promise, your sworn oath.”

	“I promise to make a blood eagle out of you!” I say. “I’ll hack each rib and…”

	“That is the opposite of what I want,” he cuts me off, no smile this time. “I want you to let me escort you. I want you and your bleary-looking bonds-maid to swear not to make any attempt on my life until we cross from the Sheet-lands into Jaromir’s domain. There, you may consider your oath fulfilled, and you may do as you will. In return, I will swear to do everything in my power, including laying down my own life, to keep you alive.”

	I’m blinking at him. This must be a ruse. Then I realize what is different about him today. He’s wearing his eyepatch on the wrong eye! Some part of me is excited to know that he isn’t disfigured after all, but the wiser part reminds me that it confirms him as a trickster. I’m about to tell him I’ve spotted his mistake when I remember Grandfather’s advice about giving nothing away to your enemy. Keep every advantage you can over him.

	“Why would you want to keep me alive having said you’d slay me?” I ask.

	“Because,” he shrugs. “I’m here to hunt demons just as I said, and they can’t seem to stay away from you. If I keep you near, I’m sure I’ll have most of them dead by the time we get to your precious prince’s lands. But it is hard out here alone. I need someone to help watch my back. Cleary you do too. Your oath will get you across the Sheet-lands. After that we will see what happens. But I think you know that without help you would already be dead.”

	He slices a thin strip of flesh from the hare’s flank and pops it into his mouth. I feel another instant pang of saliva on my tongue. The hunger grips me. Not just in my belly, it seems, but throughout my whole body. A need too great to deny. Surely, whatever his tricks, there can be nothing wrong in agreeing to his deal? I can kill him soon enough on the other side.

	“Give me your meat then,” I say, heading straight at him.

	“Swear first,” he says, the tormenting grub-shitter.

	“I give my promise in front of the goddess Freyja,” I huff, irritated, “on my soul and upon the soul of my grandfather in Valhöll. There, I’m done. I’m afraid Runa only has a stupid god to swear to, her god of the cross.”

	“Is that so?” he says, looking more interested than he should.

	“Yeah, he really is an awful god, quite pointless. He forbids you from cursing and fucking and stealing from villages you’ve burned and everything! I keep telling her Freyja is far superior, but she won’t listen. Her god didn’t stop her from being a thrall, did he? She has already killed, which means she can’t get into her heaven—not that it even has a feasting hall! Anyway, they are going to sacrifice her as soon as I die to serve me in Fόlkvangr, so who is right, me or her?”

	He is nodding gently, studying Runa, so I guess he’s seen that my argument is the clear winner. However, he’s not laughing at her stubborn stupidity as he might, so perhaps he is not as clever as he thinks.

	“It must be a blood oath,” is all he says, so he clearly doesn’t trust my word alone. I roll my eyes and curse—proving just how easy it is to annoy that stupid god of Runa’s—but I offer my palm to let him cut it with the same dagger that just sliced the delicious-looking meat. Runa crosses herself about eight times but still must have her palm cut, so she could have saved her energy; she looks like she needs to. Then he nicks his palm and holds out his hand. The sight of his dripping blood has me drooling and edgy.

	We take turns pressing palms and he looks suspiciously at me as I suck his smeared gore from my hand. Perhaps I should have done that in private. I couldn’t really help myself.

	“My name is Aleks,” he says, “which means defender. And I swear by my blood and all I know to live up to that name and keep you safe across the Sheet-lands. Or die in the trying.”

	We feast and I’m gobbling it down and seizing his dagger from him to crack bones and suck the marrow out. He looks at me as if I’m the animal!

	“I have the appetites of a warrior,” I say in the face of his scorn. “What of it?”

	“May I ask why,” Runa hurriedly says to him, perhaps trying to prevent a squabble before it starts, “if your prince so wants a champion to slay your wronged sister, he would risk the lives of my lady and all such challengers by having them face so perilous a journey alone? What if none of them were to succeed?”

	I hadn’t thought of that. Perhaps I should have. I assumed the Wolfskin was seeking the best he could find, and it sounded like the stuff of sagas. I had every confidence that destiny would carry me to him alive.

	“His head is plagued by delusion,” Aleks retorts, looking bitter. “And he thrills at the idea of women dying for their lust of him, and that takes over. As I believe I’ve already told you, he is never troubled by thoughts or consequences.”

	“My biggest fear of this journey,” I say with all honesty, “is that I will struggle to wash myself properly.”

	All my people like to be clean and properly groomed, not just the nobles. Thankfully, Aleks tells of other dwellings to be found on the way. They are hunting lodges built by Jaromir’s great-grandfather, but any hunters staying there always found themselves getting killed by revenants or the dark-souled tribes who lurk in this wasteland. He will guide us to take in these dwellings, and to pass any hot springs so that we may bathe.

	In truth I’m not listening. In eating the meat, my good sense seems to be coming back, but it just has my mind whirring. Last night, for the first time in my life, I was sent into rapture by the touch of a man. Except it was not a man but a demon, apparently one intent of making a draugr out of me.

	The thought should shock and scare. But here sits muscular, bare-chested Aleks only reminding me of my encounter. The closeness and the utter thrill of it. I am itching with impatience for more. All I can feel is excitement. We are going on a huge and famous adventure and I’m even more sure now that I will cement my place in Fόlkvangr, to fight alongside Freyja at the battlefield of Vigrid when Ragnarok finally comes. I simply cannot wait to become the person my grandfather said I was always fated to be!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Seven

	Back dressed in his furs, Aleks Eyepatch brings up the rear. I keep glowering over my shoulder at him, ready to catch his leer on my round arse so I can hurl curses his way. Disappointingly, he seems more intent on scrutinizing the woods around us, sure an attack is imminent. I feel no fear. I am bubbling inside.

	“Fall your horse back ten paces, you filthy dog!” I order him. “I don’t trust you this close to me.”

	“That would be stupid,” he simply replies, and carries on as before.

	In truth, I just feel an urge to chatter with Runa, like the women of our village do after feasts that see men leading them away for nights of passion. I want one of those giggling, secret-sharing conversations. I want to tell her of the little things I’m recalling: the close heat; the smell of his maleness; the feeling of near-exaltation. I thought I became a woman the first time I went on a raid. But since then, Father has been sending me back to childhood with his rules and impositions. Now the woman has returned, and I want to shout it.

	Of course, conversations about sharing lusty demons are impossible. Not least because Runa, my thrall, got her soul sucked whilst he was merely after my blood, royal though it is. But I was just one layer of fur blanket away from having him inside me. Mine is a body he is just starting with; I am sure of it. He will see into my head, read all the wild thoughts there and bring them to scintillating reality.

	My mind is coursing with the possibilities. I see my demon strip me bare. I see Jaromir above me with love as well as lust in his eyes. When I look over my shoulder now to glare at Aleks, I picture myself doing it from across his lap, ordering him to smack that rump he so admires and take me towards the same searing rapture my bonds-maid felt. Yes, Runa, I’ll show you who can glean the most pleasure from such things—because this is my story, not yours!

	She seems only crestfallen and ashamed, barely able to raise her face. Her joy of life is drowning in her faith, just as mine was drowning in the obligations of being a princess. But I am now surfaced from that boredom and will embrace whatever life throws my way. Sagas are supposed to be extraordinary. They are meant to contain impossible dilemmas and strange creatures, and you are meant to meet them head on. Your fate is predetermined, and I am certain I am fated to slay any demon long before he can make a draugr out of me.

	Yet such visitations are of great consternation to Runa. She believes her god sees everything. Surrendering to a lusty demon will be considered what she calls a “sin”. He is mirthless, strict and vengeful, her God of the Cross. She’s doubtless worried he’ll send a plague of insects steeped in his wrath to devour her. She fears him, and fear and Runa are not things you otherwise see together. I should save her, perhaps, but then I’ll not get another demon visit either—and I’m not one who needs saving!

	“Can you fight?” Aleks asks me out of the blue.

	“What?” I say, incredulous. “I’ll fight the fuck out of you!”

	“Have you been in a battle?” he persists. “Slain anyone?”

	“I have not,” I answer, somewhat ashamed. “Before I became a princess I was allowed on raids and carried an axe, but I was too young to join in. My father forbade it. I did try to, though. I nearly struck down a Vlach once, but Halfeigg my father’s bodyguard snatched me up and carried me back.”

	“He what?” asks Aleks, confused.

	“My lady was forbidden from fighting,” Runa explains, “but she would disobey. As soon as the warriors had charged, she would charge after them. Her father had to have her tied to a post to stop her.”

	Aleks Eyepatch gives a little snort of mirth, which has me frowning. I’ll teach the taunting gut-fish to laugh at me!

	“Lucky your enemies never ran through you then,” he says, “what with you tied to a post and unable to escape them.”

	“No enemy will ever run through us!” I declare, swelling my chest—although in truth I have had torrid dreams in which they did exactly that, and found me bound to the stake at their mercy. Not that I’d admit such things to anyone.

	“Well, you may have a fight coming now,” he says. “We are being close-shadowed. Yurks by the smell of them—a foul tribe. They eat rats to survive. If they can’t get rats, they eat shit. The adults suckle off the mothers. They will doubtless be after eating our horses and probably us too. The one good thing about them is that they hunt in small numbers. If Yurks get to thinking there’s a surplus of them in any one group, they tend to kill the weakest for food.”

	“I count a half-dozen to our left,” says Runa, hand on her sword hilt in readiness. I can’t spot any of them! I can, however, feel the surge of battle-thrill inside. Last night my first true coupling with a man; today my first true fight. This is what I was born for, and the grin is plastered all across my face.

	To the front, a filthy runt-like female warrior appears from the tree line. She clutches a small, tarnished sword that has nothing on Split-the-Bear. Her hair is wilder than the hedge-witch Eikar’s, and she has the face of a stabbed cat. Her taunting grin is even wider than mine. If she thinks she’s having me for her next feast she’s fooling herself. Anyone with a sword counts as a foe; I don’t need to slay men to find fame.

	“Whatever you do,” counsels Aleks, seeing me at the ready, “do not be charging at her. Yurks are devious cunts and it is undoubtedly a trap.”

	The filthy maid licks her lips at me, still grinning. With her free hand she parts her furs to expose one breast. She waggles it at me then pinches and pulls the long fat nipple to send thin threads of milk spurting out onto the ice. The lasciviousness and audacity of her actions causes a twinge between my legs and a rage within my belly, and I am kicking my heels and driving my horse into a run. Aleks shouts a warning to stop but Split-the-Bear is aloft and I’ll show my two companions the meaning of boldness!

	I am almost upon her when the runt-woman steps to the side to reveal the weapon she’s been hiding. She has fashioned a trap, just as I’d been warned, but it’s too late to stop now. One sword-stroke sees a rope cleaved. There is a whoosh as a sapling, bent backwards, springs upright with full force. Into the top, where the branches split, has been carved a notch to house a spear.

	A blurring flash sees the bolt fly and hit my horse in the chest. It plunges deep, right through and out of his shoulder. It is only luck and the force of the strike lurching me to the side that stops the spear point going into my belly. I am blood-spattered and falling and if I land hard or with my mount on top of me then I know the runt will have that rusting blade at my neck before I can even gather my senses.

	The bump is heavy and I bang the back of my head on the ice. Mercifully, I slide backwards and am sent clear of my falling horse. Less mercifully, I have come down awkwardly upon my arm, twisted back, trapping Split-the-Bear beneath me. The grinning bitch is charging, ready to claim her own slice of fame. What renown for slaying a warrior princess, granddaughter of Sørgen? But her sword never gets to strike. The air fizzes and then her mouth is on fire with an arrow sticking out of it. She doesn’t look so happy now!

	I’m still dazed. Two screeching Yurkmen are charging from the trees, bringing the rank stench of shit with them. They wear painted faces and armor fashioned from deer bones. Runa doesn’t care. She spins on her mount and brings down her sword, cleaving her attacker from skull to chest. Aleks takes an arrow to the shoulder before sending a Yurkman head back into the trees. Spears and arrows fly. I haul Split-the-Bear out from underneath me just in time for Fate to intervene and have my blade deflect an arrow harmlessly away from my throat. I knew my destiny was to live for greater things, and here is the proof of it!

	Aleks is grabbing me up, clasping on as he rides to have me forcibly run beside him. Then he is hauling at my furs to get me up behind him. I cling to him, looking over my shoulder. Three more Yurkmen are out of the trees. Runa is there, diligently grabbing the bags from my slain mount which is now spiked with arrows. She kicks her horse on as a spear slides past her shoulder. She is clearly meant for greater things too! We are fleeing and my blood boils at the thought, but my head is still too blurred from my fall to demand a return to the fight.

	We pull up and turn only when we are out of spear range. The Yurkmen are already at my horse with daggers, carving away at the flesh to sever a back leg to bag up. Aleks grabs and twists me so I’m sliding off his mount and standing beside it before I know what’s going on.

	“Ready?” he asks Runa calmly. She nods, an unspoken understanding of what is to be done passing between them. Then they are charging back towards the surprised, scattering foe. By instinct they seem to know how to attack in tandem, splitting the tribesmen and targeting one who cannot make it back to the trees, the heavy bag of horse’s leg he carries proving his downfall. Aleks chops off this Yurk’s head and grabs the bag of meat from his clutch before the body has even stopped running. It collapses as my companions turn, the streaming blood staining the ice. In moments they are back with me.

	“Your horse,” Aleks says to me, tossing the bag of leg my way. “At least we will eat well tonight. Those scum tribesmen will be happy with the spoils we have left behind. They won’t try to follow us. But, Sassa Bloodchild, one thing: I will never demand much of you, but when I do, you fucking-well do as I say!”

	He says the last bit with such venom and raging eye it flips my belly. It cuts right through my battle-thrill. In truth, that arrow must be hurting him even if his thick furs have stopped it going deep, so I shall make some allowances at being spoken to like that. I might even sew him back up later to make amends. If he’s lucky, little of the hair will have got into the wound and it won’t turn bad.

	I wouldn’t normally care about him. If you die in a fight, you die. Lucky you, I say! But there is something I like about his calm confidence, his potency without all the usual bragging. I’d be boasting for hours if I’d so skillfully sent those heads flying into the trees. Any warrior I know would. Not him though. And the force of his chastisement seemed to go right to my core. I cannot fathom it because I’m sure it should have put me into a rage. But it didn’t. It had me tingling.

	No one orders me to do anything because they know I’ll do the opposite or strike them down. My father makes demands of me and I usually now oblige, but only to uphold the good name of my family, just as my grandfather taught me. Thor knows I don’t want to be anything like Runa except in terms of fighting prowess, but maybe I can now see why she finds excitement in being in thrall to another. But not just any other. Aleks is no Jaromir to look at, but there is something unique about him I’m finding it hard to ignore.

	We make camp this night out in the open, amongst the pines. Riding here behind him was fun, pressing close. I’m sure it was a tease for him as much as it was for me. I thought a few times about dropping a hand from his chest to grasp and squeeze him as I did that night we first met. I’m sure I would have found him quickly swollen with need for me.

	It’s Runa in the end who tends to his wound. She has done such things more than I. By firelight she carefully cuts out the bolt head. I know how tender her touch can be. She looks him in the eye as she does it, checking she is not causing too much pain. I should order her not to look at him at all. I’m jealous of the unspoken connection they seem to share which had them fighting so well. I’m jealous that they fought at all, when I was pulled from the action. Something about that does not make sense.

	“You say you want us with you as demon-bait,” I say, chewing on a roasted chunk of my own horse (he bit me once, so I reckon this makes us about even), “yet you think it is Runa they most want?”

	“This is true,” Aleks replies, taking his eyes off the bonds-maid busy stitching his wound.

	“Then why is it you pulled me clear of the fight, and then risked her life to go back into the fray?”

	He looks stumped, like I have found him out.

	“I cannot tell you the reason,” he says, “unless I tell you about myself. And that is not something I wish to do.”

	“Well, I cannot accept such swine-shit as an answer,” I reply, “without stabbing myself in the heart. And since you have sworn to lay down your life for me, you’ll either have to tell me, or get your neck in the way of my dagger.”

	He stares at me, perhaps trying to decide if I am as good as my word. It is clear he thinks I am.

	“My mother, a Vlach by birth,” he says, “was a muma pădurii, a forest mother. Similar, I suppose, to your hedge-witches. It was she who gave me my knowledge of demons and my unique sense of smell. My father was a warrior of the Draco Order, a secret band of fierce royal guards and assassins, said to have been founded way back by a group of sicarii who came east, wishing to change faith. He taught me how to fight. Sadly, his king betrayed him when Jaromir’s father attacked our lands when I was little more than a boy. In short, my parents were slain and I, along with my sister, were taken back to the Wolf’s Lair in chains.”

	“The victor gets the spoils,” I shrug. “That is how it should be.”

	“But I’d learnt well from my father. I escaped my chains that first night and snuck to the young Prince Jaromir’s chamber. I slew his guards and thus he found me at first light, with sword in hand and no one to protect him. ‘You have two choices,’ I told him. ‘Either you can die right now or you can have me swear to do anything to keep you alive and protected—and as you see, none will do that better than I. In return, you must give your word to free my sister and promise to keep us both alive whilst I strive to protect you.’ He chose the last option. I did not like him, nor did I want to preserve his life, but I could see no other way to ensure my sister was safe and well.”

	“That was shrewd,” I say, “for a man who smells like a dog.”

	“Smells as well as a dog,” he corrects me, “not like a dog. I have since proved my worth to Jaromir a hundred times over, although he has never done anything to lessen my growing hatred for him, nor has he ever truly forgiven me for forcing his hand into an oath.”

	“Hence his ravishment of your sister?”

	“Yes. And his constant demands that put me in peril. Like now. It seems that you above all caught his eye when first we met.”

	“Aha!” I beam, excited. “I knew it!”

	“He guessed you were that rare breed, a shield maiden, and thus had a fair chance of making it through the Sheet-lands to triumph as his bride. However, he sent me to ensure your safety.”

	“So your talk of demon-hunting was all a pile of shit?”

	“No, I have always hoped to be free of my oath to the prince to do this. And I would indeed have stopped you or anybody else who tried to harm my sister in marrying Jaromir. But then he spoke, and my oath to him supersedes all. I must do everything I can to keep you alive. If I do not, I break my oath. And that means the prince can justifiably put my sister to death, along with her child.”

	“You are very honest for the son of a Vlach witch and a sneaky assassin,” I say. “I would have lied to protect my position.”

	“Then that is where we differ.”

	“We also differ, it now seems, in that I can kill you as soon as we are out of these wastelands. Yet you, for the sake of your sister, cannot harm a hair on my head!”

	“This is true.”

	“I can marry Jaromir and cement the fortunes of my family,” I say, warming to the thought, “and you will have to accept that seeing your sister wronged and impoverished is better than seeing her dead.”

	“I am hoping that you will see things differently by then,” he says, earnestly.

	“It seems, my boy,” I taunt him, “that I am the one holding the whip!”

	He looks straight at me across the flames, the venom suddenly back in his eye, making my belly flip as before.

	“Then,” he says, “we shall see if you know how to use it!”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Eight

	I know how to order him to sleep apart from us, that’s for sure. After any battle, men always need to fuck. It’s just how it is. The battle-thrill consumes them. I can’t say it is much different for any female who has charged into the fray. I know, however, that he must not get his whim tonight. He said he hopes I will feel differently about Jaromir by the time we get to the Wolf’s Lair. Naïve I might be, but I take this to mean that he hopes by then my heart is full only of him.

	My heart does indeed crave the affection my father said he had for my mother; one so deep he had to marry ravening witches to divert his mind from his grief at losing her. The sagas are full of such mighty passion. But is Aleks the man to give it? My body wants every pleasure, right now. It demands it. My head, though, as silly and impulsive as I often am, tells me I gain nothing if my new bodyguard believes he can bloody his sword in me when he chooses to. I must be wise.

	It is true I know nothing of how to lure a man. I’ve never had to. I cannot ask Runa, less still my dead mother. But I’m sure if it were her alive today and not that mad bitch queen who sticks her arse out and begs for it, she would tell me what my instincts already believe: that you have to tease out any interest a man has in you. He must be made to earn you or he will just take what he wants. Control is the key. Whatever pleasant daydreams I have about swooning at a warrior’s stern command, I know I must only give in on my terms.

	It is confusing, I cannot deny, but then so much in life is. I have unexpectedly emerged from a grey existence of frustration and boredom and jealousy. Now everything is all joyful glaring color, even in this wasteland. It is how I picture the afterlife to be: dreamlike and vivid. But there, Fate controls everything because the path to Ragnarok is already mapped out. Here in this life, I want to ride the adventure like our longboats ride the stormy swell, but something in my character has me wanting to seize the rudder and steer. I want to gain whatever I want. The confusion comes in determining what that is.

	“Make up your bed over there,” I tell Aleks, once he has helped tie and stretch the yak hides between tree trunks to make a low canopy. He looks at me like I’m mad, like he can’t possibly be expected to keep me safe from attacks if he is barely within earshot. The truth is worse. I have already realized, as no doubt Runa will have too, that our demon is unlikely to appear with Aleks around. He has robbed me of that. Compensation is going to have to be found in other ways.

	I decide Runa and I will share warmth tonight. We have to remain clothed against the cold, with the blankets piled high. It can be surprisingly cozy, even without a fire. Our cloaks go under us, laid upon a bed of pine needles to serve as a mattress. They will be warm to put on come the morning. Our tunic hoods will stay up to stop us freezing, but at least tonight is too crisp to allow our breaths to form clouds. We won’t wake up with icicles at our lips. That is the one good thing about here: often the night is little colder than the day.

	She lays on her side, away from me. In the pitch darkness I mold my body to fit hers. I whisper my thanks to her for fighting so well today and kiss her ear. Then I kiss it again. I want Aleks driven from her mind and me firmly back in there. I take her soft morsel of earlobe and gently nip it between my front teeth. She gasps. I feel her little behind tense against me. She doesn’t know the full pleasure of a deep bite like I now do. My lips go to her neck and invoke a shiver.

	She stays unmoving upon her side, but she can doubtless hear and feel that I’m pulling my leggings down my thighs. Maybe she can sense the heat of me as I press against her. I can hear her heart. My teeth are back at her vulnerable neck, pressing. Certainly not to draw blood, just to have her tingling. My hand is at her waist, drawing her to me. I know she would love to feel her bareness against mine. There is little as wonderful, as thrilling, as the feel of naked warmth against your own, especially on the cold nights. I can feel her fretting, trembling for it.

	But her spiteful god sees everything, so she believes, and she cannot willfully take pleasures of the flesh from me or anyone else she is not married to—and she knows that in being my thrall she will only ever know a life spent unwed. I can feel spite for that pitiless God of the Cross at times like these, for stealing her senses. My lips come back to her ear and leave a coldness, a tingle at her neck that will have her aching to be soothed and made warm again.

	“Let me hear that you are asleep,” I whisper to her. She stays silent, weighing my words. She is no fool, my bonds-maid. She will understand my meaning. In sleep she can keep her innocence. It is letting her know I know her secret. That is dangerous, I now realize, for in future she might fight the demon from her dreams rather than give her god any hint that she is in compliance with these nightly visitations. If I have found out, he could too.

	But she is bound by oath and by character to obey me. She cannot make herself do otherwise. Her breaths begin to become slower, deeper. I feel the rise and fall of her shoulders as her lungs fill and empty. I give her time so that I cannot honestly say whether sleep has overtaken her or not. But how can it have, with her so close to what she longs for? Still, I unknot the drawstring of her trousers as gently as I can, as if not to wake her.

	She hugged and kissed me the day I ordained she wear trousers like a warrior and not the skirts of a house-slave. She might be wishing now that I hadn’t—a skirt would have made her easier to get at! I tug at the cloth and she does everything in her power not to make it obvious that she has lifted her weight to assist me in pulling them down. But then we are bare together, me pressed hard to her softness, my teeth again capturing the soft morsel of her earlobe.

	I am not planning to make love to her, only use her, to give my own gods little to complain about. They believe you can take anything from another’s body without earning their scorn. Her behind is cool against my heat, the curve small and jutting; muscular from her chores, her riding and her fighting. My hand goes under her thigh so that I can gently move her leg up to add tautness to that one cheek. I can tell that pressure against it will be enough to give me what I need. My sigh of satisfaction in her ear tells her so too.

	Slowly I move against her. The prickle of my hair on her smoothness will tantalize. Already she will be trying to rein in the wild thoughts in her mind. I know how futile this fight can be. It excites me to picture her dreams, to think of her own excitement at my touch, to know I have this control over her and she must stay quiet or risk the attention of her god.

	The friction is fast becoming exquisite but I must try to retain some control over myself too. I move my weight upon her, easing her more onto her front. My thigh parts hers to give her some pressure in return. I press down and wriggle—spreading, gluing myself to the jut of her cheek. The feel of my wetness on her skin will have her heart racing even faster. How can the proof of one’s desire for you not? And the evidence of hers is now seeping onto me.

	I wriggle and rub, breathing into her ear, nipping it with my teeth, recalling the deep bite at my neck and the glorious feasting from it. What rudeness cascades through her mind? If I were a god, I’d definitely be reading it now! This feels close and dirty and brilliant because, just like our demon visits, we will never have to talk of this again. She will be half-desperate that I lose myself in lust, force my fingers up her, maybe set fire to her arse with stinging slaps from my open palm. Half-desperate too that I do nothing that will be noticed by her god on high.

	She does her best imitation of a sleeping innocent and I do my best not to make enough noise to wake our bodyguard—although a part of me hopes he is spying on me through the darkness. Fantasy fuels the excitement and I am soon soaking her rump as I grind into it. I can feel her clenching her muscle to help me.

	“Fuck yes!” I whisper with urgency into her ear, just as I heard Jaromir bellow before he unloaded into his bent-over concubine. Then I am tensing and jerking and gasping and ecstatic. It is so intense it is almost wrenching.

	When the blood has eventually stopped throbbing in my ears, I ease my weight from her and wipe the wetness from her cheek with the back of my hand. I almost think to do it with my tongue—but she is a slave, after all. I will have to save such things for when I seduce a gorgeous princess! Eventually our hearts calm and the night is silent except for her heavy breaths. There are wolves out there though, and I have just made it even easier for them to get our scent.

	As ever, Runa has a bowl of porridge waiting for me when I wake. It is usually plain, but hot and comforting. Her way of letting me know I’ve been too spiteful or thoughtless towards her is to serve it with salt, as my father takes it, and his father before him. If she is feeling especially thankful of my existence on a given day, she will venture out and risk stings to gather honey. She must have brought some along in a little pot, for honey is what I have today. I cannot help but smile.

	You might think a servant recklessly bold for risking her mistress’s ire by serving salted porridge, but Runa is even less fearful of death than I. It is partly down to her steadfast, fiery character. Like me, she is a born fighter. I suppose it is also down to the fact that in being a slave, she has a lot less to live for than some. No freedom, no marriage, no family. Not necessarily even a glorious place in Fόlkvangr. If she gets there at all, it will just be to serve me as before. Perhaps that answers my own exasperated questioning as to why she would instead choose to worship the God of the Cross, even if he is always bleating his condemnations of pleasure and fighting.

	She may still fair better than Aleks. The tribes in these Lands of the Dark Gods put whatever faith they can be bothered to muster in an afterlife of horror, fire and suffering, and seem to revel in the thought of it. There seems no reward in it other than to move from one life of bestial crudeness to another. That is another reason I feel I must keep Aleks at arm’s length, even if my loins are fast warming to the thought of him between them: I could not respect any man stupid enough to hold such beliefs.

	“How did you sleep?” he asks, taking up the bowl of porridge Runa has done for him. I’m sure she hasn’t put any honey in his!

	“Good, good,” I say, having to squeeze my thighs together to stop the twinge there at the reminder. I wonder if every girl’s kunta is quite such an attention seeker, or if it’s just my unfairly chaste one?

	“No… interruptions?” he says.

	“Of course not,” I snap, perhaps a little too guiltily. What can he be implying?

	“Runa seemed very tired yesterday,” he says. “Weak. The fight was almost too much for her. She looked nothing like that the time she was throwing daggers at poisoners. And you, with your paleness and yawning yesterday, and your trek barely begun?”

	He moves in closer. For one belly-tumbling moment I think he is going to place his hand on my cheek and kiss me. But then his fingers brush my neck and his lean in is only to study the bruising there more closely.

	“I did it when I fell from my horse,” I’m quick to reply, pushing his hand away. I’ve not seen the wound, not seen if there are obvious teeth marks like they say can be found at the necks of victims emptied by revenants, so I have no idea if I sound believable. His face suggests suspicion.

	“I swear I detected demon scent in the air last night,” he says, studying my eyes closely for any signs that might give me away. “But it faded and was replaced by another smell. We were being watched as we slept. Still are. Not too many of them. Not Yurks. Some other small band of stinking tribesmen.”

	“I pity anyone who tries to attack us,” I say, hoping for some action.

	“We need to eat up and get moving,” he says, less enthusiastic for bloodshed.

	“Well,” I say, “I suppose the sooner we are off, the closer I get to my future husband.” It’s my turn to check his face, this time for signs of irritation. I get the satisfaction of seeing his jaw muscles twitch.

	“That prick of a man!” he says with some bite. “You know he allows goblins freedom to roam his lands? Goblins and trolls! That is why there are so many hereabouts. I am sure he only passed the law to spite me, knowing how much I want them all dead.”

	“Well, I am glad of it,” I say, happy to taunt. “If not for Jaromir, I may never have seen one with my own eyes. Some of my people back home—those stupid ones who wanted to follow the Roman god–said there was no such thing as the jötnar, because they had never seen them, nor had their fathers or grandfathers. They said it proved our sagas wrong and their beliefs right. Thanks to good Prince Jaromir, I know my convictions are correct!”

	“It is good that there are now so few such creatures that the world scarcely has to believe they were ever real,” he says, trying to keep his composure, “but there is nothing good about Jaromir or his goblins. You would be less happy to see one if it were a dozen of them that had been watching us, and now they were running from the trees.”

	“This fire could do with some more fuel,” I say, “and I happen to know that goblins burn hot!”

	“You are flippant because you do not realize that your jötnar as you call them are the original demons, the first evil. Do you even know how the goblins came to be?”

	“I’m sure you have some fanciful notions.”

	“They are creatures created by gods of another place or time, used as a body in which to put those from their world they wished to punish, and sent here to serve their sentence.”

	“You produce more shit than a horse.”

	“The punished demon souls need to feed off our life energy to survive. That’s why they come at night, to ravish and suck us dry, woman or man. But the demon souls realized they could possess the bodies of those they had weakened almost to death. Beautiful bodies, strong bodies. Ones they could hide in, not goblins that we would hunt down and kill.”

	“They have horrible gnarly cocks, that I won’t deny.”

	“Your jötnar remain, but only as base creatures with the foul urge to ravish us and gorge upon our blood. One day, if I have my will, there may be no one alive who believes they ever existed. But the real demons will remain, as pernicious as ever, for they have left the goblins and snuck amongst us. They are inside us. They have learnt to get into our bodies, our minds, even our dreams, where we cannot defend against them. They are the ones that must be hunted to death.”

	“And yet what do these so-called demons do,” I challenge, “other than steal some energy? Some tales say their ravishments are to die for. I’ve heard girls claim they are not demons at all, but gods! Gods come to show men how to truly pleasure a wife or mistress. These girls swear they would give anything to have a visit from one of them!”

	His lip curls, his one eye suddenly fiery. My belly tightens, but I am glad to have caused this rise in him.

	“They carry in them all the biggest evils of our world: deviousness, deceit, lust, temptation and unfaithfulness. And to those they force themselves upon and who then let them in, they promise only certain death and damnation!”

	Damnation—that’s like some holy nonsense Runa would spout!

	“We are all to die soon anyway,” I argue, “so what difference does it make? It seems you put too much importance in this world—perhaps because you only have a shit-hole to go to when you die?”

	My smirk tells him I’m wise to the cruel, mirthless afterlife his Dark Gods give as reward for worshipping them. The curled lip becomes an almost-snarl; the one eye near burns me with its intensity. The passion visibly swells him, like he might burst with it. My insides are alive, fluttering, tingling. It seems this can only now end well. In moments, I am so sure of it, we two are either going to be fighting or fucking!

	“Mistress!” comes the call from Runa, breaking the spell. Trust her to want to ruin things. But I won’t have her council me. This time she will have to stand back and watch, whichever sword Aleks Eyepatch decides to draw: iron or flesh!

	But her call comes again, more insistent this time, and it is Aleks who gives in to look to her first. I follow his gaze and then hers, and hear him curse under his breath. There in front of the trees silently watching us, side by side on their mounts, is a line of as foul-looking warriors as I’ve ever witnessed.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Nine

	They are axe-carriers like my people. Only our nobleman and their bodyguards have the wherewithal to carry swords. But there are eight of them in the line—an unlucky number, so our sagas tell us. I just don’t know yet if it is unlucky for us or for them. Their shaggy mounts are sturdy to carry big warriors over long distances, and have their long faces painted in red like the riders. Human skulls on leather strands adorn both, some with skin and hair not yet rotted away, some showing the cleave of death blows.

	I count only four with shields at the ready. At this distance, with her speed and accuracy, I reckon Runa could down at least two with arrows before the clash. Maybe I could fire off one. Aim for the horse if you are unsure of hitting your man, Grandfather once taught me. Whatever, Runa won’t miss and two of them for every one of us is nothing to scare me. I’m picturing a famous victory.

	“These fellows have purpose other than a fight,” Aleks says quietly, “or they would be on us already. I might have a guess at that purpose. If I am right then prudence and patience will fair us far better than rashness.”

	He says the last bit directly at me, accompanied by a stern one-eyed glare, as if I am a child not to be trusted.

	“Obviously,” I huff, although I cannot in truth see how not charging straight into the fray can do us any good. It has always worked for my people before.

	“Keep your sword on you and do not give them any reason to take it away,” Aleks says aside. “They will want you armed for a fight if they are leading you where I think they will. These lands are too dangerous to defend unarmed prisoners and fight off attackers at the same time. They will need to keep you on their side for now.”

	His talk is instantly alarming. It sounds like he is giving us up. But to who, and to where?

	“What do you mean by prisoners?” I start. There is no way I’ll let anyone enslave me. “And where the fuck will you b–”

	“Here!” calls the largest of the warriors. His gloved finger points towards Aleks, who nods but does not rush to obey, taking time to untie and mount his horse before going out to meet them. Strange, even so heavily outnumbered, I get a sudden excited rush in my belly picturing him with all his prowess and strength whirling into them with his sword. If I was mounted, I might not have been able to stop myself from going into a charge to provoke it.

	The largest warrior comes out to meet him. There is no handshake, but no weapons brandished either. The warrior is nodding towards me. Aleks, his voice too quiet to be distinct, is shaking his head in response and then pointing off into the trees. The warrior seems perplexed. He looks at me, then at Aleks, then at his men, then back in the direction Aleks is still pointing. He does some more silent regarding, as if trying to fathom the situation, then turns to speak to his men. Three of them peel off the line and flank Aleks as he kicks his horse on, the four of them trotting away into the trees. I am left blinking at his departure, equally stunned as angry.

	“He’s leaving us!” I say aghast. I can see Runa’s frown, her quick eyes darting as if trying to work out his plan, if not simply to abandon us. Maybe he is trying to split the group to better our odds, but he’s not far enough away for that yet, and the four remaining warriors are coming towards us.

	“Where are they taking him?” I demand of their leader.

	“He is the taker,” comes the reply in a rough accent I have to strain to understand. We have been in these lands long enough for the tribes hereabouts to learn our tongue, and for us to understand most of theirs. How else can we properly rule or trade goods and insults with them? His accent suggests a tribe we have little contact with, which in turn suggests even greater brutishness than we often see in this place—as if I couldn’t have guessed that just from the look of him.

	“So where is he going?” I ask, still confused and angry.

	“I know this not,” the leader shrugs, spitting into the hard ground. “I ask if he has done his duty and he said he has not, but cannot tell why unless he shows us something through the trees. So he goes to show my men, then they will come back, and then perhaps we all watch him do what his prince demanded of him.”

	This brings a sneer to the leader’s face and laughs from his men.

	“His duty is to see me safely through the Sheet-lands on the orders of Jaromir, my future husband,” I say, swelling up. These men are rough enough to have been sent by the Werewolf. I don’t want them trying to slay us in error.

	“That is only one part of his duty,” the leader says.

	“And what is the other part?” I say, still haughty.

	“Making you bleed,” he replies with another sneer, and the laughs come again. There is little that can shut me up when it comes to talking, but these words succeed.

	The next while is spent with them trying to prove their brutishness. They find the remains of the roasted horse flank and set about it, leaving grease in their filthy beards and strands in their rotting teeth, and nothing for us for supper. They belch, they fart, they spit, they curse. They haul out cocks and piss right in front of me. One waggles his dry vigorously enough to see a swell there, despite the cold, which he laughingly points in my direction and tells me he can’t wait. For what?

	I become more anxious about Aleks’s return, but the longer he is gone, the more the men spit and curse and throw glances at one another. The realization is slow to hit me: Aleks has tricked them. He is not coming back and had no intention of doing so. He has thrown off his guard and abandoned us. The men know it too. They talk angrily in their harsh tongue. One kicks our fire out.

	“Get things. Get horse,” the stony-faced leader says at me. My mind races through options as Runa takes down our sleeping canopy and packs away our bedding. This is everything I fear: a tame capitulation leading to enslavement. Whatever Aleks said about not giving them reason to take away my sword, I’ve already decided to go for it. I flash Runa a look, because she knows my mind like no other. I let her see my hand creeping towards my sword belt.

	“Come, my lady,” she says in haste, clasping that hand and leading me towards her horse. I almost bellow at her for thwarting my plans and she knows better than to look me in the eye. The men are mounted as Runa helps me into the saddle and then leads me away after them.

	“Where are we going?” I demand.

	“Back to my king,” the leader says without looking back.

	“You mean King Volk, father of Jaromir?”

	“No, not Volk. My king does favor for Jaromir but he does not serve him. He serves no one. My king is Bogdan Klykov.”

	My insides shrink. Bogdan Blood-Fang. The Ripper King. I’m being led away without a fight to the foulest man anywhere.

	These stinking fucks all wear rings in their noses and their ear lobes, opening them wide so you can see right through. It turns my stomach. One of them seems to have as much iron as he has face. All have huge beards as wild and unkempt as the hair on their heads, as matted as the filthy furs they wear. Our people comb out our hair every day, and our furs. Sometimes it was all I seemed to do as a princess. We wash ourselves and our clothes regularly. We always carry toothpicks. We are clean. The stench coming off these brutes has my bile rising.

	They were stupid enough to be so easily fooled by Aleks—who has clearly left us for dead—but wise enough to have Runa hauled up behind one of them, to prevent her on foot slowing our progress. It means a certain slit throat for one of them if we look to break free, but there is no chance of a whispered forming of any plan. I am trying to work out a course of action, but my mind is seemingly more preoccupied in trying to fathom those words, making you bleed. What were Jaromir’s orders to Aleks? More important perhaps, did he aim to follow them?

	His aims to gain freedom soon become apparent. Spatters of blood mark the snow that has settled amongst the trees. Two bodies, one headless, lay slumped. The last victim was wounded, as the splats of gore beside the hoofprints show, but made some distance before Aleks closed him down and finished the job. The head sits upside-down away from the body. The horses have been led to a point and then driven off in all directions, so it is not obvious which of the four tracks should be followed if to tail him and seek retribution. He is gone, not to be found.

	The leader fixes me with his cold stare, perhaps mulling whether or not to just see me dead right now. In the end, he turns his mount and leads us off at a trot. Split-the-Bear might have had something to say to the arrogant fuck about sending me out of this world!

	Although it slows progress we stick mainly to the trees—wolves would prefer to hunt us out in the open. Rats run in the branches above. Every moment has me fearing one leaping onto my head to take a bite. With my hood up, it just means it will have to aim for my face to find a bare morsel. These dark lands can so often seem damned. How many times have I recalled the day, the uncontainable excitement, when we left our homeland on this adventure? And then how many countless times since have I cursed it?

	The wind picks up with a howl to beat those of the tracking wolves, straight across us. It carries with it a flurry of snow to wet and sting the cheeks. But it also brings noise to blanket a surprise attack. If Aleks came now, and Runa no doubt poised to run her dagger across the neck of her guardian—if she can get to it under that thick mass of beard—we will be four against three immediately. Aleks the assassin’s son has already deaded three of them on his own.

	All day I hold off and wait for him. Still he does not come. The dull light is swift fading by the time the glow of distant fires signals human habitation ahead. Before we break from the thinning trees, I witness maybe a half-dozen naked victims roped to the trunks, frozen wide-eyed in a horror death and with their stomachs eaten out. Blood-Fang likes to make random sacrifices to the revenants hereabouts. He thinks it fun to have flesh-eaters stalking the nights. In truth, it is almost certainly the rats that have feasted on the victims, and almost just as certain that the warriors come out to hunt those fattened rats for food.

	Looming up are the dark timber uprights of an outer wall to a compound. It is said that no one has ever tried to attack the fortress of the Ripper King. Probably because no one would ever think it worth conquering. We tie the horses and still we are being led more as guests than as prisoners, with no attempt to disarm us. Maybe they think two mere females incapable of wreaking red havoc. That is a misjudgment they are sorely going to rue.

	The inside of Blood-Fang’s great hall stinks of shit, piss, foul bodies, blood, stripped carcasses and meat gone high. The first hit of it almost knocks me off my feet. It is as well it is so dim inside as to be barely able to make anything out. Near one wall is a great hearth that burns hot and bright, but the rest is left cold and dark, though much less likely to catch fire.

	I stand in the aisle running from the entrance to what is obviously a ruler’s throne. Feasting tables flank me either side. We are early to supper and the hall is far from full. Those hulking forms gathered in the shadows are already taking great draughts from ale beakers. Belches ring out through the darkness, hard followed by threats, insults and vulgar promises aimed my way. My appearance seems to have caused some excited anticipation.

	The few serving maids setting out platters are hags. It is said that a fair maiden will not last a night in this place. Almost as proof, a girl maybe my age or less hangs tied to one of the wooden uprights. The clothes have been torn away to expose her back, her skinny arse, her legs. Red welts cover all, the result of a prolonged thrashing. I know not if she is alive or dead, but I hope for her sake it is the latter. To think that one of my sisters might have been sold to this!

	Another maiden is face down over the end of one feasting table, rump thrust out into the aisle. I hadn’t noticed her before because she is naked, her skin as dark as the oak she lies upon. I have of course heard tales of lands where the sand never stops and the sun can burn you alive, where the people have glowing skin smoother and more chestnut-beautiful than you can imagine. Sadly, it is not going to help this slave now. Her eyes fix me with a look of silent entreaty.

	In sweeps a giant of a man as wide as a door, carrying an axe I couldn’t even lift. There is no doubting this is Blood-Fang even before he sets himself down on the throne. His beard is dyed red. He wears thicker kohl around his eyes than our warriors, giving an even wilder look. He has rings in both ears and nostrils, and a wolf fang that curls through a hole made in his cheek. Matted hair hangs past his shoulders, but the pate is bald and scarred from a lightning strike. It is said the bolt was sent by their demon god Bies, to give the king the strength of sixty bears.

	His arrival brings table bashing and low cheers, possibly forced, from the hulks in the shadows. He regards me with something of a sneer. Then, to cheers of genuine enthusiasm, he drags at the front of his trousers and without ceremony pulls out his cock to have it lie languid and heavy at his thigh. Before the blood has begun to swell it, it is already as big as my brother’s. Even in these lands it is not a welcome I was ready for. His sneer widens at the sight of my shock.

	“So, you are Jaromir’s bride,” he says in deep, thickly accented tones, displaying a tongue that has been split at the tip to fork. I’ve only seen the like of it in carvings of Jörmungandr, the great sea-serpent.

	“I am,” I reply with boldness. “Something you might do well to remember.”

	I can sense Runa’s glare of admonishment for my speaking out unguardedly as always. Blood-Fang is a king, after all. Being royal, I should be the first to remember due respect. But I cannot help myself, and he is as infamously cuntish as he is tyrannical. When one as proud as me is brought before one as boastfully cruel as him, someone is bound to die. I think everybody here knows it. Surprisingly, he only snorts at my impudence, lightly stroking the thick length of his prick, threatening to rouse it from its slumber.

	“If only you knew,” he says. “Your brave bodyguard has fled. Do you even know what his orders from Jaromir were?”

	“To see me safely across the Sheet-lands and past ugly fucks like you.”

	It brings some sharp intakes and a few jeers from the shadows. I’m trying to gauge the numbers. Maybe a dozen, it’s hard to tell; armed but seated and slowed by ale, although no doubt the braver for it too.

	“Yes,” says the king, still not rising to my taunts. “But also, most importantly, to take your maidenhead. That was Jaromir’s specific command, to do it as soon as possible. He asked me a favor, to send men to confirm that his orders had been carried out.”

	So that was what was meant by to make me bleed. Not to kill me, to fuck me.

	“And why would the prince want that done to his future wife?” I say, trying to hide the internal hit of dismay. Blood-Fang almost bellows his laughter, even forgetting in his mirth to keep stroking his prick.

	“Because, you stupid bitch suckle-pig,” he spits, leaning forward from his throne, “he wants you spoiled so that he can slay you the moment he has sprayed your insides. He only wants a wife for one night to free him of his obligations—one that can wield a sword with some craft. He already has a replacement bride awaiting; an unmatched beauty name of Venera, a girl who was there the time he first set eyes on you.”

	I can’t remember any true beauty being there that night. None fairer than me. None that got his attention more than I.

	“Never heard of her,” I tell him, trying to keep my boldness.

	“Be that as it may. She snuck to his chamber that same night, evading all his guards, and gave him more pleasure than all his other women put together, all without even surrendering her maidenhead. He is of course smitten. Alas for Jaromir, though she may consent to be his wife, she will not fight for him. He has to prove his worth to her, not the other way around. She will not leave her fortress at Kars behind and visit him again until he does. That is why he still needs you, if only for a day.”

	“You’re lying,” I say. “Why would Aleks or any man allow himself to be sent after me to try a seduction, fully knowing that success would condemn his own beloved sister to death?”

	“There was nothing in the order about seduction. You were to be forced. The harder, the better. However, the fact that your guardian Aleks Whirl-Arm hadn’t already slayed your bonds-maid protector tells me he had no plans to carry out the order. The fact that he has fled tells me he cares more for his own skin than he had you believe he cared for his sister. But since fleeing is what he has done, I reckon Jaromir would agree it falls to me to break you in, good and proper.”

	“I very much doubt that,” I say, but my boldness is slipping.

	“I say he would,” comes the cold reply. “You are in for a fucking, Missy. A fierce one.”

	Along with whoops from the men, this promise brings Blood-Fang’s prick to its fullest within his grasp. It is a thick enough to have my stomach churning. He rises from the throne, coming at me, and there is nothing but diminishing emptiness between us. Before I can go into action he stops, reaching to set down his great axe upon the feasting table. He stands facing me, side-on to the exposed rump of the tied-down chestnut-skinned girl. His hand comes off his other dread weapon, his meat, to display it stretched taut with readiness.

	“I shall beat you first, of course,” he says, and swings his hips sideways to use his cock like a birch branch, slapping it heavily against the arse of the slave—once, twice, thrice to have my skin prickling as the hairs raise. “I shall beat you until you are begging for me inside you. Only then will come the piercing.”

	He keeps his eyes on mine as he turns to the girl and presses the length of his great prick between the cheeks of that defenseless rump. His sneer grows crueler, like lust is building to overtake him. His hips move to guide his meat back and forth between the twin mounds. It brings to mind a warrior honing his sword in readiness. He must be lying about Aleks and his orders. It is just an excuse for him to ravish me. But then where is my sworn guardian? How could he have abandoned us, knowing this was where we would end up?

	“I am going to hang you from the rafters,” Blood-Fang boasts, “so I can spit you upon me. You’ll be able to look me in the eyes as I impale you to my balls. I do so love the feel of that hot stickiness of a virgin upon them. I imagine you never thought your final moments would be your most blissful! Ah, but you will hang on to life, I see it in your eyes. Your pride won’t let you go, and that is the joy of it. Not even when every single one of my men has had his turn. And they will fill you two at a time, you know—their lust always boils far too hot for their patience.”

	As if waiting for this moment, the great door to the hall opens and another handful of hulks enter, all with leering grins spread across their painted faces. Another carrying a huge axe and with a hood covering his face follows them in and slips into the shadows. He is the one that most has my heart banging and my nerves jangling. Something about the swiftness and purpose of his movement compared to all these other oafs. Instinct tells me I have to fight now or it will be too late.

	My hand is creeping for my sword. If I can close the distance on Blood-Fang and cut him down before he has a chance to grab his axe, maybe his men will freeze long enough for me to do some damage. I do not know how many slayings Freyja will ask of me before I’m granted passage to her otherworld realm.

	Runa will already have seen where my hand is going. Hopefully her dagger won’t steal my fame and fly into Blood-Fang. But she knows better than that. She is so brave, so loyal, it hurts me sometimes that her fate is so tightly woven to mine. I just hope she’s had time to beseech her god to look mercifully upon her, despite his meanness, for this is surely our day to die!

	“I wouldn’t bother going for your weapon,” Blood-Fang snarls, alerting all to the threat of my attack. “I’ll still plunge my prick into you even with all your limbs hacked off. I’ll sear the wounds to keep you alive. I will still take you personally to your prince and fuck you five times each day it takes to get you there. I will hang you from his beams so that all can witness my seed dripping from you. And he will still take his turn, still wed you and then gleefully disembowel you on the marital bed. There is no chance for you. Just give in.”

	Give in! Ha! That’s when I grasp the hilt of my sword. And that’s when a severed head comes flying out of the shadows to thud messily onto the feasting table of the Ripper King.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Ten

	As kings have banners to mark their presence, Aleks has flying severed heads. The familiarity of it brings a smile to my lips. It shakes me free of any fear. Of course it had to be him in the hood—why had it not been plain to me before? That’s why my instincts were telling me it was time to fight.

	The gory arrival skidding across the feasting table shocks Blood-Fang momentarily, but he still has time to grab his axe before I can get close enough to strike. We are face to face, poised. Even with my wild fantasies, I never imagined my first deadly combat to be with a man whose prick was bare and bulging stiff with blood. But this is it. This is the moment I have craved.

	Grandfather taught me a fighter’s balance from the time I was big enough to pick up a stick and wave it in anger. Runa taught me that oafish cock-wagglers like Blood-Fang are sure to bring two things to a fight with a maiden: unmatchable power and arrogant overconfidence. They will think it an affront to be faced by such an unworthy foe. They will try to end it in one big swipe. Despite me wanting to beat such opponents by strength, Runa persisted in only teaching me how to use my own advantages to win.

	Sure enough, Blood-Fang’s face contorts with rage and effort as he brings his axe up, ready to slice it in a downward slant to finish me. The instinct is to try to meet the blow, to parry or block it. Such a move would have me on the floor. Don’t jump back because it gives him time to regain balance and reassess his clumsy approach. Step in, ducking under the blow, that’s what Runa showed me. Use your speed and smaller size to defeat. And I do. I feel the air whoosh above my head but I’m under his swipe, stepping to the side and rising fast on my knees to deliver a gash to his upper arm in one movement. It is a deep wound that yawns and gushes red. I already know I have the beating of him.

	Pained, panicked and incredulous, all he can muster is the same clumsy swing. He is not used to a foe so light on their feet, so skilled. His other forearm takes the gash this time and it is deep enough to have his hand drop useless from the axe grip. He won’t be able to lift it for another swipe. He is done for.

	He goes for the dagger at his belt but I am already spinning a full revolution in front of him to bring extra power to my blow, just like I have seen my father and his father do on the field of battle. It is our thing. In my case it is still not enough for a clean decapitation, but enough to glance off his shoulder and bite deep into his neck.

	I have seen lakes of blood in my time, what with battles and fights and punishments and sacrifices. I have been smeared with it, made to drink it. Nonetheless, this being the first time I’ve inflicted such a grievous wound upon another, it has my belly rising. Fortunately, one big swallow defeats it. He is slumping, eyes wide and blinking at me, aghast. Before they shut for all time, I take hold of his still erect prick and cut it off, holding it up to him, dripping.

	“Should I take this to Jaromir?” I taunt.

	I won’t. I drop it back in his lap and leave him, my fame all but assured, the elation of my triumph starting to fill me. I hack the tied slave loose, although I do not know to where she can run to find safety and freedom. She seems only concerned with beating the dying king in the face with his own bloody cock.

	Aleks has already lain waste to most of the feasting hall. Runa is flagging, for which I feel a pang of guilt, but he is soon at her side and I watch with awe at the ease with which they bring an end to all those foolish enough to stand before them. There is something of beauty in the way Aleks moves—the balance and control, the impregnability of his defense and the smooth, instant lethality of his attack. Whirl-Arm indeed!

	I have listened with envy when other girls have talked about that moment when your love for someone strikes—sometimes a someone you have known for ages and didn’t even realize you were fond of. I will still have to kill him, obviously, but something of Aleks just had my heart pouring excitement.

	Any lucky enough to escape him are now hurrying for the door, shouting for help. But having seen what they have just seen, and with their leader slain, none will be eager to re-join this fight. If the hall had been full, we might have been dead now. But it wasn’t, and we are out into the fresh evening air and finding the horses Aleks has already made ready for our escape. We know we won’t be followed. This is a night to be written into sagas!

	We ride through the dark and I fear neither wolves nor draugrs nor goblins. I feel undefeatable. I am the girl who killed Blood-Fang the Ripper King!

	“Why did you abandon us to be taken to that stinking place when it needed you to slay more to get us free than it would have to keep us from it?” I chide Aleks, although the truth of it is, I’m thinking him something of a hero and I am glad that I was given the chance at last to earn myself such a share of fame.

	“It would only have taken one blade at your throat to see us defeated,” he replies. “And eight of them to put it there. I couldn’t take the risk. I knew cutting their numbers would ensure they kept you alive, and I knew where they would take you. I needed to be able to use the one advantage I was sure I had over them.”

	“Which is what?”

	“Night vision,” he says. “It is a trick used by all the warriors of the Draco Order. Train an eye to see in the darkness. I wear a patch over one eye during the day, then swap it to the other once the sun falls. So often we step from lightness into the dark, but I will always be able to fight in the shadows better than any foe.”

	I allow myself a little smile. I should have known there would be some good reason.

	“I cannot deny you fight well,” I tell him. “It is almost a pleasure to watch.”

	“If only I could say the same for you!” he says. “What was all that spinning-around shit, just to deal a death blow? You fucking Varangians! Such vain stupidity will be your downfall!”

	I bark a laugh. This is what happens after a fight. There is always some bragging at exploits, some teasing and belittling. Then songs about the day are made up, and by the time the ale is running dry there are back slaps and hugs and acknowledgements when fame has been found. It is nothing less than exhilarating to at last be a part of all this.

	“Don’t listen to him, most renowned grandfather out there in the fields of Asgard,” I call into the darkness, beaming my smile, “you taught me well! And you, Runa, you taught me well also!”

	Aleks mutters some curse under his breath but I am too happy for any more squabbling. Some say this moment is better than that one where your love is first returned; better perhaps than your first ever fuck. It is where you become most exalted. I have slain my first enemy, and not just any foe—one whose name alone could wither the courage of most. I will wear this moment for all time.

	Nearly half the night is gone before we make rest. The horse Aleks found me for my escape was Blood-Fang’s own, the strongest and fittest there. He can pretend all he likes that he has no fondness for me, but this proves how much I’m on his mind. I don’t know if he sleeps at all but he is up with the sun, creeping away from us. I secretly follow, not through any suspicion, just more of that desire to witness him in action. I catch up with him as he goes onto his haunches to set traps. I spy from what I think is a safe distance.

	“If I can get your scent,” he says without turning around, “then so can the hares.” I’m not even much surprised any more that he sensed I was there.

	“And what about your stench?” I call back. “Think they haven’t got a nose-full of that?”

	He huffs and turns to me.

	“I suppose it is time I found us a hot spring. I will take us to one today.”

	“Good,” I say. “Anyway, fuck hares—I’m starving. Catch me a bear!”

	“Whatever I catch, most of the meat today must go to Runa. She is weak, sickening perhaps. She needs energy.”

	“Runa? How is that fair? How does a bonds-maid get more than her mistress?”

	I’m about to tell him that she’s only weak because she invites in demons to suck her energy dry for the joys of having her arse spanked red. But you don’t mention demons to demon hunters unless you wish the visits to stop.

	“In this case the bonds-maid is the better fighter than the mistress, and thus more in need of sustenance. You just need to get across the Sheet-lands. No one said you couldn’t be a skeleton at the end of your trek.”

	It gives a jagging reminder of Jaromir’s intentions for me.

	“I killed the biggest man there,” I say defensively. I should have got more praise for this than I actually received.

	“But still only one man. You are spoilt—you think of nothing but yourself, like others should make sacrifices for you, just because your father won a battle once. And do you really believe Runa is your bonds-maid out here? You think she couldn’t just walk away if she felt like it, perhaps leaving you with a slit throat? She sticks to you out of love, though why she thinks you deserve it I will never know!”

	The words sting, not just because of the truth behind them, but because he is still playing the game of showing animosity to me when here I am thinking only fond thoughts of him.

	“You think me spoilt?” I say, and I can feel my cheeks growing red with heat. “Before I came here, I owned only two things my whole life: a little doll my grandfather carved me, and my sheep Gunnhilda, who gave me the milk and cheese and wool I needed to keep myself alive!”

	“And you had a slave, no doubt.”

	“We had a slave because we needed extra hands on our farm or we would starve, and we couldn’t afford to pay for help. That is just how it is. You don’t spread a whole field with your own stinking shit if you can win a slave to do it for you. That’s why lives are risked to take slaves. When our crops failed one summer, we had to leave our home behind and join the raids. There was nothing else for it. I wanted to take my sheep but Father had her killed to feed and clothe the slave we left behind, hoping he would somehow keep our farm going, should we ever be able to return. I was not allowed to cry for Gunnhilda. I didn’t even get to eat her. The slave and the farm took precedent over me. That was how we lived.”

	“Poor you. And now you have everything.”

	“I have nothing! I am no longer allowed to put my mind to baking or to knitting. I am not allowed to own a sheep, let alone a flock of them as I’d love to. Father says such things are beneath a royal, and yet I have never even held a single coin of his fortune. He clothes me, feeds me, houses me, and I am tied to every single decision he makes.”

	“And you think that makes you as much a slave as Runa?”

	“All she and I have is each other. That we share. All we have to keep us going are other people’s songs and stories. All we have is the dream that one day such stories could be our own. Why do you think I am here, in this shitty place, trading my life for a handful of days of possible adventure before meeting the husband who wants nothing but to kill me? Is it because I have everything, or because I have only this fleeting hope of anything?”

	He regards me with one arrestingly blue day-fighting eye.

	“Maybe I have misjudged you,” he says. I think he’s starting to realize I am not quite as stupid and shallow as he suspects.

	“Maybe you have. But if you thought so little of me, why did you not force yourself upon me as Jaromir decreed?”

	“You know of this?”

	“Blood-Fang took great delight in the telling. He would also have taken great delight in succeeding where you failed, had I not relieved him of his prick. But my question is, why did you fail? Blooding me would condemn your sister, but then failure to do so will break your oath to Jaromir and condemn her anyway. So why not at least get some pleasure from spoiling ‘spoilt’ me?”

	I don’t yet want to let on that the pestle has already spoilt me and he could be inside me a hundred times over and do nothing to change our fates.

	“The Werewolf knew his order went against all my principles and everything I am trying to be. He was showing me my task was nothing about any love for you and everything about defeating my sister. It was designed as a torture.”

	“Why did you not simply tell me, since you want me to hate Jaromir?”

	“Would you have believed me—a man who has already sworn to have you fail in your quest?”

	“No, I would not have. Yet still you came for me.”

	I’m sure this is because he saw something in me that first night we met, and could not stay away. We share the same heart for adventure, that is for certain.

	“I had to hope you would change your mind about marrying the Werewolf, despite your stubbornness to do anything other than win what you see as a challenge between you and I.”

	“And now I do know Jaromir’s intentions, how do you save your sister? Spoil me or don’t—either way she loses.”

	“There is a way, but it all rests on you.”

	“Tell me then.”

	“The wedding ceremony always takes place just before midnight. You are joined together with vows, and once you give him your armband, he plunges straight inside you where you stand, in front of all witnesses, to bless you with his seed for the forthcoming fight. You immediately battle naked with my sister using axe or sword. If you win, it seals your betrothal. Superstition has it that if you triumph before his seed escapes, you will bear him a son. That is why you go straight into the fight. Only afterwards do they seek to confirm you came to the ceremony pure. If not, the marriage is instantly annulled and you are put to death. This is what Jaromir plans for you.”

	“It is the plunging part I am most looking forward to.”

	“However, I am hoping you will go to him as if unaware of his plans. Just before the joining of hands, you pull your sword on him and halt things until midnight comes and the day is done. Then you kill the Wolf Prince.”

	“And then his guards kill me?”

	“I will be there to stop them. I am sworn on my sister’s life to never cause harm to the prince. She would die the moment I laid a finger on him. But I am under no oath that stops me protecting his killer. Having failed to marry, Jaromir is thus proved the legitimate father to my nephew and the child his legitimate heir. With the prince dead, the child instantly becomes the true protector of the realm—since King Volk is too mad and addled with cock pox to do any ruling, which is why Jaromir now does it.”

	“And because the child cannot rule, you as the Prince’s Protector step into his shoes?”

	“No, but as the Protector I can in all legitimacy name whoever should rule in my nephew’s stead. I will name you, Sassa Bloodchild. Sixteen winters you will have on the throne, to do as you please. And the people will let you because they are profoundly superstitious and would rather hack off their own feet than rise against one they know to be the legitimate ruler, however it came to be. Even more so when they learn you slew that reeking fuck-pig, Blood-Fang.”

	“It does sound like an exciting plan,” I say—and it does. “And you would swear an oath to protect me until your nephew came of age?”

	“I will swear this if you will swear on your grandfather’s soul to grant, if I should ever ask it, to give me leave to make a marriage proposal.”

	I have that sweep of excitement rushing through me again, swelling me. There is no doubting what he means by this even if he won’t say it outright. I knew he liked me more than his pride let him say. If I should ever ask it indeed! The cheek of him—like he could ever do better than me! Suddenly all the doors to the world are opening up before me. The best sagas only ever have such magical brilliance!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Eleven

	Aleks traps us a hare and I don’t make any faces about Runa getting the most meat. We ride until high-day before the hot springs are reached. No danger dares touch us. It skulks in the trees, peevishly watching us as we make swift progress with ice-spikes fitted to our horse’s hooves. It is as if all the evils of the place can feel the excited energy coming off me. They wouldn’t stand a chance!

	There is no cover of trees around the hot pools, just black rocks thrusting up from the barren surround of grass and snow. We cannot safely all go in at once, that is for sure. Runa is shy to strip with Aleks present—that’s down to her stupid God of the Cross. I’m almost eager to flaunt myself in front of him. Anyway, he decides: I am look-out for Runa; she for me; Aleks can look out for himself. He’ll stay behind the rocks and make us a fire whilst we girls take turns to bathe.

	Runa goes first so she will be done and dressed again by the time Aleks has his turn. He wants one of our “best” warriors on guard all the time. That means either him or Runa, not me. I should take it as a slight and attack him immediately, but I’m still too excited over the battle of Blood-Fang Hall for squabbles, so he escapes a stabbing for now. I feel completely new. I feel part of everything. I feel wise, grown, and ready.

	Runa discards her furs and then steps into the waist-deep, bubbling pool. Watching her sink down into the hot water has my skin aching for its turn. I almost defy Aleks and come out from the rocks to join her. Would I take her in my arms, kiss her deeply, have my tongue venture into her mouth as her demon’s does, force her to forget her god? The other warriors of my people would think nothing of it, so why not me? I am a proven warrior too now, one of them. We fight. We have no fear of death or life. We fuck. It is what we do.

	I let her escape me this time but the need within is building. My immersion into the hot pool only adds to it. The tingling sweep through my whole body is so glorious it almost has me crying out. To be able to cleanse all of me at once, rather than relying on hurried wipes here and there of a cloth soaked in ice melted over a fire.

	The rising bubbles tease, especially squatting as I am to have the water cover me up to my neck. I feel sensual and somehow reborn; my drab, trapped former self washed away. Where is Aleks, why has he not come, summoned by my mind like a sleep demon to make a true woman of me? I am open for him!

	Instead he makes a show of not wanting to intrude upon me. He waits until I am clear of the pool and behind the rocks before stripping. However, he does not realize that I haven’t gone to join Runa, but have stayed to spy. His back is to me as he steps into the pool and then goes onto his haunches to have the water lap his big shoulders. It has my body tingling with a reminder. Imagine if when he opened his eyes, he found me there with him.

	His people are not as clean as ours—he does not wash his hair every day, for instance. But he like his prince uses a blade to remove his beard, though it never takes him long before he has grown back enough to tantalize any soft skin he came into contact with. I have been giving much thought to what a kiss from him would be like, and not just on my lips either. He soaps himself first, face and body, rolling the bar within those large warrior hands to form a lather. I have been close enough to breathe him in and I am sure he uses honey and herbs in his soap as we do, to sweeten the smell of the lanolin and ashes.

	He is rugged, even compared to other warriors. Scars are assured on all. You can’t carry and use blades all day without bloodying yourself. I’m sure more than half the injuries our warriors bear come not from battle but from accidents and carelessness. I’m less sure about him, however. Each healed wound seems to have a heroic or dark tale behind it. He looks powerful. Big but agile. I’ve seen how he moves. And now suddenly there is something in his movement that has my heart running fast. It is only slight, but more obvious because of it.

	I have had to witness my brother stroking himself full. Jaromir too, that proud leer on his face as he did so. I’ve seen other lads making the vulgar gestures, giggling between them as they talked of “petting the whale”. Aleks is petting his under the water, I can tell. I’m sure he must need to. I have seen the anger and agitation amongst the warriors when their balls are full. No wonder he wanted to be sure I was well away before he took to the pool. I should leave him, but I can’t. I should just quietly spy, but I can’t do that either.

	Something in me has changed forever now. The girl has been well and truly left behind. If I had any innocence, that has been abandoned too. I need to trace his scars, feel his hardness and warmth against me. I find myself sneaking back to the pool, slipping from my blanket and towel, slipping again into the gorgeous heat of the bubbling waters which cover my sound and keep him oblivious. I’m crouched, shoulders below the surface like him, moving stealthily.

	I can smell the fresh soap on the skin of his back, I’m that close. I feel no lack of boldness, only excitement. I reach down and put my hand beneath him, between his thighs, then up to find the warm cluster of his full balls. My squeeze is only slight, but enough to have him jumping. In his panic he spins to face me, pushing away, his eyes wide with surprise—the first time I have seen him without his patch on. But I use the same swiftness that saw me defeat Blood-Fang. I am already on him, my grip finding his full shaft.

	It feels like iron, the thrill exquisite. No wonder the girls love their giggling whispered chats the morning after their amorous adventures. I was grinning but now I’m biting my lip, wondering how much faster my heart can rush. I can feel the pulse of him, the need and the potency. He must be aching to sink it into the soft heat of a woman’s body—my body. Any moment the shock will leave his face and he will draw me to him. There is something about him that makes me sure he will read my mind like a sleep demon; do all the things he sees in there rather than just try to force himself into me to take his pleasure as urgently as possible.

	I’m running my hand up and down his length, remembering how Jaromir did it to himself. It is not so easy under water. His chest is still heaving from my surprise attack, the mouth part-open to let out heavy breaths. It is not like that first time I held him, when he looked anything but thrown. Now naked he seems at my mercy. The desire had already colored his cheeks before I got to him. He must see the bloom in my own. He must know this moment can only end up with him inside me.

	“No,” he gasps. “You mustn’t.”

	His hand is on mine, trying to release my grip. I only clutch with greater determination. A man of his strength could easily wrench me clear but he does not, just holds at my wrist to try to arrest my movement upon him.

	“I can’t,” he says, looking almost worried. “Sassa, I can’t!”

	“You can,” I say. “I have been blooded. Not by a man but by… I… I ride horses. Any girl who rides horses can have it happen.”

	I had always planned to use this as an excuse. It seemed better than admitting the truth about pestles. But I do want him to know this is my first time, that for all my boldness I will need some guidance. I have gone from my haunches onto my knees to allow me to move in closer. I want our lips together as I stroke him. I want his strong hands on my behind, grasping my softness. I want him lifting me to sink me down upon his iron length, our kiss never breaking. I want to feel the passion pouring from me like it did on my demon visit.

	“No, you don’t understand,” he says, almost gasping the words. “I cannot. I must not.”

	And he is pushing upwards, rising with the water cascading off him. I am still holding on and he is standing, his stiff prick right there at my face. Right at my mouth, inviting me on. His hands are at his thighs, palms out facing me as if in surrender, as if entreating me to open and engulf him. The hunger hits just before the realization that surrender isn’t his intention. Instead it is to show the crosses inked stark upon him, one on each thigh. Each a span high, in thick black. There is no mistaking the symbols, nor which god they call to.

	Gently his fingers uncurl my grip. He moves back, free of me. I am too stunned to stop his departure. I feel foolish and angry. How could I have missed the signs until they were shown to me so blatantly in black ink upon him? Has he given any clue? I’ve not seen him pray like Runa does, but then he is apart from us at those times. Why did I not test whatever faith he has for that shitty, spiteful, joyless god of his? Why did I not just grab his arse cheeks in both hands before he could leave me, and sink my mouth onto that straining cock?

	All my boldness and elation has been sent tumbling. I feel ripped away, empty, hurt and confused. Why is everything in this world a mystery to me? Why can I alone never grasp an understanding of its workings and my place in it? How has a man like Aleks, who lives amongst brutes and serves a werewolf, who could take the spoils of thousands of victories and ravish anyone he wanted, chosen a god who snuffs out every enjoyment this harsh place can offer? Why do that when he was free to choose Odin and ensure an otherworld of pleasure?

	I am numb as I dry myself off. The pernicious cold is already taking over my muscles and bones. A needy throb between my legs and the ache of my hard buds serve only as a painful reminder of my defeat. I wasn’t enough for him, not to overcome his misplaced love for the wrong god. Just like I thought Jaromir picked me above all, only to find he only picked me to die. I never asked to be adored. I should have been born a boy. I was certainly happy being a fighter. But in being made a princess my one task is to attract, to be coveted by those with the power and money to bring strength, honor and glory to my family.

	And I cannot do it.

	I don’t know how to be more attractive, nor how to seduce. All I have is my fighter’s spirit. That and confusion, with no one to explain things to me. Why I can split my sides with Runa one minute, yearn for her, then almost burn with jealousy and dislike of her the next. Why I can despise Jaromir with every bone of my body and then feel crushed that I would last no longer than a night as his bride. Why I want to own Aleks, control him, yet still get shivers of desire at the thought of his open palm reddening my bare arse.

	I suppose the trick is to control everybody in a way that gets you what you want with them thinking it is what they want. Diplomacy, my grandfather would call that. But I never really understood the idea, less still how to use it. Instead I decide to let a fucking great mood hang like a black cloud over us all on our journey forward. I wear a face of thunder. I refuse to speak or even look at them. Maybe this will remind him why we are all here. For me.

	Aleks does well, in truth. He finds us another of the hunting dwellings for the night. It means greater protection and a chance to properly dry our towels and blankets and hair. That doesn’t mean I’ll be letting him sleep inside, despite the two rooms. He looks to argue but plainly sees I won’t use words to do it but swords. He says it is unwise because he can still smell that demon, always stalking us. I am glad of it. I will have one room and I will order Runa to sleep alone in the other. Alek’s might have honored his god with such great fortitude, but let’s see how strong Runa is when her mara comes into her dreams.

	Maybe then, after he has drained her, my god willing, I will have my turn at last.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twelve

	I cannot trust to luck that she simply falls asleep and has lust defeat her willpower. Runa needs to be encouraged to summon her demon. She will be aware that the possibility exists, with Aleks banished into the night to make his bed despite sensing the mara close. In my nightgown I creep to her room, see her dim shape, her eyes watching me and brightened by the flickering firelight, the bloom of nervous expectation on her cheeks. I see the furs pulled tight around her, but this meagre defense is just so easily breached.

	Our warmth joins and mingles. Our hot breath meets. It is not like before, where I molded myself into her from behind. This time I am right upon her, my weight full down, my face just above hers and my hands either side of her head, trapping her by her spread hair—a fighting tactic she herself showed me. Her advice was to then smash my forehead into my enemy’s nose. Instead, I bring my lips to hers, for I know this will defeat her even quicker.

	She cannot kiss me, of course, in case her god is watching. So I tease her, catching and gently crushing that full bottom lip of hers between my teeth. She cannot pull away. I feel her tremble beneath me. By the Allfather, I swear she is the feistiest, most fearless person I have ever witnessed, yet here I am effortlessly making her like a flower in the breeze. My body buzzes with the thrill. I could have her do anything, I am sure of it. I could make her surrender her soul.

	I move my bare thigh between hers, parting her easily, our nightgowns riding up to leave her at my mercy. I feel the prickle of her trimmed hairs, her heat and wet excitement on my skin, and she will feel mine. I release her lip at last, witness its quiver.

	“He is out there,” I whisper. “You must sleep.”

	Her eyes search mine, hoping to find my meaning. Am I implying I could do to her what I did the last time I sent Aleks out of our cabin, or am I talking demons?

	“I must watch over you, Mistress,” she says, her whisper breathless. I apply more pressure with my thigh, wriggle my hips just a little, just to see her last defenses fly.

	“I need you to dream,” I tell her. Again, she searches for my meaning. She knows my mind, so she knows I know about her demon, and that he is our secret.

	“I cannot,” she says, imploring. “It is a sin and makes me so weak. I won’t be able to defend you.”

	“I do not want defense,” I say. “I want to be in your dream so I am a part of it when he comes. I cannot lure him out. I need you to do so.”

	I don’t let her deny me. My lips are swiftly down upon hers, pressing, forcing her hot mouth open, catching plump flesh between my teeth to give gentle nips. Then I go to her neck to cement my victory, to her soft earlobe. I can almost hear her brain whirring, trying to fight off the rising desire to plainly understand my words. Lure him, I said. That suggests my intention is to slay the mara and save her. She can’t guess I mean to steal him away.

	“Tell me about your demon,” I whisper into her ear. “Tell me what you’ve been hiding from me.”

	I know the hint at her disloyalty will bite deep.

	“I didn’t mean to hide anything,” she whispers, and I can see tears forming. “He came from nowhere, he ambushed me. I never asked him in.”

	“I know, I know. He uses you. Tell me how.”

	I am still gently moving my hips and I can feel her, despite herself, clenching her muscles to add to the pressure there, inviting pleasure to sweep over and absolve her of guilt.

	“I saw him once at the market. I swear I never even spoke to him. It was just a look. Then he forced his way into my dream, into my mind. His name is Milan and he is a warrior who travelled from south of the Half-Ice Sea. I know all about him although he never says a word.”

	“It is not ever so in dreams?”

	“I cannot fight him. The dreams just come and seem so real, like I am awake and acting on my will, or as my fate determines. It is as if I am making all of it happen. But I am not, I swear it!”

	“He uses your own deepest desires against you,” I breathe, and I cannot deny these thoughts are not helping me keep my writhing hips in check. “He brings forth the rudest secrets of your mind to render you powerless, but you can control it.”

	“I cannot, Mistress, I do not know how!”

	“He uses your dreams against you, so dream of me. Keep me in mind so that I am there when he comes. I will stop his breath-kiss, Runa. What he cannot get from you he will try to get from me. I will lure him away, but I will not be sleeping, whatever the demon believes. I will not be powerless as you are.”

	I used the word lure again. It can only have her believing that my intentions are to trap and slay the mara. Whatever her hidden pain at the thought of losing her demon visits, she will not be able to deny me. Her guilt will not let her. Her devotion to that stupid god won’t let her. I am almost grinding against her now, near-addling her senses no doubt, if mine are anything to go by.

	“I cannot put you in that danger, Mistress,” she pleads weakly, and I know I have her beaten.

	“This you must do for me, Runa,” I tell her. “It is my heart’s desire, my command. Sleep, Sweetness, but keep me in your mind. Let me into your dream. Let me be the one who controls things. Sleep now.”

	I slip from her, lie on my side so that we are still touching, run my nails up her bare thigh, kiss my fingertips and press them to her lips. I was so close then to forgetting maras altogether and taking out my desire on her. Lucky I am fast realizing the true power of control.

	She obediently closes her eyes. I am breathing in step with her, deepening it, slowing the pace. She gets so tired now after a long day she could easily succumb, despite things. Even if she only feigns slumber, I am sure he will come. He wouldn’t be stalking us through this wolf-haunt wasteland unless he needed her every bit as much as she needs him. By the time he leaves, I am hoping he will need me even more.

	In truth I am not altogether sure I am not dreaming when I see him there. I don’t remember sleeping, but then Runa said she feels like she is awake when he comes to her. It isn’t any noise that has brought him to my attention. He is just there, already stripped but for the long bear-fur cloak. His great prick stretches proud from his loins, already engorged and twitching with intent. Is it Runa’s dream that has made him come to us like this, or mine? I can hear her deep breaths next to me, feel her warmth, but that doesn’t make any of this seem more real.

	I can only look at him. His eyes—by the Allfather, the hunger in them for us, for me! Strong as I am, I think I could only ever be in thrall to one showing such naked desire for me. It almost makes a sense of this life; to be the one to cause this much longing in someone else. Demon tactics or otherwise, this ravening gaze is a weapon I don’t believe I could ever defend against. It speaks of need so much deeper than victory-lust after a battle won. It is absolute passion, like I am his sole life-essence. I thought such love only truly existed in sagas.

	I had not wanted to think of such things before, but he is handsome. Like Aleks, the looks only start to strike you, to warm you, after a connection is made. He has the high forehead and sharp cheekbones of the people in the lands just south of the Half-Ice Sea. The beard comes to a point and is braided beyond. The fair hair is shaved short all over, not just at the back as favored by my people. There are dimples though, to soften the usual cruel fighter’s face of these tribes. Dimples on a warrior!

	Runa is restless beside me, her hips moving, grinding into the furs beneath us. It reminds me that all the while she is dreaming this scenario, although perhaps her mind conjures a different setting than a creaky dwelling in the howling north of the Sheet-lands. It is also a reminder to me that I can perhaps take control.

	He sheds his cloak in readiness, baring wide, powerful shoulders and muscles that lift axes far more than they do ale beakers. He seems to be waiting, and perhaps Runa is too. Perhaps it is my command they need to hear. I slip the fur blanket from us. The chill won’t last for long.

	“Open for him,” I whisper into my bonds-maid’s ear. Her hips still writhe, no doubt the yearn already building between her thighs, which she parts on my instruction.

	Milan the warrior comes forward to mount her. As he rests down on his elbows, I pull her gown up past her belly to bare her for him. I can see his stiff length squashing to the soft split of her sex. Prickles run through my own, almost having me clutch myself there. His hips thrust to slide his meat up and down along her slit. It spreads her wetness, her scent, and all our excitement. Strange, I imagined exactly this earlier as I watched Runa settle to sleep. If I lapped the length of that hard prick now, as I did in my fantasy, I would taste her upon him.

	Her mouth falls open in a gasp. He looks to target her lips immediately but I am up on my elbow to intervene, my hand at his jaw to guide him to me instead, to remind him that I am the one he really wants to sink his teeth into. I can feel the greed emanating from him. His tongue invades my mouth but I fight back and then mine is swirling with his. I don’t really know what I am doing, but as in my fantasies it feels like I do, his movements so matched to mine.

	It is glorious, so intensely personal, so carnal. I planned to exert patience and control, but the passion rises in a flurry, bursts of it heating me. I am sucking upon his tongue, his lips, biting there too. I can feel his need burgeoning, though he is still drawing only faintly at my breath. I know he draws more deeply from Runa, but I do not let jealousy take a hold. I take it that he wishes to savor me, not empty me too quickly.

	Do people get their quaking finish from kissing alone? I would not be surprised if they did. It is like indulging in the most mouth-watering feast. I ride his waves of soft passion and ready-to-eat-me intensity. His prick must be desperate to sink into Runa, who writhes and gasps below us as if feverish. I reach to clutch at his arse, dig my fingertips into the contracting round of muscle as he rides his length up and down my bonds-maid’s begging slit.

	Hunger threatens to overtake everything. I break off from the kiss, panting. He looks like he could devour me. I feel it too. I spy the little points of Runa’s teats beneath the linen of her gown and I’m down feasting upon one, my mouth hot and wet from the kissing. The need to ravish her is taking over. In my dreams I sometimes have my lover slice my gowns open with a dagger to get at me. I have no blade now, but I have teeth. They tear at the thin linen of Runa’s gown and then my fingers do the rest, ripping the garment apart to bare her tits.

	“Suck her,” I tell Milan. I sound and feel almost feral. I’m still unsure if this is all real, or my dream, or Runa’s, but the warrior follows my command. He is down at the little peak of pink flesh and I can sense her aching need there in my own. Her back arches as his mouth closes over her, her eyes still tight shut as if she hasn’t awoken, despite the bliss. My hunger gnaws and I am back down there too, pushing his head away with mine so that I can draw the bud into my own mouth again.

	And then we are sharing her. Mouths taking turns, tongues swirling together over and around one little bud and then the other, our feasting leaving slick trails and pools of wetness on her skin that glisten in the dim orange flicker. Maybe I should yearn for gentler lovemaking, for the mighty passion so many other girls think the only thing befitting us non-slaves, but the need to consume them both is almost overwhelming. Perhaps Jaromir bit me in secret, and I am a werewolf too!

	“Take her by the ankles,” I tell Milan. This I also imagined earlier, although I never thought I’d have the confidence to say it for real, so maybe this is a dream after all. Whatever, he complies, raising her legs high and holding her apart, bringing that naughty kunta of hers into full view. I can almost feel the heat of it from here—the purple head of his cock, brushing her lips, must be getting scalded! But still he doesn’t drive into her without my consent.

	He presses his teeth into the flesh of her heel, has her whimpering and thrashing. Then the meat at the underside of her toes gets the same treatment, next her calves, then the back of her thighs and last her arse—big greedy mouthfuls of its soft flesh, sucking and biting. It seems obvious where the next target of his hunger should be, with her so open and wet for him. It causes a pang of jealousy too great to ignore. I am quick to thwart him, reaching down to lift him by his chin with one hand and grasp his length with the other, using it to beat her cunny with, just as Blood-Fang beat the chestnut arse of his slave.

	Runa is gasping and moaning and writhing. Eaten and beaten, held powerless and without control, this is her wildest dream. Anything could happen to her now and, pleasure or pain, it would send her into rapture. Is it me, picturing my secret desires to be controlled and held in thrall, but having them acted out upon my slave? Or is it her, making me act as I do in all her dreams? We feel so connected it seems all this could be coming from the mind of any one of us.

	I am itching to be filled so for Runa this must be a torture. I take pity, although maybe it is more to sate my own needs through her. I guide the cock to her entrance and nod my assent to Milan. He needs no more encouragement, sinking his whole length into her in one go. Her bliss is so consuming she can manage only a stifled gasp. Her mouth is wide open, and the mara looks to target it again. He is about to pin her ankles down by her ears but I’m having none of it. I’m there once more, a hand on his chest to stop his progress, finding his lips with mine. If he wants a soul to suck, here I am!

	I straddle Runa to keep her safe from Milan’s breath-kisses. My itching quim is right there at her mouth, all open and hopeful for her tongue. How many times have the two of us, mistress and slave, privately thought of me doing this to her? When she wakes, my scent will be smeared all over her nose and cheeks and chin, like I have branded her. I take those little stiff tips of her breasts between my fingers, pinching them hard. The joy proves too much for her. Almost instantly she is bucking against him, soaking his balls way before he has a chance to spray her insides. I am glad. I want him saved for me.

	‘Take it out of her,’ I say.

	He complies, sliding wet and glistening from my bonds-maid’s spent body. She lies still beneath me. Her breaths come short and hard against my open cunt, as if she is deep-slumbering, dreaming. But the cock remains fit to burst. It pulses with need. The hunger still burns in his eyes, aimed only at me now. If he believes this is all a dream under his control, he will not be worried. He will think to empty me and then go back to Runa. In my fantasy, of course, I make him forget her. And so far, all I’ve imagined has been made real.

	My blood is speeding through my veins, just as when battle looms, my heart threatening to race away. Strange, in any fight my head scorns my heart’s foolish fear. Now my mind is not so sure. Who would have guessed I could be less scared of death than of making my wild desires come true? But he is there unmoving, waiting, despite the lust for me raging in his eyes and bobbing in that stiff, slick prick of his. If this is to happen, it seems it must be me that goes to him.

	I move forward, still on my knees like him, still with Runa beneath me. I want her trapped if she rouses, less able to intervene under the pretense of saving me from the demon, as I would do to her. Am I over-running his defenses or simply surrendering? The eyes seem to drag me into him and we are kissing again. His strong warrior hands are up under my gown, clutching my bare rump. Imagine them slapping me red. Imagine them lifting me with ease to spit me upon him, just as Blood-Fang threatened to do, just as I had hoped Aleks would.

	I have one hand at his back, the other gripping his arse, pulling him close to press that stiff meat of his to me. I can feel its pulse, right there at my belly; a throb of desire for me. Just like that first time he came to me, he feels reassuringly warm. There is a sheen of sweat on his shoulders from the heat of the fire behind him, but he smells only clean, somehow sweet. I don’t know what scent Aleks detects from maras, but then Milan seems nothing at all like a demon. My hand slips from his shoulders, comes around to clutch the muscle at his chest. I can feel the heartbeat at my palm, running almost as fast as mine.

	He takes this hand in his, brings my fingers to his mouth to suck and bite at the tips, the pads, down to the fleshy parts below the thumb and at the side. It brings me shivers. Then his teeth are at my wrist where it is most vulnerable, dealing sharp nips there, breaking the skin in his hunger and causing a flow. I do not pull away. Let him feast; I welcome it. With his lips busy I move down him, planting my own bites and kisses on his chest and belly until I am eye to eye with that hot demon cock still slick with my bonds-maid’s bliss.

	I stretch to take him and we both slurp and guzzle in our hunger. It is beyond my dreams. I feel like I am conquering and surrendering all at once. The stiff cocks I have witnessed have been proudly wielded like great weapons to slay females, but the sag in his knees tells me who holds sway here. However, the excitement of him has my cunt yearning for her turn and ready to yield. She tingles and flows, as does my wrist, and both feel glorious. If he draws out my soul as wonderfully as he sucks my blood, I will gladly let him empty me.

	I do not know how much I am driven by anger at my father, or at Aleks for his stupid devotion to the wrong god, or even at Jaromir for spurning me. Maybe it is only the lust natural inside me that is making me so ravenous, but I want Milan. All of him. In me, even if it kills me—almost especially if it does. Yes, I have dreamt of the mighty passion, but as soon as I was made a princess, I knew that no one else cared if I ever found love. If I’m going to be made a sacrifice, much better to do it on my own terms.

	And then he has released his grip on my arm and is gasping aloud, as if in wrenching pain. I have gone too far, it seems. I wanted him sunk right to my belly, finishing there. Instead I try to steady myself for the hot spurts on my tongue. I have overheard girls saying it can choke and scald, and that it is something a fuck-slave and not a wife should have to bear. Well, I want it.

	But it doesn’t come, despite his groans, despite the hand gripping at my hair as if to hold me ready, but then pulling me clear. I look up to see his chest red with blood. Mine from my wrist, I think, until I see the dagger stuck deep into the muscle over his heart. He is up off his knees and staggering, spluttering, his lips and beard spattered red. His eyes have lost all the lust-hunger and now signal both disbelief and fear.

	“Stay back from him!” counsels Aleks from behind me, his voice making me jump. “I do not know if his cursed soul can move from a dying body to a living one!”

	I scramble backwards off my bonds-maid and onto my arse, watching aghast as the demon Milan takes faltering steps towards the door. Runa is rousing groggily at the commotion. As always she is between me and danger, not that she now realizes it. The demon doesn’t touch her, intent only on an exit. Aleks stands clear of the door, hand ready to unsheathe his sword.

	Milan lurches out through the other room of the dwelling and into the clear night. He is done for, it seems, the blade so deep he cannot even pull it out. Still, his last moments will be spent exciting me, for there is something I find thrilling about a naked man, bleeding from a death blow yet with a prick still hard and wet with my spit. Aleks stands off hesitant, as if unsure whether the demon spirit can leap through the night and possess another of us. Then he snarls, steps forward with a slashing sword and sends another head flying, this time to the sound of Runa’s anguished wail.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Thirteen

	The body lies inert in the moonlight and I can picture the gore spilling to stain the ice in that usual relentless flow. I don’t know what I feel. My blood still prickles with the excitement of him but also with the violence of his slaying. I feel bereft yet somehow still triumphant for having had him in my mouth. I don’t know whether to feel anger at Aleks for robbing me of pleasure, or fondness for knowing he so wanted to protect me from the demon intent on bleeding me dry.

	“What did you do that for?” is all I can say.

	He looks at me bemused, then searches over my shoulder for Runa, although she has already disappeared back inside. He is clearly still wary of the demon, worried it will jump unseen into one of us. His sword arm remains outstretched to keep me safely back behind it.

	“The body is human,” he tells me, as if I didn’t know. “It is the creature possessing it that is demonic. My mother told me that once the body is slain the demon will die too, unless it can find another host quick enough.”

	“Well, he’s not in me,” I say.

	“Anymore,” Aleks says dryly, but doesn’t quite dare say it to my face. Instead we stand watching the body, waiting for some sure proof of dead demon, until Runa comes hurrying back out, dressed and carrying her bag of belongings. I can hear her still fretting. She can’t speak, can say nothing that gives a chance to work out her intentions. Immediately they become clear. They are to flee. She is up on her horse with us still rooted.

	“Runa, no—wait!” says Aleks, sounding panicked for once.

	“Runa, get down from there,” I say, tutting. She does let her emotions grip her sometimes. “That is my command.”

	But she is not giving a fuck about commands. The self-righteous demon-slayer has ripped away her one chance of carnal bliss, in this life or the next. She is red-cheeked, teary-eyed and decided. She kicks her horse on and is disappearing into the night before we can think to stop her. Aleks looks to give chase, but then remembers that I am the one he needs to be standing by.

	“I had to do it!” he yells vainly into the darkness that has swallowed her up. “Your soul would have burned for eternity!”

	See, this is the kind of nonsense these worshippers of that shit god trouble themselves with. Do you think Odin could care to be so vengeful? Now it seems I have lost my bonds-maid. A friend I have been with every single day for years. The one person I can find myself caring about, loving for reasons other than familial obligation. And I have lost my own chance of the excitement my body craves. Aleks is going to have to make up for that!

	He is too busy looking agitated, distraught even. I have no sympathy because he clearly believes his precious sister to be in greater jeopardy now that he’s lost his best ally in seeing me safely to Jaromir. That’s how much confidence he has in me, the slayer of Blood-Fang. I’m not a bit worried because I know Fate will see me through—or not—as it has already decided. For me, this setback is merely what my own saga demands to make it worth the telling.

	I am almost glad Runa has gone, just to spite him. I will miss her for sure, but my heart has already learned to be hard because this life is all about people going away and leaving huge holes in your happiness. I am foolish at best, but at least wise enough to realize this is why we laud those of us who die in battle, why we celebrate their passing rather than mourn, why we say our goodbyes with jealousy and not with anguish. If we did not, our days would be one long, unbearable procession of grief.

	“It was Runa summoned the demon,” I say. “She got pleasure from him slapping her bare arse. Imagine taking your bliss from such humiliation!”

	I don’t know why I betrayed her secret like this. Maybe to spite her, for leaving me. Maybe to spite him, for thinking she carries more weight in this saga than I. Perhaps I just want him to see that it is Runa’s lustful mind that knows no shame, not mine. It could mean my instinct is still to conquer his heart, despite his allegiance to his stupid god. I don’t want him thinking ill of me, even if I do think his righteous morality is all a pile of horseshit.

	I can sense him eyeing me through the darkness but I do not care to turn and gauge his expression. Shock, anger, incredulity: I do not want to know.

	“Nothing she did was her fault,” he says, almost bitterly.

	“I know better,” I say.

	I can feel his glare in the night, boring into me. I would meet it if there was any point in staring matches in the pitch blackness. Instead I content myself with a little smile. He is bristling. He is angry and jealous because I shared myself with the demon, I know it. He is hating his devotion to his god. But I will test it, and I will defeat it.

	“I know you have lost the right to tell me where to sleep,” he says. “From now on it is by your side, no arguments.”

	He must realize as soon as he says it that “no arguments” is bound to set my heart on doing the exact opposite. But I’m not going to rise to it. My smile doesn’t disappear, it widens. Here is the proof of his desire for closeness. He might sound like he’s ready to take out his ire on my stuck-out rump, but his prick will be twitching at the thought of it, sin or not. When I know the time is right, I will surrender my bare arse to him. Let’s see how strong he is then!

	Imagine if my gown had been up my back when he found me with the mara. He’d have seen me all open and wet and yearning. What of his resistance then? Would the dagger have been thrown, or would Aleks have sunk into me and into sin and given his soul over to the boundless, guiltless bliss the sleep demon offers? These are questions to ponder, and vivid images to take to my dreams. He is going to hear me at it, sleeping close, just as Runa used to. The itch is going to make a slave of me this night!

	He wakes me, the flame of his candle hurting my bleary eyes. At first I think my teasing sounds of self-passion must have pulled him to me as I’d hoped, but the fog in my mind and thickness of the saliva clogging my mouth tells me I must have fallen asleep before his resistance gave.

	“What the fuck?” I croak.

	“The wind has switched, now from the east,” he says quietly but urgently. “A reaper-storm is on its way, a scythe-blizzard. I can taste it in the air. We need to make progress now. Time is pressing and we cannot afford to lose any. There is another dwelling a day’s ride ahead. The closer we can get to it before the worst hits, the better our chance of being alive tonight.”

	Dawn is still half the night away and the air is noticeably colder than when Milan the mara bled his last into the ice. I would make a case for riding out the blizzard where we are, but my grandfather once made me swear a blood oath to never back down from anything, and I imagine that included the weather. I am grouchy from my interrupted slumber and still hot and itchy between my legs. It is like I have my own demon possessing me there. I feel mischievous and irritable. Aleks would do well not to challenge me, or even speak a word.

	“The nights here can seem deeper than the ocean,” I say as we trot into the unknown hours before daybreak.

	“I wouldn’t know,” he replies. “I have never seen the sea.”

	Imagine that! Our life once revolved around water. Fishing with my grandfather is one of my fondest memories. Watching the longboats amassing for the raids would have me exalted. I spit dismissively onto the ground, as I’ve seen all the warriors do. Time to pick a fight!

	“Ah, well, you Christians wouldn’t know what to do with the sea anyway. My people ride it like a beast to tame!”

	I don’t disguise the scorn in my voice at his choice of god. The itch is making me hate his devotion. He must realize by now I’d have no reason for demons if his misplaced morality hadn’t come between us. Runa would not have been lost.

	“You Varangians set such stall in being the masters of everything,” he says, and it is his turn to sound dismissive. “You steal from innocents and burn their houses. Your warriors ravish not just their woman but their men also, and you see no sin in this foulness.”

	“Nor should we. The victor takes all. If a warrior can prove his manhood by making a woman of his foe then he should!”

	“It all about imposing your will on others for you lot. All about a show of your manly power. Everything you do is a fight.”

	“Because only the strongest men will be able to keep a family alive and sire the strongest children.”

	“You do not sire any children by spraying up the arses of other men,” he says with scorn. “All this shit you spout about manliness and yet you are a not one. You will never know any of this power.”

	“I was born into their world,” I tell him proudly, “born to be a fighter. It is very rare and a huge honor for a daughter to be chosen and trained as such. Normally daughters cannot be spared from motherhood. They are needed to breed new fighters. But my grandfather loved my strength of spirit. He conferred with a seer and was told my father would have many more sons and daughters. Grandfather gave his blessing for me to become a warrior. It was all I knew growing up, so I share the fighter’s mind and desire to defeat everyone and everything. Like them, I scorn anyone weaker than I.”

	“So your grandfather loved you enough to sacrifice you in battle? How gratifying to know! Tell me, because I’ve never quite understood, how does it benefit your womenfolk having husbands who want only to fuck slaves and mistresses and hairy-arsed men?”

	It is strange having an argument in the dark. I cannot tell if he is mocking me with mischief and humor in that one unpatched eye, or if ire burns there. I feel defensive, but I take every confrontation as a challenge to enjoy and to win.

	“Our women are permitted to divorce if their man does not come up to scratch,” I tell him, bristling. “Not so your lot. Nor can your pitiful Christian wives take a lover outside of their marriage. They are stuck, with only death to free them.”

	“They are respected, honored and shown loyalty,” he says. “They are allowed to have pure lives and can at least know peace. Your lot are always stealing, fighting and rutting. Never a moment’s peace. Yet over half of those you bring with you are not warriors. They are women, children, slaves. No place in Valhöll for them! Why do you think so many of your people are turning to my god? They are simple farmers, that is all. They want peace here on earth and a glorious afterlife, not the eternity of drudgery apparently offered by your false gods.”

	I cannot deny that matters of the afterlife confuse me: who goes where and why. My mother did not die in battle but my grandfather assured me she did enough fighting to earn Freyja’s call. Even he, the great Sørgen Knotbeard, did not die in battle. Odin took him from a hovel on some pig farm after a cut in his hand turned bad. It was the cut he made for his blood oath with me, when I swore never to back down from anything. I suppose it could be said that I killed both my mother and my grandfather, so I have to believe they now dwell in the Great Halls of the gods, feasting and fighting and preparing for Ragnarok.

	“My father and grandfather toiled every hour of sunlight,” I tell Aleks, for this I do know, “yet the farm did not provide enough. If your land yields no profit you either have to steal silver to buy things, or just steal the things. No one is going to let you steal from them. You have to prove the mightier. And in return you have to kill anyone who might steal from you. You have to maraud and be merciless, so that is what we do.”

	“And revel in it, all the burnings and the slayings.”

	“Why not? There is no other choice but death, and our warriors are rewarded by the gods because they keep whole families alive. That spiteful god of yours would exclude us from his heaven for the stealing and the killing, but he must realize there is simply no other choice for us. The land does not provide, so we must either fight to take what we need to live, or die having it taken from us. Where is that god you chose in all of this?”

	The fierceness of the wind is picking up. Aleks has given up scouring the ground for any sign of Runa’s tracks. We must assume she is lost and at the mercy of the reaper-storm. I take heart knowing that my scent will still be on her lips from earlier, and that her senses will be full of me when death overtakes her. We, however, must try to outrun the storm. I’ll take it that I have won our little argument because Aleks can only turn his mind to having us gallop for as long as our mounts can last.

	It is light before our horses falter. Mine gives out completely—Blood-Fang’s fat arse clearly exhausting it over the years. It collapses spent and I am lucky not to end up beneath it. The blizzard is still giving chase, howling and snapping at our backs, swifter and deadlier than any pack of wolves. It’s shiver-bite will freeze our blood where we stand. This is one foe I can’t simply draw Split-the-Bear against. As such, I don’t really know what else to do.

	Aleks has led his horse deeper into the trees to try and give it some cover, laying it down with blankets. Mine is done for and will not get up. Aleks steps over it and is down on his knees, forming a ridge of broken branches and ice between two larch trunks. As the snow flurries blow in, they build up against this ridge, which he then compacts hard, methodically raising a narrow natural wall against the blizzard’s lethal sting. Why he is more worried about protecting this dying horse than us I do not know, but I help him anyway.

	Soon it becomes clear. It isn’t for the horse at all. With the snow wall as high as my knee, Aleks unceremoniously slits the neck and then the belly of my mount to let the guts spill out, the rising steam swept immediately away by the aching-cold, hurtling wind that is now all but upon us. He clears out the stomach cavity as best he can, and then holds the thick flap of leathery skin open for me.

	“Get in,” he says. I’m wearing a face that suggests I’d rather die than crawl inside a horse, although that may be exactly what happens. “The beast’s warmth is the only thing that might save you.”

	“And you?”

	“There is no room for two. I will be here. I’ll be fine. If we live through this, at least we’ll have feasts for days. There can’t be many people who can boast of eating their bedroom!”

	His smile is warm and reassuring. It is the first display of kindness he has ever outwardly shown me. It leads me to believe he thinks we have no chance. I crawl inside the cavity nonetheless, and for all the horror, it is like sinking into the pool of a hot spring.

	“I pity any horse I get on,” I say back. “They always seem to end up having their flesh roasted.”

	I have been tied to a mast in a storm before, so I know how these things go. You have to trust to hope. Aleks lies as close to the horse as possible, facing me with his night blankets right over him, sealing me in as much as possible. I gag on air thick with the stench of gore and horseshit but still manage to feel strangely excited. I just can’t help it when danger threatens. And there is Aleks, as close as a lover on a marital bed but maybe too far from me to survive. His face shows only calm acceptance. He looks somehow beautiful.

	His courage and determination to see me live makes my blood bubble. I should pull him closer and kiss him, tell him I have never seen anyone as handsome as he is now, thinking only of me. I should take hold of his cock and reward him, make his last moments as exciting as I made them for Milan the mara. But I think even my twisted half-brother Torben would draw the line at making love inside a hollowed-out horse.

	“I hope Runa is safe,” he says, always thinking of others before himself.

	“When my father first took us to Valhaz,” I tell him, “we found there a fierce young slave girl with sword drawn and eyes blazing, ready to defy all our warriors and protect her mistress. That mistress became my step-mother—the day after my first step-mother died of some sudden mysterious gut ache. The young slave was Runa. She had been expertly taught as a personal bodyguard for when the queen was in her private chambers. She was trained to fight to the death, naked if necessary. If she could keep that mad bitch alive and stop her from jumping into fires, she can outlive some shitty storm!”

	He nods, lips pursed, as if not quite convinced.

	“God willing,” he says. “And so that you know, I didn’t just choose to be a Christian as you suggest. I was born one. All the Draco Order, including my father, were devout. Even my mother was a Christian of sorts. My belief was strong, but I found myself lost for a while. I have a weakness, you see.”

	“Tell me it,” I say.

	“Lust,” he says, “pure and simple. For women. I didn’t ask for it but it came anyway, so perhaps it was a test. If so, I failed. Temptation wanted to overrule my fear of sin. My prick wanted to rule both my head and my heart. This weakness saw me fall under the enchantment of an unmatched beauty named Venera. A beauty who came out of nowhere and was in fact a devious sleep-demon, one that took hold of my senses and dragged me towards damnation. Luckily, I managed to wake up and shake myself free, but I saw how easily sin can put one’s soul on a path to destruction.”

	“Ah, that is why you want to slay the demons,” I say.

	“That is why. For they will never give you the chance to decide if the brief pleasure they give is worth the cost to your immortal soul. That is why I know now I must resist all temptations of the flesh, however strong.”

	I nod and offer a smile rather than a condemnation. This is his confession, I know it. He thinks the blizzard will finish him and he wants me to know it tore at him to refuse me, that he only clung to his faith by his fingertips. That is why he hoped I would end my quest feeling differently. He wanted me to marry him and spurn Jaromir. I think he fell for me the moment he saw me. My heart sings a little, even in this moment of peril. It has me thinking mischievously.

	“All you have to do is believe in my gods,” I smile at him, “and you can have all the pleasure you desire with no cost to your soul.”

	He nods again and flits a smile in return, like it’s another argument I’ve won, though too late. Then the one unpatched eye closes. The branches above us thrash and crash as the gale whips over our heads; an invisible monster. I feel cold to the core even in my cocoon. The tiredness starts to overcome me and I blink to stay awake and fight the freeze, to get one more look at him. Suddenly, I wish he was mine. No man has ever wanted to keep me alive before, not for their heart’s sake. But the blinks last longer each time and then my eyelids become too heavy to lift. When they do eventually open, I doubt they will be resting on him.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Fourteen

	The pair of ravens blink back at me through the little gap, eyeing me close. These birds are Odin’s familiars, not Freyja’s, which confuses me. Huginn and Munnin are their names, so our tales say. They roam Midgard to bring Odin information. They sit on his shoulders and whisper into his ears. Then one sharp black beak reaches in as if intent on plucking out my eye. I lash out with my hand by instinct.

	“Away, you feathery fuck!” I yell.

	The birds flee in a carking clatter that echoes loud through the morning stillness. I emerge aching and stinking from the confines of the horse’s belly into snow-bright daylight. At least my body feels warm. The reaper-storm has passed, off to deal its deadly spite further north. There is a patch where Aleks laid down, but no Aleks, so perhaps his god takes whole bodies rather than just souls. The ravens couldn’t have eaten him. Not in one sitting.

	“I have made porridge,” he says from behind me. He has also made a fire, which he huddles bare-chested next to, and has somehow made his horse get up and be alive.

	I take the offered bowl of breakfast and my face screws up at the briny tang on my tongue of the first mouthful. Oddly, thrillingly even, the taste brings to mind memories not just of being at sea, but of Milan’s cock.

	“Ug, where’s my honey, you salty fuck?” I exclaim, but fall short of spitting my porridge out.

	“Forgive me, Princess,” he says with a sarcastic bow of the head. “It seems your bonds-maid fucked off with it.”

	His unpatched daylight eye glints with mischievous amusement, pleased with his own humor. He wears the slightest of smiles. Not that it ever stops him, but by rights he is not allowed to curse. It is perhaps a little hint having survived the storm that he has been pondering the words I said before we last fell asleep. All he has to do is give up his god and he can let temptation rule his heart, without fear this time. He could be inside me, loving me.

	Of course, his stubborn mind will be saying we could be together anyway, free of sin, if we were joined together in marriage. But these Christians are not allowed to marry us heathens as they call us. He’ll be thinking that all I have to do is see things his way and turn my heart and soul over to his god. But, in all seriousness, by the Allfather, why the fuck would I ever want to do that?

	“I need a bath and to wash my clothes,” I say. “What are you going to do about this?”

	He studies me over his bowl of porridge, trying to gauge how seriously to take this latest challenge.

	“There is a small dwelling up ahead where you can wash,” he says, his tone measured, “but the nearest hot spring is off to the north-east, way off of our path.”

	“I am not meeting a prince wearing a cloak decorated with the innards of a horse,” I tell him firmly.

	“The spring lies in the territory of Kars, in the shadow of the old fortress, which some suspect to have been overrun by goblins. If so, it is far from a safe place to go. Even if not, the Karzits are sure to attack without mercy, for they are brutes living in a shit-hole so barren that many of the warriors found themselves forced to eat their own shield-arm to see them through one particular famine. Still want to go there just to get clean for a prince who wants you every bit as disemboweled as the mount you slept in?”

	Kars. That name stirs a memory.

	“I have heard that a mara skulks within the fortress of Kars,” I say, fixing him with a meaningful look. “One in female form that goes by the name of Venera.”

	My words hit home. I see surprise in that one daylight eye of his, mixed with fire and maybe even a little pain or yearning.

	“Who told you this?”

	“Bogdan Blood-Fang, there in his feasting hall, shortly before I divorced him from his prick. If you had been there to protect me right from the start as you should have been, you would have heard it said with your own ears.”

	See, this is the stuff of the greatest sagas. The excitement is already speeding through my blood. We’ll journey to a goblin-infested realm to slay a demon. One who has stolen the good senses of both a prince and his protector. Together, Aleks and I will battle through our enemies and slay the wicked mara. With his heart free of the demon curse at last, he’ll realize his love for me and forsake his silly god so we may be joined in our lust for one another. He’ll plunge deep into me at once, our faces still spattered red, and he’ll swear that he’ll never leave me!

	Even if it doesn’t happen quite like this, even if Aleks simply sends flying another demon head, and thinks it another victory for the god he is determined to worship, it still leaves Jaromir free of his mara. That means there are no evil forces preventing him from seeing me as he first did: as the woman his heart most desired. Maybe this threat will wise Aleks up and see that he has no option but to defy his god and take me for himself. If he doesn’t, I shall simply have to fulfil my quest and marry the prince.

	“How determined are you that I take you to this hot spring?” says Aleks, his face tense with anger for the mara, with his desire to hunt her down and kill her.

	“If you don’t,” I say, allowing a full smile for him to spread across my lips, “I shall stab myself in the heart right here.”

	I am exactly where I want to be, pressed to Aleks’s back as we ride on our last remaining horse through yet another anonymous stand of brooding trees. We are fast running out of feed anyway, so I’ve even less cause to worry about the death of my mount. Progress will be slower, but these are moments for me to savor. We are more vulnerable, but I feel Fate’s shield protecting me.

	For once, I don’t sense danger surrounding us. From behind come no echoing snaps and cracks of fallen cones and twigs trodden on by unseen stalkers. I wonder if the trees, the snow and ice, whispered a message to the evils lurking here, telling them we are a foe they would be wise to leave well alone. It’s a fanciful notion but I like such things. It sounds like something from a saga. More likely the reaper-storm has simply driven everything into hiding.

	“You realize only Fate could have seen us survive through last night?” I say. “And since your god doesn’t recognize Fate whilst mine do, it proves it must be my gods whose course we are following. It proves that we are destined to be together.”

	He makes a little sound of contempt.

	“It proves that nature provides, that is all. Furs and body warmth, not magic. And since my God created all nature, I’d say we need to thank Him for being alive this morning.”

	“Tell me all about the beautiful Venera,” I say, although I’ve already decided not to tell him just yet that this same mara now possesses Jaromir’s senses.

	“No,” he replies, stiffening.

	“Were you in love with her?”

	“Any feelings I had were false and I’ve learned my lesson. I am resolved to show such devotion only to God first and foremost, and to a wife second, should I ever take one.”

	Should he ever take one! See, he says all this, but he was devout once and was tempted, so I can tempt him again. What I plan to say next is going to sound more like the blurting of a drunken warrior at the feasting table than anything anyone would expect to hear from a princess. Words, I’m fast believing, might be better at conquering this man than any sword, especially if used when I am this close to him, my arms around him, my mouth right at his ear.

	“Did she suck your cock?” I say. It is not much above a whisper, but I am close enough for him to feel every word as much as hear it. I know it must cause him an image of me on my knees with my mouth full of Milan. I know it must elicit a twinge of excitement to breach his defenses. I feel his intake of breath. The pause before his reply tells me my blow struck.

	“You Varangians are foul-mouthed. Even the women.”

	Best to keep the blows coming then!

	“I’m sure you love a foul mouth on your swollen cock. Tell me, did she thrust a finger up your arse whilst she did it? I’ve heard it can feel exquisite.”

	Well, I’ve heard my twisted step-brother boasting that it is.

	“Do you know no shame?” he says, trying not to sound exasperated, trying to shake loose of my grip that I’m tightening around his chest, to get his ear away from my mischievous mouth.

	“See, my warriors couldn’t take such a thing,” I tell him, showing no mercy, “because they would consider it unmanly, like they were being made a woman of. You, though, have no such worries. Perhaps your god is less concerned about his menfolk acting like women?”

	He has to see the folly of his god sooner or later.

	“Can you not just shut the fuck up?”

	“Why? Because I am a woman? Would you burn so much on hearing a man speak in such a way? Would you have me thrashed for it, have my bare arse dragged out in front of an audience to be whipped, as my father used to threaten me with? Funny, he never promised my brother the same. That foul fuck could do as he pleased!”

	“I am not your father,” he says.

	“No, thank goodness. So what if I were to tell you that I wanted you to do it? To bend me over and deal slap after slap to my soft, virgin rump. Not for your pleasure so much as for mine. Until I am quaking and gasping and desperate for you inside me with your tongue and your fingers and your blood-bloated cock. What then?”

	That definitely struck home. I must have hit upon his rudest desires—I can practically hear the bubbling of blood through his veins. My, how my fantasies are helping me now! In them I am not an enslaved princess, but a beautiful teller of sagas, a mysterious creator of them, roaming free from village to village and seducing all with my stories and words, having them at my mercy and on their knees in awe and need for me. I’ve seen how the mad bitch queen slays my father’s reason with her filthy tongue. Imagine such a weapon used against a Christian, whose maidens are supposed to be only meek and pure. I can sense him trying to remain calm as always, but my hand is over his heart, and I can feel just how much of a struggle it is for him.

	“I thought I had killed the demon back there,” he says. “It seems I failed. It seems it jumped into your body and possessed you. But I won’t fail again. I won’t be tempted no matter how hard you try.”

	“No, Aleks, it is just me—no demon. Just a woman who can often feel possessed with the mind of a man, but sadly without the freedom to use it. You see, even though I am a princess I am still a woman, and that means men will always control every aspect of my life and even my death, because they hold brute strength over anyone born without a cock. I was supposed to be that rare thing, a trained warrior-maiden. That would have evened the score, but men took that away from me too, to serve their own purpose. Fear not though, for I am determined to be a fighter still and win whatever battles I take on.”

	“None of us are as free as we wish.”

	“Ah, but you see that demon taught me freedom,” I say, “to live for real all those pleasures you men think you should keep to yourself. But to do it in dreams where you cannot be seen and blamed or judged for it. The demon taught me about taking anything you desire from another, to never fear being used. For I realize now that pleasure is as complex as your mind, but the demon always knows it, knows your most secret thoughts, even if you do not know them yourself.”

	“And you think any god would want you surrendering to a demon?”

	“I think the mara is the god all women deserve. One that gives you a life spent in the shadow of men worth living; one who makes you the most valued, most cherished person alive; who shows you passion you thought only possible in dreams. They make any woman utterly beautiful, utterly vital, if only for the night. That is why you men fear them: because they take your power over us away. They give us something else to depend on. That is why you want to slay them all.”

	He is trying to keep his composure, but his heart thumps and races still, all anger and passion.

	“You forget they target men too,” he tells me. “They wish to suck the goodness from all of our souls, and condemn it to a lifetime of damnation!”

	“No, not my soul. My gods don’t believe in such things. My gods want fighters and fuckers, hearts bursting with valor and merriment. It is our menfolk who would deny us women all this, because they want us subservient and chaste and faithful and everything they are not. Are you any different?”

	“I know these demons trick you and use you, and then leave you dead.”

	“I am dead anyway, dead from the moment I was born. My father would see to that, and his father before him. You would see to that. At least with the mara I get to do it on my terms.”

	“And this is all you want, to be tricked into thinking that lust means everything, in exchange for your life?”

	“No, what I want is to spend my days with someone who wants me to know every pleasure they do, and who thinks their life worthless if they fail. Someone not afraid to learn my every secret and make it real. And I want to return that favor—indeed, I cannot wait to do so. I want to stand alongside someone who thinks my fight is as worthy as theirs. Even in this wasteland I would burn hot to my last breath if I could have that. I would happily stay out here in these icy death-lands, hunting hares and demons, if I could get that from someone.”

	“And by someone you mean me?”

	“I don’t know anyone else who thinks they can only find salvation stuck out here beheading maras!”

	“Yet you know it is my faith that drives this. You know I cannot commit to anyone who does not share my faith. If I am all you want, why would you not accept it is my faith that makes me this way, and choose to follow it too?”

	“Because your god would strip me of everything that I am, and I cannot be different. I would have to dowse my fire, cast away every strength I cling to. Your god wants lambs and I want the chance to run as a wolf. He will shun me for my vulgarity, for my fighter’s heart, for the lust that runs rampant in my mind. If I turn to him, my soul is already damned. If you turn to my gods, your soul is safe.”

	“By Christ, you make it sound as if it is easy!”

	“By the Allfather, it is!”

	“It is love not lust that binds people in the way you want.”

	“Yes, and you already love me some. I can feel it.”

	He snorts his derision, but it is a pitiful, almost desperate effort at denial and I know I have found him out.

	“I love you no more than I want to… to…”

	“Spank my bare arse? You could only ever fall for a fighter, someone with a mind of their own. You would never want anyone who wasn’t at least your equal. And while you are a prince’s protector, I am a princess. I may not get treated as such, but I most definitely have the looks of one! I know you find me as beautiful as any temptress you have laid eyes upon. I can feel it in you. Deny it if you dare, but remember your god thinks that to lie is to sin.”

	“I will deny nothing. I have been a slave to female beauty in the past and I have to fight temptation and lewd thoughts much of the time I am with you, but that doesn’t mean I will give in.”

	“And why not?”

	“Because.”

	“Because nothing. Lustful thoughts are not some test. They are your true nature, shared by us all. No god would create you and then demand you live in denial of what you truly are. That is what you men force us women to do every day. It is wrong. You must see that, surely? Make it right, Aleks. For me.”

	I give him a squeeze of encouragement. I think to clasp his manhood to seal the deal, but although I’m sure I would find him already grown there from my lewd words, I do not want to push him too far too soon.

	“Whatever your beauty, whatever your nature,” he says measuredly, “no matter how much I dream of you, I will not get tempted again. I have my faith and will never give up on it. As you would no sooner give up on yours, that is an end to it.”

	“Oh, is it now?” I say, sounding stern. But I’m grinning and pressing my cheek against his back, alive with the challenge I am sure I can win. “We shall see!”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Fifteen

	
This feather is being an utter fuck-swine and I’m sure I’d be shoving it up the arse of the goose it came from if it were here. I’m trying to attach it to an arrow, using strands Aleks has had to fashion from horse hair because all the sinew has been used to re-string my bow. It is fiddly, the strands keep opening up, and I don’t have the patience for such tasks.

	I hate bows and arrows. By rights I shouldn’t ever use them. Not just because I am as likely to hit myself in the face as I am any target, but because the smaller ones like these are used primarily for hunting, and maids and maidens are forbidden to hunt. It is men’s work, although I cannot help but think they refuse to teach us the art just so that we are beholden to them for meat when we are away from our farms, and they can use that as a claim upon our bodies.

	Arrows are used in fights from boat to boat, to clear decks before a boarding, or from boat to shore when attacking, which is why I have at times had a bow thrust into my hand. In battles, it is generally longbows we use, to weaken an enemy from a distance. But the true warriors and all the nobles of my people scorn such things. They want to be in close, doing their killing face to face.

	But Aleks is not of my people. He thinks we need all the weaponry we can get if we are going to breach the defenses of a fortress. I cannot deny it, they are not the easiest things to get into if the inhabitants are set against it. And if hungry tribesmen or goblins roam hereabouts, we will want to pick off as many of them as we can before having to fight hand to hand, now we are down to just the two of us. I would still rather be doing something else. I’d rather be continuing my seduction of my companion.

	I am thinking of ordering him to shave me. Down there, I mean. I’ve sometimes mischievously made Runa do this for me, and I have seen written all over her face the lustful yearning it imbues. It is not a common practice, often only used as a defense tactic when some dirty fucker gets lice. The ash we put in our soap usually kills them, as well as lightening our hair rather pleasingly, but those who don’t wash regularly enough can see infestations occur. I am not having lice down there. Not ever!

	I once had Runa crop the hair on my head short and then take the razor to it, all over, as a protest against my father’s rule over me. I said as he was treating me like a thrall, I would look like one. He was not pleased. I knew the shame he thought it would bring upon us. In retaliation he confiscated all my scarves and bonnets, and it was a bitter winter that one, too cold to be going out without anything to keep the head warm, especially hair. I still counted it as a victory over him even though only Runa and my family got to witness me like this—and Torben, the twisted fuck, delighted in my look so much he became even more feverish in his attempts to spy on me at my toilet.

	I won’t of course spring my order upon Aleks out of nowhere. I’m thinking a tactic of gentle seduction mixed with unashamed, cock-stiffening lewdness will break him down. We could bathe together. We could soap each other tenderly. I will offer to shave the hair from his chest, not that he has a forest there. Our maids are allowed to divorce any husband who is too hairy there, so to shave it for him is taken as a sign of your enduring devotion.

	I’ll tell him we maids think the same when a man returns the favor and shaves us down below. It is a lie but it’s him who has to worry about such things, not me. My gods don’t care about falsehoods like his does. I’m sure once he sees me up close, open for him, when he feels the smoothness, the beguiling softness against his tongue-tip, he will be unable to stop himself from gorging. In my fantasies, one taste is enough to defeat his stubborn willpower.

	He comes and hunkers down close beside me, back from scouting the hot pools for one we can safely use. The stone fortress of Kars is nearby, set into the high ground with the icy ridges stretching up behind, right into the bruised sky. It is very possible that anyone still alive in the fortress might use the hot pools for washing clothes and bathing—just as I intend to do, safe or otherwise.

	“We are not alone,” he tells me quietly, his face paler than usual, like he has been shaken. It must be a formidable foe indeed to cause him even a hint of consternation. It has my blood running fast.

	“Who?” I say.

	“A woman. A muma pădurii perhaps, like my mother. Younger, though. She has a hovel down in the forest close by to one of the hot springs. I thought it would be a perfect shelter for us tonight, until she came back. I… I thought at first it was Venera, the mara. I was wrong though. The eyes are a little wider set, and the nose has a little bump.”

	“You know your mara’s face that well?”

	“She would come to me in dreams, all night it seemed. Just gazing at me, not quite close enough to kiss. I couldn’t look away, not in a dream. I could feel her capturing my heart, bit by bit. Making me long for her. She could sense it too.”

	“And then she struck!” I say, almost able to feel the consuming heat of the passion between them. “And you still carry that fear of her.”

	I wonder if this is what his dreams of me are like.

	“I have never felt so defenseless. So compelled,” he admits with head bowed, although his expression had already given him away. “But I am stronger now.”

	“Defenseless and compelled, eh? Now you know how maids feel in the face of you warriors. Take me to this forest witch, if that indeed is what she is. I’ll either have her conjure us a way into the fortress, or I’ll stake her to a tree!”

	We leave our mount behind and pick our way towards the springs as quietly as possible on foot. For me, that’s not very quietly at all. No matter how much Aleks tuts and rolls his eyes, I just do not have the patience or lightness of foot to ghost anywhere. We conceal ourselves behind thick pine trunks. The hovel is below, in a dip, with more pines and yew running up the slope behind it.

	This camp is no temporary shelter. It has been lived in for a good while. There is a stone-ringed firepit to the front of the hovel, with a frame set around it from which to suspend a cauldron. Behind, up the slope, a thick pine has been felled and the stump fashioned with fine craft into a smooth seat—a small throne, you might say—with a curved, sloping backrest. If she were sat there now, she would be leaning back, looking almost directly at us up the slope on which we hide.

	A line of ram’s horns is set into this back rest, their points towards the trees behind. Two more larger ones have been set into each arm of the seat, like something to grip to help haul you out. I have seen a seat like this before, without the embellishment of the ram’s horns. I am sure I know what this maid is even before I see her.

	“That is the seat of a völva,” I whisper to him, “a seeress—one who practices the art of seidh, the foreseeing and shaping of future events. In such seats they sit back and sing a song, or have us village girls do it for them, until they go into a trance and call forth the spirits. Sometimes they eat a sheep’s heart beforehand. They then ask the spirits questions about your fate, so your future can be foreseen.”

	“And you believe in such evil shit?”

	“They are much admired, revered even. They can do love potions too,” I say, mulling how useful this might be to me. “They know how to mix henbane to make the blood run with lust. And how much to give to make it run with rage. It is said they taught the Berserkers how to achieve their trance of fury, and how to take enough henbane to fight with such a rage and not be poisoned.”

	“Fucking Berserkers,” spits Aleks, as if in bitter memory of a past meeting with them. “Shield-gnawing cunts!”

	“They aren’t as good to have on your side as you’d think,” I say, by way of consolation. “Mad they are. I saw one turn on our own front line and hack down five before our arrows set him on fire. He didn’t drop. He just ran through our ranks, swinging his axe at every head he passed. Still aflame, he leapt back into one of the boats and killed all the wives and children on board. They needed a whole troop of warriors to send the boat out and down the river, just to stop him from charging back at us. I was tied to a post at the time, so I’m glad they did.”

	Aleks is still shaking his head in appalled disbelief when the maiden emerges tall from the hovel, as striking a figure as you could imagine. She wears thick kohl around her eyes and also on her lips. The hair is dyed red, which means it was once as black as the strong, arched eyebrows. It is long at the back, shaved at the sides, and held up at the front by a gold band. Rings of gold also decorate each finger and no doubt her toes too, if they were visible.

	She is a seeress for sure. The red robe with the long white sleeves almost to the ground might alone have told me so, but the staff she carries leaves no doubt. The völva from my home village used to have the maidens giggling because the tip of her staff was carved with a smooth head—like a stiff cock, they said. When I saw Torben’s I knew exactly what they meant. This one is even more obvious. Like she has taken Blood-Fang’s still pulsing, sliced off prick, turned it to wood, and stuck it with tar glue and sinew to a long yew shaft. It is a prick on a stick.

	Völvas are known for their connection with lust and fertility. Some are said to put their staffs into action to cure wives of barrenness or itching madness at having their husbands off on raids. Others are said to use the staffs on husbands who beat their wives. Stuffing their arse will quickly see the husband accused of argr—unmanliness, the worst insult our men can have laid at their door. Duels are assured, maybe even instant expulsion from the village. Völvas carry weight.

	This one checks her steaming cauldron and gives it a stir, then raises her nose as if to scent the air. Then she takes three steps forward, turns her back, pulls up her gown up and squats down, thrusting out at us a yawning bare rump every bit as round as my own. My heart bangs with the surprise. I hear Aleks’s sharp intake of breath at the vulgar, glorious sight, and then she is giving up her hot stream into the cold ground, sending vapor rising.

	“I know you are there,” she calls out, still mid-stream. “I can smell you.”

	I had managed to wash my hair and face before we deviated from our path towards Kars, but my cloak still carries the gore from my shelter last night.

	“The devil’s bursting cock!” tuts Aleks, staring at me apparently so exasperated he’s forgotten he’s not supposed to curse. It does always seem to be me in these situations, ruining things he’d be in control of alone. He put me inside that fucking horse, but I still feel foolish for lacking the refinement of combat skills and instincts required of the Draco Order. Lucky I can still hack the shit out of even the biggest and foulest of tyrants with my sword!

	“Well, we can’t stay here hiding,” I say, shrugging off my shame. “We need to go down there. A seeress could give us vital information about our quest.”

	“No woman happy to piss in front of strangers is going to tell us anything sensible.”

	It is true, the seeress in my home village wouldn’t have done such a thing. Völvas are highly regarded and carry high status in our communities. Their burials are almost as grand as that of a king. This one has only just put her arse away.

	“We still need to go down there,” I say. “She might give us shelter for the night. And she might know who is in the fortress and how we might best get in there in one piece.”

	I’m not waiting for his argument because I am right. I emerge and make my way down the slope. He, since he is sworn to stand by me, has no choice but to follow, despite his muttered curses.

	“Anything you want of me,” the seeress says without any other greeting, her eyes flashing, “must be amply paid for. My name is Zlata, which means gold, and you must pay me only in that.”

	That immediately angers me, because I want lots from her. Who does she think wanders around the Sheet-lands carrying bags of treasure?

	“The only gold I have,” I say, “is a bracelet.”

	“I know,” she says.

	“It is my most prized possession. It was given to me by my grandfather.”

	“For this moment,” she says.

	It is difficult to argue with someone who sees all things, so I slip off the bracelet and hand it over. She studies it close and then sniffs the inside, sticking her tongue out to taste it there.

	“Now I own a piece of you,” she tells me. “You will do well to remember this.”

	I’m beginning to think we should have stayed hiding up the slope.

	“Can you tell us…” I start.

	“What about him?” Zlata interrupts, eyes still fiery.

	“I want nothing from you,” says Aleks, almost with a snarl. I’ve not seen him this agitated. The memory this woman brings of his mara must be biting at his devout conscience.

	“His heart and soul are devoted to the Roman god,” I explain. “He is too stupid to believe in destiny or the power of seidh.”

	The völva manages to summon even more fire into her glare, and spits messily upon the ground.

	“Your misplaced fervor will see all my kind dead,” she hisses at Aleks. “And all our secrets with us—secrets your kind will long to know one day!”

	“Do you know who rules from the fortress?” Aleks says stridently, unperturbed by her assertion.

	“My sister!” she replies with venom, although a sadness then replaces some of the fire in her eyes. “Venera is her name. It means the embodiment of beauty and sexual attraction, and she was. Except she is not my sister, not anymore. She is possessed. It is the demon who rules her now, and who rules Kars.”

	Zlata looks to be almost overcome. Aleks and I have to steady her and take her across to the stumps of trees felled to make a clearing for her fire, and now acting as stools to sit around it. She clears her head and pours us each a horn of the herbal brew bubbling in her pot. I do not know what is in it, but it is welcome. Even Aleks has a sip, once he has witnessed our host do the same.

	“Tell us the story,” I say keenly, because I love a good tale and trying to get one out of Aleks is like trying to get a pig to shit jewels.

	“My sister and I lived here alone for many winters, and had need for none but each other. Then one day he came to us. He was handsome but slight of build. Stefan was his name, or so he claimed. He said he came from north of the fortress ridge but I knew his hands were too soft for one supposed to live in the wilds. Goblins, he said, had moved into his forest and driven him from his home in fear. He begged us to look after him.”

	“And none of your visions of the future told you he was more than he seemed?” says Aleks, too scornfully for my liking.

	“All we knew of our future was that one of us would find passion outside of the two of us, but the other would live longer and would die rich. Zlata and Venera: gold and the embodiment of sexual attraction. Our names had all but told us this fate already, and it was all we sought to know. He had hair the color of a raven and beautiful green eyes, and a bloom to his cheek that weakened us both. We wanted to mother him, although we were not much older ourselves.”

	“Maras know all your inner weaknesses,” I say as one who knows, “and use them against you.”

	“I barely saw it start,” she says, staring ruefully into the flames now. “There were laughs and looks between them, but it was only when she began to grow weak that I knew he was dangerous. I would sleep like a stone each night, but one time I awoke and she was not beside me. He had lit fires all around our seidh-seat to warm them both in their nakedness. He had her tied by her wrists to the ram’s horns, her thighs hooked around those on the arms so that she was laid open and at his mercy.”

	“Was she asleep?” I ask, my heart running quick from her tale.

	“Yes, but I know she wanted to be there. I know she was glad she was tied. I could sense it; her yearning. It went right through me. I watched his arse by the light of the flames, thrusting into her, over and over again. I could see his heavy balls slapping, his beautiful cock wet from her, as long as my forearm. I could almost feel him in me. It brought me to my knees. I wanted to do something but I was gripped, held in thrall by some magic. More nights I would creep out and watch, and then sneak in again before he saw me. I was as much a slave to it as my sister. I knew he was killing her slowly, but our destiny had foretold this, so there was nothing I could do but let it happen.”

	“Sweet Jesus!” mutters Aleks in incomprehension at this last bit, shaking his head because he has no faith in real things. “Unbelievable!”

	“Then one day, when she was already so weak he had to carry her out, I watched their last fuck. He had long since not needed to tie her wrists, but he still did it, so I knew it was she who craved it, not him. This one time only, he left her unbound. Come morning I knew the reason. She was not beside me. She had gone, escaped into the night, and his naked body lay out by the dead fire, as white as snow, drained of everything.”

	“The mara had weakened her enough to possess her!” I say, seeing how it worked, “and then left the body of Stefan as close to death as when it first possessed that!”

	“Indeed,” she says, rousing a little from her deep memories. “His body was cold dead when I found it. I carved a likeness of his prick to put on my staff, since thoughts of him could leave me fevered with passion, even in his death. Then I burned him and ground his bones to put in my brews on those nights when I need to let lust consume me.”

	“Your wits are as jumbled as a fucked hen,” says Aleks, still muttering, kicking the ground in his incredulity.

	“What of your sister?” I ask. I’m still excited. I know full well the grip of desire Zlata must have felt.

	“She seduced the prince’s brother, who slew the prince. Together they ruled but she would roam the fortress to feed on blood, gradually making upyrs of the inhabitants, who in turn would feed and make more. Now the goblins have come to feed on all the wretched Karzits that still remain—all now prisoners waiting to be drained, or out hiding in the forests. The fortress has just my demon sister there now, along with her goblin and revenant familiars.”

	I am filled with the image of this dark-hearted horde amassing at the gates of the fortress, teeth gnashing, talons scraping the great doors in their impatience for their demon mistress to unleash them upon us.

	“How are you still alive?” I say in wonderment.

	“They do not come for me,” she says. “The goblins fear those who know their secrets. The upyrs are not quite dead enough to have forgotten me and my powers.”

	“And the mara, your sister?”

	“The mara owns Venera’s body and some of her mind. It knows I don’t have the kind of energy it needs to survive, or it would have emptied me of it already. Moreover, it knows—since I made it plain, long before it had taken over my sister’s body—just how accomplished I am at the art of seidh. The spirits don’t just tell us our futures, if you know how to ask. They can give us greater sight in other ways. How to sense things, evil things like maras. How to train our mind through trance to always be aware of them, to resist them, even in dreams.”

	“You had taught your mind thus?” asks Aleks, suddenly interested.

	“You are able to resist the mara?” I say over him.

	“I am,” she says. “Not just resist them. In my trance I might even be able to repel them from whichever body they inhabit. Outside of that body, they die. Being so close to one taught me things even the spirits didn’t know. Between us we found the spell to utter to take the mind and body into the trance needed to defeat any mara anywhere.”

	“Hold fast,” says Aleks, frowning as if failing to grasp her words. “You are telling us you’d found a way to resist this demon, yet you kept it to yourself? You didn’t teach it to your own sister in her need?”

	“We both knew our destiny. This was it unfolding.”

	She might believe that, but I know how fully in thrall I was to the demon, watching it ravish Runa—and me so starved of such carnal excitement, just as this seeress is. Part of her, I know, would have sacrificed anything for it not to stop.

	“You could have driven the demon out of her,” Aleks says, tight-lipped, trying to contain his seething anger. “Just by picking up your axe, you could have slain it at any time, knowing its truth.”

	“What do you care of my sister?” she snaps, eyes aflame again. “You would have her and any of our kind put to death in an instant!”

	“I care,” he says through gritted teeth, “because that fuck-sow of a demon sister of yours got inside me! I was within a breath of being taken over. If not for my strength of faith, the mara would have succeeded, and it would be laying waste to another fortress city right now, hiding inside my body, sucking souls and creating more upyrs from innocents!”

	The völva is taken aback. She can see Aleks trembling with the kind of righteous rage which might have her head taking a bloody journey into the trees.

	“It makes sense,” she says. “The mara has all but exhausted its lifeblood of victims around here. It would need a foothold in another body in another place.”

	“It already has one,” I say, glad to be the one to add the vital twist in this tale we are concocting between us. “Venera has made more than one visit to the Wolf’s Lair, it seems, for she has now seduced Prince Jaromir. He is smitten, already swearing his hand in marriage at my expense.”

	“And how by the cunting beard of the beast do you know this?” demands Aleks, even more incredulous now, if that is possible. His swearing is definitely going to cost him a place beside his god in the next life. He’d be mad not take on my gods. They’d welcome him into Asgard in a blink!

	“Blood-Fang told me,” I say, instinctively swelling inside at the reminder of my triumph that day. “Jaromir plans to marry me to defy your sister, slay me, and then give his soul to the beautiful Venera, unknowing that a demon lurks inside her. It will lead to his inevitable death, but sadly not before your sister has already met her end.”

	Aleks digests my words; my apparent determination to marry as before, unless he steps in to beat Jaromir for my hand. Is he wise enough, I wonder, to fathom that by helping me slay Venera, he is leaving the way open for my marriage to the prince? Not just for a night, but for all time—for I am confident now the Wolfskin will wish to keep me with Venera lost to him.

	“We are going to slay that demon,” Aleks eventually says, looking straight at our host with a single eye that matches both of hers for fire, “and you are going to tell us exactly how we may get into that fortress and find your sister. And if you do not, you won’t be living long enough to garner enough riches to fulfil that swine-shit prophesy of yours!”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Sixteen

	I miss the wolves, their howling. The constant sense of them skulking in the trees, waiting for a moment of weakness to attack. I am able to wash my body and clothes in the hot pools without harassment. The forests here are silent. There isn’t enough food to go around to feed a pack. Fortunately for us, we have meat stripped from the horse’s flank, and a cauldron in which a stew now gently bubbles. It still needs more flavorings, though, as I am at pains to point out on my return.

	“Go gather us some mushrooms and herbs,” Zlata tells Aleks, seeming to understand just from the looks I give her that I need to speak to her alone.

	“What do I know of herbs?” he gripes, apparently aware we just want him out of the way for now. “Fuck herbs. You want them, you find them.”

	“Gathering food is a man’s job,” I say, reminding him that menfolk’s overbearing desire to decide our roles cuts both ways. “So stop standing near the fire like an old woman, and go take your wrinkled arse a-mushroom hunting!”

	If I’d likened any of my warriors to an old woman, I’d probably be seeing raging eyes and pots being kicked over right now, but he never seems to be on constant high alert for slights against his manliness or good name as my people are. I should despise him for it but I don’t. It makes him calmer, nicer to be around. Although around is the opposite of what I want him to be now. Fortunately, Zlata can read my mind. She assures him we are in no danger of attack and nor will he be, even out in the forest with dusk approaching. I’m sure she sends him further off than she needs to, just to give me more time alone with her.

	“My bracelet bought me more than a stew and a night’s shelter,” I tell her, as soon as Aleks is out of earshot.

	“You have designs upon his heart,” she replies archly. “I can see it in the way you look at him. What draws you to a man foolish enough to worship the Roman god? You know in time they will try to crush all those who believe otherwise? You know they will destroy all the secrets of the other worlds?”

	“You should see him fight,” I say, the image of him causing the now familiar wonderful prickle of need between my legs. “It has my body crying out for his. I cannot help myself. And he is kinder than other men, despite how he seems to you. He listens. He does my bidding—well, sometimes. He even made my porridge, and no man has ever dreamt of doing that for me. He has ambition beyond the usual. A need to slay demons, like a hero from a saga. And I know that he would stand by me in all things, and prize my life above his.”

	Strange, I hadn’t realized until now that I felt quite this deeply about him.

	“He makes you want to live,” she says sagely, “when so often you thought this world had nothing for you.”

	“Yes! You see this? He makes me ache, but it is a pain I long for. There is so much passion in him, so much devotion. Can you imagine being loved with such fervor? He is vulgar, he is lustful, he burns for adventure—he’s exactly like me!”

	“Except that he does not share your god.”

	“No, that stupid god of his. But that is not his fault. His faith was foisted upon him at birth. He knows no better. But I feel so close to winning him. The more he curses, the further from his god he goes, and the closer to me. It is his signal that he cannot help but want this to happen, even if he thinks I could lose him his soul. But I know the opposite is true. I just need to show him how wrong he is about his god, and then all that passion can be for me, forever.”

	“Has he spoken of his love for you?”

	“Men are not allowed to, you know that. They are so worried about saying anything that might make them seem weak or womanly, they say nothing. They hide every emotion within, however wild it drives them. If a man loves a girl, he can show it by striking her across the face with a bunch of purple flowers. That is all. If she likes him, she will make him a shirt. That is the extent of the emotion we are allowed to show, even if we are burning with it.”

	“You think he burns for you, but is scared to show it?”

	“I am sure he is filled with passion that he struggles to contain. I think that is why he shows such much of it for his god: just to give vent to it, and suffer only being called stupid rather than unmanly. If I can force from his mind his god’s face, and put mine there instead, I have won.”

	“Aye, your face! You do not know the power you have over him,” she says. “It is rare for a woman to hold such sway, but you do. I know, because I feel it too. It is indeed your face—not just its beauty, but the way you use it, the way it shows your every feeling so plainly. The way you smile so much, like each moment is a wonderful adventure about to unfold. The fire in your eyes, your frowns, the expression when people talk to you, reflecting their words, living them, as if they were your own. Watching your face is like watching a fabulous story being told. It is utterly beguiling.”

	Well, this is all new to me.

	“I wasn’t aware I smiled so much. My step-mother is forever calling me Thunder-Look the Moping Bitch. She says she has never wanted to kiss my face as much as slap it!”

	“Then that face you pull must be for her alone. Do you not see everyone falling for you? I have been with you this short time only and yet I am smitten. You give out such energy it makes my blood bubble. Already I am set on giving you my heart, for all time. Forget him! I will teach you seidh and we will live together practicing the art beyond anything any other can do, opening up worlds you never dreamt of. I will be everything your body burns for, that I promise.”

	“But you are a woman.”

	“It is not what lies between someone’s legs that is important. It is the energy they give you, the fire for life. I know you desire me whether your head admits it or not. I can feel it coming off you in waves.”

	“But—you are a woman,” I say again. “Such love cannot be, such a life cannot. My gods want marriage and children, and rightly so!”

	“You want an equal, not a man to lord over you. Someone who holds you as important as themselves. I can fulfil your every need because I have ways. Just as you feel you are only one single moment of passion away from capturing Aleks’s heart and soul, I feel the same about you.”

	“I say again, there is nothing in our sagas about women coming together. Nothing. Marriage is everything. I would be made outlaw, declared flannfluga—she who flees from the cock—and shame and scorn would rightly be heaped upon my family, never to be shaken off.”

	“The seeress, in my tradition as in yours, is never supposed to marry. I sense your true heart. Listen to it! I have been waiting—yearning—for someone to come and breathe life back into me. The hunger gnaws to desperation. Everyone is leaving and I am burning with my beauty and the lustful bliss I wish to give to another. It is you. It must be you. I’ve never dared ask the spirits, but if I had, they would have told me for sure that you would come one day.”

	What does she mean, sense my true heart? I see beauty when it is there, that is all! The gods and my family needn’t worry. I run hot with lust, like any warrior. It is Freyja’s gift. So much, yes, that it can cloud my mind at times. It is just part of the fog of bewilderment I seem to exist in. But, for any confusion, I know the course the gods wish me to take.

	“No,” I say, holding firm, “the spirits would have told you different. Even if you were not a woman, this is not my destiny. My name, Sassa, it means princess. I was called this long before I became one, and Grandfather said it proved that the gods held sway over my fate from the start. I am not supposed to be a völva. I am supposed to be a princess, spawning great princes to bring even greater renown to our family name. Surely you of all people see this?”

	She regards me in silence, perhaps realizing her defeat. She can’t truly have wanted me as she said, having known me for so little. Who knew my face with all its expression had such a power to beguile? A saga in itself, she all but said. I like that! They might be the words ever spoken to me that I hold most dear.

	“He will not give up his god,” she tells me, but she sounds like she knows her quest for me is lost. “He thinks that it jeopardizes his eternal soul, and that it betrays the precious memory of his mother and father. There is nothing he despises more than betrayal.”

	“I have to make him believe I am worth more than all this. And I believe you know I can. I believe if you look into my future, you will see him there.”

	“And this is what you want me to do?”

	“I want you to help guide me on the path to winning him.”

	“Even though to do so I must first have been inside you, and this stoking of your lustful fire will bring you in peril of losing your heart to me?”

	No seeress I have heard of had to have been inside you to know your fate!

	“I believe destiny will keep my heart on its true path,” I say.

	She studies me in silence once more, weighing the moment.

	“Yes, there are ways I can show you to win him,” she says at last. “And yes, I could look to your future and see the truth. Maybe I am scared too. Maybe you believe there is no point, since you are happy to let Fate decide. But I know you cannot win him without my help. I hold the key. And for me to do this, you must first make me a promise.”

	“Which is?” I say, already decided I must win him at any cost.

	“You must promise that if he ever forsakes or betrays you, for whatever reason, you must come back to me and let me own your heart. I will be here, waiting.”

	I think she just wants to hear that I lust for her the way she lusts for me. Everyone wants to think this. I cannot deny it wakes the itch to hear her declarations of love. But she cannot truly believe our fates are entwined. She reminds me of my step-mother, and to love her would not only bring scorn from all, it would be exactly like loving that mad bitch: a rapturous inferno of wildfire, but unstable and fraught.

	“This I promise,” I say, shrugging.

	“No, you must mean it. You must swear it on your life.”

	“Then I do. I will give up my life before I break this promise to you.”

	I know there is no way it will ever come to this.

	“Then put yourself in my hands,” she says.

	Immediately she steps in to me, so close I can smell her floral sweetness. Her fingers skim my cheek and then her face moves right in, the nose-tip and lips brushing my surface, causing the tingle to spread across me.

	“Tell me why you are together alone,” she says. “Tell me what he needs from you, what powers you wield over him.”

	“He needs me to save his sister’s life, and to bring her a fortune in gold instead. He needs me to go with him to the Wolf’s Lair under the pretense of marrying Jaromir, but to delay the ceremony beyond midnight so that the Wolf Prince is proved the father of the sister’s child.”

	“And you are sworn by oath to do this?”

	Her lips brush across mine and continue a journey towards my ear. I remember how much Runa squirmed with need as I did this to her.

	“No, I am obliged only to bring fortune and protection for my family back home. Aleks has shown me a way to do this by slaying Jaromir, not marrying him.”

	“Then you must go home unless Aleks does as you command.”

	“But my destiny lies in this adventure. I know it.”

	She holds my chin between forefinger and thumb so that our gazes are fixed, eye to eye.

	“He does not know which of your threats are empty,” she says. “You believe that one night with him will ensnare him, see him shake off his false god and embrace yours? Then tell him that unless he swives you this very night, you go home. Unless he buries that cock of his deep inside you, you leave at dawn and his sister is lost.”

	And then that finger on my chin traces its nail downwards, ever so slowly and thrillingly, down my neck and then beyond, and I know where its destination lies.

	“I could do,” I say, my breath already coming hard.

	“You will,” she says, and the finger has parted my furs and its long nail is snagging on the fabric where it covers my breasts, but going on with its journey, down over my belly, down between my thighs. “Tell me his other weaknesses.”

	I feel her press there. She knows I’ll be suffering the throb of insistent need beneath her fingertips. She knows I am wishing there were no layers of wool and linen between her bare skin and mine.

	“Lust,” I breathe. “Temptation. Unnatural desires, I think.”

	“Ah, tell me more,” she leers, her eyes flashing excitement. She holds my gaze but she is stooping. I do nothing to stop her. Her lips brush the bud of my breast, there pushing hard against the cloth of my tunic. Then her teeth add pressure—not too sharp, but enough to send the sweep of anticipation coursing through me. She’s like a fucking wolf, it’s making my legs tremble! Then she is rising again, back to have her lips near mine, but her hand is sliding down, inside my leggings to clutch me there. Still I do nothing to stop her.

	“I think he lusts after my arse,” I tell her, my voice faltering as her fingers find their way through the gap in my underwear and onto my bareness. “I think he craves doing things to it that his god would burn him for.”

	I am not going to tell her that I crave it too, or she might have me over her knee and defeated in a trice!

	“Things? Like what?” she asks, her fingertip just gently tapping at the pulsing bud atop my cunt, sending little jolts of joy through me, making my knees weak. “Does he yearn to force his prick into it, like he would a defeated foe?”

	“Maybe, yes. But more than that, he wants to sear it with his open palm, to slap it hard like a parent slaps a child, to thrash it as one would thrash a slave, to humiliate me for his prick’s desire.”

	“His god would detest that.”

	The fingers are searching again, for my wetness this time, to part me. The tips are cool from the air, almost cold. I know their slide inside will have me gasping, crying out maybe, but there is something about these icy lands, the coldness meeting the heat inside a body, in mouths and in cunnies, that just has my lust boiling.

	“Yes, his god would forsake him for it,” I whisper. “And for all the control he thinks he has over me, I would be the one wielding the whip!”

	“Then you must make sure he does this to you,” she says, and the fingers sink inside me—two of them, cold almost to burning, deep, curling, and utterly gorgeous. I sigh my delight, my weight sinking so the fingers inside are all but holding me up. She slips them from me way before I am ready to let them go, leaving me panting and empty. She stoops again, this time only to take up her staff, her prick on a stick, which she waves to indicate two imaginary lines running up to her seidh seat.

	“This night we will lay the small fires here, just as Stefan used to do,” she tells me, “to warm you in your nakedness.”

	Then she has my hand and is pulling me up the slope. She releases me so that she can go down on her knees, bent forward over her seat, and drags up her furs and her gown in defiance of the air’s chill. Her underwear comes down to bare that proud arse of hers once again. My heart leaps as before. I am right there behind her. I can smell her rude scent. I can feel the saliva pooling in my mouth, my hunger for her, stuck out at me like she is. She only pushes her arse out more. It is obvious to see how any resolve would so easily crumble, faced with this.

	“Bite me there,” she tells me.

	“I’m not going to bi–”

	“You want me to see your future? This is part of the ritual. Bite me, but do not draw blood.”

	She is mad. Madder than my mad bitch step-mother, perhaps. But just as alluring it seems—she must have used her magic on me to make her rear so luscious, so tempting! I am on my knees, both hands at her rump, cold on cold, my hot mouth sinking down greedily to suck in soft flesh for biting. I feel her shiver. She yelps her delight; the wondrous release of desire pent up over too many long winters.

	“More!” she demands of me. “All over!”

	As I do her bidding she is gasping and uttering a chant in some harsh tongue I do not recognize. I am bringing her pain but it is a pain she wants, and she is controlling me. She is drawing out my lust, making me ravenous for her, having it overcome me. Then too soon her arse thrusts out to push my mouth off her, and she is scrambling to turn and sit in her seat, her arms thrown back like her sister’s would have been when Stefan put her here, her underwear kicked off and her legs splayed and held behind the horns sticking up from the arm rests. Her soft cunt is all open and at my mercy.

	“Feast on me!” she says. I hesitate, long enough to have her eyes snap open and show the spark there. “This is a matter of lust and the spirits must be summoned accordingly! So, feast on me. Do it! Smear yourself. I will give you henbane tonight to mix into his stew. When he smells my scent upon your lips it will release his lust unbridled. That is the spell I will put on him. One kiss will be all it takes. There is no defense against it. Remember to use the staff upon me, for I cannot reach my trance without it, and the trance is the only way to summon the spirits!”

	Then she is pulling me by my hair down onto her, and my tongue pushes through the folds of her softness and into her wet heat. It is sublime, I cannot deny. So often had I thought of taking this treat from Runa, of ordering her to return the favor and imagining her bliss. Zlata writhes and grinds, holding me in, wiping the scent that will ensnare Aleks all over my face. All the while she chants and calls the spirits down.

	It is way beyond anything I have seen a seeress do before, but then I’ve never before asked one to make me an enchantment to capture a man’s cock. It strikes me that I might be being hoodwinked by a maiden starved of lust and madder than my queen, and all this is just a way to sate her own nagging itch. If so, a part of me is still glad; glad that I have no option but to do her bidding. The sight of her, it is too captivating. I can picture her even more beautiful sister bound helpless and open in this very seat, the demon pounding her with his fabulous prick.

	Her hand grips my hair and pulls me clear. She uses her fingers to splay herself, to show me how wet I’ve made her. Her hips buck and writhe to demonstrate her ache to be filled. This is what she meant by use the staff. I have to fuck this mad maid with a wooden prick or the spirits will not come. Imagine the scorn of Aleks’s god for such a notion! Fortunately, my gods are happy to embrace such things.

	I feed her cunt and she cries out, her back arching. I can see her joy leaching down the wooden shaft. I hold it deep inside her as she writhes and the rapture stiffens her, the ecstasy so great it is like the moment a soul is dragged clear of a body pierced by a sword; delight so overcoming it nearly runs to fear. I can almost feel the wrench of it.

	“They are here,” she purrs at last, her voice husky with lust. “What do you want of them, of me?”

	“I want him to have me in this seat, tonight, just as you are now,” I tell her. I hadn’t altogether known before, but seeing her like this, I do. How else would a heroine give herself for the first time? Out in the night, watched by the gods, warmed by the fires and the mighty passion of her lover.

	“It will be done,” she says. “What secrets want you from the spirits?”

	“I want to know if he craves to take a whip to my bare arse, as I believe. If allowing it will have him in thrall of me.”

	“Yes. It is true. It is his greatest desire. It is the price his soul demands to be cast into the fire for an eternity!”

	I knew it. He loves to master all situations, all people. He loves to dominate any foe, and he sees me as a challenge. He won’t even realize that I’m the one doing the winning! It is all I need to know, and I slip the staff out of her.

	“One more thing,” I say, just to satisfy my heart as well as my naughty cunt. “Do the spirits say that no man could ever bring me more happiness than he?”

	“Yes, it is true. There is certainly no man that could bring you greater happiness.”

	So it seems my destiny is defined. The relief and joy would pour over me if not for that one last glaring obstacle—that of Aleks denouncing his god knowing that I will never betray mine.

	“I am sworn by oath to grant his marriage proposal,” I say, “should he ever ask it of me. Tell me, does he ever ask?”

	Zlata the völva is quiet for far longer than I would wish, presumably consulting with the spirits whilst gathering her breath after the bliss that rocked her. But, in truth, I already know the answer before it is uttered.

	“He does,” she says.

	For once I notice the smile this seeress says I wear so often. After tonight I will own him completely, heart and soul.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Seventeen

	My anticipation won’t be quelled. My belly dances with it, almost to the point of agitation. The fingers slipped from me earlier have left me near mad to be plundered again. The smell of her rude scent smeared on my lips and filling my nostrils has my mind whirling with carnal thoughts, as dark as any of those on my most desperate nights, so I have no doubting the spell it will cast over him.

	Aleks stares suspiciously at me on his return. I am sure I must look wild, despite my efforts to calm myself. He has collected our horse and our meagre belongings, so he has accepted that this will be our home for the night. With that, his last chance of escape has gone. He reaches into the linen sack and takes out a fistful of stalky greenery. For one belly-lurching moment I think he is going to slap me around the face with it and declare his love for me!

	“I don’t know if these are weeds or herbs,” he says curtly to Zlata, handing them over. “I don’t know why you sent me where you did.”

	“These will do,” she says, and throws them all into the pot, stems and all.

	“And I found these mushrooms. Three kinds, since you didn’t tell me which best to look for.”

	“Poisonous,” says Zlata, taking and studying the first offering before throwing it dismissively over her shoulder. “Poisonous.” The next variety receives the same fate. “And hideously poisonous.” The last one brings a flash of raw excitement to her eyes, and the plump toadstool is hastily shoved inside the little pouch hanging from her belt. She is truly strange, I can’t deny. Aleks curses and throws the now empty sack down. I’m surprised he doesn’t behead her for sending him on such a fool’s errand.

	“How do you live?” he mutters instead.

	“There are pickings to be had,” she says, “now that most people are dead or in hiding. Grain stores can be found. I have two cows and half a dozen sheep in the pasture up behind the hill. They give me milk and cheese and butter. Pigs still roam the forests if a stout heart, a beautiful heart, would share my life and hunt them for me. I have bees too, but I’m certainly not telling you their whereabouts. I fend for myself now. I have to. I know you will be the last to bring me food in exchange for my gift of foresight. You said you had meat?”

	Aleks goes to the saddle bag and brings out the loin fillet wrapped in cloth.

	“Horse,” he says, bluntly.

	“Did you bring its cock?” she asks excitedly.

	“No!” snaps Aleks, dismayed and disgusted, looking at me incredulously as if to remind me that it’s exactly this sort of thing that has him scorning my beliefs. Yes, well, I am going to be harnessing the power of these very beliefs tonight, and it stands to be the defining moment in the saga of Aleks Whirl-Arm and the Blood Princess!

	“Whilst we cook,” she tells him, unperturbed by his disgust of her, “you will set the fires out. The tinder is already laid in iron canisters. You just have to put in the kindling. Two lines creating an aisle up to my seat, and all around it.”

	“What for?” Aleks says, even more suspicious now.

	“A ritual must be performed. Afterwards I may tell you how to get to Venera and slay her.”

	I can tell he doesn’t believe any ritual will furnish an answer he can trust, but he knows we need help if we are to succeed in killing this mara. He doesn’t realize the truth of this ritual—that the food tonight is going to be like our wedding feast, the seidh seat our marital bed. For we are going to be wedded in passion at least, if not by any binding ceremony. He doesn’t realize how glorious, how free his life will be once I have forced hm to shake off the chains of his foolish faith. It is exciting to anticipate his exaltation; how much he will love me after tonight.

	“You are every bit as mad,” he says, slinking off grumpily to get the fire canisters, “as a cat that’s had its arse licked by a goose!”

	Before Zlata goes off to show him where the cannisters are, she hands me a bowl for serving his stew. The men always get theirs first.

	“Put this in it,” she says, passing me a little wrapping. “It is henbane, amongst other things. It will make his blood run hot with desire tonight. Just put it into his helping, not yours—if you want to stay in control.”

	She picks a deliberate path back to the hovel, shielding me from his vision should he appear back at the doorway. I don’t know why, perhaps because I want to know that it is me alone that has ensnared him and not some passion potion, but I do not add the ground mixture to his bowl. Instead I lick my finger, take a dab of powder or two to put upon my tongue, and then another one for good measure, and the rest I wrap back up and store in my little leather waist pouch.

	He sets out the cannisters and lights them as told, the suspicion never leaving his face. He knows plans were concocted in his absence. His sniffs at his stew half a dozen times, trying to detect any strange odors, but hunger beats him in the end, and he eats.

	“Zlata claims that you despise nothing more than betrayal,” I say to him, ladling helpings of stew for myself and for my host.

	“I don’t know how she could possibly know anything about me,” he replies tersely. “But it is no secret that amongst all my people, both here and where my ancestors hailed from, betrayal is held as unforgivable.”

	“You made an oath to your prince, did you not,” I say, “to deflower me? Are you planning to break that oath and betray your word?”

	He splutters a little on his food. His unpatched eye narrows, sensing that a game is afoot.

	“That has already been done for me,” he says, “or so you claim. No need for me to fulfil any oath or betray anyone.”

	“It is as clear as this night is going to be,” says Zlata, “that she might have been lying, just to keep herself safe from your maleficent cock!”

	“I might indeed have,” I agree with a grin. “I would think you must force yourself upon me to ensure your oath is upheld.”

	“Fucking Jezebels,” he mutters dismissively, which I think is him calling us wanton want-cocks. “I always know when people lie. I can smell it.”

	Well, I can smell hunger for flesh in the air. He sears the loin of meat in a skillet, sending fat sizzling into the fire below. I have never watched a man cook before. Any of our warriors seen doing it would be accused of unmanliness in a trice. Men do all the work outside of the home; the women attend to matters inside, except when help is needed beyond the walls. Cooking is for women.

	This has always confused me, however. We have our sagas, our heroes going off on quests to slay monsters. But how do they eat, or do they just stay hungry? Is it only unmanly to cook if there are no women or slaves there to do it for you? Aleks doesn’t care. I should scorn him for it but it only excites me. Here, it seems, is a true hero: one who actually knows what it is to go off into the wilderness on monster-hunting quests, and survive to prevail. He even serves our portion of meat at the same time as his.

	The iron tang of blood on my tongue sets my own running faster. Perhaps I am part-revenant after all! As the light drops swiftly away, darkness spreads to reveal a magnificent arch right across the clear sky of dancing, flaming red light. Above it, ghostly green shimmers and flickers up to the heavens. The wonder of it fills me. I have not seen this breath-taking spectacle in too many a winter; the night clouds here always seem to hold sway.

	“There! There is the proof!” I declare. “The red arch is the Bifröst Bridge, to carry our fallen warriors over to Asgard. The green shimmer above is the reflections off the shields of the Valkyries escorting them there. This is a sign from my gods, to scorn your misplaced faith!”

	“Pig balls,” he says.

	“Ha!” I snort. “How then does your dull god explain such a wondrous sight?”

	Aleks chews on his mouthful of horse, frowning as if trying to drag some half-baked truth out of the scatter of Christian lies he’s been taught. But he cannot.

	“He doesn’t have to explain anything,” he says. “What is this sign supposed to mean?”

	“That tonight,” I say, fixing him with a glare of intent, “you will make good your promise to Jaromir. No blood may show for it, but my flower has not yet been plucked. You are going to make this right, for both of us.”

	“I am not going to ma—”

	“Above us is a sign,” I say, cutting him dead, “that I am a warrior heading into battle tomorrow, to help you slay your mara for you, and there is every chance I will not come out of that fortress alive. Do you think it fair I die unswived? All this wasted beauty—you think it fair that you can know every pleasure of the flesh but rob me of the same?”

	“You know why I cannot do it,” he says quietly, almost pleadingly.

	“You are going to tie her to my seat,” Zlata tells him, “and under this flaming sky you are going to sink your flesh sword into her virgin cunt.”

	“Who the fuck asked you, mad Jezebel?” he spits angrily.

	“For if you do not,” she continues undaunted, the sneer spreading across her kohl-blackened lips, “she will leave for home at dawn. No slayings tomorrow. No saving your precious sister that she doesn’t even know.”

	“What? No!” he stares at me aghast. “What have you let her talk you into?”

	“Why should I be used by everyone and seek nothing for myself?” I say—and I mean it.

	“Lead him up through the fires to the seat,” Zlata instructs me. “I will fetch the ties for your wrists.”

	“I cannot do this,” he says again, worry in his unpatched eye. “You don’t know what it means to force me!”

	“There is no one that can blame you,” I tell him. “Your conscience is clear. You have a sworn oath to obey, and you have your sister’s life to consider.”

	“You know in doing this,” he says, “you are condemning my soul to the fire?”

	I take his hand anyway, and pull him on. He will see soon enough. I lead him up towards the sacred seat, through the line of fires. She must sprinkle some strange substance upon them, for they burn way hotter than their size; already my skin prickles with a need to see me shed my clothes.

	“Even your god would acknowledge,” I say, turning towards him, my hands going to his broad shoulders, “that I deserve to know some love before my life is taken from me.”

	“It is still a sin,” he says. “It is still unpardonable.”

	“It is nothing of the sort,” I say louder now, for any eavesdroppers on high to overhear. “I have given you henbane in your stew to have your passion running roughshod. There is nothing you can do about it. Your lust is falsely stirred and not of your control. You are absolved of any sin.”

	He looks at me quizzically. He cannot feel any desire that isn’t his own because the henbane only went into my blood, not that he knows this. He does know, however, that I have just given him the excuse he needs. His spiteful god might prefer to see a sister sacrificed before a loving brother commits any sin of the flesh, but I have just absolved him of having to make this choice. I have made him guiltless.

	Zlata is back, clutching the bundle of ties in one hand and, oddly, what looks like a flat wooden butter pat in the other. My surface tingles with the realization of what she intends this for.

	“Strip her,” she commands. “Then strip yourself.”

	She seems excited to steer our coupling. As a princess and with my virginity prized so high, I was always destined to have my first fuck in front of witnesses. It seems I am not going to be able to escape that, even out here.

	“Please,” Aleks says to me, his one eye beseeching. I merely reach up and slip the patch from the other eye. Tonight, I want all of him, not a half always distractedly ready for a fight. If we are attacked and killed whilst we make love, so be it. I won’t even break our kiss. Unmasking him is like revealing the true person, and it is softer somehow. He is disarmingly handsome, I cannot deny. I don’t know why I fought this notion for so long.

	“Fires cause sweat,” I remind him with a smile. “Sweat freezes into clothes when the fires go out, and frozen clothes mean quick death. Someone dear to me taught me that. Would you wish me a quick death?”

	“I would not,” he says, defeated.

	“It has to be you,” I whisper. “It is not just my body’s craving, but my heart’s also. I would have made a shirt for you if I had the wool.”

	He probably won’t know what I mean by this, nor as a warrior would he be able to profess any such feelings in return. So I just reach up and kiss him, feel the cool of his prickle lips and the heat of his mouth.

	I don’t let him catch his breath or close his defenses against me. My tongue invades him like it did with the demon. I’ll draw out his hunger. I’ll show him I can be a virgin but a temptress still! I breathe in Zlata’s rude scent smeared upon me, so enticing. With his keen sense of smell, it must excite him a hundred-fold more. My hand is on his chest and I can feel the thump beneath it. Then, suddenly, desire has him fully ensnared. His arms embrace me and he kisses me in return, and my heart might just burst at the joy of his surrender.

	He slips the cloak from my shoulders and I do the same for him. The fires are heating us too swiftly now for it not to be an urgent need. Passion and necessity see me quickly stripped of my tunic and leggings. I pull at his until he takes over and casts them aside. He cannot help but feast his eyes upon my nakedness. His face shows almost reverence rather than lust—he needs to stop that or his god will know it isn’t the henbane that has taken him over!

	I draw him in again and this time I can feel him hard against me. I drag his underwear down to have him spring free. I want him to bare me too, but he clings on to his resistance, stubborn fighter that he is. However, in the case of my underwear, losing it is a victory and no defeat. I happily strip myself of my last defenses and bring him closer to me in triumph. The press of him against me is so thrillingly warm and rigid; the throb of his rude pulse against my own. It is perhaps the most perfect embodiment of desire for one another that I could imagine.

	“Take hold of her rump in both hands,” Zlata instructs him. “Feel how soft she is there!”

	He does as she says, grasping and pulling me closer still. He is perhaps glad of the command, the extra proof that he is doing this under sufferance, not out of choice. I had wanted to show this man of the world how unvirginal I was by nature. However, as when with the sleep demon, I cannot be anything but secretly glad of this guidance to mask my true inexperience.

	There can be no denying that he adores my backside. Skinny arses abound in these parts. Few maids other than a princess have the wealth to afford enough food to put any meat on their bones, and he cannot help but delight in my luxury. His kisses grow instantly hungrier as my softness yields in his grasp. His breath comes hard from his nostrils, bringing to mind a wild animal, his hands gripping and kneading the flesh filling them. It is like he needs to possess me.

	“She has a lusty rump, does she not?” says Zlata gleefully. “One that she needs you to tame. Here—take this.”

	I can feel her prizing his hand from me and I know what she is thrusting into it. I know what she has planned. For now, I just want more of his kisses. They are every bit as exciting as the demon’s. The intimacy is just so beguiling and yet none of the girls ever talk of this when they giggle their lewd morning-after conversations. Do their men think kissing too effeminate to indulge in?

	“Draw back your hand,” Zlata tells him, “and deliver a sharp blow to that sinful bottom of hers. Make it sting!”

	His lips slide off mine, wet my cheek. His breath comes hot and hard.

	“Please no,” he breathes, barely more than a whisper. “Stop this before it is too late.”

	“Do it,” I whisper back, then find his lips again and force my tongue between them to show my rampaging passion.

	There are moments of impatient yearning before the flat face of the butter pat strikes my behind, the slap of it ringing through the near-silence of this magical night. My gasp is lost in his mouth. My knees sag. The force was hard enough for me to know that he wanted to do it—spite and desire wrapped in one. There is a sting and then a burn, right through the flesh of my punished cheek. Then the smart spreads across it, hot turning to cold. It is shocking, perturbing, maddening even, but it is still somehow wonderful. The thrill went straight to my cunt.

	“Again,” she says. “Swap hands. Do the other side. Keep swapping hands.”

	This time the wait is less. He strikes even harder and I squeal, but still do not break our kiss. This close intimacy shows him he is not the master here. We are equal partners in the pleasure gained. He can feel how the growing heat and wet of my mouth reflects what is happening in me below. I can feel how his prick pulses fit to burst against me as the slaps ring out, one after another. I am the temptation his devout heart cannot resist. I am all his weaknesses.

	The beast in him devours his pious armor from within. The craving has fully taken hold. His free hand grips with a ferocity that will bruise, the fingers slipping between the cheeks in his need to gather in more of me. For one minute I think they will invade me from the rear. I would push out to take them, I know it. I thrust a stocking-covered finger up my rudest hole once—wicked bitch that I am—and I was only half as mad with passion as I am now!

	The tips of my breasts are enflamed, burning more than I have ever known—even that wild night I passed nettle leaves across them. I push them hard to his chest to gain them succor for their ache, and to protect them. Bare and tempting as they are, they would be too sensitive for the attentions of his mouth. It must be the henbane taking effect. If the bud atop my cunny goes the same way, the scintillation of a touch there might kill me.

	Still the slaps come, because he is powerless to stop now. Each next one further betrays his growing anguish that I have dismantled his resistance and left him so helplessly lustful. Each one further stokes the fire of my body’s longing. A dozen have landed and I can no longer concentrate on the kisses. My tongue withdraws defeated. I catch his lower lip as mine slide away, my teeth pressing and dragging at the soft flesh, maybe drawing blood, definitely drawing a grunt of objection and perhaps ire from him. I’ll make him see that pain can be the definition of true yearning for another! What is love if not an agony of need?

	I am looking straight into his eyes now—such intensity in their blue brilliance: desire, purpose, hatred even. The sting in my behind never lessens. The sear all through the flesh just grows and begins to swamp my senses, almost has me swooning. I want to take more, but I drop to my knees and find the heat of his cock now pressed to my face. If I can just gather my wits, I could seize immediate control and sink my mouth onto it, have him enslaved as I did my mara. Zlata seems to realize this and grabs the stiff pole before I can claim it.

	“No, no, my pretty,” she says, “for he will spend in your mouth even though the bargain was struck with your cunt! Suck upon his balls instead.”

	I obey, although I suspect this act is something only a slave would do. Perhaps that is the point: no Christian wife would ever dream of giving him this treat. But I would. I will. My teeth graze the delicate skin. My tongue bears the weight, feels the rise of need in his balls. My hot mouth engulfs them both, filled by them. My teeth add pressure and I feel the tingle-sweep thrill of my power over him. Above I see her hand as it teases gentle strokes up and down his rigid length. I wanted to ensnare him alone, but I cannot deny that if he had any defenses left against this seduction, they will surely be blown away now.

	Zlata seems to know when to steal away one’s pleasure to have the lust rage harder. She proved that on me earlier with her fingers. Now she grips my hair and pulls me off him, the strands of spit stretching lewdly from my lips to his balls and then breaking to stick to my chin and neck and my bare chest. It makes me feel as feral as my mad-bitch step mother. I love it, I cannot deny. So I let the völva guide me into her sacred seat, my still-searing arse pressed to the cool wood. My arms come up almost by instinct to grip the horns along the back rest. I can feel her busy with the cloth ties there, binding my wrists so I cannot escape. As if I would!

	“Open her up ready,” Zlata commands him. “Put her thighs behind the horns.”

	I am glad she makes him do this rather than taking over herself. It feels right that he should make this last preparation for my ravishment. I like that he is laying me open and I can do nothing to stop him. I like the tenderness of his grip, making sure I am not bruised; his care not to hurt me whatever the need rampaging through his prick. His greedy eyes drink me in, and I feel no shame. I just burn hot with desire, the witch’s powder putting lava into my veins, making my blood itch. I know he is as powerless to stop this as I am. This, praise Freyja, is it—my moment at last.

	Zlata’s fingertips glide down my belly and beyond, making the muscles beneath ripple. They stop at my open slit, splaying me wider still. I can feel the excitement seeping warm from inside.

	“If ever her cunt is not as ready for you as now,” she tells Aleks, “you need only spank it. This I can tell without consulting the spirits. Now, you are to put that great cock of yours inside her. Do it in one thrust. Make no allowances for her virginity: she will love you more for any pain, and remember it all her days. Bury your cock as you would bury a lance into a bear. Do it now!”

	And he does. He has to pull down hard against the blood-resistance of his stiff shaft to bring the crown of it to those vulgar lips of mine, all swollen in their greed. I can see my excitement coating him, glistening there. Zlata makes sure I stay spread as he braces himself in readiness, grasping the horns and at my wrists tied there. It is coming, and all I can do is pray the gods let me keep my eyes on his when it does.

	Praise them, they hear me! He fills me in one long lunge, but thankfully it is more measured than the brutal thrust Zlata demanded. I am too wet to stop him but not wet enough for it to dull any of the exquisite sensation—like a delicious fire inside. I am stretched almost to the point of panic, but even that only heightens my thrill. I always suspected, although I could never admit it, that deep down I was every bit as dark-minded as my twisted fuck of a half-brother, Torben.

	Aleks, sunk to his balls, holds still to let my clenches upon him abate some. I even breathe my thanks for this merciful respite. When his hips begin their slow in-out rhythm, sliding his stiff meat root-deep within me each time, the rapture is almost overcoming, bursting through me and clouding my mind. But still my wonderful, benevolent gods hear my prayer and let me keep my eyes open and fixed upon his. Never does the intensity I see there diminish: that raw, undisguised need for me.

	He leans in to kiss my forehead and eyes, to bite my cheeks and lips and neck. His press is not too hard. I would gladly let him eat me, feed on my lifeblood. I wish I could grab his hair and hold him in, tempt him to feast. It is all fast becoming too great a pleasure to bear. My ravaged senses would demand I cling with arms and legs and try to arrest his fabulous thrusts, but I cannot. I just have to take them and wonder if the bliss will prove enough to send me into the next world. The sagas, most disappointingly, never detail the carnal acts of their heroes and their heroines. But if they did, this is surely what they would describe.

	I always thought my virginity would be taken with me on all fours, roughly and swiftly stuffed by some bearded near-stranger who wanted no more than to seal the deal and get back to his sex-slaves. Instead, I am encircled by fire, under this brilliant night sky of flashing, flickering reds and greens and violets, watched by my gods and my famous ancestors, and the two eyes of a man I have suddenly grown to love almost as much as lust for. The rapture is raging, it is sweeping. It is burning almost enough to melt me.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Eighteen

	I do not recall being untied or carried into bed. I wake but keep my eyes tight closed, happy just to bask in the warmth of the body I am curled against. I feel sore within, but it is an ache I will wear like a triumph. My head also throbs, like I’ve had a beaker or three of ale too many. I presume this is from the henbane. Did it have me lose control?

	Dim memories begin to flit from the shadow corners of my mind. I have visions of mounting him, riding him blissfully, milking him, his prick as hard and as big as the carving on Zlata’s staff. But I have had such thoughts before. Did this really go on last night, or would he feel too emasculated by such dominance to allow me this treat?

	I have sensory memories of a mouth and tongue lashing my too-sensitive cunny-bud in the darkness, slurping and guzzling at my hole, forcing more ecstasy from me. Of my breasts smeared with warm, heady juices and mercilessly sucked clean, the throbbing tips bitten and pinched to have me thrashing and wild. A thumb easing open my tighter hole with my quim already filled. Would he do all this, with me so obviously detached from my senses?

	“There is porridge in the pot,” comes his gruff voice, confusingly from the doorway behind. “Or if it’s meat you’re after, I’ve shot a pigeon.”

	My eyes pop open and I blink at the mass of dark red hair before them. The rump pushed into my crotch wriggles, all softness, and then Zlata the völva turns to face me and give me her morning greeting, a kiss.

	“What the fuck?” I say, once my lips are free to do so.

	“I knew you wouldn’t be able to resist the henbane last night,” she smiles. “I am glad you didn’t take more than you did. Just a little too much would have seen you dead!”

	“But still you left me to my own devices!”

	“Fate works how she pleases,” she shrugs. “I needed you in a trance, for you are a girl who likes to talk rather than listen. I wanted to share with you the spell and the instructions for sensing and resisting the maras, for killing them if necessary.”

	I search my mind, but find no recollection of this in there.

	“I cannot remember anything of such a spell,” I tell her.

	“That is no matter. Your soul will know it. It will go with you to the next world, should you die too soon. You believe in Ragnarok, do you not—the greatest battle that will see everything and everyone destroyed? But sometime afterwards, you warriors will live again. My secrets will be reborn with you.”

	“That won’t help me now.”

	“Nor would you want that help!”

	I’m not sure her assertion is right. In sagas, lots of mystical powers are granted to the heroes. It is often the bringer of their triumph.

	“And you told Aleks your secret also?”

	“Of course not!” she scoffs. “As if he should hear such things!”

	“What happened last night?” I say. “You must tell me everything.”

	“I need to pee,” she replies instead. “I am going to do it in front of Aleks, to disgust him. Remember your oath—when he forsakes or betrays you, you must return here and lose your heart to me!”

	She leaves me there, naked beneath the furs, blinking and confused. I need to get outside—visions are already forming in my head of her impaling herself on Aleks’s prick, what with him now broken by temptation and no longer fearing wrath from above. However, I am not going to let him see me before I’ve washed. I shall just have to trust that he can hold out against her sexual wiles.

	I hurry out once I’m done. There is something in the air, and not just the smell of the pigeon roasting, still impaled by the arrow that killed it, now handily serving as a spit. There is stillness, tenseness. I thought this morning would be all snatched glimpses and knowing smiles. I thought there would be suppressed joy, dying to burst forth. Instead, Aleks sits away from the cooking fire, his back to me, an empty bowl at his feet. At least I should be glad to find Zlata using her mouth only to goad him, rather than to tantalize his stiff prick.

	“It is said,” she taunts, grinning his way, “that the female mara can produce milk from their teats on a whim, to better seduce the menfolk. Is that how she tempted you?”

	“I need you,” he replies tersely, barely casting a look her way, “to keep that fucking witch tongue of yours silent.”

	I am spied stood in the doorway from the corner of his eye. My heart skips a little, falls a little. In my head he comes straight at me, no words spoken, throws his arms around me. In his gaze is the need of last night, but devotion too. But in reality he looks only to the ground, barely acknowledging my presence, his cheeks blooming.

	I had of course fortified myself against this moment. Warriors just cannot do this. They cannot be seen to fuss and fret like a maid over matters of the heart. To do so takes away their manliness in a moment. It should be the thing I want least from him, if it is a warrior I want. I should simply smile to myself and know the conflict within him is a struggle to contain. But the failure of his passion to overcome him this morning as it did last night can only bring a pang of internal dismay. To not see him defeated by the need to hold me—it hurts, I cannot deny. It really does.

	“Will we fight your mara today?” I ask, reminding myself of a warrior’s priorities. Part of me just wants any contact with him right now, even if it is just words.

	“I’m not staying here longer than I need,” he mutters. “Time is pressing.”

	“I could make a Nidstang—a scorn pole,” I suggest, “to smite our enemies. I will cut a long branch and carve some runes upon it—I know enough to lay down a curse. Then I will stick the horse’s head on the end and point it towards Venera and her fortress, sending the dread forces of Hela the goddess of death her way. My father set a Nidstang against a tribe of Suks once, and they shit their leggings!”

	“The devil’s tongue up your arse,” Aleks spits disdainfully, but at least I’ve got him looking my way. “Can you not hear yourself? Do you not think our horse will better serve us by keeping its head upon its body so it can take us to where we need to go?”

	See, he is going to have to start realizing the true powers of my gods now that he is going to be believing in them. Although perhaps it does make more sense to ride the horse rather than behead it.

	“I’ll make a blood sacrifice to Freyja then,” I say. “Zlata, I will need three of your lambs.”

	“No amount of sheep’s gore smeared on your face and tits is going to change things,” he says, not attempting to hide his derision. “It certainly won’t make you a better fighter.”

	“I’ll fight you all day long, you horse-cooking bitch,” I say, wounded. His tone is making me edgy. I know this is how warriors are supposed to talk to each other, always goading and challenging, but last night we shared a closeness that should be the only thing on his mind today. He’d better watch out or I’ll get that scorn pole after all, and carve horrible curses upon it and set it against him. Or shove it right up his arse.

	This is not how I saw things going. I thought by now the passion for me would have inflamed him. I thought he would be stringing Zlata up and forcing me into the hovel to fuck me naked atop her furs. I saw this as our new home, a base from which to ride out together each day to destroy demons. Then each evening as I dismounted, he would hold me over the back of the horse, bare my arse and thrash it to have his cock bursting with blood. Then he’d press his face between my cheeks to wear my rude scent, and I would take him and ride him, and his love for me would be far too great to care that I fucked him as if he was my thrall.

	Yet he isn’t even looking my way.

	“You promised that after the ritual,” he says instead to Zlata, “you would be able to tell us how to breach the fortress. I presume you know of a secret way in?”

	Well, that at least proves the ritual did happen. I was beginning to doubt my own memories and put them down to the grip of the henbane. The ache in my cunny should have been proof enough. But if it was him buried in me as I remember, his face so close to mine and etched with yearning as it was, how come his frown is so deep now? Is he so troubled about last night, or is it just the völva’s earlier taunts that have riled him?

	“Oh, you can get into the fortress without opposition,” she shrugs. “The gates have been open since the last of them fled. Who is going to attack a hall full of goblins and revenants?”

	“So you could have told us this at any time and sent us on our way?” he says, grasping his hair in exasperation. “No need for threats or schemes or any of your seeress swine-shit?”

	“You coming here was fated,” she declares, the fire now back in her eyes. “I rewarded myself as destiny saw fit. She knows I did right.”

	Her finger is pointing at me. In truth, I don’t know what I believe. She duped me into taking the henbane and now I don’t know if I can trust my memories of last night. What if Aleks was never inside me? What if he was just made to watch whilst this mad witch defiled me with her tongue and her fingers and her seidh staff? He isn’t waiting to hear what I have to say. He launches his bowl into the trees with a boot. It is the first time I have seen him lose control of his anger.

	“Come with me or don’t,” he tells me gravely. “Your choice.”

	There was no choice, of course. I need to be near him far more than I need to be anywhere near some mad witch pissing to tempt me and smearing her cunt scent all over my face. The gods will see that. Her allure is false. His is the mighty passion. I press close to him as we ride out, picking our way through silent looming trees to get to the fortress ridge. I grip him tighter than I might, and I am gladdened that he doesn’t try to shake me free. I feel for the beats of his heart, but the thump tells me nothing of his true feelings for me today.

	This dilemma is not one I had foreseen: if he has fallen for me and forsaken his god for mine, his first task to honor Odin must be to show no outward chink in his armor of manliness. The harder he has fallen for me, the less he must show it, to prove his worth as a warrior and earn a place in Asgard when he dies. I’d not reckoned the hurt of this until now I am on the end of it. I’d not reckoned to need any confirmation that he had indeed laid upon my belly.

	Yet I do. The more the memories of last night come, the less I can be sure of them, however vivid. Just like with the mara, I cannot tell how much is dream and how much is truth. Was the ritual purely designed or ensnare me rather than him? Was he ever inside me at all, or was she? The very thing I thought would finally and blessedly lift me from the fog of life has simply left me more confused. And I can hardly ask him if it is true that we fucked. I’ve taken a god from him. The least I could do would be to remember the circumstances of his sacrifice!

	I cannot even keep my thoughts upon the approaching battle, to cheer me. The closer we ride towards it in silence, the more my uncertainty builds. I don’t know how to find the reality of last night. I want crows to come and give me some sort of sign, but the skeleton branches above are as empty as ghost hearts. The forest is so still and quiet it is starting to roar in my ears. It is like the evil we are nearing has sucked all life and goodness from nature itself. The more we journey, the more oppressive the air feels, as if danger might suffocate us.

	But danger brings me alive. It always does. It has my body rebelling against fear. It has me bristling with the need to defeat any enemy facing me. And then I remember that last night I defeated him. The spirits confirmed he would be in thrall to me, once I’d given him my arse to thrash. And thrash it he did. That bit I am sure of. The henbane hadn’t taken hold then and the ache in my own seat against the saddle is confirmation. He is mine now. I won him.

	It might have been the first defeat this peerless warrior has ever known. For all the gladness it will bring him, he will doubtless be suffering the shame of being bested. It certainly explains his snapping tongue earlier. Well, let this be our approach then! He can be somber in defeat, all tight-lipped about the love he feels for me, now aching in his chest. And rightly so—for we are warriors, equal in lethality. We will act as warriors and not offend Odin with gushing talk of love.

	It is not like we can do anything about it, not yet. I might be a princess but I still have no right to ask any man to take me as his wife. Nor can he wed me—not until Jaromir is dead and his sister saved. But he will. The spirits confirmed it. So, I will bask in my victory over him, yet be magnanimous. I will enjoy our tussle, our private fight against the billowing joy of love desperate to burst from inside. But beaten as he may be, I will keep the blows coming.

	“Tell me, Aleks Whirl-Arm,” I say, my mouth not yet too near his ear, for this is a weapon I will unsheathe when his defenses are broken, “why have you never married, since lust and temptation are the demons that dwell within you?”

	He takes a deep breath and huffs it out slowly. I know well enough now that he prefers me silent when temptation is the demon he is trying to fight.

	“Because by rights I am obliged to ask Jaromir to give me leave to do so,” he says, “and I know he would tell me that my mind should be given over only to serving him. He prefers me unwed. It amuses him to see me having to fight the devil inside. However, there was no girl of my religion this far north anyway, so marriage was not an option, wish it or not.”

	I feel my smile spread wider. He said was no girl of my religion. That means his old beliefs are no more!

	“If Jaromir wants you serving him always,” I say, “how is it that he sent you out here, away from his side, to escort me instead?”

	He takes a while to answer, as if fighting the requirement to, but his honesty is too deeply ingrained now. He could lie, now that his old god is forgotten, but he just cannot help himself.

	“It was another of the Wolfskin’s torments,” he says, ruefully. “He sacrifices more of his days in trying to plague me than he does in seeing to the business of ruling. He knows my weaknesses, all too well. We are like brothers, you see—closer even. We have spent all our days together since boyhood. He has always hated that I am the only one who can outfight him, that has no fear of him. It drives him to distraction. I am a constant reminder that there is another more potent than he, and everyone knows it. He would see me dead in an instant if he could.”

	“But he is under a sworn oath to see you live.”

	“He is, and I made him swear that oath again in front of his court. They take oaths every bit as seriously as your people—more so, the superstitious fucks. Since he cannot kill me, he would instead seek any means to use my beliefs against me, since he despises them as much as he despises me. He would use them to torment me in this life, and to have them burn me in the next.”

	“He’s as big a cunt as Blood-Fang!” I declare, glad of the chance to slip the name of my vanquished foe into the conversation.

	“His veins itch with spite and jealousy. But he is wily, and I was drunk. I know I should not allow myself to get in this state, since it rouses my lusts. If I had not been drunk that night I first met you, I would not have allowed you to take such a hold of me. But I cannot bear to be sober around Jaromir. He enrages me so much the need to kill him threatens to take over, and that would see my sister and her child dead. So one night, not long after I first set eyes on you, I was drunk again, and in that state I wrote you a message, begging you not to come to the Wolf’s Lair. Jaromir intercepted that message.”

	“What of it? He must know you were only trying to stop him marrying anyone other than your sister?”

	“He thought he saw words there that betrayed stronger feelings for you, and perhaps he was right. That made his mind up. I condemned you. He sent me out here to despoil you, knowing that it went against my beliefs, but knowing more that I could never see you as just some faceless wench to plunder. He knew I would fall. He knew I already had. He knows my secret weaknesses, you see, the desires I struggle with.”

	“Don’t tell me, you revealed them to him when drunk?”

	“No, his mother saw to that. She was the first to seduce me. To my shame I have been haunted by lust since my balls first dropped. It rages like a wild beast within me. I know it is just a test of my resolve, but that does not make it easier to contain. I was too young back then for my faith to hold any sway, and her so beguiling—a green-eyed witch with the plushest arse you have ever laid eyes upon! I fucking hate witches, I really do, and her spell upon me was devastating.”

	I can feel my own wild lusts starting to claw within. To know that he loved me from the moment he saw me is one thing, but to know he wants to show it with unrelenting passion is another. I’ve seen how my bitch queen drives my father mad with lust, and makes him ever more her thrall. I will do the same to Aleks! The next bit I say right into his ear: a warm, seductive, purposefully breathy whisper to tell him of the rising desire within me.

	“Tell me about her arse,” I say. I actually feel him jolt and shiver—perhaps at the image I have placed in his head, perhaps at the instinctive hit of need just mentioning it triggers in him.

	“Fuck, no,” he says, his voice weak.

	“Was it rounder even than my own, as soft as mine? The skin as pure and the split as deep and dark and as perfect?”

	“Stop, Sassa. No more.”

	Under my palm I can feel his thump quicken. I should drop my hand from his chest to his crotch, feel the swell and throb there. But he can fight that off, pull me away. He cannot defend against my words.

	“She had you bite and suck her there, didn’t she? Press your face into those delicious pillow cheeks to worship her? Ah, wait, I see now—she had you thrash it for her, didn’t she?”

	“Yes,” he says, deflating, the word not much more than a breath.

	“It was she who placed this enchantment upon you, one you cannot now escape! Your mind too young and your passions too wild for her not to have her wicked desires branded into your soul. Wretched, vulnerable you with a mother lost, and her an older maid with all the softness and love you so craved—my, she was crafty!”

	“She was way beyond that. She was pure sin, and I proved shamefully easy prey. She started to take the room next to mine when the king was with his mistress. She knew the planks were split and I could easily spy upon her. At first, she would just stand in the candlelight with her back to my wall, knowing I’d be able to see right through her nightgown. And I could. I did. It was said her shapeliness could have any man begging at her feet, let alone a bubbling-balled, callow lad like me. Rumor was she slept with a snake wrapped tight around her waist, that being the only way to make it so much narrower than her hips. That should have told me she was a witch I must avoid at all costs.”

	“But you didn’t.”

	“No, I did not. I never saw a snake. Instead, I saw her handmaidens pour water over her back, to drench her gown—and her naked beneath. The fine linen stuck to her like a second skin, all the way down. It had me transfixed. There was no reason for her to do this, other than to tempt me, but I simply could not make myself look away.”

	“And then?”

	“Then she had her handmaidens rip the gown up her back. I heard her say, ‘I am too ugly to lure the king from his mistress. You must punish me.’ She had the girls singe her white skin with hot wax dripped from candles. Each drop had her writhing and crying out. I can never expel that vision from my head. She was not ugly, of course, she was spellbinding—and my young mind fevered with the need to give her justice for the king’s slight. Instead I had to watch her stick out her irresistible rump at me, the gown still drenched and clinging tight, and stay quiet as her girls carried out her order to whip her there with birch switches. It had me on my knees. Two nights in a row she did this.”

	“And on the third?”

	“She caught me at supper, took hold of me like you did that night we first met. She reminded me it would soon be the day to prove my manhood in front of witnesses. She said she knew my god had stopped me from seeking the pleasure of girls outside of marriage, but she would not see me publicly mocked for my lack of experience, particularly not by her son. I convinced myself she was on my side. She told me to come to her chamber, that she knew a way to give me all the experience I needed without offending any god.”

	“And you went.”

	“I am ashamed to say that I forgot my god completely, for three more nights.”

	“Tell me what happened,” I say, as breathless as him now, my heart running just as fast. This witchy queen has got me seduced, so I cannot see how he could possibly have escaped her clutches!

	“The first night she told me I needed to get used to the sight. She bared her rump for me so teasingly, it still haunts my dreams. When she bent over, I was lost. I try to tell myself any man would have been the same, let alone one seeing this delight up close for the first time, but I think I have a particular weakness.”

	“I think perhaps you do, but I cannot scorn you for it.”

	“I was allowed only to look at her, to crouch near enough to feel the warmth of her skin and to get her scent, to graze her surface with my nails, not even my fingertips. It drove me mad. Her handmaidens were there with spears, ready to run me through if I attempted to ravish her. It almost came to that. She had to order me from her chamber unspent, in agony over her. My eruption spattered my pillow it was that strong, and I know she was spying on me through the wall.”

	“You were in her web for sure! What of the next visit?”

	“Fuck, the next visit,” he sounds almost despairing, but he cannot stop now. It is like a last confession, the weight of guilt and shame pouring from him now that he need not fear the judgement of his old, vengeful god. “That night she possessed me. I don’t believe I have ever truly driven her out.”

	“Tell me!”

	“Her handmaidens had no spears to stop me. All I had was my own moral restraint, and that was soon squashed like a wasp. They took out my weapon, already hard as iron. They stroked it for me, pressed it between the mounds of her bare arse so we could feel the heat of one another, almost enough to scald. I could feel my balls, laid so heavy against her, being drenched by her. There was no way I could fight this.”

	“No indeed!”

	“She declared she was too ugly for a king, and must be punished. I could barely stand from the anticipation, from the memory of what happened when she had last said this. She had me drip wax from red candles onto her rump cheeks, with my aching cock still lodged between them. I could hear her skin sizzle. To stop her cries, the handmaidens drizzled warm cream all over her behind. She said it was what kept her skin there so smooth and flawless—and it truly was.”

	“My, I must remember her methods to tempt!”

	“Then I was allowed to taste her. She made me feast, held my face into that soft behind to gorge upon the sweet cream, and upon her. I knew I was burning my soul but I simply could not stop. She begged me at last to fill her, but to take the other hole to the one her king used, or he would know. I was piling sin upon sin, I knew it, but I was in an agony of need and simply too weak back then to stop myself. This was my first time. It is ingrained upon me now, every last feel of her body’s velvet beauty.”

	“And that is how she made you take her every next time?”

	“No, that was her poisoned dagger. I never was inside her again. I had been wrong to assume that the king must still want more heirs, and not my bastards. She told me I had in fact taken the king’s plunder, taking her in that rude hole. She had to be punished for it. I was not allowed to lay inside her again until she had been punished enough.”

	“Did she make you take a whip to her the next night?”

	“My hand, at first. She had me slap her with my open palm. Hard strikes, to make her yelp and whimper. Hard enough to make the flesh judder and the skin pink. Then she ordered me to use my hand between her legs, to rub there and gather the wetness she was seeping onto my open palm, to smear it all over her silk-smooth rump to show how sinful she was. She used the idea of sin against me, I know it. And it worked. I would slap her harder to hurt her, to drive the guilt from me, but to pleasure her too. I needed her pleasure. Each smack would part her plush cheeks and glimpse me my goal. I so ached to be inside her again.”

	“But she forbade you?”

	“She did. She told me to take my belt to her and I did. She adored it, being thrashed. She howled like a wolf with the bliss. I left red welts across her luscious behind. I left her streaming her joy down her thighs, but still she said it was not enough. I was almost frothing with the need to be inside her. I knew she was trying to force me to ravish her. Just before I gave in to it, one of the handmaids grasped my weapon and stroked me harder than I could ever do to myself, and finished me all up her queen’s back. The witch just laughed at me.”

	“And you scurried away in shame, and that was that?”

	“That was that. As wild as that night drove us both, she never summoned me again, and never used that chamber thereafter. If she had, she could have spied and witnessed me in turmoil, for I was smitten. Fortunately, she soon brought me to my senses by sharing our secret with her son, Jaromir. I suspect she must have shared his bed too. It might even have been his plan to have her seduce me. She told him I had forced myself upon her, but luckily for her I was so in thrall to soft round arses, I preferred to thrash them rather than bury my cock between them.”

	“He didn’t think to have you put to death for defiling his mother?”

	“He did not. Whilst he was sworn to keep me alive, his father wasn’t. One word to him would have been all it took. But the prince merely delighted in his mother’s lie. He enjoyed this hold he had over me too much; to know my weakness. He prefers it to be a slow torture. At least it reminded me of my true path. I fought like mad from that moment to stay constant to my faith and fight temptation, to push away the visions of her gorgeous flesh juddering under the smacks of my palm. The desires she sparked in me are hard to bury but I was doing well—until Venera came along.”

	“Another delicious temptress bent on seeing your soul thrown to the eternal fire!”

	“Yes,” he says, turning his head to spy my gleeful face. “And not the last, either. Why are the beauties of this world all such devious temptress witches?”

	I just smile wider at him and raise my eyebrows in a teasing who knows? fashion. But I know. They are not devious, even the witches. They are just womenfolk trying to gain any advantages they can over men who would happily impose their will upon them, and plunder them without scruple—even those who believe such acts to be a sin. If I am proving to be one of these women, able to use her body and her beauty and her various wiles, then I will. And you can be sure that I won’t lose even a moment’s sleep over it!

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Nineteen

	He orders us to ride in silence for a good while, mindful of possible roving enemies, but I am not going to let him off the hook. I am still wet and needy down below from our conversation. His prick must have been rampant-hard and leaching at the memories flooding back—not just of Jaromir’s mother, but of last night. He seems like he is trying to drive thoughts of it and where it might lead us from his mind. I must thwart his efforts. One thought still nags, however.

	“If you were unaware that a mara had got her claws into Jaromir,” I ask, no longer able to keep my tongue still, “were you not confused by his order to despoil me? Why did you think he wouldn’t want me as his bride, knowing that it would burn you every day to see me with him and not you?”

	“I told you before, he never troubles over thoughts or consequences. Your death would bring him greater joy than any days spent with you, whatever his attraction. He would only ever see it as me losing you, not him. As I said, he itches on the inside. He let me know that if I failed in my duty, he would treat you more despicably than could be imagined.”

	“How so?” I ask. Did I actually just tingle as I tried to imagine?

	“I would be nightly stripped naked and forced to watch as you were thrashed and then used with whips and switches and stuffed horse-cocks. And not by him, but by guards and slaves. And not in your cunny either, but in the hole his mother tricked upon me. You would be defiled and dirtied and it would have been all my fault. Any sinful thrill of it would have been visible in my prick, to further shame and condemn me. But he knew it was more likely to drive me to despair, for bringing this torture upon you. When your spirit had all been fucked to nothing, you were to be declared barren and sold on, most likely to Blood-Fang.”

	“Well,” I say, “you don’t have to trouble yourself with such things now.”

	“Everyone and everything in these lands troubles me,” he replies, tight-lipped. “That is why when my sister is safe from the Werewolf, I am taking myself off demon hunting. At least I know their evil is not a choice.”

	Maybe his is a plan to follow. If nothing else, it would lift my fog of confusion. Goblins and revenants are not duplicitous. Their agenda is clear. They want your blood, always, and won’t stop trying to take it until you kill them— which I have every confidence of doing.

	We press on through the scatter of pines in the shadow of the ridge that shelters the fortress of Kars in its lower reaches. Soon the walls of the stronghold come into view. Or progress is painstakingly slow, since Aleks is in control, and he is ever wary. Cover is scant here, with nowhere to run to. The air is bitter and our limbs are numb. He thinks we would be swamped and overcome by any enemies pouring down the hill upon us. He is also concerned that we are being followed, and have been for all of our journey. However, even for all his honed senses, he cannot gauge who or what by.

	“It is bound to be Zlata,” I say. “She knows we are facing a huge and famous fight. She would want to witness us gaining that fame.”

	All sagas end with a colossal battle with the heroes vastly outnumbered or facing an unmatchable beast. I’d want to watch that battle, if I couldn’t be in it.

	“What is your people’s obsession with fame?” he asks, looking genuinely bewildered. I match his expression in response.

	“What else is there?” I say. “When I was born, I stood to live maybe thirty winters. Half more again if my destiny was like my grandfather’s, half less if it was like my mother’s. Even in becoming a princess, every day I face hunger, cold, harshness and agony of some kind. I might get swept off a boat, or burned in my sleep from lying too close to a fire. I have seen a man shoot an arrow into his head because of a pain under his tooth. A boy opening his own belly to rid the torment of worms. I am not completely stupid. I realize it is not about this cruel life. It is about the glorious next. Fame is how we earn our place there.”

	“Through swinging an axe into someone’s chest?”

	He really ought to have grasped all this by now. I guess his old faith sent his head into the clouds.

	“Through bravery,” I tell him. “Fame puts us into sagas. It gives us and our families immortality in this life. That is what burns in us to keep us warm when the fires are not enough. It is what feeds us when we have only stale bread that will see us shitting grubs. These stories are what teach us how to shrug off the torments of this place and strive to gain the pleasures of the next.”

	“I see,” he says, but looks like he doesn’t. “Well, it cannot be Zlata following us because we have been on horseback. Do you think she came after us riding on her cow?”

	See, he is not as clever as he thinks.

	“We have been ambling,” I point out. “Plenty of the day has gone and we have travelled very little. Anyway, it is said a völva may also be a shapeshifter. She may well now be in the form of a crow, or a horse. Or she could have been in disguise all the while—Gunderveg, after all, was a troll who disguised himself as a beautiful seeress.”

	“Give me strength,” he mutters, shaking his head. He is often muttering this at things I’ve said.

	“Fuck off and find us some food then,” I tell him tersely, refusing to be cowed by his disdain. “That will give you strength enough!”

	We find cover in which to make a temporary camp, in the shadow of the fortress up the steep slope away to our right. Here we can rest and spot any enemy before they spot us. He creeps off with his bow and arrow to hunt us our supper. I hope this time he returns with something more than poisonous mushrooms. I’m glad, however, that I didn’t mock him with this. Another spat would have set his mind against me, and I’d be wiser to keep him plied with thoughts of stripping my arse bare. I may be no hunter, but I can still plot a way to bag his cock again.

	I have to be sure this time. No confusion. For someone who usually speaks so little, his earlier tale of witchy mothers was a surprise. The depth of detail and feeling seemed like he was trying to purge himself. Perhaps not of the sin, but of the weight of his secret; the guilt of having such a dark and twisted mind, and of unleashing it upon me last night.

	Perhaps he wants me to believe his wicked desires are not all his fault, nor in his control. He wants to shift the blame for them but have me understand that he is still so much in their thrall that they will pour out of him unchecked in all our close couplings, like it or not. If so, I must assure him that he must let it happen and feel no shame, for I share this same wickedness of mind. In that, we are a perfect match.

	The itch below has faded some, but the right words between us will quickly rekindle it. I recall the fire there last night, the burn and throb in my breasts, sending me out of my good senses. He needs to feel it. He needs to be the one out of control, at the mercy of his desire. I took a flask of mead from Zlata earlier. I pour him a beaker full and add the rest of the henbane into it, stirring it in with my finger. Too late I realize I have given him twice what I took last night, and Zlata said too much was deadly. Still, he is much bigger than me and must need more. It is a chance I am willing to take…

	His return couldn’t come too soon. I was starting to hurt just from him being away from me. It is a weakness, I know—one my gods would surely scorn in a warrior, but one I am struggling to contain. I like the way he sits close, almost touching me. It is so we can speak without raising voices, but it feels like it would be a necessity anyway.

	“I had a closer look at the fort,” he says. “It is open as the witch said, but there are creatures guarding the gate—goblins, with spears. Only a few. We will have to wait until it is dark before we go up there.”

	I want to tell him I’m not going off to die tonight until I have known for sure every inch of him inside me. And I no longer care if it takes a witchy potion to put his mind on that rather than on battles.

	“Drink this,” I say instead, and hand him his beaker of mead. I watch him take a deep draught, watch his face screw up as he swallows it down.

	“Devil’s cock, that’s awful,” he splutters. “That witch’s bees must suck on dung rather than nectar! Here, I managed to bag us a squirrel.”

	A fucking squirrel for supper? For two warriors about to go into the fray? I’m about to mock him with the reminder that Zlata said there were pigs in this forest when something inside stills my tongue—and not just the fact that we both know I couldn’t hit a sleeping yak from ten paces, less still a pig, even less a squirrel. It’s the realization that I’m about to cause another squabble for nothing. I know I missed the constant belittling and one-upmanship between the warriors when I had to become a princess, but now it can seem only empty and exhausting.

	“Thank you,” I say instead.

	“You are welcome,” he replies, looking all at once wary, surprised and relieved. That’s a lot of feeling for one eye alone to carry, but he manages it. For some reason this kindly exchange between us has my emotion billowing inside.

	“I’m not sure I want to die tonight,” it has me blurting before I can stop myself. “However famous our battle. I think I might want to stay alive a little longer. To be with you, I mean. I like you. I like being with you.”

	I don’t know how to say how I feel without it being construed as what it is—a very un-warriorlike declaration of love which he must by rights scoff at and throw back in my face. He seems taken aback by my uncharacteristic softness of tone.

	“Well, I like being with you too,” he says. “When you are not being all Varangian. And when you aren’t trying so hard to be a man in a maid’s body.”

	“It is all I’ve known,” I shrug. “My grandfather certainly wished I’d been born a boy, as does my father. They wanted me fighting and cursing and fearless. I think it helped make up for their terrible loss of a beloved daughter and a wife. My mother died giving birth to me, you see. I’ve always felt I owed it to everyone to live in her image, to become all she promised to be.”

	“You wear your fighter’s life well, for someone who had it forced upon them.”

	“Don’t get me wrong, I loved it. I would listen to the sagas and be bewitched. Such rich brilliance in them compared to the grey, bitter world of mine. Living and dying like a hero, becoming a famous warrior, it was all I wanted. It would earn me a place in the best saga of all—the one played out in the next world.”

	“You are talking of Ragnarok?”

	“I am. But to take my place in that battle means first to die in battle, and the gods gave you cock-wagglers a far greater chance of this—women almost none. I saw neither joy nor advantage in being born a girl. I tried to bury all traces of it. When I was required to be a princess, I had no sense of the role I had to play. It just seemed like emptiness, like cutting out my heart. To this day I am still unsure as to what substance any woman has in this life, other than to be used by men.”

	“Motherhood, surely?” he says. “To have that bond of love with her child that only she can, that no man can get close to providing.”

	“And yet my mother died in having me. Younger than I am now. If that happened to me too, as well it might, what would have been the point of me?”

	He doesn’t answer. He just looks at me intently with one blue eye, his lips pursed, before bowing his head.

	“That squirrel won’t skin itself,” he eventually says, and takes another big swig of his mead.

	The point is love, it suddenly seems to me. To love and to not have to hide it. To be loved and to know it. To exalt in it. Isn’t that what makes all of us equal? To be with someone you are so mutually bound in soul to, so mutually adoring of, that each moment in their closeness seems like the most perfect dream, the most wonderful fantasy. Is there anywhere I can go with this man where we can live off the thrill of each other, to tell each other of our love and to show it, and yet not be judged? To still be granted a place in the Greatest Saga? It would surely chase away all the cold and the hunger and the harshness of here.

	“My hands are shaking,” he says, studying them with a frown. “I must be coming down with a fever. It feels like my blood is bubbling. Sassa, you might have to cook. It needs to be done now, though, before it gets dark and the flames of the cooking fire can be seen.”

	“Finish your mead,” I tell him, archly. “The honey will do you good.”

	I watch him comply, no trace of guilt within me, only excited anticipation.

	“By a donkey’s cock this drink is strong,” he says, scowling into his now empty beaker. “It’s already got my head spinning. No wonder that witch Zlata is so mad!”

	I take a few big draughts of my own drink and give him a mocking smile to show that it’s had no such effect on me.

	“You just sit quiet,” I say, stroking his hair with one hand and his bristly cheek with the other, “let me see to things here.”

	He closes his daytime eye and I set about my tasks, gathering a large bundle of sticks for our cooking fire and setting it going. It is way too big for roasting one paltry squirrel, but I have other plans. I make another pile too, setting it out a body’s-length from the first. I blow on my touchwood and have the sparks light the kindling.

	“No, no,” he says, unable to refrain from spying upon me. “They will smell the fires from the fortress. The guards will be down here for sure.”

	“Let them come,” I say. “What are a few cunty goblins to warriors like us? We need warmth. You need warmth. If we draw a whole army down, we will just run around them and storm an unguarded fortress.”

	I’m not sure if he sees sense in my plan or simply has too much witchy potion coursing through his blood to argue. We sit between the fires and guzzle our meagre feast hungrily, whilst the grey of the sky continues to darken.

	“I am starting to burn from the inside,” he says, tugging off his bear furs and spreading them out for us to sit upon. I add mine too. I try to remember how I felt from the henbane, how he must feel now. The prickly anticipation. The blood desperate to race to those parts of the body with the greatest sensitivity, waiting only for the right words, the right touch to send it there. The mind, flashing vivid rude images, stirring wicked thoughts in its dark recesses, ready to push them to the forefront.

	The flanking fires crackle and hiss. I know they are burning hot enough to see us soon both naked. That was my plan. I am up on my knees before him, fixing him with my hungry gaze. He is not getting away from me. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand and run my thumb across his bottom lip to take the grease of the meal away. It is like I have taken henbane too, the blood so hot and needy within me.

	“I need you to taste me,” I tell him. “To feast on me now.”

	“No, Sassa,” he says quietly but firmly. “No talk like that.”

	“I can still feel your grip on me,” I say. “The bruises from your fingers sinking deep into the soft flesh of my arse, like you are already clasping me.”

	“I did not mean to hurt you.”

	“I needed it. I cannot explain why. Maybe because it told me of your urgency for me, your animal desire. It is a beast inside you, isn’t it? A wildness you cannot control. It scares you, even now; I see this. You are fearful of it rushing out and devouring someone you love. And this makes you scared of love itself, of falling for anyone. You think that no girl who isn’t some foul-minded, wicked temptress could ever immerse ecstatic into your wild, dark desires. Yet here I am, a girl who can and did—and not some witch either, but a princess.”

	“One who curses and fights and uses trickery!”

	“One who sees your truth. You don’t deny any of what I said about your fears.”

	“I do not deny that seeing you that first time was like being hit in the chest by a spear. Not just your beauty, but the energy that came off you, the power. My resolve was at its strongest too, it being less than two winters since the temptation of Venera was defeated, but you had it crumbling in moments. Fortunately, I was able to rebuild it in time.”

	“For no good reason.”

	“I had every reason!” he says, his unpatched eye brighter now, the passion rising. “You would happily ruin me in a heartbeat, burn me for all eternity. And I have no excuse with you, no demon enchantments to blame. Just my own weakness.”

	“That is why you are scared of me now, isn’t it?” I say. “You fear I might well be worth the sacrifice of your soul!”

	He looks me straight in the eye, his expression showing intensity, yearning, anger even. So much this beautiful warrior wants to reveal, but the words just cannot ever come out.

	“Yes,” is all he manages, his breath coming heavy in his chest now.

	I don’t know where my insights are suddenly coming from, this wisdom. The henbane last night must have cleared my mind of its fog when it sharpened all my other senses. His resistance suggests he is still clinging to his old beliefs, but I know if I can get his cock hard then lust will overcome him. I move in closer, still up on my knees, still fixing him with a gaze of carnal intent.

	“Though I can feel the bruise of your fingers upon me,” I tell him, “I still need to feel them again.”

	“Sassa, no.”

	“I need you to bare my soft arse and crush it in your grasp. I need you to beat me there with your open hand. Do you know what that does to me?”

	“Please don’t, I beg you.”

	“The sting is like beautiful comfort somehow. It shocks. It runs rampant. It makes me want to scream and cry like no warrior is ever allowed to. It brings me panic, surrender, helplessness and hatred, all in one burst.”

	“Sassa, stop now.”

	“But then in a rush the hurt blooms within—flesh deep, not just at my surface. Right to my core. It becomes delicious, so intense and warming. Like sinking into a hot pool, but a dozen times the shiver. It is utter euphoria; overwhelming bliss that I have ceded all control yet there is nothing to fear. You have become my guardian, not my punisher. You take all my worst doubts and worries and turn them to rapture. I need you to do that to me now.”

	“Fuck,” he breathes. My hand is on his chest now. I can feel his tremble, the lust inside him spiking his blood. My fingers trail downwards towards my goal. His hands go to his thighs as if ready to halt my progress should I get too near.

	“I need you to take down my clothes and lay me upon you,” I say, feeling almost possessed with the power my words have over him, “and hold me tight against you so that I cannot break free. Then I want you to spank my sinful arse until I am shaking and crying and drenching you in cream even sweeter than any you’ve ever slurped from the rude split of some beautiful witch.”

	His breath is stuck. Suddenly his one unpatched eye is wide and wild, almost as if the surge of henbane has gone shooting to his prick. I move quick and grasp at his crotch, feel a cock beneath my fingers as hard and as big as a sword hilt.

	“Fuck!” he cries out in alarm. He pushes me down backwards and instantly I know it is too rough. The passion potion is too strong. The tenderness he showed yesterday has been trampled under his mad lust. I am still on my way down and already feeling the pang of fright. He is going to ravish me. It is going to be brutal, savage, pounding, stretching, relentless. I might just be wet enough to take it.

	I hit the ground with a thud, glad of the scant cushion of my furs beneath me. I don’t bump my head, fortunately, so my eyes remain open to see the flash of silver above. I see him twist sideways and the spearhead slice across the fabric of his tunic, just below the shoulder, the blood immediately soaking through. He didn’t push me down so roughly to impale me with his weapon. He was saving me from being spitted upon another one!

	There comes a bizarre sight but one my mind immediately fathoms, despite the odd angle. I am looking up at a goblin, his horrible fat balls dangling not an arm’s-length above my face. Goblins are as unmistakable as they are pernicious: gnarly, pointy, bony fucks they are. Black-green like seaweed, pinched and raw-looking, like creatures that have been pulled from a fire, their skin gone and their flesh shrunk to bones melded with the twisted branches and sticks that fed the flames.

	This one pulls back for another lunge at Aleks. Before it comes, I whip out my hand to grab its balls and squeeze as hard as I can. A piercing shriek rents the air. Aleks is up and leaping the cooking fire, lost to me in the dimness behind its glare. The goblin tries to break my hold with talon fingers but realizes it is going to lose that fight along with its leathery balls. Instead it puts both hands to use raising the spear up, ready to plunge into my throat.

	Another flash of silver and a sword imbeds deeply within the goblin’s chest. Aleks is bounding back through the fire, planting a foot in the stricken foe’s face and wrenching his sword clear in one movement. The creature falls, out of my vision.

	“Get up!” Aleks bellows. I scramble to my knees and see four more of the gnarly fucks encroaching, all with spears. I’m doing some fire-leaping myself, grabbing Split-the-Bear to join the fray.

	I turn as Aleks cleaves one creature from crown to belly. Then his arms and body are whirling in that fabulous way of his. In flowing motion spears are knocked aside, points lopped off, foul heads sent back from whence they came. In moments he has downed three. The last grimacing, snickering ghoul faces me at chest height, ready to run me through. I’m not having that. The lunge comes but I am too swift. I duck it and knock the weapon aside with my blade. I feel even more excitement knowing that Aleks is watching me as I spin one full revolution and send Split-the-Bear slicing right through a bony neck. The last creature crumples in two parts to the ground.

	We stand panting hard from the burst of battle-thrill, the joy of triumph already rushing inside.

	“That was fun!” I say.

	“Sassa, will you please stop with that spinning around shit,” Aleks replies, almost imploring. “It is the first thing I taught my sister to look out for when teaching her how to slay your kind. While you are spinning, others are ducking and sticking their sword in your guts. Stop it, please, before it gets you killed!”

	I just grin back at him like a wolf, the excitement all through me now. I know you have to tease fellow warriors after a fight. It is part of the victory. Another part is having that thrill inside you turn carnal. I grab him to pull him back to where we were between the fires. He tries to stand his ground.

	“You are injured, let me see,” I tell him. I want him in my hands, under my rule. He allows me to lead him back, to bring him with me down to our knees, into the light and heat between the twin fires. I pretend to look at his wound but I’m not interested in it. I just want him here.

	“I can’t feel it,” he says as I prod the cut flesh. “I’m numb in parts, other parts are raging. It is like my blood is on fire.”

	I know exactly which parts rage. The rush of the fight has seen the henbane take hold. Any natural resistance he had against it will have gone. It will be running rampant in his cock now. I remember how acutely sensitive I was from the potion—tantalizing verging on frightening, like I had a volcano of bliss building within, waiting for one touch to explode. Imagine all that in a cock the size of his!

	I know what I must do. I mustn’t let him regain any control. Tenderness can come another day, when he is truly mine, heart and soul. I slip the leather patch from his face and reveal another lust-bright eye. Our chests still heave. Our mouths are pooling, hungry. I reach up, pull his head down to meet me. I press us wetly together then seize his bottom lip between my teeth and bite hard. It is enough to taste a burst of iron on my tongue, to have him growl in pain and pull away. His eyes show fire. Now he wants to spank me, for sure.

	I drag at my leggings, kick my boots off so that I can bare myself from the waist down. I need to be free. He still shows some restraint, refusing to release a cock that must be bulging fit to burst. But when I come to do it for him, he is already defeated, the lust now fully holding sway. I haul his leggings down past his thighs, and out springs his length proud and full. No wonder I still ache inside from all that muscle!

	I grasp his taut arse cheeks in both hands and pull him to me. His hands go to my behind and I feel the unrestrained fierceness of his desire, his urgency. It hurts but it is fabulous. How can it not be, when someone wants you so much they seem ready to combust? I push him down flat on his back and swing my legs over his head to keep him beneath me. He will look up and see the dripping need of my begging sex. Below me the straining swell of his cock, raging with henbane, reaches up in demand of the nerve-bursting glory of my hot mouth.

	I sink it down upon him and he roars—actually bellows into the fast-falling night like a raging beast from the overload of pleasure it gives him. I am surprised he doesn’t flood my mouth in that instant. I am drooling and slurping, my tongue whirling around his fat crown to bring more fire to the myriad nerve-endings there. His skin feels like silk against my rougher tongue. I almost want to bite through him, the hunger is so great. Clearly it is too much for him because suddenly a loud slap rings out and I feel the sting searing through one juddering arse cheek. I wail my pain but do not stop gorging upon his pulsing, delicious cock.

	Both halves of my rump are set ablaze by his palms. The blows come swift and hard, one after another, their noise echoing through the sinking darkness, chased by my stifled wails. It sounds exactly like the first ravishing I ever witnessed: a triumphant, raving warrior pounding against the backside of a vanquished, bent-over mother. Perhaps that is why the sound so excites me.

	The sear is tremendous, both mind and sense-addling. My arse feels like it might burst with the throb. I realize the harder I suck him, the harder he slaps. So I suck him even more greedily still, the tears streaming off my cheeks to join the spit coating his balls. Then the pleasure breaks in full: a sweeping prickle near-swamping me, too sublime for me to continue my feasting. He seizes his chance, grasping my shoulders and pulling me back to have my arse squash to his face, his tongue plunging deep into my open cunt.

	I can only whimper and quake. He slurps and delves and drinks like it is a fountain of eternal joy. I pinch my teats hard through my tunic top just to distract from the waves of pleasure his mouth brings. It doesn’t help. It only has me trembling more. I know his face must be soaked. The bliss is pouring out of me, more so when his lips encircle my throbbing bud and suck. Even in his lust-rage he does it softly enough to have me pleading aloud for it to be harder.

	I gather whatever I can of my frayed senses and slide off his tongue. If I do not, I will collapse before I get what I want, and I want his cock. I shuffle forward on my knees, my legs too weak to work properly. I slide over his chest and belly, slicking his skin with my rude cream. I cannot even muster the energy to turn and face him. He will just have to have the delight of watching my round arse bounce upon him. I rise up on my knees, grasp his hot shaft and guide the bloated head to my entrance. Then I suck in as deep a breath as my lungs will take, and I impale myself hard upon him, slamming his cock all the way up inside me.

	I might have screamed. My ears are pounding too much to tell. I am stretched and full. He is in me so deep it is almost bruising. I am clenching and I cannot seem to stop, gripping his iron length with my insides as if fretful of ever letting him go. Eventually I can move some, although the thrill of riding him is soon too much to bear. But just for those sublime moments I knew what it was to mount a warrior who can make even werewolf princes tremble; to have inside me, in awe of me, someone who needs me so much that their eternal soul was not too high a price to pay.

	I slip forward off him exhausted but elated, going onto my hands and knees, still wracked with the last hit of bliss. But he is not done yet. His lust rages on unabated. He is out from under me, grasping my hips to slam into me again like a beast. How I wish my poor cunny could feel no more pleasure—it might stop me dying of it. But she can, she does. He slams into me over and over, hard and fast, the sound every bit as loud as when he took his palm to me. My rump is bruised and tender, but again the ache from his pummeling still somehow merges into unmatchable joy. Then he has me by the hair, both hands grasping clumps and pulling my head back. Faster he goes, harder, racing towards an immense finish.

	“Fuck!” he roars into the night. “FUUUUCK!”

	I expect a deluge of scalding seed. Instead he pushes me forward off him, onto my belly. I don’t know what is going on, what madness the henbane has him doing now. I manage to open my eyes, heavy though the lids are. The world is blurred and spinning from my bliss. Night has fallen black but he is dimly visible from the fires behind us. I blink to make him out. He is pulling up his leggings, still roaring his fury, though I do not know why. I would be fearful if I could gather any strength for anything.

	He grabs his sword, stuck into the ground. He surely doesn’t plan to slay me after what we just shared? But no, he is running—fast, away from me, in the direction of the fortress. And the more I blink after him, the more things come into focus. That’s when I see the distant fires on the slope ahead, suddenly looming out of the blackness. A zig-zag line of them moving down the incline towards us. Small fires; torches held by guards—by revenants or other foul creatures, surely on their way in force to slay us.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twenty

	My hand clutches at my crotch, trying to calm the maddening prickle there that could have me writhing and weeping with the agitation, or see my possessed fingers teasing out a wracking, almost hateful climax that will cure nothing. I am addled, shaking, my breath still coming heavy enough to pang in my lungs. I can no longer pick him out of the night. All I can see is that snake of torch-flames zig-zagging down the slope from the fortress on its way towards me.

	Then the first fire, the snake-head, does a little dance, jerking sideways against the pitch black of the slope, and stops its march. A few moments pass, then the next fire in the zigzag does the same. Then the next. It is like the creatures holding them are waving the torches as some kind of signal, then setting them down, leaving them. My pulse quickens. I get a vision of the invidious, gnarly fucks dropping their fires to rush unseen and deadly through the night towards the flames that light me—and me still naked from the waist down!

	But then the truth dawns. They are not going into attack. They are being attacked. Each little fire-dance is Aleks coming out of the black to cut them down. Up the slope he is raging, his mind seized, the henbane burning in his veins. The creatures are powerless, sitting ducks as he springs Berserker-mad from the night with his sword-arm already whirling. Seven, eight, nine little fire-dances I witness as he chops his way through the snake on his relentless charge towards the fortress.

	The shock brings energy to my limbs. I have set him raging and alone against who knows how strong an enemy, or how foul. This whole saga could die in the next few moments, with me not even there to make for a famous end. I hunt for my clothes and pull them back on. He has rushed off without his furs, but then I remember how hot the passion potion burned inside me. I scrabble for our things, for my weapons, and ride out after him. The horse refuses to go faster than a trot, unable to see what is in front of him. All I can do is forlornly picture passion-mad Aleks whirling unthinkingly into an enemy even he cannot defeat.

	I am fretting. My progress seems pathetically slow in comparison to his charge. Eventually I close in on the snake-head fire, and my suspicions are confirmed. The torch still burns, scorching the ground. It is still clutched by the bony hand of a goblin, but that goblin is now missing its head. Each torch I pass tells a similar story. I doubt any of the creatures even raised a spear against him, so swift and deadly was his emergence from the night.

	It is a steep climb up the slope, becoming rockier and more hazardous under-hoof. I’m hoping it was Zlata following us earlier. I could do with one of her witchy potions to give me the eyes of an owl. Which only reminds me that I stripped Aleks of his eyepatch earlier. By the Allfather, I hope I haven’t impaired his night vision—he is going to need it! In truth I would be happy with a companion now. For some reason I cannot muster my usual fearlessness, riding alone into peril. Maybe it’s because in finding the joy that life can bring, I am suddenly not so keen to welcome death.

	I dismount and lead the stupid horse, just to make progress. I know the direction I should be going, even if I cannot pick out a path. Soon I can see the hulk of the fortress looming out of the dark. It is like a huge stone and timber ghost, squatting in wait for me, eerily quiet. The gates are wide open. There is no sign of any sentries guarding them. Through I go, leaving my mount behind now. I have no plan, but then I never was one for such things. There is nothing else to do but head for the double doors of what I assume will be the main hall.

	The doors creak open onto silence. I have to step over a goblin cut clean in two. I slip in its gore, almost falling, certainly cursing—alerting any skulking foes to my presence. The inside of the hall is scantly lit by wall sconces. The air smells rotten, but it has nothing on Blood-Fang’s. The tables are laid out in rows going back into blackness. The Karzit nobles would have feasted here once, before the ghouls took over. I have no idea if goblins feast, no clue what revenants do when they aren’t sucking on your blood. The hairs on my arms are up, as if sensing someone or something in here with me. I peer into the black recesses, Split-the-Bear held at the ready.

	It’s not that I see anything. I smell it first, then hear it. A sort of hiss. Then I realize that what I took to be a curtain or a hanging is in fact a row of creatures huddled together within the shadow. I creep crab-like to the wall and grab down a sconce, slide it aflame towards the line of creatures to throw light upon them. My heart jumps. Pale, swollen faces come into view, bruised purple and with thin, dead hair above. Cracked, bleeding lips part to vent more hisses. Snaggle teeth bare at me. Not goblins this time. Draugrs. Revenants. Near-soulless ghouls that guzzle blood, and no doubt they can smell mine.

	My legs are trembling. I silently demand my heart swell and show more courage, but it doesn’t seem to want to oblige. Strange how now I know something of true passion—for someone and from them—I also known something of fear. I have imagined such things, of course. Of facing whole swathes of enemies and cutting them down. Unfortunately, unlike Aleks, I never bothered to learn how I might actually go about it. I guess I assumed Fate would guide me. I always was head in the clouds.

	They carry no weapons other than sharp teeth, but all of them want to eat me. And draugrs are known for their frenzied attacks; craving flesh and blood so badly that nothing else matters to them, certainly not the thin thread that holds their undead soul to life. My only wonder is why they have yet to attack. Perhaps this mini horde might be cowering having witnessed Aleks’s goblin-cleaving entrance. Boldness therefore seems a good ploy.

	“A dozen of you will taste my blade before any taste my flesh!” I snarl, trying to bolster my own courage as much as cow them. The fuckers just surge at me. Three of them at once. At least I only have time to act, not think. The first one takes my blow and goes straight down. I don’t know if the undead rise again. I have no time to ponder it. With my backswing I take the second one’s head clean off. Even if that one does rise again, it won’t be doing any biting. The third has me by the hair, but I reach for the dagger at my belt and plunge it deep into a thigh, then deep into the chest. Like chopped timber it falls, my blade sliding clear of its putrefying flesh.

	My triumph looks to rise and defeat my anxiety but these gore-guzzlers have wiles. They have seen that numbers will win the day. The last one I downed scratched my scalp, so maybe the scent of my blood is in the air. Certainly the scent of my ruder place is—I hope they have no mind to feast on that! Forward they come as one, still a good half-dozen of them, creeping at first, readying to break out.

	Higher ground, my grandfather used to tell me: always seek the high ground in an attack. I have time to use a stool to jump up onto one of the feasting tables. They are coming at me fast as I turn to face them. I have two hands on Split-the-Bear. Down I go on one knee and sweep my sword like a scythe to reap the onrushing creatures. Any swish of blade is followed by a dangerous pause for the holder of the weapon when weight must shift. That is why Aleks always uses the momentum of one swing to whirl into another one. I try to copy his style, sweeping back across the line and managing to do some damage.

	But that is the end of anything like grace in my movements. I am swiping and lunging and punching and even spitting to fight off their jaws and talon clasps. One already has its teeth in my calf. If not for my hide leggings, I would surely now be missing a chunk of it. It goes for my thigh whilst I’m busy fighting off another—biting, tearing, working its way up to my fleshy rump. Thor protect me, if I am overcome now, they are going to eat me alive! I don’t know why that thought sends a rush to my cunt as well as to my limbs.

	I plunge my dagger down into a skull and save my arse. However, my shoulder is taking a bite too. Then a raving, salivating, hideous ghoul snaps its rag-teeth right in my face and lunges to take off my cheek. I reel back by instinct and then whip forward, just as Runa taught me, crashing my forehead into its nose. It staggers backwards and I have time to rise up and sweep Split-the-Bear to send another ghoulish head to the shadows, then I leap from my perch to hack and stab the last foul foe off to Hel.

	My chest heaving, I peer at the carnage. There is not so much blood because revenants don’t have much to spare. Some of it is mine. I am scratched and gouged and would see teeth-marks in my arms and legs and sides if I cared to look. It is said a bite from a draugr can turn you draugr, in which case I am done for. I don’t feel it, though. Slowly, as the alarm inside subsides, triumph begins to sweep over. I have done what I dreamt of doing; a feat truly worthy of any saga. The only disappointment comes from there being no one here to witness that this horde of death-cheating ghouls was finally slain by me alone. Where is Aleks?

	I take the open door from the hall and a lifeless, cleaved troll soon tells me I am on the right path. I follow the procession of crumpled bodies through the compound, into the stone tower where the Karzit nobles would once have lived. However many ghouls once invaded this place, there cannot be many left. I almost dread to think what the raging Aleks would have done to me if not drawn away by the goblin’s fires. Would that have been a death fit for a saga, I wonder?

	Another troll sits at the foot of a staircase, clutching an axe. It grins gruesomely at me but with its neck rather than its mouth, a blade slash having opened the throat. Fragments of a voice spiral down the stone stairs from above—a female voice. It sounds gentle, calming. It sounds like Zlata. I did say it was her following us! I ease past the troll and start to climb, sword still in hand, steps still careful and as quiet as I can make them. How is it the seeress managed to stop his rage, with his ire so set against her?

	The voice becomes more distinct as I near the top of the stairs. Sweet words it speaks, and the truth begins to dawn. As I round the last spiral, I see a fire blazing away in great hearth, lighting a chamber. Then she comes into view, and what a sight she is—enough to stop my breath. Just as I pictured Aleks’s bloody rampage through this fortress, now I picture it halting instantly on him meeting this woman, of his fall to his knees at her feet, defeated in a heartbeat once again by her beauty.

	It isn’t Zlata, of course, but her sister Venera—that sumptuous body kept alive only by the mara possessing it. Her hair is raven, even wilder than Zlata’s. Her eyes carry more fire, if that is possible, her lips more luscious, her skin paler but with a wonderful, innocent pink bloom to the cheek. She is naked from neck to waist, the breasts heavier, the pale, stiff teats double the length of my little ones and so perhaps twice as appetizing. Below is a skirt of such fine, white material it is see-through in the light of the flames. It is split down the front to reveal glimpses of smooth, bare thigh. I am drawn towards her into the chamber whether I will it or not.

	She sees me just as I see Aleks. His sword and dagger are left scattered harmlessly upon the flagstones, yielded without inflicting a scratch upon her. She has him chained to the wall, as well she might. His eyes burn pure need for her, his mouth open and desperate for those same breath-kisses that once so nearly finished him.

	“Drop that sword, Pretty,” the mara purrs my way, whipping a dagger from her waistband to hold to Alek’s neck, “lest you see him slain before I finish you.”

	Never before could her words have seen me comply. If your companions die in a fight, they die. It is not something to shrink at the sight of, less still to be held as a threat against you—just something to be swiftly avenged. It is all part of the challenge, the rich tapestry of battle. Yet here I am unhesitatingly throwing Split-the-Bear to the floor with an iron clatter, so anxious to see this man live.

	“You even scratch him with that blade,” I say, “and I swear I will pull your guts out through your mouth with my bare hand!”

	“No, quiet now, Pretty,” she gently replies. “No need for such talk. We can share him. I can feel how much of his lustful energy he diverts from me to you. I can feel all such things. How his body yearns for yours. How much you want him in return. Indeed, how much your body wants me—and here we are, with nothing to stop us from indulging our deepest desires.”

	With a dagger-flick she splits the laces at the neck of his tunic, runs the blade down to cut it open, cut the linen shirt beneath open. It bares a warrior chest marked by the scars of a thousand fights won—and now this tame capitulation! But I too feel in thrall to her. My mind is clouded. My legs are leaden, unable to move to stop her, like the floor is not stone but the thick mud of a battlefield after a half-day’s carnage. Inside, my lust is stirring, awoken in my loins and being drawn out into my bloodstream by some force she exudes. It feels dark. It feels irresistible.

	The dagger is now at the laces of his leggings and I no longer want her to stop, but to hurry. Beneath the blade the cloth bulges. If she doesn’t cut, his bloated cock might burst the ties anyway. Imagine the heat of it, raging with all that lust. Saliva gathers in my mouth like I am two days hungry and staring at a whole roasting pig. Then she hauls the leggings down over his thighs and out he springs, that delicious shaft of his as straight and strong and as smooth as a birch branch.

	“Looks at it, my lovely,” she purrs at me with glee. “And all just for us!”

	Down to her knees in wonder she goes, like she is in full reverence of a solid gold scepter. Her delicate fingers curl around the very base of his rigid meat. Below her grip his balls churn with desire, already full for me, now swollen even more in need of her. She moves in closer to him, eyes shut to breathe him in. He will be able to feel the heat from her mouth on his fat, purple, near-bursting crown. His cock pulses with the blood filling it. If she ran her hand up its length now, she might well see his seed explode—and I might witness him taking off another demon’s head!

	“I can smell your cunt upon him,” she says, smiling her pleasure, gliding his shaft up her cheeks as if to mark herself with my rude scent. “Oh, what you must do to him—he never was this hard for me, this thick!”

	She holds the blade above his squirming balls, pressing gently into the darker skin of the sack that holds them. Not in an attempt to sever anything, more to remind me to keep my distance should jealousy think to take over. Her long tongue snakes out, curling up at the tip to barely brush his surface, running along the underside, where that little thread joins the shaft to the head. He exhales in a long faltering gasp. His hands jerk at their restraints. I know if he were free, his balls would be resting against her chin now, every last bit of his stiff length sunk into her mouth and throat.

	“I can taste you upon him,” she tells me delightedly, and then envelops him with her luscious lips, absorbing the taut head and half his shaft in one move. Her moans of joy are drowned out by his yell. Oh, to suck him now! To have her behind me whilst I did it! She comes off him and I am almost incredulous at her willpower. How can she stop herself gorging? Then I remember that she is a demon. This pleasure-giving is only a means to seduce and gain what she really wants: the soul.

	She stands and turns her back to him. I can see his instinctive need to reach to kiss her neck. She gathers her flimsy skirt in both hands, pulling it up to gratuitously bare an arse even rounder, more jutting, even more luscious than her witchy sister’s. Maybe it is none of those things. Maybe it is simply the spell she seems to put on me that has me thinking this. I am feeling weaker by the moment, more in thrall to her. It’s like she is in me, damping any fire against her, stoking the desire. Whatever resistance Zlata imbued in me, it has failed, completely.

	She squashes her pale, open rump against him and I know his pole will be pressed hard to the heat and tantalizing dampness between those rude cheeks. She arches the small of her back to run her split up and down his length. He almost rips the chains from the walls in his frenzy to get inside her.

	“He wants you over his knee,” she says, always taunting. “I can see his mind. He wants me to squirt milk over your gorgeous behind before he takes his hand to it. He may even one day want to beat you with the flat of his blade. Imagine that!”

	My head spins with the visions. It’s like I’m drowning. She moves forward to free his cock, but it is only so that it stretches out straight for her to move back against and capture with her demon cunt. Her hands on her knees, she slowly guides herself onto him, lets his crown part and stretch her open. Then she pushes her hips back to drive the whole shaft inside her until her rump cheeks are once more flattened against his loins. He sounds like a wounded dog, so great are the sensations running through him.

	She holds like that to tease us all, then she moves forward until he almost slips free before slamming herself back against him. Forward and back she goes, riding him hard, slapping her fleshy arse into him. The noise is such that, if I could bear to close my eyes, I know I would be able to picture myself across his lap and the smacks of his palm raining down. The excitement is streaming out of me, all the memories of him flooding back. I am still oversensitive down there. The itch is like a burn. It requires being left untouched yet seems also to demand the immediate merciless attention of tongues and lips and fingers. It is like having a demon inside.

	She slides off him, once again too soon for him, too soon for me. She turns back to face him, breasts squashing against his bared chest. Her eyes are on his lips. This is the part of him she wants, we all know it. Even in his raging, delirious state he thrashes his head from side to side to stop her mouth closing upon his. She grasps his hair, showing demon strength to quell his movement, and presses the dagger blade back to his throat to give him no choice but to accept her kiss. Then she goes on tiptoes and presses her lips to his, opens him up, no doubt delves in with her tongue to defeat his final resistance.

	She clenches the muscles of her behind over and over to see her cunt-slit rub against the shaft of his prick pressed there. He has no chance. I can almost feel the energy being drawn from me as she begins to empty him. I had a chance when her dagger was not at his throat but I missed it, and now I am too weak, too sluggish to react. But I have to. I have to do something because she is going to make this count. The henbane has rendered him powerless and she will seize her chance. I do not know how long it will take, but she is going to empty him—the man I now love.

	I lurch forward and manage to keep my legs beneath me. I bend and take hold of Split-the-Bear, raise it noisily from the floor. She doesn’t even look my way. I feel like I have just been woken from the deepest sleep. I don’t know how she exerts such a hold over me, but I must break it. I need to take three steps forward and swing my blade before she can turn and throw her dagger into me. I take one but it is faltering. She unhurriedly breaks her kiss and looks to me with a smile.

	“I am sorry, my pretty, but there is no point in that,” she says, almost sweetly. “It is far too late.”

	She signals past my shoulder with her eyes and a nod of the head, and I turn to see the hulking figure of a troll coming up the last couple of stairs behind me, spear held out ready to run me through.

	“Oh, you worm-shitting bitch,” I mumble, although it is a pitiful last show of defiance and a feeble way I’m about to die.

	But then in a confusing blur the troll seems to belch out a spearhead along with a shower of near-black blood, then proceeds to head face-first to the floor. A figure is already running over it before it even meets the flagstones, feet in its back, using the spear stuck out of its nape as a post to grab and use for extra forward momentum. I am being pushed aside and an arm is flashing through my periphery. The next thing I see is Venera with a dagger lodged to the hilt in her eye. She is sliding sideways, dropping her own blade, sinking stricken to the floor.

	I stare stunned at her lifeless form, the energy and control slowly returning to my body, the swoon of her power over me receding. At last I turn to behold my savior.

	“Runa!” I exclaim.

	“I did not mean to flee, Mistress,” she says, her face close to crumpling. “I was just so ashamed of what I had done.”

	Well, I can only thank the Allfather that it was her tailing us here and not Zlata after all. That witch bitch would probably have just got her arse out and pissed everywhere!

	Poor Runa has to overcome her inner devil and force herself to face the fire, to take her eyes off the cock that still stretches out as stiff as a branch, and still pulses and bobs in its desperation to spurt. It is glistening wet with the mara’s juices, and from its tip hangs a thin thread of its need. I am not sure how I refrain from going to my knees. It takes me a few moments more to gather myself and blurt explanations.

	“The mara had him in thrall,” I tell Runa. “Either she or her once-sister the seeress must have given him some kind of passion potion to send him out of his wits.”

	I am not afraid to lie. I just wonder if he will remember the truth?

	“Can you not cover him up?” she beseeches, still piously keeping her eyes fixed on the flames in the hearth.

	“His excitement will not abate until he is spent,” I say, realizing how true this is. “We cannot unchain him yet, for we will not be safe from his frenzy. We will just have to stay with him and until the potion has worn off.”

	“He might die of cold before that, all open as he is,” Runa says, sounding genuinely worried, “and no more wood to put upon this fire.”

	Sometimes I am glad the lust demon in me is so quick to take hold.

	“I will hold him close to keep him warm,” I say.

	And that is what I do. Runa my returned slave sits cross-legged facing the fire, scared of snatching even a glimpse of Aleks’s stiff prick, seemingly even more fearful of her god’s wrath now. He just hangs there as if in slumber. It is very possible the energy Venera took from him has quelled his rage. The henbane might only now be in his prick. But I decide I cannot risk it. I decide I like standing there holding him close, being his blanket, his life-giver, smelling his scent, feeling him rampant-hard against me.

	With the night slow-passing and the dwindling fire still snapping and cracking behind me, I loosen my leggings and craftily get my dagger down inside them to split the seam. I don’t care. My tunic will cover the tear at my crotch until I can sew it back up. Runa might hear things but she has heard things before. If she chooses, she can think of it as me coming to his aid to ease his agony of desire. It is not a matter she need trouble herself with. This only concerns the mighty passion. It only concerns me and him.

	My hands tight clasped behind his neck, I come off my toes and grip his hips with my knees, just long enough to guide myself onto him. Slowly I sink down. I am near-molten inside but I can still feel the extra heat of his muscle. I shiver as I slide down upon him, taking him all. My throbbing bud presses gratefully to his crotch. I know his balls may crave a mad, urgent emptying, but I am not sure I could take that. He might not survive it either. Instead, I chose to keep him inside me whilst the henbane keeps him stiff.

	If I raise myself onto my tiptoes and then relax back onto my heels, I can give him some gentle movement. So I do. The sensation in my cunny is sublime, just a constant tingling that stays delicious and manageable. The sensation in my heart is just as wonderful: holding him close to me, inside me; owning him; hearing his breaths and knowing his bliss is on-going and unforgettable.

	I can tell the potion is eventually losing its grip when his lips find my ear, my neck; when his teeth nip but don’t take bites that pierce my skin. I just keep moving up and down so slowly upon him, now clenching my insides to give him extra friction. I know he will be dying for faster movement, dying to have the freedom to crush my arse in his tight grip. But I just tease a long, beautiful finish from him. When they come, his many spurts shoot hot and deep from his long hours of pent-up desperation, but he doesn’t scream or yelp from their agony. He just lets them go with a long, breathy gasp, quaking against me as I hold him close, and milk him dry.

	Still I keep him in me, and the potion doesn’t yet want to let him go entirely. I have no plans to let him go all night. I don’t think I could ever be more content in my life. With the flames gently dying their last and the darkness slowly covering us, I pass the hours in dreamy rapture.

	“Thank you,” I believe he whispers to me.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-One

	It is one of those rare mornings when I wake immediately full of the day’s joy, even though out of the window one cannot distinguish between the cold greys of the sky and the mountains. I have slept leant against him. I have slept with him inside me. Much of the blood has retreated now, but there is still some intent in that warrior prick.

	I must let him go, however, although part of me wants to cling to this moment for all my days. Another part reminds me that it was rash to give him the henbane, and the less he has cause to dwell upon last night’s frenzy, the better. His memories will come in a blur, as mine did after taking the passion potion. He will feel confused—weak too from the Önd stolen from him. He will know he was in thrall to Venera, maybe recall some of her teasing. If I am lucky, he will assume it was me who saved him from her!

	I ease him back into his trousers, feel the blood starting to rouse in him again from my touch. I can smell myself on my palm afterwards. My scent will rise from his cock every time he takes it out to do his business today. Hopefully that will stir some memory of the long, gentle, beautiful closeness we shared together. I want the slavish total devotion he had for Venera to merge with the feelings he has for me. I just don’t want him to realize that it was my fault she was able to chain him up.

	Runa is still sat facing the fire, and possibly fell asleep in that position, unless she dutifully stayed awake all night to keep watch.

	“Go see if you can find that stubborn fuck of a horse of mine,” I tell her. “It’s got our things on it. Aleks needs his furs.”

	She seems happy to do so. She is still meek this morning and I catch a couple of very swift, furtive glances towards Aleks’s crotch, presumably just to make sure I have put him away to spare everyone’s blushes. She soon returns with the bearskin, and we free Aleks from his chains and help him down. He is slow to come to life. He spies the troll and then the slain mara and maybe memories flicker. He shows no immediate ire towards me, so perhaps he has not yet realized my part in his frenzy. Maybe, hopefully, he does not remember his rampage at all.

	Then he sees Runa. He blinks blearily at her a few times before believing his eyes, and then the color and life starts to come back to him in earnest. She is quick to repeat her apologies of last night, swearing she would never have left us if not for the guilt and shame that overtook her.

	“You will never need to explain yourself to me,” he tells her.

	There are a few silent moments between them, seemingly begging for words. Maybe his confession that though she may feel even more devout now, he has cast his old god aside in favor of better ones. Or maybe that in her absence, he had his heart stolen twice: once, fleetingly by the demon; once, forever, by me.

	But no words come and Runa just blushes more, shakes her head a little and then goes over to unceremoniously stick her foot on the mara’s cold forehead, lever out the dagger, wipe it clean of gore, and shove it back in her belt. Well thanks, Runa. There’s going to be no mistaking who slew Venera now. Hopefully Aleks won’t recall that I was there doing nothing. What good would it do to tell him that inside I was aching to save him?

	He summons the strength to move before he is properly ready but, as he is quick to remind us even in his state, time is pressing. More so than ever, it seems. We retrace our steps back through the compound, picking our way over the bloodied and cleaved bodies. Neither of my companions seem remotely interested in noticing the contribution I made to defeating our foes here, even though it was the stuff of sagas.

	“With all those revenants dead,” I say, waving Split-the-Bear towards the gruesome pile felled single-handedly by me, “it will be a wonder if any remain in these lands today!”

	Not a word is uttered in reply. Runa is too busy steadying Aleks after he nearly stumbles on a head he parted from a creature’s body during his frenzy. There is something I hate about them together. Nothing that is said. Not even looks between them. It is the unspoken understanding that they are back being the superior duo of our fighting team whilst I am returned to being the irrelevant third member. Yet I did feats last night that should see me spoken of for centuries, and only I can take our quest onward to Jaromir’s court and a triumphant end.

	We get Aleks mounted and I climb on behind. I’m not having Runa clinging to him, even if my journey is now going to be far less comfortable. It’s me that should have him in a close embrace and, again, I am glad that he does nothing to ease my overtight grip. I really want to whisper things about last night, to have him and his cock in thrall to me once more. But I cannot, and not because Runa may hear. I am simply worried about it all coming back to him, and of provoking the dreaded words, “So how was it I turned into a Berserker last night?”

	Best to say nothing, and let his cock tingle in quiet, blissful memory of me. We slip and amble across barren ice fields under heavy skies, watched from both sides by pillar trees that seem as silently judgmental as Runa’s Roman god. Despite their ominousness, there is little or no sense of lurking danger now. It seems like we have come through all the perils the Sheet-lands could throw at us. Just like the greatest heroes in the best stories, we have emerged triumphant from all the trials and the monsters and the impossible odds. We are bloodied but undaunted, and now all that is left is to play out the final scene, to exact fitting justice, and bask in the rewards our hearts deserve. The thought has me suddenly excited again.

	“I’m so fucking hungry,” I announce in Runa’s direction, “I could eat your horse!”

	I’m only half joking. Her mount farts so much anyway, she’d be thankful.

	“We have no food,” says Aleks, still sounding weak.

	“Then we will get some,” I say unbowed. “I shall get some!”

	“We have no time to waste,” he says.

	“Yet you held me up just to tell me that!”

	I dismount and part with a little smile of triumph on my face, that battle of wits well and truly won. Even in his current state, I’ll take the victory. It was rash to volunteer but I got swept up in my own enthusiasm. Still, it’s about time I showed these two who amongst us is the truly irreplaceable one. Despite Aleks’s twitchy need to press on, I leave them resting up. He needs to, and he needs the heat of a fire. They can sit and mumble bitterly to each other about how exhausting it is to have your Önd stolen, whilst I go off energized like a true warrior to save the day.

	I wonder when Aleks will ask for my hand. When his strength has fully returned, I imagine. Seeing his sister saved and his greatest foe defeated should be a suitable prompt. It won’t be long before that now. The terrain is becoming gradually less icy, less barren. We are passing out of the Sheet-lands into Jaromir’s domain—soon to be my domain. The crags still reach up away to the north, but the wind no longer whips its icy blasts quite so fiercely down from them.

	Pickings are still scant, and I’m no forager. I locate some greenery, find a plant with a cluster of tasty-looking orange-red berries. I scrape down into the hard earth with my dagger for tubers. I even spot a pigeon and manage to hit it with my first shot. Buoyed, my warrior instincts coming fully alive, I scramble up a steep incline, going beyond the reach of the treetops to stand in the open and scent the air.

	See, these are the tricks we Varangians use to make us so formidable. You can smell habitation way before you are able to see it. Woodsmoke carries great distances. Our scent-scouts were lauded as much as our strongest fighters for their abilities to guide us towards settlements to raid. My smile spreads and my heart runs at the aroma soon faint-creeping into my nostrils. It is burning timber and burning meat fat and burning shit. It is a sure sign of habitation.

	I return triumphant and they are indeed mumbling away to each other. I wonder if he told her about his loss of faith, and whether she will now see sense too. You couldn’t possibly go on an adventure like this and come out of it believing in any gods other than mine.

	“This is adder-root,” Runa says of the plant with the bright berries. She’s holding it away from her in two fingers like it might rear up and bite her.

	“What?” I say, irritable that my good humor is about to be marred.

	“Dragon’s Pimples. Gut-Rip,” she says. “It’s what you feed people you want to kill.”

	“This pigeon has been dead for hours,” says Aleks, holding it up on the arrow I shot it with. “Days, even. It’s frozen solid!”

	“It won’t be frozen when you put it over the fire,” I snap. I could slice them both into little pieces, really—sat there moaning when I’ve been out hunting for them. Instead I tell them about something they cannot complain about: the smoke I detected coming from the east. They don’t even show much gratitude for that.

	“Then we must press on,” Aleks says. “The Blood Moon is nearly upon us. The year is up. We need to reach the Wolf’s Lair by tomorrow at the latest.”

	“You need to rest,” I say. “As do I.”

	He seems to have forgotten that I’ve not yet sat down.

	“If we do not get there by tomorrow,” he says, “all this has been for nothing. My sister will be ruined.”

	So we go on. I climb up behind him again, tender and aching from last night’s fucking and fighting, and hungry from today’s lack of food. I don’t cling so tightly this time, to show I’m not happy with him. I wonder how we will rule, when we are bound together in marriage. I wonder if he realizes, since it is my domain we are going to be ruling, that it’s my way we will be following. Even if I have no clue as to what that way shall be.

	I’d imagined our triumphant ride towards Jaromir’s home to be one full of songs and bragging and laughter. Instead it is slog of near-silence interspersed with tetchiness. We pass through the village I smelled from afar. We barely stop, but perhaps I should be thankful. Up close, the woodsmoke is less able to cover the stench of burnt shit piles. We get given only a small hunk of bread, and that only because one of the men recognizes Aleks having served under him in some battle long gone—although he doesn’t look quite so impressed with him now.

	We know, however, that we are in the right realm. The ice is sparse now. The crows are starting to load the boughs of the trees. Leaves in red and golden splendor replace the skeleton branches of dead needles and already withered foliage of the Sheet-lands. I spy a fox, which means he has smaller prey to hunt. Life is returning. It is not the majesty of the forests and the sea-lake of the village home I left behind all those winters ago, but it is something, and it will be mine. What is a saga without the hero returning to be given their just reward?

	Aleks has us riding even when darkness has fallen, forging deep into it. We have no food so we have nothing to stop for, he reasons. Just every need to press on. We stop once in the night, when we are all but falling off our horses asleep. Then we stop again at dawn, with Runa going off to see if she can catch us something to eat before desperation has us chewing off our own shield-arms. Aleks builds a fire and we sit close to try to get some warmth into our bones.

	“Sweat freezes into clothes,” I remind him, when he doesn’t strip off his top layers. It would be nice to hold his bare skin to mine, to take advantage of Runa’s absence.

	“We are close to the Wolf’s Lair,” he tells me. “We will reach it before I can die of cold. We will be there in good time for the ceremony tomorrow night.”

	He is not looking at me, but maybe he is simply too tired to think of his passion. I have barely seen his face today, just the back of his head. It is all I want to do now, drink him in. All day he has been without this eyepatch, lost out there on a slope beneath a Karzit fortress, yet I have not had the chance to see him at his most comforting and handsome.

	I have been pressed to him all day and all night, yet it just seems like I have been clinging on, with him trying to get away. When you have been so close to someone, when you have felt their heart thump against your chest whilst they were inside you, any space between you afterwards can seem too much. Just some words would have helped, to ease my jitters about giving him the henbane. But no chance of that whilst Runa was with us. Why didn’t he profess his love for me when there were no others around to tease him for it? I guess the potion in his veins didn’t help.

	“Jaromir will be delighted to see us,” I say. “Little does he know!”

	“It goes without saying that you should not let on you know he has plans to kill you once you are wed.”

	“Yet still you said it.”

	“Perhaps best not to mention anything of our journey to him at all. Best to keep his mind distracted with thoughts of swiving you after the ceremony. Do you think you can do that?”

	I raise my eyebrows incredulously. Surely Aleks above all knows how distracted my rude whispers can make a man and his cock!

	“I think I can just about manage that,” I say with heavy sarcasm.

	“I doubt I will see you before the feast tonight. I will have to resume my former duties as Protector. You may be taken off somewhere to prepare. Whatever, it means little chance to see you privately until things are done.”

	My heart starts to beat faster. What does he want to discuss privately if not to ask for my hand?

	“And what would you wish to say to me, if we had the chance?” I ask.

	“Well, firstly, if you knew what you were to do at the ceremony to halt it at the right time.”

	“Of course. We’ve been through this enough. The Elder has us say certain vows and then asks for me to submit my armband to the prince. But rather than hand it over, I put my blade to Jaromir’s throat and tell the Elder to speak no more until the moon has passed out of sight of the tower window. That signals a new day and that the year has passed. As soon as the Elder acknowledges this, I slit necks!”

	“Yes, that is exactly how it must be done.”

	See, I’m not altogether stupid.

	“And secondly?” I say.

	“Secondly, there is something else I need to ask of you. It is more of a delicate matter, about a different marriage.”

	I knew it! My heart was right to beat faster. Should I give in immediately or make him sweat? I’ll probably just give in—I’ll be too excited!

	“Then you had better ask me now,” I say, trying to sound calm and collected, “whilst we are alone.”

	“Indeed yes,” he says, looking fidgety for the first time in my experience. “Sassa, this has been a treacherous journey we have shared, several times almost deadly, but for most of it I have been thinking that my heart is in every bit as much peril as my limbs.”

	“Yes, I have been thinking the same about mine.”

	“You know I cannot lie, and I have said things to you with bare honesty. More than I would ever admit to anyone else. I think the truth of us has been revealed, perhaps because we were ever riding on the edge of death.”

	“Perhaps,” I say, although I think it is more down to the fact that our hearts were so full of each other, the passion within could not be contained. But I’m not going to argue. That would be stupid, what with the excitement now coursing through me.

	“You promised, I believe,” he says, “to grant me my marriage proposal if ever I should ask it.”

	“I did,” I say, trying to keep the grin of elation from my face.

	“You did,” he says, looking even more nervous and fidgety now. “Sassa, I wish to ask you to grant that to me now. I wish to ask you to free Runa from your thrall, so I may marry her.”

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Two

	If I’d eaten anything in the last hours, I’d now be throwing it up into his lap. I feel like Thor’s hammer has just hit me in the gut. Runa? What the fuck?

	“But you said…” I sound so weak.

	“Whatever I said was true, and that is the problem. You bring out a passion in me that rages. It frees the beast I have been trying so hard to contain. As much as my heart aches at the things you say and do, for the energy always wanting to burst from you, for your smile, even for your foul tongue and the fact that you have to be tied to posts, it shrinks at the unnatural lusts—the sinful lusts—that you unleash in me.”

	Sinful. He said sinful. I haven’t made him shake off his god at all!

	“Maybe that is what you need?” I say, hardly able to get my words out, my throat so dry and constricted.

	“No, you know my faith, as I know yours. What I need, Sassa, is to protect my soul from you, for you will surely see it burn. You have no regard for it, only for what you want. You said that it is not about this life, but about the next. Yet you would toss my soul on the fire in a heartbeat to serve your desire today. And so often I feel I might let you, despite the threats and lies and schemes you use.”

	“Because you simply won’t see sense!” I wail. My cheeks are hot now. I feel panicked and desperate inside.

	“Runa deserves a life. She is brave and mindful, loyal and…”

	“She’s not that loyal—she ran off and left us, remember?” I sound bitter and angry now.

	“…and she is ashamed of her sins. And that is the crux of it. She is a Christian, Sassa, and you are not—nor would you ever wish to be, whatever the rewards.”

	“You know why I cannot be!” I say, wanting to punch him.

	“But Runa can. Runa is. My affection for her was there from the start. If you think back then you will see this. It has grown on learning of her faith, on seeing that her struggle is like mine. I believe I can truly love her, and her me, if we are alone together without all this madness around us.”

	“So, the fire in you, the warrior in you, the essence of you—all that you truly are—it all burns for me? But the meek, little part of your sprit that you follow only through obligation, that bit wants Runa. Yet you give it greater voice?”

	“I tried to let you know of my fondness for her, that one day it might cause me to ask you to free her so that I could make her my wife.”

	“No, you tried to make me believe it was me you wanted to marry!”

	He closes his eyes tight, almost as if in pain. I don’t know if it is because he thinks me too stupid to ever see his truth, or if it is out of guilt, because he knows I’m right. He admits to nothing. Instead he says:

	“I believe Runa has saved your life in the past?”

	“She has,” I snap back. “That is what protectors are supposed to do.”

	“I believe she saved it again last night.”

	“Maybe. Yes, probably.”

	“And I believe your people have a rule that says thralls who save their master’s life can be freed, if someone else should request it?”

	“And that is what you want to do?” I am sounding way more defeated than I’d wish to.

	“What I want is for you to do it with your blessing. To do it with gladness in your heart. To think of others and have mercy upon them. Once you slit Jaromir’s throat you will have a whole realm of protectors and thralls to serve you and do your bidding—including me. You do not need to keep her as a slave. Do you not think she deserves to be free?”

	She does, of course. More than anyone I know. And if I wasn’t hating her quite so much now, I’d remember how much she could make me love her, how much I owe her. I just didn’t think she would end up with the biggest prize of all, what with this being my saga, not hers. I didn’t think she would take from me the one thing that could make this life pure joy. But, dignity and honor towards others above all, Grandfather used to tell me. Or the gates of Asgard will never be open to you.

	“Then you had better take her as your wife,” I say, trying to sound like I have merely lost just another smelly horse, rather than my heart’s true desire. “As of this moment, Runa is free of her bond.”

	I cannot acknowledge her when she returns clutching a dead pheasant. My heart feels too hard. I don’t even know if she is aware of the prize she is about to gain. Doubtful. Aleks would not have said anything to her before knowing she would be freed. I try to convince myself that I never loved him as much as my body is telling me. It was sheer desire that took over. It blinded me to all the things that I would see in him as imperfect, if we hadn’t shared this perilous adventure. Yet the sense of loss does not abate one bit.

	We eat swiftly, but no amount of food can fill my emptiness. When we head off on our way again it is in the same silence as before. This time, however, I’m clinging to him strongly, my hot cheek pressed to his back, wondering how this blow against me could have been struck out of nowhere. Did the spirits not confirm that he would ask for my hand? Zlata said that they did. Wait, though—it could be that they only confirmed him asking me to grant his marriage proposal. And me being as shallow and selfish as Aleks seems to think, I only ever assumed it would be me he wanted to propose to.

	So the spirits didn’t lie—of course they wouldn’t. I can’t feel anger towards them, or him, maybe least of all towards Runa. But without anger there is nothing else to feel but emptiness and my usual confusion. He wants me, but his passion scares him so much it has him running to the protection of another. And somehow, I am the selfish one for causing this passion in him. I am the sleep demon that haunts his waking hours.

	Maybe this is just the final twist in my saga. Perhaps I am supposed to win him back before he says anything to Runa, to change his mind and earn his soul eternal joy rather than the damnation his faith will surely condemn him to. Unfortunately, I’m not sure I could ever know how to win him back. When someone loves you so fiercely that they almost hate you for it, what else is there to be done? Is it really so selfish to try and drag someone towards your truth when you know it will save them?

	I am so locked into my loss, eyes closed and cheek still pressed forlornly to his back, that I don’t even realize we have reached the Wolf’s Lair until we are already amongst a crowd inside the gates. They have come to gawp, no doubt, to clap eyes upon the girl who is lovable and pretty enough to slay hearts but not to win them; the girl their prince once wanted more than anything, and now wants to chop in two.

	“Let me help you down, Princess,” says one lank-haired guard.

	“Fuck off, you grub-shitting goat!” I snarl at him, kicking out. The anger just will not go away. Why can I never hold the rudder to my own life? My curse causes consternation, even if the crowd is as rough as this lot. There are some hisses. They already don’t like me. Imagine their hatred when I slay their beloved prince! But I’ve said it, my rashness and despondency leaping forth, and it cannot now be unsaid. What do I care though? What do I care of anything anymore?

	The Lair is a formidable fortress, with large wooden halls and towers of stone, similar to the one at Kars, but bigger still. Arrows and burning tar could rain down upon me from the many slits and apertures in the walls should Jaromir wish it, but I already feel too empty and cold to have any fear of this place or even of him. Only of ending up alone after tonight.

	However much the crowd may want to grab and tear at me, it parts instantly for Aleks and he leads us up to the doors of the great hall. This place signals the end of our epic journey and yet to me it seems like nothing is complete. It just feels like a gaping hole has opened up inside me that begs to be filled before I fall lost and heartbroken into its nothingness. At least the hall doesn’t smell so bad—barely more than a trace of piss above the woodsmoke, and a comforting waft from a cauldron of stew bubbling in the hearth.

	It is warm here but can it thaw my forsaken soul? Sconces abound, interspersed with the heads of slain wolves and human skulls presumably once belonging to defeated chieftains. It is a dispiriting reminder of the relentless harshness of these bitter lands ruled by brutal men. I have just performed deeds that should be sung about, but no one even noticed them. The only interest I draw in this room is from leering fucks hoping for a sight of my nakedness later. And there on his throne sits the Prince of Leering.

	“You have come,” Jaromir says with a smirk aimed at me, the lust already firing his eyes. “I knew you would.”

	He means he knew Aleks would get me here. He is handsome, though. I had almost forgotten how much so. I even wish the fatigue would depart and take the blur from my eyes so that I could have a better look. Maybe not everyone would think him so wonderful, but his looks hit me instantly and simultaneously in the heart and in the loins, perhaps just as mine do to Aleks.

	“And I knew there was no one you would want to see more,” I reply. I can’t help but say it with bitterness. Even though Venera is dead, I am still hating her right now. His smirk is briefly more uncertain, but the lust doesn’t leave his eyes. For some reason, that warms me, though I do not let it show. He rises and comes forward for a closer inspection. He smells of sweet spice, somehow comforting, despite what he wants to do to me. So many of these tribesmen smell stale or much worse, with foul breath. But not him, nor Aleks.

	“You are tired, of course,” he says. “I will have my mother take you to a room where you may sleep until the feast. Should no others arrive before then, you will be the undisputed choice as my bride.”

	“No one else is coming for you,” I say, almost through gritted teeth. “No one. If you had been on the journey I have just made, you would know this is true.”

	The smirk again threatens to fall from his face. He studies me as if weighing up whether to seek more insight into my words, but decides to let it ride. By rights he could have me butchered for my lack of respect, but he believes he has time enough for that, and he wants to fuck me first, that is clearly evident.

	“Tonight, then, my bride,” he simply says, and sweeps out of the hall.

	I know she is his mother without it being announced. She looks lusciously dangerous, like a sorceress. She brings power into the room. Everyone is scared of her, you can feel it: of her wild, raven beauty; of her twisted mind. She is maybe the same age as my mother would be now if she’d lived. But she embodies years dripping with deviousness, of manipulation and deadly seduction. It almost exudes from her like a scent. Aleks will be glad he followed his prince out of the room before she arrived. He’d be on his knees now.

	She spies me with dark eyes set far apart, flashing with the flames of the wall sconces. They show apparent delight. Her red-painted lips spread in a wide, lascivious smile. There is a little gap between the front teeth. On either side hang sharper, longer ones—the ones that are said to sprout forth when a werewolf is in change. Her nostrils flare as if she is trying to get my scent. She reminds me of a predator readying to pounce, or a mare in heat.

	She makes her unhurried approach and I realize my heart is running. Heat glows in my cheeks, my belly, my loins. With each nearing step she becomes ever more disarming. Up close, her skin has lost the pale frailty of youth, but is still creamy-smooth and unblemished. She smells of clove: rich and heady. It is the witches’ scent. It is weakening my knees.

	“My, I can see why my son so wants you above all others,” she says, her hands coming out to clasp my arms. Then she leans in as if to kiss my cheek, but instead whispers conspiratorially, “I have seen how hard you make him!”

	It leaves me befuddled. I should be ranting about how her son actually wants me spoiled and dead, but all I do is let her take my hand and lead me away. Does she really not know Jaromir’s intentions, or is it just part of the seduction, to help see me go like a lamb to my slaughter?

	Mine is a simple room but it is warm, and the bed is off the floor and decked in furs. It is more luxury than I have known in too many nights.

	“I am so looking forward to our time spent together,” she tells me, her eyes carrying the greed and excitement of it, as if she fully expects me to live beyond tonight. “My son has always held bold ambitions for his rule, once he had someone as fearless and canny as you by his side.”

	Is it possible that news of Venera’s death has beaten us here? Surely not. Could it be then that Jaromir never was under the mara’s spell, that Blood-Fang lied? I can see no reason in that either. Maybe she has helped her son beat the demon curse, since she knew it would soon see him dead? It is just possible that the Wolf Prince wants to see me live?

	“Drink this, it will help you sleep,” she tells me, handing me a little vessel of some honey-scented mixture. She waits until I have swallowed it before adding with glee, “It will help you dream of my cunt!”

	I am still unable to say a word to this woman, despite the thoughts she sends spinning through my mind. Each little shock she delivers to my insides renders me more speechless still. Could I really have a future with her and her son? I meekly let her lay me down and cover me, let her stroke my hair.

	“It is difficult, is it not,” she says, “to trust the word of any man whose religion declares worship invalid if done outside of their church, if you have not paid their priests to decipher their scriptures?”

	“Yes,” I whisper, because it is. Prayers to gods should be free, to anyone, at any time. How can it possibly be otherwise? The only goodness I see in churches is that they provide an easy place to steal the gathered riches from.

	“I know you will have fallen under the spell of Aleks,” she says to me. “You were with him too long not to have. But you must beware. He is not what he seems. He is crafty. He has always wished my son’s death so he can rule in his place. He has been waiting for the right moment, for the right person to take the blame for the murder. It is now. It is you. Aleks’s religion is one of deviousness and he is part of the deception. You must shake him free. You must come to us.”

	I want to answer but tiredness is sweeping over me, her potion already in my veins. My eyes cannot stay open. I am already picturing her naked, her legs parting for me. Her scent fills my nostrils. I feel her mouth press soft and warm to mine. I feel the gentle press of teeth at my lips, then at my ear, and then my neck. But I cannot move to stop her. Darkness is falling too fast upon me, and if her predator teeth are already sprouting then she will tear open my throat unchallenged, and I will never wake again.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Three

	But I do. Or at least I believe so. I rouse so gently from my slumber, there is not even a need to open my eyes. I feel warm and rested, no sense of alarm even though I can tell I am not alone in the room. It is perhaps what my body had me wake for. As with the sleep demon, my mind is accepting of what is to happen, maybe somehow even in collusion with it, so there is no panic.

	The aroma of witches has gone. Sweet spice has replaced it: a comforting, manly smell. I can hear his breathing. For some reason the prince does it through his mouth, not his nose. It strikes me as feral. It reminds me of a wolf upon its captured prey, just allowing its heart to calm and the final exertion of the chase to clear its lungs before it sinks its teeth in. I have never wanted to be anyone’s prey, but I still don’t open my eyes. I am on my back, head turned towards him as if ready for a kiss.

	His finger strokes down over my cheek, over my chin and neck, ever so gently as if not to wake me. It goes on where the furs have been pulled clear, over my tunic, over the swell of my breast. He will feel the tip of it already hardened in anticipation of his touch.

	“I cannot wait for tonight,” he says, just above a whisper. “To be inside you.”

	I hear the jangle of a buckle, the unmistakable sound of clothes been fumbled with, pulled down. I wonder if he means it—if he really cannot wait until tonight and plans to ravish me right now. But no, the furs are not pulled away any further. Instead I hear other sounds, lewd ones. Skin and friction, spitting on fingers, stroking. He is bringing himself alive, I can tell, just as he did that night I first saw him. This time, however, he is doing it right at my face.

	I smell other scents now, even more masculine. I can picture him growing within his fist, the ominous shadow of his full shaft falling across my face. I can feel the tip, guided to stroke across my eyebrows. He leans in to press his meat to my forehead. It pulses against my skin, the blood raging within it. His balls slump against me, hot and heavy. I can feel their rise and fall, readying.

	“I am going to fill you,” he says, still quietly. “Whatever happened on your way here, you will have felt nothing like me.”

	Now the tip is tracing over me again, a little rougher this time, as if trying to provoke me to respond. I resist, somehow. He is stroking his cock right at my face, rubbing it around my cheeks and forehead, pressing the tip to my nostrils to have me breathe in his rude scent, smearing me with the drops of need he cannot help but leach.

	“You will bring out the beast in me under this moon,” he says, “in front of everyone. And I want you to.”

	He desires what Aleks fears: having me unleash the animal within. Strange how men equate themselves to brute beasts when full of lust. Maybe they think this is how maids wish them to be. Maybe they are right!

	“You will feel the change in me,” he says. “The slaver and the wild tongue. The talons gripping your soft flesh. The pounding heat inside me, inside you. The sprouting of the hairs. The stretch. When it seems you might split, you must fight the fear. Keep your wits and pray to the moon to save you, and it will be so. You will be wracked by a rapture so glorious and intense that no woman other than my true bride sent by destiny could possibly survive it.”

	And then the blunt head of his cock is being rubbed across my lips, squashing them to me. I could open up to take him but still I resist. As with the mara, you must feign sleep to keep the magic alive. I can taste the salt on my tongue-tip. My saliva is running thick. One more press and he may well force my jaws apart and see me defeated, see me sucking him like he is the lover of my dreams. But he relents. To my body’s utter disappointment, he backs off. I hear the sound of clothes being pulled back up, although I am not convinced his cock can be contained in its rampant state.

	“We will be good together,” he says before he parts. “You’ll see.”

	It is just more confusion for me, more frustration. Does Jaromir really believe I am his now by destiny, that tonight is a test of it? Does he think I have survived being sullied, and that is why he hasn’t just plundered me? Am I really to believe that tonight I will be fucked by a werewolf and will have to pray to the Blood Moon to survive its pleasure? It is a tantalizing thought, but surely it is easier and wiser to believe that he has simply guessed our plot, or had the secret beaten out of Aleks, and knows I am supposed to prevent marriages and commit murder tonight. Is he merely trying to keep me sweet, to play into his hands?

	It is, as ever, enough to have my head spinning. But there is one fact that only I know, one that might yet have a bigger bearing than anything else tonight. One that might lift the confusion from me, and leave all others enshrouded in it: I naturally bleed at each new moon. If I do so as usual tonight and leave the stain of it upon Jaromir, all his witnesses will believe his new bride came to him pure. As long as I am not examined first for proof, they will have no cause to slay me. I will have done exactly what I set out to do, what my family needed me to do. I will have married the prince, and lived beyond the night.

	His mother bustles in to tell me that the feast is already well underway and I am to make ready. My body is hoping for more of her seductions, but instead maids follow her with hot water for me to wash in, and a fresh gown to wear. I do not hurry. I try to stop my mind whirling and tell myself to let destiny decide—although, in truth, I wouldn’t have had it pick this dress!

	I am not used to wearing gowns and I feel somewhat naked, especially as no underwear has been provided—I am, after all, supposed to be stripped in front of strangers after the ceremony. I have been provided a leather band to wear around my neck, from which hangs a silver wolf fang. I have also been provided with a splendid new cloak of white fur, to be fastened with a fine brooch of gold and amber. The only other accessories needed are Split-the-Bear and my dagger, which might seem excessive for a maid on her wedding night, but not here.

	“I am so wet for you,” says the mother, the bitch, not caring that the servants can hear. “It is dripping down my thighs!”

	It just adds to my turmoil. I am led almost in a daze towards the Great Hall. The sound coming from it is raucous. Inside is light and warmth and laughter and half-empty plates and spilled mead and serving maids getting their skinny arses grasped by drunken men. A belated cheer goes up to for me as I am shown to the top table. Jaromir gives me his animal grin, flashes me a greedy look from those lust-filled eyes. My body reacts to it, can’t seem to help it. Does his cock really sprout tantalizing werewolf hairs?

	I sit beside him but he does not bother to offer any conversation. He is too busy grinning and leering with his cheek stuffed with meat. I am always hungry and will need sustenance for whatever happens tonight, so I grab bread and slices of goose. The food is almost too rich for my stomach. When I catch sight of Aleks my belly flips and has me fighting to keep my meal down. He regards me solemnly, giving the briefest of nods, like he might give a stranger. Is that all I am to him now?

	And then a bigger blow. Runa is beside him, sat proudly at the table as a free woman rather than confined to the shadows as a servant. Presumably she also knows of his intentions to marry her. I feel the same sickness of loss I had when Grandfather died—worse, even. I know his body wants me more than it wants her, maybe his heart does too. But still I don’t know how to change his mind from believing me to be the ever-selfish bitch determined to destroy his soul.

	I have to look away. I spy another striking figure, a fine-looking young woman my age or a little older. It is obvious who she must be. She is the only one not eating, not laughing or squabbling with the others at her table, not messily glugging down mead. She sits alone and wears the same face as those slaves about to be slain to serve their masters in Valhalla: pale, drawn and resigned. If her expression did not give her away, the flaming red hair would. It is Aleks’s sister.

	Her beaten demeanor suggests that she is unaware I am supposedly here to help rather than condemn her. She catches my eye and I try to give her a half-smile and a nod of reassurance, but I am not sure I can in all good conscience.

	“Looking forward to a fight?” says Jaromir, seeing my eyes upon her.

	“I am always looking forward to a fight,” I reply, still not quite able to add “my lord” as I should. He seems pleased enough with my answer.

	“And a fuck, no doubt,” he says, still leering. “And you shall have one. When the moon hits its highest point, that is when my change comes. We shall have to be quick with the ceremony!”

	Surely Aleks would know if his master truly transformed into a wolf? Or has he purposefully kept this from me, perhaps to allay my fears at coming here? Perhaps even to stop me yearning for the prince? This is the problem. I cannot deduce truth or motives anymore. My heart is too young and naïve, too influenced by my dark desires to know what it wants. My head is too fog-bound. If Jaromir really is going to sprout hair and fangs tonight, it only adds to the uncertainty and dilemma. Worse, when oaths mean everything, there is a simple truth I cannot forget: I rashly swore on my life to return to Zlata and give her my heart if Aleks ever forsook me. And he has.

	I could slip away to her still, make good my oath and not bring wrath from the gods for breaking it. Go and be with a mad witch who thinks nothing of giving me henbane. Become a seer in a realm of the non-living. Give in to a love that will surely see me sent to Hel. It is all too much for me. My head is a cacophony, the whirling thoughts threatening to turn me mad, the blood pounding in my ears.

	And then Jaromir rises and claps loud to bring silence to the room so that he can announce that the ceremony is to begin. And in that shock sound of skin smacking against skin, my mind is suddenly silenced and clear. All that remains is the glaring answer of how to make everything right, how to solve my every dilemma and still make my saga magnificent. I rise from the depths of my hole suddenly elated. At long last I have found some wisdom befitting a princess!

	The clarity never leaves me. The uncertainty and fear do not return. I feel like my old self again, afraid of nothing. I am led to a tower, walking beside my prince; two indomitable, famous royals about to be joined. The other witnesses will be his mother, a few guards, Aleks, Runa, even the mad king Volk, carried along in a chair, slumped and drooling.

	“You would have been proud of my adventure here, my lord,” I say aside to the prince, my strategy clear. “I slew the Ripper King in his own hall. I slew countless revenants. I even helped slay the most evil and devious of all the night maras, who had taken the form of a beautiful maiden. Venera was her name.”

	“What?”

	It stops him in his tracks, sees the blood draining from his face. I wonder if any other death has ever struck him so hard.

	“It is true,” I say. “The witch-mara Venera of Kars is dead and buried.”

	He can only stare.

	“My lord, we have no time to lose,” urges one Elder, taking the prince by the arm to impel him onwards. Shocked, for once apparently powerless, he complies. All he has to do now is realize the fate I have saved him from.

	Into the chamber we all go; the perfect, vast, deep-red moon already showing at the arched opening within the stonework. Last in comes the forlorn figure of Aleks’s sister—so integral to this adventure, so serenely beautiful in all her adversity, yet I haven’t ever troubled to discover her name. She must stand silent beside me as the ceremony proceeds, to bear witness to how false and malicious her claims about the father of her child have been, to be ready to fight for her one final chance to prove her claim right.

	So, only a dozen witnesses to watch me getting stripped and fucked, should I allow it. Aleks is trying to draw my eye, to silently instill his strength into me to do what he says is right. I steadfastly avoid looking at him, at anyone other than the Elder in front of me, hurriedly reading the vows. All I have to do, so Aleks would remind me, is take a dagger to the throat of a prince and make the cut at the right time. Oh, and hope that he has not already turned werewolf.

	“Do you have your armband?” the Elder says to me.

	“I do,” I say. I reach inside my cloak as planned and feel the metal in my hand. Out it comes—not an armband, but a dagger. I am so quick, there is barely time for more than gasps around the room. My blade is immediately at the neck. It is not a neck that belongs to a prince, however. It belongs to a sister.

	“This ceremony will not be halted, Alex Whirl-Arm,” I declare. “For any treachery on your part against my Prince will see your sister slain!”

	It is Aleks’s turn to look pale and sickened and utterly defeated. But he must surely know the hurt he has caused me? The guards draw their swords, ready to prevent any move he or his future bride might think to make. Jaromir is still stunned, but his eyes are on me now, rounding in wonder. I see dawning in them an understanding of everything. I see the warmth for me growing there. He knows what I have done for him.

	“Proceed!” he declares, the strength visibly coming back to him in a rush. I grin at him and reach into my cloak again, this time to hand over the armband as promised. The moon has not yet passed the window. All the witnesses can see this. I have proved him in the right.

	“You may take her,” instructs the Elder. And Jaromir does. The animal lust is already back in his eyes. He throws off my cloak whilst I still stand there with dagger poised. He impatiently pulls off my sword-belt and unpins the straps that hold my gown secure. Down it falls, rendering me nude but for my shoes and the leather strap at my neck. Imagine, if I were a Christian, I would have to feel shame now. But I’m not and I don’t. I feel exalted.

	He reaches up to grab my wrist. At first I think he means to force me to run the dagger across the delicate throat, but he knows too well the superstition and tradition that underpins his world. Instead he pulls me away from her, twists my dagger hand behind me, my other hand too, holding both my wrists in one huge warrior hand. I hear the jangle of his buckle and I know that he is free and already hard for me. Are the hairs already sprouting, I wonder? He bends me at the waist, roughly parts my thighs with his free hand. He will feel my excitement already coating the soft skin there. He presents his cock to my hot hole, takes a handful of my hair to pull my head back, and drives himself inside me.

	I yell out. His loins and his balls slap against me as I’m filled completely. The joyous tingle inside is instantly immense. It has my blood shivering in my veins. He gives me no respite. He draws right back and slams into me again, sends his fat balls swinging hard against my throbbing bud. Then he does it again and again and again. He knows he has to thrust his prickly werewolf shaft into me as deep and as hard as he can because he wants to see blood upon it. Not just to prove our marriage lawful. He wants me to live!

	I wish I could get my eyes open to see the faces of my audience. I know I would see lust for me in every one of them, whatever the circumstances. I would see utter jealousy. I want to be wanted. I want to be yearned for, more than life, certainly more than some shit faith. Yes, there is some sense of humiliation at being so publicly used, but it just drives more pleasure through me. I am still gripping the dagger. I could see it sunk into my fucker’s belly if I just turned it towards him. All these witnesses can see that. All of them know I am in too much rapture to do so.

	I just have time to enjoy the lewd slurp of my cunt and the slap of my arse before bliss begins to smother my senses. The sound of my skin being smacked—why does it pleasure me so? I picture beastly claws gripping and piercing my rear, and fangs sinking into my neck. I don’t care if he turns wolf or not. The thought of him doing so, and the added sensitivity inside from my bleeding, already has the rapture coursing through me as if I was in the grip of henbane.

	Just as on that night I first saw him, his finish is swift. I don’t know if he knows my satisfaction is assured, or if he just wants to leave me with strength for the fight to follow. His pace quickens still, sending my arse dancing. He releases my wrists and puts his hand over my mouth and nose as if to suffocate me as he hammers home his finish and sends his hot spurts deep up inside me.

	 

	 

	 

	 

	 

	Chapter Twenty-Four

	He is swiftly out of me and I am briefly on my knees, trying the stop the dizziness.

	“Fight for me and give me a son,” he roars. “Prove this cunt and her ginger bastard wrong for all eyes to see!”

	I stay down, gather my wits and calm my breathing whilst the Elders strip her. They reveal a body so pale it has my heart jumping. She is lithe and would move with swift ease in combat. In bed, her small breasts with their delicate tips would have me greedily wanting to feast. The smooth-skinned, milky thighs would have my tongue wanting to trace teasing paths over them, heading for the soft, sweet-looking, sparsely covered mound between.

	She is a beauty, for sure. Such a waste. So unfair. I can see why Aleks would lay down everything to see her live. But this is what happens when pretty maids are not fiery, lust-filled madwomen like my step-mother or Zlata. They get used and abused by animal men. She could fight some of them off, granted, but never a prince.

	I am jealous of all her battle scars except for the thick, livid one running right across her forearm just below her elbow. That is the one that says she cannot beat me, even if I’d just been fucked the whole night through. I can see the thinness of this arm compared to the other. It is feeble, barely used. She will be lucky if she can hold her sword at all, let alone swing it with any venom.

	I rise, feeling the strength of what I am about to do fill me. I take Split-the Bear from the floor and unsheathe the still-bloodied blade that killed a dozen revenants in one go.

	“Am I justly married now,” I say, “by all laws of this land? Am I the wife of Prince Jaromir?”

	“Yes,” says the Elder who read the vows.

	“Yes!” echoes Jaromir delightedly, letting go of his cock and seeing my stain of red upon his palm, holding it up for the Elders to witness. “You are!”

	“Then before I fight for your true justice, my lord,” I say, but fix Aleks with my glare, “grant me one thing. Name me now as your Protector. Cast out the scheming Whirl-Arm. Strip him of the right to fulfil any oath he ever made to you. Have him wander demon-lands with only his false faith and his wretched bride by his side, the two of them alone—although they will have to fuck off back to the shit-lands they came from, because I’ve killed all the demons around here!”

	It is a rousing speech worthy of the heroine of any saga.

	“Yes—I will!” exclaims Jaromir. “I fucking do! Aleks, you heard her. It is done. But before you go, you will watch justice prevail, you treacherous pig!”

	“You do not have to do this,” Aleks says to me, gravely.

	“Oh, but I do,” I tell him, letting my smile spread. He looks shaken, fraught. He thinks I am taking everything from him yet I have just given him what he most wants. I have given him freedom; him and Runa together. Then I step forward and with one almost carefree swipe I knock the sword from his sister’s hand.

	“Pick it up!” yells my new husband. “You are not yielding that easily!”

	She does so, but I can see that first clash of blades has already weakened her arm. I didn’t even have to follow up with a slash to the flesh as I did against that mighty brute, Blood-Fang.

	I put minimal power into my next blow, and force her into a quick reaction to parry my backswing. She takes a lunge, somewhat desperate, but I slap it away with contempt.

	“Yes!” yells the Wolf Prince with a proud grin. “Fucking YES!”

	I could overpower her in a trice. I know it, she knows it. But I want these people to see a fight, to see me fight. Here, they don’t really know of my adventure, the one that should be sung about. But there is a place where they will. My saga will be known. Aleks made my heart race like no other and I want that branded into his soul. And it will be. When he is riding home at last with the bride of his choice, he will understand perfectly what I have done here. Indeed, only he will truly know.

	I bring my blade high and swipe down, again checking my force. She is there to meet it, and the next blow and the next, but each one weakens her more and throws her off balance and breaks her defenses. The last blow slaps her arm to the side, leaving her completely open and defenseless. Very briefly we are eye to eye, mine aglow with the excitement of the finish. I let them open just a little, almost as a warning to her of what is about to come. And then I am spinning a full revolution, just as I did to slay the Ripper King, my blade slicing the air.

	Thin air, as it happens. For she has ducked it, just as Aleks told me she would, and my soft belly feels the cold, sickening plunge of iron within it. I loved her brother—I am sure of it. But we were never to be and I have now freed us both from the torment of the fire for each other that could never be put out. And he will understand this. He will carry this truth.

	“NO!” cries the Wolf Prince in utter dismay, staring at his unthinkable fate: proved wrong, forced to hand over the gold, castration, yak-fucking and the like. He is so handsome, but he is also a raging cunt. One that wanted me dead. I don’t know if he really turns into a wolf, but he believes it, because he is mad. Marriage would just see me in thrall to him, at his mercy, and my family never cared about that. As long as it suited them, why worry about my happiness? The twisted fucks want to use me, to sacrifice me, and have me lift them up at my cost when they are only addicted to disgracing our reputation.

	And I never wanted to rule this shit-hole land. Jaromir can live and keep it, even if he cannot keep his balls. I hate the people here. Indeed, I’d immediately be in thrall by law to any husband I was saddled with, anywhere. I would rather be with that deranged witch Zlata—even though she too manipulated me, just like everyone else has. It came as a blow to discover that my destiny could be falsified by those with the power to predict it. Through her, I have come to realize that nothing in this life can ever be trusted. But she has some arse on her, I’ll give her that! And, by rights, I am obliged to go to her and surrender her my heart. I swore an oath to give up my life before failing to do this. Well then, let it be.

	I reach out and clasp the arms of my final adversary in this terrible world. I pull her into me, slowly driving her blade deeper, all the way through, until her beautiful face is right there before me. With my last strength I give her soft lips a kiss, I smile, and I thank her for freeing me. There is agony but it is glorious. The darkness is descending, but through it I can hear Freyja calling. I am going to die in battle. I am going to meet my mother for the first time. No more confusion or obligations for me—just a wonderful forever-after of fighting and feasting and fucking!

	 

	The End
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	What Willow doesn’t know is under “Blueberry’s” mask is someone she knows, someone who has used information to get close to her and her wicked ways. Will she find out who the man behind the mask is? Does Willow have any chance of landing the captivating Ariadne? Will Harvey finally be able to break through as to who the Executioner’s Girl really is?
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