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      I’ve been awake for a while when I hear the swish of the sliding door and two men walk into the white, sterile room.

      “Annie, I’m glad to see that you’re finally awake!” The first scientist, Franklin Cannon, walks over to my bed. He always carries that constant enthusiasm with him, and at this point, it’s enough to drive me insane. He looks back at the machine that is steadily beeping behind my head and studies the monitor for a moment. The other scientist, Dean Hale, hangs back. They are both dressed in long white lab coats, making them blend in with the walls. “How are you feeling?” Franklin asks.

      “Groggy,” I say. And it’s true. My head is foggy, my limbs feel heavy. To be honest, I’ve lost track of how many days I’ve been in this room.

      “I’m impressed with how well you did,” he says. “You have a strong immune system.”

      I don’t respond. It is much easier to lie here and listen.

      “Dean,” he says to the other scientist, “I want to give her hexataine to give her system a boost.”

      I don’t miss the look on Dean’s face.

      Then he turns back to me. “You are doing so well, Annie. I’d like to try one more test.”

      The thought of doing any more tests makes my stomach twist with nausea. I told myself the last round was going to be it. It’s impossible to forget how awful I felt yesterday. I don’t want to go through that again. But then I think about why I’m doing this in the first place.

      “How many credits?” I ask quietly.

      Franklin pauses by the side of the bed and gives me his full attention for the first time.

      “Fifty,” he says.

      “Fifty?” I repeat, wondering if I misheard him.

      “That’s right,” he says. “Add those to what you’ve already accumulated and you will be set with clean water and food for a long time.”

      I let that sink in and give myself a moment to think it over. I’m about to answer when Dean speaks up for the first time.

      “Why don’t you discuss the side effects, to help her with the decision,” Dean says, walking closer to the bed. He has always been the quieter of the two, the second in command. Usually he lets Franklin take the lead, but he looks troubled today.

      I watch as Franklin’s enthusiasm waivers. But just as quickly as his face clouds over, it is back to his painted on smile.

      “As with all of the tests, there are risks,” he says. “Nausea, fatigue, rash, fever, etc. I do continue to believe that the benefits outweigh the risks, and you continue to prove that you are strong, your body capable of adapting. With your help, you are assisting us with eventually saving more lives than we can count.”

      I look around the small room. I know they assume I’m doing all of this for the credits, but it’s also the safety of this room and having a comfortable bed to sleep in at night. I have come from the compounds in the city and until you’ve spent a night there, it’s impossible to understand what a luxury this place is.

      “Okay, I’ll do it,” I say, quietly.

      “Excellent!” Franklin says. “Dean will return shortly and get that IV of hexataine going so we can get you back in tip top shape. I’ll return when your numbers have improved and we’ll get started on the next round.”

      Franklin pats my arm and then turns to leave, no longer bothering to ask if I have any questions. Dean follows after him with his mouth set in a firm line, his brow furrowed. He might not like what I’m doing, but I doubt he can truly understand my reasons. As depressing as it might sound, I’ll do whatever I have to do to keep from going back to where I came from.

      A little while later, the door swishes open again and Dean walks back in, this time carrying an IV bag full of a clear liquid. He doesn’t say anything at first, just walks over to the stand behind my head and attaches the bag. I watch him as he readies my arm for the needle with a swipe of a yellowish liquid. He inserts the needle with the ease of someone who has done this thousands of times, leaving only a quick pinch that isn’t real pain.

      “This will help with the grogginess you’re feeling,” he says. “It’s like a vitamin blast for your system.”

      I nod. “Okay, that will feel good.”

      He stands next to the bed while the IV begins to drip. It’s strange and there’s no reason that I should know this, but I feel like he has something to say. He is lingering a little too long and avoiding eye contact a little too much. I’ve always thought he was personable and friendly, eager to explain everything about the series of tests that have been run. That’s what makes his silence today so odd.

      “So how long until we begin another round of tests?” I ask.

      He finally looks at me, grasping onto the railing of the bed. “Your body needs time to recover, it’ll be awhile.”

      “That’s fine,” I say. I grab onto the blanket and pull it higher, right up to my chin.

      “Don’t you want to go home, Annie?” he asks. When our eyes meet this time, I see concern etched onto his face.

      “Honestly? No, I don’t. I would be happy if I never had to go back to the compounds,” I say.

      “They can’t be that bad.”

      I hold his gaze. “They’re worse than you can imagine,” I say with complete sincerity.

      “It’s better than being on the streets.”

      “Barely.”

      “It’s just…I don’t think you should do anymore rounds of testing. It is impossible to know what kind of long term effects you will suffer.”

      “I just don’t think I can turn down the opportunity to earn more credits. With what I earn in this lab, I’ll be set for a long time. Knowing I have food and water, well, it’s just less to worry about.”

      He pauses, something clearly on his mind.

      “What if I told you that I know of another way you could be set and taken care of? A way that doesn’t include anymore risky trials.”

      “I would want to know more about it,” I say, curious.

      Dean grabs the back of a rolling chair and moves it over next to the bed. He sits down and moves close.

      “You’ve heard about the Endeavor’s flight to the planet Scides?” he asks.

      “Of course,” I say, nodding. “The discovery of an alien Viking planet is the kind of gossip that travels. Add the fact that you discovered clean water and it’s the talk of the city. It’s why we all began searching for ways to earn credits for the clean water.”

      He nods his understanding. “Well, then maybe you heard that my sister, Maggie, didn’t return with us?”

      “Yes, I’ve heard many different theories about that.”

      “The truth is, one of the Vikings claimed my sister as his mate. She stayed in exchange for filling up a tanker of the water. I know it sounds awful,” he says before I can say anything, “but we really didn’t have any other choice. We need clean water or face mass extinction, they need females or face the same fate.”

      “Okay, what are you getting at?”

      “My father, Captain Hale, is returning to Scides, very soon. If you want to be on the Endeavor when it leaves, I can make that happen.”

      I’m so unprepared for what he says, all I can do is stare at him while I let what he says process.

      “Moving to an alien planet might sound crazy,” Dean continues, “But Franklin doesn’t have your best interests in mind. We report to people that want results and they don’t care how we get them. You can’t keep doing this, Annie. I already worry about how you have been affected by these tests.”

      He looks at me sympathetically and for the first time, I really allow myself to think about what I’ve done. I told myself from the beginning that I was doing this to ensure my survival, but really I was lying to myself all along. After losing so much, I stopped caring what would happen to me. In fact, I think it’s safe to say I lost any fight that I once had. I’d become complacent that this is the best life has to offer me now. But, what if that isn’t true? What if it’s possible for me to start over?

      “I’ll get you out of here tonight,” Dean says, as if he knows he’s close to convincing me. “No more testing and a fresh start.”

      For some reason, I find myself fighting back tears. As if the thought of a fresh start is too much to hope for but something I’ve secretly wished for more than anything.

      I’m overcome with emotion. Instead of answering, I nod my head while wiping the warm tears that drip down my face. It does sound like a crazy offer, but not any crazier than what is happening here. I didn’t realize how close to hopelessness I was until the chance at redemption was placed within my reach. I think I have just enough fight left in me for one more crazy adventure.
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      It’s hard to know how long it’s been when Dean finally returns. I’ve lost all sense of time from being in this room, unable to see anything beyond the windowless walls. The lights only have two settings; bright and illuminating or a dull yellow glow. The full IV bag of medicine has been delivered to my system, making me energized and alert for the first time in days.

      Dean walks in carrying a bag, his long white lab coat replaced with a simple blue zip-up and jeans.

      “I’ve brought some clothes for you to change into,” he says, setting the bag next to me on the bed. He takes my arm and quickly pulls out the IV, covering the area with a sterile bandage. I rub my arm as I swing my legs over the side of the bed, finally feeling as if I can support my own weight.

      “Getting some fresh air after all of this time is going to feel pretty good,” I say, finally starting to feel good about getting out of here.

      “It’s a nice night,” Dean says, “Chilly but nice. Which is good because we have a little walking to do. Are you feeling up to it?”

      “I think so,” I say, opening the bag and pulling out the clothes. “I’ve been in this bed for weeks, but I have more energy tonight than I have had in a long while.”

      “That’s good. You’ll probably crash later on, but that’s okay as long as you’ve got enough energy to get to the ship. Is there anything you want to stop to get on our way? Any personal belongings, or anything else that you want to take with you?”

      He turns around to give me privacy as I start to remove my gown. There’s a pair of jeans and a baggy sweatshirt along with the other essentials like socks and underwear. Nothing fancy but it sure feels good to be getting dressed and out of that hospital gown that feels like paper.

      “I didn’t realize how good it would feel to get dressed in normal clothes,” I say, standing next to the bed. “Do you have a brush or hair tie or anything like that? I can only imagine what my hair must look like.” I use my fingers to comb through my shoulder length brown hair. It has always had a strange wave to it. Not really curly and not really straight, just something in the middle.

      “There should be some things in the small toiletry kit. It’s at the bottom of the bag.”

      I search around and find it. There is a small brush with shampoo, conditioner, body wash, lotion and a few other luxuries I haven’t been able to use in a long time. At the compound, we were content to use plain bar soap. It cleaned our skin and hair but it was rough and drying. It didn’t have the most pleasant smell either. Not what you would imagine for soap.

      “Wow, thanks for this,” I say. “They smell so good!” I’m holding the bottle of lotion up to my nose, enjoying the soft, clean floral scent. I dab a small amount on the back of my hand and rub it in, unable to wait any longer to try out these products that are so hard to come by.

      “Hopefully it’s enough for the trip. If not, there will be plenty of supplies on board the Endeavor that you’ll be able to use whenever you’d like.”

      I smile and put everything back inside the small bag, packing it all up so I’m ready to leave.

      “I’m sure it will be more than enough.” I’m about to slide my arms through the backpack when Dean takes it and hoists it over his shoulder instead.

      “I’ve got it,” he says, moving toward the door. “You ready?”

      I nod and follow eagerly behind. Now that I know I don’t have to return to the compounds, I’m excited to get out of this room.

      “Franklin was okay with me leaving?” I ask as we exit the room. The hallways are just as white and bland looking as my room. The entire facility reeks of sterile cleanliness. I’m thankful the hallways aren’t crowded. In fact, we are the only ones moving through them right now.

      Dean shrugs in response to my question. “He might not technically know. I did put your discharge request in a pile on his desk, though.” He turns and smiles at me, immediately catching the unease on my face. “It’s perfectly fine for you to want to leave. You aren’t going to get into any trouble. Though we’ll keep your presence on the Endeavor undocumented for now,” he adds.

      “Oh, okay,” I say quietly. The facility is so quiet I feel the need to whisper. Our footsteps echo off of the walls as we continue to move past closed doors and pristinely kept laboratories. No one is working in the labs, making me wonder what time it is. “He wouldn’t like the idea of me leaving?”

      “That he would fight,” Dean answers confidently, making me worry about what will happen when he does find out. We get to the end of the hallway where there are closed, locked doors standing in our way. Without having to pause, Dean pulls out his identification badge and swipes it across the console. The red light switches to green with a confirmation beep and the door clicks before he pulls it open.

      Now we’re in a stairwell, heading down multiple floors until we reach the basement, and step into the parking garage.

      “Where are we headed?” I ask when we reach his car. There’s a beep as he unlocks the doors and I pull one open and slide into the seat.

      “I’m taking you to the Endeavor,” he says. “She’s all set to leave tonight.”

      “Wow, this is really happening…so quickly.”  It’s hard not to feel apprehensive, even if it sounds like this opportunity is a once in a lifetime offer. But like most of my life decisions lately, I’m not going to over think it.

      “If you hate it, you can always return with us,” he says, putting the car in drive.

      That is reassuring but I don’t know if he really means it.

      We drive out of the parking garage and circle around the building until we reach a large metal gate, completely blocking our path. I look out of the window and see a guard sitting in a small booth. He must recognize Dean’s car because he doesn’t bother getting up. Instead, he waves and hits the button to start the gates moving.

      “That’s a good sign we weren’t stopped,” I say.

      Dean doesn’t seem worried, though. “Like I said, they won’t keep you from leaving the facility. The treatments are, after all, voluntary. Though I’m sure Franklin would have tried to persuade you to stay if he’d known you decided to leave. Who knows, he still might try to convince you to return. But by then, you’ll be very far away from here.”

      I watch out the window as we move away from the facility. There’s a sharp contrast between the various sections of the city. The area where we are now is still a functioning, even flourishing, section of the city. Cars still flood the streets; electricity is fully functioning in the tall city buildings. It isn’t surprising that those with wealth were able to survive and thrive through the new age plague. The compounds that formed on the edges of the city were for the rest of us, who were left with nothing and still struggle to survive. Completely cut off from the wealthy section of the city, those of us in the compounds work for every basic need.

      Driving through this part of the city, however, is new to me. I haven’t had the opportunity to see just how normal this area has remained. So normal, in fact, I can almost remember back to before the plague affliction began. Back before bodies were being burned outside of the walls to try to contain the spread of the disease. Scientists like Dean and Franklin are like gods now. They have proven that they have the ability to create and heal, study and learn. They are important, irreplaceable. So I consider myself lucky that Dean still has a conscience.

      “That must have been an incredible feeling to find clean drinking water on Scides,” I say in an attempt to make conversation.

      “Mixed feelings,” he says. “We were thrilled, but then things quickly started to unravel once the Vikings arrived. We didn’t even think the planet was inhabited and then the next thing we know, we’re in the presence of aliens. Viking aliens, no less. Apparently we were trespassing. They didn’t like that very much but they offered to let us take the water in exchange for Maggie. We didn’t see any way around it.”

      “Yeah, that’s a tough situation,” I say quietly, letting him know I’m still listening.

      “So we’re going back,” he continues, “and this time at least we know what they expect and we can offer women that are willing to go. We’re also hoping to learn more about them and their planet this time.”

      “And find out how your sister is doing? See if she wants to stay or not?” I ask.

      “Exactly,” he says.

      It’s safe to assume that if Maggie wants to get the hell out of there, that doesn’t bode well for me. Though the sister to a ship’s captain and a lead scientist wouldn’t know just how poor life can be in the compounds. .
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      The massive size of the building housing the Endeavor is mind blowing. And yet it doesn’t stand out. It isn’t anything fancy. It’s just a huge, plain building. Once we get inside, the Endeavor dominates the space. It is long with a good amount of bulk. The front of the ship is rectangular in shape with rounded edges. Four large engines extend off of the back with another large rectangular section in the middle of the engines.

      “How many crew members can it hold?” I ask, staring in awe.

      “It holds a lot, but not as many as you might think. That entire section on the back of the ship is a huge empty tank. A long tube extends down and sucks the water up, like a massive vacuum.”

      Dean has parked his car so now we both sit, looking out the front window as he points to the parts of the ship.

      “I’ve never seen anything like it,” I say. “It’s hard to believe something like this even exists.”

      “With the state of our world right now, space travel became a necessity. Especially space travel in something with the capability of bringing new resources home. That is how the Endeavor came to be. She’s quite magnificent.”

      “So she’s a resource vessel?”

      “Not strictly. There are weapon capabilities as well. It would be suicide to go to alien planets and not have some kind of weapons protection. Thankfully, we haven’t had any need for the weapons yet.”

      We’re still sitting in the car when I see some movement over by the ship. I thought it would be a flurry of activity once we were inside. People scurrying about, machines loading supplies onto the ship, but instead it is rather quiet.

      “There’s the Captain,” Dean says. “C’mon, I’ll introduce you.”

      For the first time since all of this began, I finally start to wonder if this arrangement will be okay with the Captain or if Dean is just hoping for the best.

      “He’ll be okay that I’m coming along?” I ask nervously.

      “Of course, no question,” Dean says, climbing out of the car. I open my door and hurry to stay close to his side. As we approach, I notice a few more people moving around outside of the ship. Most everyone is carrying backpacks and equipment bags as they climb up the ramp and disappear into the ship.

      Captain Hale is standing underneath the belly of the ship, examining the cargo as it is loaded inside by a few large men who are either also members of the crew or work here in this facility tending to the Endeavor. It is difficult to tell just from looking at them.

      “Captain,” Dean says, walking up behind him and putting his arm around his shoulder. The Captain turns suddenly, like Dean snuck up on him, but then his face quickly transforms and he’s smiling from ear to ear at the sight of his son.

      “Son,” the Captain says enthusiastically, pulling Dean in close for one of those man hugs where they end up slapping each other on the back a lot. It’s a comical sight except for the memories that it draws forth, conjuring up my past even after I’ve worked so hard to push it away. We’ve all lost so many of our loved ones; it’s just normal for us all to have memories that are triggered by simple gestures or sounds. It could be weeks since I’ve let myself think about my family and then boom…I see a man hug and the memories come flooding back.

      “Good news,” Dean says, pulling me from my thoughts as he introduces me to his dad. “This is Annie. I told her about Scides and she’d like to go,” he says simply.

      Captain Hale extends his hand and I shake it. “Nice to meet you, Annie,” he says. He studies me for a moment like he’s trying to learn all of my secrets. “Dean explained what this trip entails? You’ll stay behind, as a mate to the aliens.”

      “Yes,” I say, shrugging my shoulders. I mean, I don’t really know. But he has told me enough for me to make a semi-informed decision. I can’t really imagine what this is going to be like.

      “Okay,” Captain Hale says, nodding his head. “Dean, you can show her to a room on board?”

      Dean nods and starts moving toward the ramp. I turn and follow, unsure of much besides doing whatever Dean tells me to do at this point. “We’ll be leaving soon?” he asks, stopping half way up the ramp and turning around.

      “Within the hour,” Captain Hale says. He turns back to monitoring the cargo, giving Dean a thumbs up as he disappears up the ramp. I stay close as he leads me through the corridors of the ship. For now, he’s the only one that I feel comfortable with, the only one I can trust. I’ve been in his care from day one at the research facility and I know that he’ll keep me safe. I never got that feeling from Franklin, even with his constant smile and abnormally cheery attitude all the time.

      “All of the crew members have sleeping quarters along this corridor,” he says as we walk. The floors are a dark gray metal, but there are lighting strips located where the floor meets the walls, guiding our path with a nice, soft glow. There are also lights above us illuminating the hallway. There aren’t any windows in this part of the ship. “Here, I think this one is free.”

      He presses a button and the door slides open, revealing a small room equipped with a bed that is connected to the wall.

      “Come on in,” he says, stepping through. He walks over to the wall by the head of the bed and presses a switch. A light built into the wall turns on, bathing the room with a bright light. “Everything you need you can access by pressing these buttons.” He walks over and presses another button and a ledge with a cushion slowly slides out of the wall next to the bed. “You’ll just want to make sure you secure your belongings. If we hit turbulence or something else unexpected, they’ll go flying and you could get hurt.”

      “Got it,” I say. “Make sure to secure everything.” I hold my backpack out in front of me. It’s a very small pack of belongings and they aren’t even technically mine. It’s kind of pathetic that I didn’t have more that was worth bringing along. Dean smiles with understanding and squeezes my shoulder.

      “I’m just being overly cautious,” he says.

      “I understand.” I set my bag on the bed and take a minute to look around the room. A silence falls over us. I have so many questions, but I can’t think of where to start.

      Finally Dean says, “Come on, I’ll show you around the rest of the ship.”

      We move out into the corridor again. It’s very quiet, because everyone else is still busy getting the ship ready to take off.

      “Right next to the sleeping quarters is the cafeteria.” We step out into an open room on the ship, brightly lit for this time of night. Dean walks over to the counter where there are numerous machines lined up buffet style. “There is no chef or anything, you just choose what you’re in the mood for from one of these machines.” He stands next to one of the silver boxes and grabs a bowl. “This is an oatmeal dispenser. You just choose the flavor,” he demonstrates, pressing a button, “and then give it a minute to heat up and out it comes.” Seconds later, a steaming hot portion of oatmeal dispenses into the bowl. The sweet smell makes my mouth water.

      “That smells really good,” I say, covering my stomach with my hands.

      “Peaches and cream,” Dean says, smiling. “One of my favorites.”

      He takes a spoonful and extends it to me. I don’t hesitate to reach out and take a bite.

      “That is really good,” I say with a mouthful. “If the Viking planet doesn’t work out for me, maybe I’ll just live on this ship.”

      Dean laughs, transforming his face from his usual serious expression to one that is much more laid back and relaxed.

      “Well, here.” He hands me the bowl so I can finish the rest of it. “No reason to let that go to waste. Besides, I’m glad to see you have an appetite.”

      I gladly accept it and take another bite. I eat the rest of the bowl while he shows me what the other machines are for and where I can get something to drink.

      Once I know all of my food and beverage choices, Dean leads me to the bridge. The crew is assembling at their stations when we arrive, making me wonder if this is a bad time to be looking around. The Captain doesn’t seem bothered by our presence, though.

      I watch all of the crew members settle into their stations. They put on headsets and start pressing buttons and flicking switches, making the bridge come alive around us. There’s a loud grinding noise that dominates all of the other sounds and I look to Dean, wondering what it is causing the noise.

      He points up and I follow his finger. Above us, the ceiling of the building is slowly folding back, one panel at a time. I watch through the large window above us as the stars gradually appear in our view, scattered in the sky like handfuls of glitter.

      “That’s beautiful,” I say, once again in awe.

      “Just you wait,” Dean says, smiling. “You’re not going to believe the things we’ll see.”
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      The engines on the Endeavor roar to life and for the first time, I grab onto Dean. He leads me to the back of the bridge where there are open seats so we can sit down and secure ourselves for take off.

      “How do you feel?” Dean asks.

      “Like I might be sick.” Suddenly, I’m very nervous. I should have thought through the actual voyage from Earth to Scides before agreeing so quickly to coming along. I’m not an experienced flier by any means so it’s hard to know if I’m feeling nauseous from my fear of flying or from the fact that I’m about to leave Earth with the intention of relocating on an alien planet.

      Dean pulls something from his pocket and hands it to me. “I brought this along just in case,” he says. It’s a small tube of liquid covered in a plastic sleeve. “Just tear off the top and drink it down.”

      “What does it do?”

      “It eases the nausea and helps you relax for the flight. You might even fall asleep,” he says, nodding his head to encourage me to drink it.

      So I tear off the small plastic flap and tip it back, drinking it down in one gulp. It doesn’t taste like much aside from a sour aftertaste. But once I drink it, I’m able to ease back into my seat and stop worrying. It moves quickly through my system making me warm and relaxed.

      “Oh yeah, this is good,” I say.

      “I wasn’t sure how well you did with flying. Brought it just in case.”

      I give him a thumbs up and nod my head while he chuckles quietly. The ship begins to vibrate underneath us as Captain Hale gets ready to lift the Endeavor through the ceiling of the building and into the sky. I start to feel pressure around me as the ship begins to rise. The next thing I know, we’re hovering above the city. I look out of the side windows at the tall buildings, lit and beautiful at this time of night. The area beyond the lights of the city is impossible to distinguish from here. The compounds are usually dark at night, except for the fires that burn for warmth. I know I’m not going to miss it down there. Whatever lies ahead of me is going to be better than what I’m leaving behind. I just know it.

      The engines start to roar, revving with ferocity as the ship prepares to take off. I watch the crew members talk into their headpieces but it’s impossible to hear anyone over all of the engine noise. We are completely encompassed in it. I feel it my chest and through my limbs. And then we’re moving, only it’s impossible to really tell that we’re moving. Instead, I feel an incredible amount of pressure forcing itself on me. My head is pressed back into the seat rest, and the flipping in my stomach makes me want to scream. Instead, I squeeze my eyes shut and try to remember to breathe. I hope it won’t take long before this feeling goes away.

      My hands are gripping onto the armrests of my seat so tightly my fingers are starting to burn. But then, I feel Dean’s hand cover mine, squeezing it tightly. I grip his fingers with mine and hold on tight, grateful for the reminder that I’m not alone on this ride.

      When the intense feeling finally starts to dissipate, I open my eyes and it looks like we’re floating in the middle of empty space. I’m sure we’re actually moving, but with nothing but blackness and stars surrounding us, it is like we’re sitting still. I take a deep breath, grateful that I can expand my lungs again.

      “I’m not a fan of that feeling,” I say, clutching at my stomach. “I was never a fan of roller coasters, either.”

      “It will be fairly uneventful now.”

      “That’s good,” I say, resting my head back against my headrest.

      “I’m sure you’re exhausted. Why don’t you go get some sleep?”

      It’s hard to argue with that. Either the events of the day have caught up with me, or his special little tube of medicine is kicking in.

      “That’s a good idea, I think I will.” I squeeze his hand before letting it go so I can detach my seat restraints. “See you when I see you.” I smile at him before making my way on shaky legs back to my room.
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        * * *

      

      When I finally wake up after who knows how many hours of blissful sleep, I’m famished and ready to hit the cafeteria. But before I do that, I make my way to the shower area. It reminds me of a locker room but thankfully there are individual stalls for privacy. I bring all of my things with me but I’m excited to find that the stalls are already equipped with soaps and shampoos, just like the ones Dean gave me back in the lab.

      I turn on the water and a nice steady stream instantly flows from the showerhead. After it warms up I step under it. With my head tipped back, the water soaks into my hair and runs down my face and body. A warm shower like this is a rare luxury for me and I haven’t even opened the soaps yet.

      I’m still standing under the water, enjoying the warmth on my skin, when I hear the door open and someone else steps into a stall and another shower turns on. The sound snaps me out of my trance. I find the little bottle of shampoo and open it up, squeezing a small amount into my palm. I take my time massaging it into my scalp as the aroma surrounds me, the steam calming and relaxing me.

      I let the water rinse the shampoo from my hair, watching as the small white bubbles make trails down my body. Maybe it was the good night sleep I got or the way a hot shower can somehow immediately relax me. But I feel pretty good…refreshed even.

      Next I use some of the body wash, being careful as I massage it into my skin. My arms are sensitive from all of the needles and IVs I’ve had throughout my treatments. I’m rubbing my left arm when I notice some patches on my skin. At first it looks like it could be bruising but the closer I look, I think it might be some sort of rash on my skin. I quickly check my other arm and glance over the rest of me, suddenly worried that I’m going to break out in some sort of rash while we’re in space. Once I’m on the Viking planet, how would I even find treatment?

      I dry off and get dressed, using a little bit of the lotion on my arm to see if that helps at all. I’m just combing out my hair by the mirror when the other woman walks over.

      “Hey,” she says, standing at the mirrors with me and smoothing some lotion over her face. “I’m Lela.”

      I look at her in the mirror. She’s not looking back at me, focusing on herself instead.

      “Annie,” I say, still watching her. “You’re a crew member?”

      “Not really,” she says. “A volunteer.” She rubs her hands together and straightens her shirt. She has an air of confidence about her that makes it seem like she’s suppose to be here. She’s also in a hurry. Without taking any more time, she grabs her things and gets ready to leave.

      “I’ll see you at breakfast,” she says.

      “Okay,” I say. I watch her from the mirror as she walks out of the locker room. Aside from the Captain and Dean, she’s the first person that I’ve officially met. And yet, aside from her name, I don’t know anything more about her. My stomach growls, reminding me that it has been a long while since I’ve eaten anything.

      There are other crew members already sitting together, eating breakfast when I arrive in the cafeteria. I grab a bowl and go right for some more of the oatmeal that Dean introduced me to yesterday. Once I have something to eat, I sit down at a table by myself. It feels strange to sit with the members of the crew. Even though we’re all on the same flight, they’re complete strangers. I’m focused on my breakfast when someone else sits down at my table.

      “You look refreshed today,” Dean says.

      I look up and smile, moving my bowl a little closer to me so he has more room at the small table.

      “I feel refreshed,” I say. “I slept well, took a shower and am having another bowl of this yummy oatmeal. What more could I ask for, right?”

      “That’s right.” He takes a bite of his oatmeal. I can’t help but notice it looks like one of the other flavors.

      “What flavor did you try today?” I ask.

      “This is the strawberry,” he says, raising his eyebrows, trying to intrigue me.

      “I’ll have to try that tomorrow.”

      He swallows and nods. “So, are you noticing any leftover fatigue or nausea from the testing?”

      “I’m feeling pretty good, actually. I did notice a rash on my arm in the shower this morning, though. That’s probably from the last round of testing?”

      “I’m sure it is, yes. Come with me after breakfast and I’ll give you something to use. It should help that rash clear right up.”

      “That’s great news. I was worried I would show up on this alien planet with a rash that I have no way of getting rid of.”

      “Don’t worry, Annie. I’ll get you all fixed up. You’ll be as good as new by the time we finally reach Scides.”

      “Thanks Dean,” I say, smiling down into my oatmeal. It feels good to have someone looking out for my well-being. I’m going to miss Dean when I finally have to say goodbye.
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      After a long journey, we reach Scides. Our landing was fraught with turbulence, flashing lights and alarms. I’ve never been so happy to finally arrive at a destination. My trip was marred with nausea and fatigue, keeping me fairly confined to my room and making me wonder if all of my symptoms are from space travel or the testing procedures.

      Whatever is going on with me, I follow along with the crew until we reach the village. It doesn’t even feel like we’re on an alien planet until I see the Viking warriors for the first time. After traveling from our ship to the village, they stand before us, their size and stature impressive and awe inspiring, like visions from a dream. They are at least a head taller than the men of our group, their physical bulk giving them the intimidation factor that I’ve only ever seen in movies. The temperature is mild, so they are showing off their gloriously sculpted bare chests that look bronzed from the sun. I can’t stop staring. Captain Hale and Dean are at the front of the group with Lela while I remain in the back, looking around the others and trying to get a good look at what’s going on.

      I can’t hear what they’re saying at the front so I just follow along when we begin to move again. Once we’re actually standing in the village, I can finally see the things that make this place very different from Earth. Many of the small homes are built right into the sides of the hills and they wind along curvy paths that disappear out of sight. The roofs of the homes are covered with something that looks like brown moss that connects the hills with the buildings. The center of the village has the only really large building that looks to be free standing. The bottom is built with rocks about half of the way up and then it appears to switch to a thick wood all the way to the top. The doors are closed right now, made of visibly thick wood with ornate decorations that match the feel of the village.

      Eventually, we are led along the curvy paths away from the center of the village into some of the empty dwellings where we will be staying. The women stay in one of the buildings while the men put their things in a different one.

      “I never would have believed the stories until I saw it with my own eyes,” Sonja says, setting her bag down in the small space. She’s one of the many scientists that came along on this trip for research purposes. “I mean, were those warriors real?”

      “Very real, thank God,” Natalie says.

      I know exactly what they mean; I can’t stop drooling over the images rattling around inside of my head. But at the same time, it’s hard not to feel completely inadequate. Sonja and Natalie are here for research purposes. My reason for being here is very different and I worry that I’m going to be a disappointment to whoever ends up with me.

      We set our things down and arrange the furs so we all have a space to sleep tonight.

      “You’re very quiet, Annie,” Sonja says. “Is everything okay?”

      “Oh, I’m just feeling really tired from the flight. I don’t think space travel really agrees with me.” I sit down in the middle of the small nest that I made. Even though the weather is very mild, there’s a chill to the room that makes me shake. I eye up the fire pit in the center of the room, wondering if the other women would be okay with a fire.

      “Why don’t you lay down for awhile?” Natalie says. “There’s nothing going on right now. We can wake you if something comes up.”

      “I think I will do that,” I say. “Thanks.” I snuggle down into my sleeping bag and lie down. The fur underneath me is soft but it doesn’t cushion the hard ground much. Regardless, it feels good. I shake for a little while longer until the sleeping bag warms up from my body heat and I have a cozy cocoon. Even with the other women talking in the background, it doesn’t take long for me to fall asleep.
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        * * *

      

      I’m disoriented when I finally wake, rolling over and knocking into a plate of food. I sit up and look around. The other women are lying in their sleeping bags, still asleep. There’s a small fire burning in the fire pit, making it pleasantly warm. The smoke billows towards a small hole in the top of the room and disappears. From that small opening, I can see daylight. From the grumble in my stomach I already know that I must have slept through the night.

      I’ve just reached over to sample the food next to me when I hear a quiet, tentative knock at the door. I only hesitate a second before quietly making my way to the door before a louder knock wakes anyone in the room.

      “Hey,” Dean says quietly, when I pull open the door. “I wanted to come by and check on you. Are you feeling okay today?”

      “Yeah,” I say quietly. “I was just really tired.”

      “Okay, well, I’m going to head out this morning to start collecting some samples of the vegetation. Want to come?” he asks.

      “Yes,” I say, excited to get out and get some fresh air. “Give me a minute. I just want to freshen up.”

      “I’ll be waiting out here.” He points to a small area next to some trees.

      “Okay, five minutes.” I hold up my hand, spreading my five fingers, and then duck back inside, closing the door quietly behind me. I rifle through my bag, looking for a fresh set of clothes and my toiletry bag. Aside from the soft crackle of the fire, there’s nothing to keep the sound of my bag’s zipper from waking everyone up. I cringe as I open it, slowly, the sound still too loud in this small space. But soon, I’ve changed and made myself look presentable again.

      I feel more like myself as I slip out into the bright morning sun. Dean is waiting right where he said he would be. With his pack of supplies strapped to his back he looks even more like the studious research scientist that he is.

      “So, where are we headed?” I ask as we meet up and walk along the path. I’m munching on some of the food that someone left next to me while I was sleeping. I can’t spend the day out and about exploring the village on an empty stomach.

      “I want to check out the vegetation at the edge of the village. Get samples of the types of things that are growing.”

      “It’s a nice day for it,” I say. “I don’t know if it was the good night’s sleep or the fact that my feet are finally on the ground again…but I feel better today than I have in quite a while.”

      “I’m glad to hear it,” Dean says. “It definitely could have been the flight through space. It’s possible it affected you more strongly than others.”

      I nod and take in that information while we continue to walk. We’re headed away from the village and all of the people that inhabit the area so it’s quiet and peaceful out here. Eventually when we get far enough off the path, the trees and vegetation do get thicker. The grass grows tall, past my knees, and soon we enter a copse of trees with smaller bushes scattered throughout.

      “This is a good spot,” Dean says, shrugging out of his backpack and setting it on the ground. “I’m just going to grab some samples. Feel free to explore or look around…just don’t wander too far.”

      “I won’t,” I say, already moving through the trees, searching for the sunlight again. I push through some of the thicker vegetation until I’m free of the trees. From here, I can see even further beyond the village. Before me is a field that stretches as far as a football field, full of some sort of crop that looks similar to wheat. It’s blowing gently in the morning breeze and as I look out I notice a grouping of trees that border the field with something hanging from the branches. I look behind me to make sure I remember where I came from before I continue to move further away from Dean. I follow the field’s edge, walking quite a distance before I finally reach the next grouping of trees. I look up at the branches to find something growing. They’re spheres, a dark purple color, similar to a plum on Earth. Tentatively, I reach out with my hand and touch one, letting my fingers brush over the soft velvety skin while I squeeze gently out of habit to test its ripeness.

      Without really thinking about it, I pull it off the branch and hold it in my hand, bringing it to my nose so I can see what it smells like. I breathe in deeply, the sweet scent causing my mouth to water. Another chill moves through my body as I tuck the small sphere under my chin and take in the peace of the morning.

      “Kabosu,” a deep voice says from behind me.

      I whirl around, surprise making me drop the small fruit at my feet while I clutch my hands to my chest. The Viking steps closer to me, leans down and picks up the fruit, extending his hand and offering it to me.

      “Kabosu is succulent and sweet. You can eat it,” he says, motioning for me to take the fruit from his hand.

      Hesitantly I reach out and take it, but not before our hands touch, sending another chill through me with enough force to make me tremble slightly. Intense, crystal blue eyes study me closely, a furrow in his brow. Just like the rest of the warriors on this planet, my first impression of him is that he’s incredibly strong; his muscles look as if they have been sculpted from rock. But he doesn’t scare me; instead, I want to seem accommodating. So I slowly bring the food to my mouth and take a bite.
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      The fruit is incredibly sweet, the juice spilling down my chin. Before I can brush it away, the Viking reaches out with his large hand and wipes the juice from my chin with his thumb. He puts his thumb in his mouth, sucking the juice.

      “Sweet,” he says. “Do you like it?”

      I nod my head. “Yes, it is delicious.” This could be the forbidden fruit or poison and right now, I just don’t care. I also can’t ignore the way the Viking is staring at me as if he’s almost questioning my very existence.

      “You are a human?” he asks.

      I nod again. He doesn’t question me beyond that. He accepts my answer as if it makes complete sense.

      “What are you doing so far from the village?” He puts his hands on his hips, making his chest puff out even more. He’s shirtless and sweaty, making me wonder what he’s doing out here. It is so quiet and secluded; I didn’t expect to run into anyone out here.

      “I’m with one of the scientists from Earth,” I say, pointing in the direction of the trees. “Exploring.” I shrug my shoulders hoping he’s okay with that explanation. “What are you doing out here?” I ask, feeling a little bolder.

      “I live here,” he says. “That is my home.” He points over the field and when I look I can see the side of a small building.”

      “By yourself?” I ask. It seems a little strange; everyone else lives more clustered in the village.

      “Aye,” he says, simply.

      He looks me over quite obviously, making me blush and fidget under his inspection. I don’t know what he’s thinking and I don’t know what to say next. I’m about to make an excuse to find Dean when he speaks again.

      “You have just arrived from Earth?” he asks.

      “Yesterday,” I say, nodding.

      “And you are staying or returning with your ship?”

      “I am staying.”

      That must mean something to him because it appears that he likes my answer.

      “What is your name, little human?” he asks.

      “Annie,” I say.

      “Annie,” he says, repeating it out loud. “I am Ivar,” he adds. He takes the fruit from my hands and takes a bite of it himself, chewing happily and smiling. I’m still standing in the same place, just watching him, afraid to do anything more than stand here.

      It looks like he’s about to say something when I hear Dean’s voice shouting for me through the trees.

      “I should go,” I say, motioning toward the trees.

      Ivar nods pleasantly. “I will see you again soon, Annie.” He steps aside so I can walk past but even so, I still step very close to him. At the last minute I look up into his eyes, our proximity making my breath hitch in my chest. Once I’m past him, I move quickly toward the trees. When I look back, he’s still watching me, making my heart pound even faster as I hurry to Dean.

      I’m practically giddy when I reach Dean again, to the point where he assumes something is wrong with me.

      “What’s the matter?” he asks, looking around.

      “Nothing,” I say, quickly. “I was just exploring and I met a Viking.”

      “Out here?”

      “Yes, right over there. He said he lives out here.”

      “Really?” Dean says. “Interesting. I just assumed they all lived in the village together.”

      “Yeah, I did too,” I say, shrugging my shoulders.

      “Was he friendly?”

      “He was. I was a little wary, but it was fine.” I can’t explain the feeling I have inside of me right now. It’s like I finally feel alive, truly alive after everything that I have gone through these past many months. I could say it’s from the fresh air and sunshine, but I know it also has to do with the incredibly handsome Viking that I just met. Dean doesn’t seem to notice how flustered I am, and I’m thankful for that. I don’t want to try to put what just happened into words. Instead, I want to hold it inside, my own unexplainable secret. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

      “Honestly, I don’t know exactly what I’m looking for. But I did find a lot of indigenous plants as well as a few samples of the soil.”

      “That’s great,” I say, watching as he collects his little containers and places them back inside of his backpack.

      “It is. I mean, the climate here is harsh. They have a short thaw and then it gets extremely cold and the ground and waters freeze over. Learning more about the kinds of plants that can survive in this type of environment could be useful to us on Earth.”

      “Absolutely,” I say. I can’t stop myself from glancing back through the trees, looking to see if it’s possible to get another glimpse of Ivar. I know I’m too far away from him now but just the thought of it excites me. “Where to next?”

      “I’d like to move a little closer toward the water. Do you want to come along or are you ready to head back?”

      “I’ll come. I like being outside in the fresh air. It’s a nice day.”

      Once Dean has collected all of his things, we continue on our way, heading away from Ivar and toward the water.
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        * * *

      

      That night I’m informed that there is going to be a challenge in the pits. Apparently the pits are where the warriors train during the thaw. Up until this point, I haven’t really thought about the actual reason that I’m here. But suddenly, it is real. Honestly, the thought of being mated to a random Viking is terrifying. The fact that they’re going to fight each other to decide who gets my hand is what really sets this situation apart from a normal run-of-the-mill arranged marriage.

      I sit by the pits as the sun dips in the sky, nerves twisting in my belly because of what’s at stake tonight. The rest of the crew members have a relaxed, happy air about them. For them, this experience is beyond their wildest dreams. They arrived on an alien planet with the opportunity to study new life and learn from it in ways that could benefit Earth. I suppose this is my new opportunity too, it’s just hard not to be nervous about the uncertainty of what will come next.

      “How much longer will you stay?” I ask Dean when he sits down next to me. We’re sitting on the side of a hill, toward the bottom, just above the pits. The warriors are standing below us and I continue to wonder how long it will take before their size and appearance isn’t completely intimidating to me.

      “Not much longer. Two days at the most.” He’s quiet tonight, as if he understands the gravity of the situation as well. “Are you going to be okay? When we leave, I mean.” He looks at me, really studying me and it feels invasive. I want to keep my worries and anxiety to myself.

      I shrug and say, “I don’t know. Eventually I will be, once I get used to everything I suppose. It’s better than the alternative, isn’t it?”

      He drops his head and looks down below us at the warriors warming up for their fights. “Yes, it is. I’m not proud of what goes on in the labs back home, you know. It’s a necessary evil. Our only chance at turning things around again and making life worth living for a lot of people.”

      “I understand, Dean, I really do. It was a necessary evil for me too. I knew what I was signing up for and I did it willingly. Just like I came here willingly. Now let’s just hope things work out for both of us.”

      “That’s right,” he says, reaching over and squeezing my arm. I have my arms wrapped around my knees, which are pulled up tightly to my chest. “I think it will work out. We came here a second time with the intention of bringing Maggie home with us. We figured that’s what she would want since it wasn’t her choice to stay in the first place. But, it turns out she’s happy here. She found her place and she’s doing something that makes her happy.”

      “That’s good to know,” I say. I smile and look down at the warriors again. The first two warriors jump down into the pits. The rest of them start cheering. It is clear that this challenge between warriors is something they look forward to, a way for them to prove their strength to one another.  It seems like an odd way to choose a mate, though. I guess I thought compatibility would play more of a role, but things work differently here.

      I’m scanning the large crowd of Vikings when I notice one in particular. Instead of celebrating and cheering with his brothers, he’s looking in my direction. As soon as our eyes lock, he tosses something to me. I catch it, looking down at my hands that are holding the sweet fruit from earlier today.

      “Who’s that?” Dean asks.

      “He’s the Viking that I met earlier today. The one that lives out by the fields.”

      I hold his gaze, noticing the slight tremble that moves through me once again. There’s a flood of warmth inside of me, causing me to blush, and even though it’s getting darker, I find myself hoping that Dean doesn’t notice.
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      The fights begin as the torches radiate a golden glow around us. There’s an energy in the air that is palpable, hovering around me. My entire body has a strange electrified tingling sensation to it and I don’t know if it’s because I find the fights exhilarating or barbaric. Or maybe it’s from the piece of fruit that I hold in my hand, representative of an intriguing possibility. I don’t want to set my hopes on any one warrior; I don’t know that luck is really in my favor. But there’s something about Ivar that I’m drawn to. An instant connection that I would have thought was impossible. And yet, I feel it inside of me as real as the torch fires burning into the skies.

      Ivar hasn’t fought yet and I am constantly looking for him, keeping an eye on him as he mills around the pits. Just from watching him, I can tell that he’s exuberant and playful. He cheers with the other warriors, shouts down to the warriors fighting in the pits and gets incredibly enthusiastic when a warrior ends a fight, pumping his arms in a way that flexes his muscles and shows his strength, making me drool. He continues to glance up at me, making my face flush every time he catches me watching him. It’s so stupid, I feel like a schoolgirl who has a silly crush on the popular older boy in school. Not that I would even call it a crush at this point, but I am intrigued by him and there’s no question that I find him attractive.

      “Some of us are going to take a break and go get something to eat,” Dean says, pulling my focus away from the fights. “Are you hungry? Ready for a break?”

      “Oh, I’m good for now,” I say, dismissing him with a wave of my hand. “I’ll grab something to eat in a little while.”

      “Okay, I’ll be back in a bit.” He pats my shoulder and gets up to leave with some of the other crew members. I probably would be hungry if I wasn’t so damn nervous about the outcome of these fights. I’m literally watching my future be decided before my eyes.

      The next fight begins and I’m getting very used to the style of fighting that they all use in the pits. It’s more like wrestling rather than a physical brawl. They aren’t throwing punches and trying to hurt each other, rather they’re trying to best the other with their agility and strength. It’s mesmerizing.

      It’s strange to watch them down in the pits but it does contain the fight to a specific area. What started as a single fight in the pits has expanded to multiple fights. There are three fights going on right now, each in a different place. From what I can tell, it’s like a tournament of elimination. When one warrior wins, the other warrior has been eliminated. The winner rests for a while until his next match.

      Finally, after much anticipation, Ivar jumps down into the pit for the first time. He embraces his opponent like they all do before getting into a stance that shows he’s ready. They crouch down, their hands out in front of them. At first they eye each other up, preparing themselves for the next move. Then, so quickly that I almost miss it, one of them makes a move and the next thing I know, they’ve grabbed onto one another. Their foreheads are pressed together, their hands gripping onto each other’s neck. Their muscles bulge and strain from their exertion. From the look on Ivar’s face, he is completely focused and determined. I can’t seem to tear myself away. My hands are gripped in tight fists in my lap as I will him to win. I’m not paying attention to anything around me, only this fight while I anxiously anticipate the results.

      Suddenly, they both drop down and it’s really hard for me to see what’s happening next. They must be on the ground but I don’t know if that’s a good thing or a bad thing. I sit up straighter, straining to see what’s going on. The next thing I know, Ivar pulls himself out of the pit and then turns around and reaches down, extending his hand to help the other warrior out. I take that as a good sign.

      They embrace once more. Ivar looks pleased and glances up at me when he turns away from his opponent. He’s breathing heavily, his chest rising and falling dramatically, but his eyes shine brightly, his mouth turned up with a hint of a smile. I can’t look away. The sight of him fills me with warmth, while my heart pounds so loudly I worry the rest of the crew that’s sitting close by can hear it.

      “I brought you some food, just in case,” Dean says, sitting down next to me again. I almost gasp. His arrival startles me, mostly because I’m so fixated on what’s in front of me.

      “Thank you,” I say, reaching out to take the plate of food. I set it in my lap and look back down at the pits. Ivar isn’t there and after a quick scan, I don’t see him anywhere.

      “One thing I will say about this place is that they have good food,” Dean says.  “You never know what to expect on an alien planet.”

      “That’s true,” I say, smiling and looking down at my plate.

      “So, how’s it going? Anything exciting happen while I was gone?”

      “Oh, just more of the same,” I say. I don’t know why I’m trying to down play my excitement over Ivar. But it’s my own secret that I want to keep to myself. And even though Dean and I are just friends, it’s weird talking to him about my future mate, even though he is the one that suggested it from the beginning. I study my plate for a moment, trying to decide what to eat first.

      “I will say, this is pretty fun,” Dean says. “They sure know how to make a day interesting.”

      “Do you know how this all works?” I ask, motioning with my hand toward the warriors. “I mean, when they decide who the winners are, they will choose their mate. And then what?”

      “Maggie said they have a mating ceremony to officially unite you. And then beyond that, I’m not sure.”

      I nod and slowly eat my food while watching the rest of the matches continue below.

      “Are you still feeling okay about everything?” he asks.

      “I’m nervous about it,” I say. “The uncertainty is daunting. I don’t know much about their way of life here. I suppose like anyone, I hope I can find my place here…find a way to fit in.”

      “You will,” Dean says, leaning closer and resting his hand on my arm. “It might take a little time, but eventually you’ll get the hang of it. And if you end up hating it, you can always return with us the next time we come.”

      I chuckle at that. “I’m sure you’re right. It’ll all work out.” I take another bite of food and look back down at the pits. Ivar is back. He’s holding a large goblet in his hand, slowly drinking while he watches me. I instantly blush. Ivar’s look is possessive and unwavering. Dean’s proximity suddenly feels too close, his hand on my arm too familiar. I don’t understand how this alien stranger can have this power over me. No other man has ever affected me in this way. It makes me think that maybe it was more than just Dean’s powers that brought me here…maybe it was more like fate. But that’s crazy and I’ve never believed in something as silly as fate before. So I dismiss that thought as quickly as it pops into my head. I do hope this means that my luck is changing, though. I can at least hope for that.

      The rest of the evening passes quickly. It’s that weird continuum where it feels like I just sat down but I’ve also been here forever and I’m never going to find out what happens when it’s all over. The last fight arrives and it comes down to Ivar and Ragnar. The two warriors couldn’t look more different, from the way they carry themselves to the way that they fight. Now that the end is near, my stomach is all twisted up in knots again. I want this to be over but I also wish I could suspend time because once it’s over, it’s over. And my future will be set. It is such a helpless feeling.

      Their actions are a blur in the pits. I’ve watched so many fights by this point that it’s hard even to follow along to see who’s winning. When it is finally done, both warriors stand with the others while their leader Skarde approaches. They lean close together, all of them talking. What I wouldn’t give to be able to hear what they have to say. Seconds pass while I sit with bated breath until Ivar cheers and the other warriors join in his celebration. His choice is clear when he runs up to where I’m sitting on the hill and lifts me into his arms.
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      It’s difficult not to get swept up in the celebratory mood that follows the fights. And it’s difficult not to be completely swept off of my feet by Ivar. He is happy to claim me as his prize and carry me back into the village to show off his victory. I, on the other hand, am blushing a fierce red from the attention and from being held in Ivar’s arms. He carries me effortlessly and doesn’t set me down until we’ve reached the main hall in the center of the village.

      “It looks as if you are mine, little human,” he says, playfully. His words send chills down my spine as I struggle to come to terms with what I’m feeling. I’m relieved that Ivar has won but even with my attraction to him, he’s still a stranger and everything is moving so quickly. “I am famished, let us eat and celebrate.”

      He sets me down but he doesn’t let go of my hand. Instead, he grips onto me tightly, pulling me after him so I have to follow him into the building. For now, I’m surrounded by Viking warriors, still sweaty from their long day of exertion. I have no idea where the rest of the crew is but I’m hoping they also join us because I feel really out of place. Ivar does just what I need right now, though. He takes charge.

      He leads me over to the tables that are filled with food. Platters of various meats, berries, green things…most of which I don’t recognize or have any idea what they taste like. Ivar grabs a plate and fills it full of food and then hands it to me. “For you,” he says as I take the plate, sizing it up with complete confusion. There’s no way he could really think that I would eat this much food, right? “You have not eaten enough today. You must be hungry.” He smiles and nods before grabbing another plate and filling this one for himself.

      When he’s finished, he walks with purpose toward a table and I follow along. There are pitchers of ale set out with goblets in the middle of the tables. There are a few women originally from Scides that look to be tending to the food and drink. There sure aren’t many, though. This place is definitely dominated by men.

      I hesitantly join Ivar, sitting across from him at the table. He is already ferociously digging into his food before I’m fully seated on the bench. The other warriors slowly join us at the table, grabbing goblets of ale and eating as if this is the first meal after a famine. Sitting in the presence of all of these warriors, I’m way too shy to say a thing. Being this close to them, being surrounded by them, raises the intimidation factor. These warriors are unlike any men that I have ever met before. They ooze masculinity and it is magnified because of their size and fighting ability. These are men that look like they have been to war only to come home and celebrate their victories every time.

      “Eat, my mate,” Ivar says, snapping me out of my daze. I quickly obey him, grabbing the first thing I see on my plate and putting it into my mouth. Instead of worrying about what’s going on around me, I focus on eating and doing what I’m told. For now, I don’t mind being told what to do because I’m so far out of my element. Once I’m chewing, I look at Ivar and see that he is pleased. He smiles at me and takes a drink from his goblet. Then, instead of setting it back down on the table, he offers it to me from across the table. I smile and take it from him, bringing it to my lips and taking a drink of the strong liquid.

      I think it’s safe to say that no matter what happens to me on this planet, as long as Ivar is my mate, my basic needs are going to be taken care of and as someone who struggled for those things on Earth, my situation here already looks like an improvement.

      

      Eventually the warriors finish their food, but they continue to drink. The fires are burning tall throughout the village; the after party from the fights is in full swing. Ivar is celebrating just as much as the rest of the warriors. It’s like they’re having a competition to see who can drink the most and I would have to say that it’s a tie. They’re getting louder with every goblet of ale that they drink. They tell stories and laugh loudly. I just sit back and watch it all unfold. Eventually, Ivar is so consumed with his warrior brothers that it’s almost as if he has forgotten that I’m here. I don’t mind it though, it gives me the chance to observe him from a distance and see what I’m in for with him as a mate.

      I follow him when he moves outside of the building. He sits around the fire and begins playing a game. There are four of them sitting in a circle on large rocks, looking down at the ground. For every round, one of them cheers while the others look away in disappointment.

      “What a night,” Dean says, appearing beside me.

      “Hey,” I say. “I didn’t know you were still around.”

      “Yeah, a lot of us were talking at one of the tables inside for a long time. Some of them are heading off to bed for the night. I’m about to go too but I thought I’d come check on your first, see if you’re doing okay.”

      “Well, thank you, Dean. I’m doing okay. I don’t really know what’s going to happen to me come tomorrow, but I’m going to go along with it. One thing at a time.”

      “That’s a good attitude,” he says. “Find me tomorrow and let me know if you need anything, okay?”

      “Sounds good.”

      He waves and heads off back toward the small dwelling where he’s staying. I’m also ready to turn in for the night but honestly; I don’t know what is expected of me now. I don’t know if I can just go back to where I was staying with the women of the crew, or if it’s expected that I go with Ivar now. I cross my arms over my chest and look around. There aren’t many crew members left. Most of them have retired for the night like Dean. I could ask Ivar but I don’t want to bother him in the middle of his game. Also, he’s intimidating and I don’t know how to go about starting a conversation with him.

      So I just stay where I am and decide to wait things out a little longer. At one point I look around for Lela but I don’t see her anywhere. I don’t see the Viking that she has been mated with anywhere either. I wonder if they’ve already gone off together.

      Eventually, Ivar cheers from an apparent win and our eyes meet from across the fire. He finally sees me, waiting patiently for whatever is suppose to happen to me next. Without breaking eye contact, he says something to the other men with him. Then he gets up and walks toward me. He doesn’t stop until he’s standing close, looking down at me. His eyes are glossy from all of the ale but I don’t think he’s drunk. He’s looking at me like he’s hungry and it’s clear that it isn’t for food. I don’t know what he expects from me tonight, but I’m not ready for what I see in his eyes. My body reacts as if I am, but my mind isn’t in the same place.

      “Are you ready to go home?” he asks, his voice deep with a sexy rasp.

      “Am I going home with you?” I ask, finally voicing the question that I’ve wondered all along.

      He smiles, a wide, enthusiastic smile along with a small chuckle. “Oh yes,” he says. “Whenever you are ready.”

      I can feel myself blushing again and I have to look away from him. When he looks at me in that way, I can’t help but squirm and fidget. I’ve never had someone look at me with such want and I don’t know how to act.

      “I guess I’m ready,” I finally say.

      He smiles and continues to stare at me a little longer.

      “Then let’s get started. As you know, I live quite a ways out of the village. It will take us a while to get there.”

      Until now, I had forgotten that he lives through the woods. I’m going to be all by myself in the middle of nowhere with this huge Viking warrior who can’t mask his desire.

      “Are there any animals that we need to watch out for in the middle of the night like this?”

      He smiles down at me again. “They are all afraid of me. You have nothing to fear.”

      He takes my hand and leads me from the village.
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      Once we reach the outskirts of the village, the light from the fires disappears but there’s still the soft, cool glow from the sky above. I look up and am surprised to see three moons shining clearly up in the sky, and that is just what I can see from here. There could be even more once I get out into a clearing. If I needed another reminder that I’m not on Earth anymore, I’ve discovered it.

      I’m walking close behind Ivar because even with the light from the moons, it’s dark and there’s a ton of foliage out here. With my eyes firmly on my feet, I still manage to stumble over something sticking out of the ground and I fall forward, using my hands to grab onto Ivar’s back. He doesn’t seem affected by my sudden push into him. Instead, he turns and pulls me up into his arms.

      “There is much for you to trip over,” he says lifting me and holding me close to his chest.

      “You don’t have to carry me,” I say, embarrassed and self-conscious.

      “I like it,” he says simply. “I enjoy feeling the heft of your body in my arms.” He squeezes his hands, emphasizing his point and I feel the pressure in my thigh and the side of my waist, two areas where I carry my extra flab and it makes me embarrassed after watching Ivar and his incredibly fit body in the pits all day.

      I decide to try to get some answers while changing the subject. “What happens now that we are to be mates?” I ask.

      He doesn’t answer me right away. Instead, he continues to carry me through the trees, being careful not to let any branches hit me.

      “When Maggie came and was mated to Einar, there was a mating ceremony held in the center of the village. I assume we will do the same thing.”

      “Okay, so like a wedding.” I’m not asking him, instead trying to put things in terms that I can understand.

      “A mating,” he says, correcting me. “I do not know about a wedding. Is this something like a mating where you come from?”

      “Yes. A wedding is like a mating ceremony, I assume. That’s what we would call it on Earth.”

      “I understand,” he says. “And you did not have a wedding on Earth?”

      “No,” I say, holding back a giggle.

      “I am glad that you did not.”

      He steps through the thick vegetation and we’re out in the open again, on the far side of his field of crops. We continue around the field, over by the fruit trees where we first met.

      “What are you growing?” I ask while we walk past the field, rustling and blowing in the night breeze.

      “Ecinger,” he says. “We use it to make many foods.”

      “So, you are a farmer?” I ask.

      “I tend to the crops,” he says. “And not just the ecinger in this field. There are plots of land that extend far beyond here. There is much to grow. We have a harsh winter season to prepare for. But, I am not the only one to do this. I do have help.”

      We finally reach his home. It is dark, no fires or torches to greet us. He walks me right up to the door and then sets me down. I straighten my clothes as he opens the door and steps inside.

      “I’ll get a fire going,” he says. “Come inside.”

      I follow him in, hesitantly. At first it’s dark and I can’t see a thing, so I stand just inside of the doorway and wait for Ivar to light the fire. It doesn’t take him long and suddenly, there’s a soft glow emanating from the center of the room. Ivar stands next to the fire and looks at me. He never tries to hide the way he watches me and the boldness of it is a turn-on. There’s no denying the attraction that I feel toward him, but it doesn’t change the fact that I don’t know him at all. Hell, I’ve only been on this planet for a short amount of time. I need a moment to process all of this.

      “You have a nice place,” I say, swallowing the lump in my throat and looking around. He watches me as I slowly begin to walk through his home.

      “It provides sufficient shelter. It will keep you warm in the winter and give you shelter from the storms.”

      There are actually windows in his house, something that I haven’t seen in any of the other dwellings. The material inside of the windows isn’t glass, though. I’m not sure what it is. It is translucent, but not clear and see-through like the windows on Earth. It is thick to the touch, rougher than what I’m used to.

      “Come here, my mate,” he says in his quiet, deep gravelly voice.

      My heart immediately begins to pound in my chest and my hands begin to sweat. Being here with him, alone, might give him the idea that things are going to happen tonight. From his body language, it sure looks like that’s what’s on his mind.

      I don’t disobey him, though. I walk toward him and stop when I’m within arm’s reach. He’s not satisfied with that. He reaches out and pulls me to him, until I’m pressed firmly against his chest. Goosebumps rise on my skin from the pressure of his hand on my arm and from the way his eyes burn into me, possessive and controlling. His other hand reaches up and cups my face, angling it so he can lean down and capture my lips with his own.

      His lips touch mine without hesitation. He’s a man taking what he has claimed as his own. The heat between us is searing and I’m lost in a plethora of sensations. There’s an initial strength to his kiss that makes it impossible to deny him but that quickly relaxes into something much more sensuous. His grip is possessive and he only pulls me closer as the kiss continues. At first, I’m too busy being lost in it all to think about what is really happening right now. And now that he’s kissing me, I can’t organize my thoughts anyway. All I can think about is how surprisingly soft his lips feel against mine, how incredibly warm his body is wrapped around my own.

      He pulls back for a moment, giving me a chance to catch my breath. We’re both breathing heavily while time stands still. I take a step back out of his arms, pushing my hair out of my face while I try to pull myself together. I’m trying to remember all of the things I wanted to ask, but I can’t seem to remember anything before this moment.

      Ivar moves toward me and takes my hands in his, pulling me down to his furs next to the fire. But even though he is melting my insides, it doesn’t stop the wave of panic that overtakes me. No matter how attracted to him I am, I’m not ready for things to move so quickly.

      I pull my hands from his and lean back. “I can’t do this,” I say, crossing my arms around me. He’s kneeling before me on his furs, looking up at me, confusion etched on his beautifully chiseled face. “Just not yet,” I add, wondering if that helps dull the blow.

      “You wish to go through the mating ceremony first?” he asks.

      “I need time to get to know you and to get used to this new life. Everything is happening so fast, I haven’t had time to process anything.”

      He looks down and I wonder if I’ve hurt his feelings or made him feel rejected. It isn’t my intention but I also know myself and I can’t get down and dirty with him on those furs right now, no matter how sexually appealing he might be.

      When he doesn’t say anything, I continue talking, something I’ve always had a bad habit of doing when I’m nervous. “On Earth, people date for a while to get to know each other.”

      “Date?” he asks, looking at me again.

      “Yes, like go to dinner together and talk, learn about each other. See if there’s chemistry there.”

      “So you would like to date?”

      The way he says the word “date” almost makes me giggle. It sounds ridiculous coming from him, so out of place. And I’m not sure he even understands the context. But it makes me feel instantly better that he’s trying to understand what I want.

      I shake my head and try to dismiss everything I’ve said. “No, never mind about that.” I move closer to him again while trying to think of how to explain. “Everything is just so different here. I need a little time to get used to things. Can we do that? Get used to each other before we have the mating ceremony?”

      “Yes, little human,” he says. “If that’s what you need, that is what I will give you.”
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      Relief floods through me. I let out a deep breath and smile at Ivar. He smiles and then lies back heavily on the furs. He pats the space next to him, indicating that I should lie down.

      “Let us sleep then,” he says, relaxing into the furs. “It is late and I have had much to drink.” He pats the space next to him a few more times until I finally lie down next to him. The furs are warm and soft, Ivar is warm too, though soft isn’t a word I could use to describe him at all. After all of the worrying today, I do think it will be easy to sleep, no matter where I finally lay my head.

      I curl up next to Ivar and pull one of the furs over me. I have the vague thought that I’ll need to gather my things at some point tomorrow and bring them out here to Ivar’s place if this is where I’ll be staying. Soon Ivar’s breathing evens out and I can tell that he’s already asleep. Add in the soft crackling of the fire and I’m quickly overcome myself. Unlike the nights I spent on the space ship, my sleep is fraught with dreams, causing me to toss and turn throughout the night. I wake up a few times, completely disoriented until I see Ivar and the low burning fire and remember where I am.

      Also, in complete contrast with how warm it has been during the day, the nights get cold. Once the fire dies down, I find myself shaking from the chill that moves into the house. Because of this, I’m completely pressed against Ivar for warmth. Without him, I’d be freezing in the night. That also happens to be how I know he’s not in the furs with me when I wake up the next morning. There’s a chill to the air and the fire is just an orange glow. I sit up, looking around to see if Ivar is still in the house, but it’s empty.

      Honestly, I’m surprised that he’s not here. After all that he drank last night and how late we got to sleep, I expected him to be a bump on a log today. I guess it just goes to show how little I know this man. I stretch and prepare to get out of this cozy nest I’ve made for myself. I’m not sure where Ivar is and therefore I’m not sure what I should do with myself. So, I decide to snoop around Ivar’s home and freshen myself up a bit.

      There aren’t different rooms, it’s all one space, but there is a shelf on the other side of the room just above a small table. I wander over to look inside of the small containers and baskets. There’s a jug full of water and another smaller container full of a mixture of seeds. Another container that looks more like a bowl with a lid contains nuts and dried fruits. My stomach growls loudly now that I’ve discovered his stash of food. I scoop out a handful of some of the nuts and fruits and pop a few in my mouth. They taste delicious. I wash them down with a few drinks from his jug of water before I replace the lid and put everything back where I found it.

      There’s still no sign of Ivar so I decide I might as well head back into the village to gather my things. It’s hard not to feel isolated and lonely out here all by myself and I want to make sure to see the crew before they leave for the journey back to Earth. It’s crazy but even though life was miserable for me on Earth, I still get waves of homesickness whenever I think of the Endeavor leaving while I stay behind. It’s just the familiarity of Earth versus the complete unknown of this planet and the aliens. It will take time for me to get used to their way of living.

      As soon as I step outside I see Ivar, and a few other men, working in the fields. It makes sense as soon as I see him. He’s a farmer and that translates into a hard worker. No matter how he was feeling this morning, he has crops to tend to.

      “Good morning,” I say, walking through the tall, almost brittle, stalks to get to him.

      “Hello,” he says. He’s using a tool to cut the crop. When I approach, he stops and focuses his attention on me. He’s breathing heavily, his skin covered in a light gleam of sweat from the morning sun. It’s enough to make my stomach do little flips at the sight of him. “Did you sleep well?” he asks.

      “I did. How long have you been out here?”

      “Since before sunrise. We have an exchange to make today so we need to harvest half of the fields before sundown.”

      He watches me closely while he explains it. I look around at the other men still busy cutting the stalks and laying them into neat piles on the ground.

      “An exchange? With who?” It’s surprising because the village is surrounded by water.

      “Across the bridge, into the Bleak, there is another clan of warriors. We will take them their share of the crops today. I will take you along if you wish.”

      “Yes, I would like that very much.” His offer to take me along makes me happy. I have no idea what the expectations of me are as Ivar’s mate. But I’m glad that he is taking me with him in order to show me around. Even if he doesn’t mean for it to make me feel more at home, it does.

      He nods and continues to stare at me with that look of his. It makes me wonder what he’s thinking. He studies me so intently.

      “Have you eaten this morning?” he asks.

      “I had a few bites of the nuts and fruits.” I feel guilty while I admit it. Normally I don’t eat people’s food without asking, but I thought I was on my own today.

      “There is more food in the village. I can take you there in a little while.”

      “Okay, that sounds good. Do you need some help out here until then?” I motion to the large field around us. I’m not the kind of person to just sit around all day. I need to feel like I have a purpose, like I have value to Ivar as more than just someone to mate with.

      “You want to help harvest?” he asks, as if he has misunderstood me.

      “Yes, I want to be helpful, so put me to work.”

      He shrugs and smiles, looking around at the fields. “The men and I are harvesting the ecinger. Once we cut the stalks, we lay them in piles. You can tie the bundles.” He points to a section of the field that is already finished. When I look, all I can see are piles and piles of stalks ready to be tied.

      “I can do that. Just show me how you want them tied.”

      He nods and hefts his tool over his shoulder, moving toward the section of the field that is already finished. Once we reach the first pile, he kneels down on one knee and sets his tool next to him.

      “Take one of the stalks,” he says, picking one of the smaller pieces and holding it out for me to see. “They are strong but flexible.” He tugs on the stalk to show how it doesn’t break easily. Then, he wraps the single stalk around the rest of the pile, bringing the two ends together into an intricate knot.

      “Got it,” I say once he finishes. “Just show me how to make that knot one more time.”

      He smiles at me again, almost chuckling. But I’m being serious. I want to do it the right way; I don’t want to disappoint him. He takes another stalk of the ecinger and repeats the steps once more, slowing down when he gets to the knot so I can really see how to do it.

      “Alright, I’ve got it,” I say, confidently. “Should I leave the bundles here or put them somewhere in particular?”

      “You can load them on that wagon,” he says, pointing to a simple wooden wagon parked at the edge of the field.

      “Okay.” I look at him and nod, showing him that I understand.

      Again, he just stares at me for a moment. Once again I find myself wishing that I could read his thoughts. “This will be a good date?” he asks.

      As soon as what he says clicks, I laugh. It’s clear he’s still thinking about what I said last night. Harvesting fields together is really the last thing that I would consider a date, but I don’t want to hurt his feelings.

      “Yes, this is a good first date,” I say.

      My heart swells in my chest when I see his look of satisfaction.
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      I get my first taste of the Viking work ethic today. Ivar and the rest of the men work endlessly in the field; way past the point I would have thought they needed a break. My job isn’t as physically demanding, but it still requires me to be out in the field in direct sunlight all day, something that I’m just not used to. By the end of the day, I’m feeling lightheaded and fatigued. I carry one of the bundles over to the wagon but instead of making my way right back, I stop and sit on the edge, my hands gripping the wood while I close my eyes and focus on my breathing. It’s possible that I’m just dehydrated; I haven’t had much to eat or drink today. I also haven’t been very physically active over the last few months. Once I started going to the lab for rounds of tests, I often had to stay there for long periods while they observed me.

      “Here, drink this,” Ivar says. I open my eyes, startled, wondering where he came from.

      Without a word, I take the container and drink. The water tastes cold and delicious, refreshing me as I drink deeply.

      “It has been a long day. You should go inside and rest, have something to eat.”

      “No, I’ll be okay,” I say, determined not to disappoint him. I see how hard they work and the last thing I want is for him to think he has a dud for a mate.

      “We are almost finished for the day, my mate. Now go rest. I will come for you when it is time to leave for the Bleak.”

      This time I get the impression that if I don’t do as he says, he’ll throw me over his shoulder and carry me back to his home. That’s definitely not something I want to have happen in front of the other warriors.

      “Okay,” I say nodding. I hand him back the water jug and slide off of the edge of the wagon. He grabs onto my waist to help me down, holding me while I test my feet to make sure I’m steady. Just like last night, as soon as he touches me, it does something to me. After a moment, I step out of his embrace. The water helped but I’m still very tired. A little rest sounds perfect. “I’ll see you in a little while,” I say as I begin to walk back. I feel his eyes on me as I walk through the empty section of the field. I just hope I can stay on my feet. If I fell down in this field right now, I’d probably die of embarrassment.

      Thankfully, I make it back without incident. I help myself to some more food, wondering if the exhaustion is from lack of nutrients. And then, I make my way back to the nest of furs. Lying down, I close my eyes and pass out before I can think about anything else.
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        * * *

      

      “We are ready to leave for the Bleak,” Ivar says. He’s sitting next to me as I slowly come to, pulling myself out from under a very deep sleep. I sit up as soon as I’m aware of his presence. “Take your time,” he says, resting his hand on the small of my back. “I will not leave without you.”

      I run my fingers through my hair and over my face, trying to wipe away the fog of sleep.

      “Are you feeling better?” he asks.

      “I think so.” I take a minute to assess myself. “That was a lot of fresh air,” I say, “I’m not used to that.”

      “Aye,” he says. “It is hard work, in the fields, under the sun. You will see that very soon, the sun will not get hot and the Isle will be covered with snow. The thaw that we are in will not last much longer. It is why we have to work so hard to prepare food to last us through the cold season.”

      “Well, that is one thing I have learned about you. You are a very hard worker.”

      He smiles and gets to his feet, extending his hand to help me up. “Come, we should begin the journey. I would prefer to not travel much past dark.”

      I follow him outside and am surprised when I see an animal hitched to the wagon. I haven’t seen any animals since we’ve arrived on the Isle. Obviously there must be animals here; I just assumed they stayed away from the village.

      “What is that?” I ask, pointing to the animal.

      “They are called padameas,” he says.

      “They are the first animals I have seen since arriving here. I didn’t notice any animals in the village.”

      “We don’t keep any animals in the village. And I have just recently won her pack over.”

      “Oh yeah? How did you do that?”

      “With food,” he says simply.

      “That makes sense,” I say. “Animals are motivated by food.”

      He holds onto my arm and assists me as I step up onto the wagon. He hops up and sits next to me, grabbing the reins and giving them a flick. Instantly, the padamea begins walking forward, pulling the wagon with a jolt.

      The first part of our journey is quiet. It’s nice to be able to ride in the wagon and observe the land around me. For now, there is a lot of vegetation growing along the dirt paths. The trees are tall and covered with leaves, some even growing fruits.

      “How long until it starts to get colder?” I ask.

      “It is hard to say exactly, but we are nearing the end of the thaw. Eventually the air will turn cold at night and it won’t warm as much during the day. Shortly after that, instead of rain falling from the skies, it will be ice and snow.”

      “It must be hard to survive in such an environment.”

      “It is all I’ve ever known, so to me, it is just the way of life here. Does it get cold where you are from?” he asks.

      “Yes, very,” I say, nodding my head emphatically. “Extreme cold temperatures and a lot of snow where I’m from. And then the summer was opposite. The temperatures would get so hot, there were days we wouldn’t even go outside.”

      “So you will be okay when the winter eventually comes,” he says.

      “I’ll be okay,” I say. “It isn’t anything I haven’t experienced before.”

      Eventually, I see the bridge. He didn’t mention anything about the huge wall made of stone and rock that extends far beyond the bridge in both directions. For something so massive, I’m surprised that I hadn’t seen it yet.

      “That is a massive wall…my God,” I say as we approach the bridge. “How is it even possible to build something like this?”

      “It was built by my ancestors, long before I was here. It was a wall built to protect our people and keep others out. For a long time we were enemies with the clan from the Bleak. That is what we call the other side of the bridge,” he interjects before continuing. “Very recently, thanks to the human Maggie, we have established a treaty with Hrok’s men. We share our resources.”

      “Hrok is the leader of the Bleak’s clan?” I ask.

      “Yes. They came to the Isle years ago, prompting a clan war. We fought to keep our land and eventually they settled in the area of the Isle that is harsh and virtually uninhabitable.”

      “In a place like this, it seems better to work together for survival.”

      “Aye, I agree. Even though it is the way of my people, I have never favored war.”

      As we approach the bridge, I notice there are guard towers and guards lining the wall. It is like we are inside a heavily manned fortress where they anticipate being invaded at any moment.

      “What’s with all the guards?” I ask, feeling uneasy with where we are headed.

      “They always watch the waters to protect our borders. We have faced many invaders. Skarde, our leader, is very diligent about our protection.”

      I take that information and file it away for now. Suddenly this calm ride through the lands has turned into much more. I’m seeing a side to the life here that I had not seen before. Hearing about the wars, invasions, rival clans…these are all things that I never bothered to think about until now.

      “Do not worry, my mate,” he says. I look at him and see that he is watching me. It must be clear from my body language that I’m no longer as comfortable and relaxed as I was before. “You have nothing to worry about. You will see.”

      He flicks the reigns once more and the padamea picks up her pace to a trot. We reach the bridge and begin the cross over under the watchful eyes of the guards above.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 12

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t know what I expected to happen once we crossed the bridge, but it’s quiet, no clan members around.

      “They don’t patrol their side of the bridge?” I ask, in need of clarification in regards to the clan’s relationship with the Bleak.

      “Not anymore,” he says. “We used to keep the bridge raised. Once we established the treaty, it has remained down.” Ivar chuckles as we continue to move deeper into the Bleak. “Trust me, you don’t need to worry. It is a friendly relationship between us now. You look as if we are moving into enemy territory, waiting for the onslaught of arrows to pierce us dead.” He laughs harder at his joke.

      “This is all new to me,” I say, defensively. “I don’t know what to expect. And from my perspective, a huge wall that is being guarded by massive warriors is intimidating. And it makes it seem as if things aren’t as peaceful as you let on.”

      “That is true,” he says, nodding his head. “I forget that this must be very different from where you are from.”

      As soon as we cross the bridge, the terrain changes. There are no open fields. As we travel down the paths, large, massive rocks surround us.

      “Why does it look so different on this side?” I ask, looking around in disbelief.

      “It is called the Bleak for a reason. The bridge that we crossed hides a huge divide, like a large crack in the Isle. For whatever reason, this side of the Isle is mostly rock and very desolate.”

      I look around and take it all in as we continue to move toward their village. I quickly understand why they would fight for something better.

      “It is good of you to share your crops with them.”

      “Aye,” he says, quietly agreeing.

      I see the first clan member once we’re a good fifteen minutes into the Bleak. He appears at the top of one of the massive rocks, holding a large spear and almost blending into the background.

      “The watch,” Ivar says, nodding in his direction. Then he raises his hand in a very simplistic form of a wave. The warrior on watch does the same. “See, I told you. Nothing to worry about.”

      Not much further along the path, the rocks open up and we enter their village. There is nothing green here. It is all gray and dark, almost giving the impression that we’re underground. When I look up, I see intertwined branches from trees that block the path of any sunlight that might make its way down.

      There are warriors milling about the village when we arrive and they quickly notice our presence. Ivar stops the wagon in the center and jumps down. He stops to help me off the wagon before turning to pet the padamea. I watch him praise her and wonder if he has given her a name.

      “Ivar,” a deep, husky voice says. I look over and see a warrior walking toward us, a smile on his face. When Ivar reaches him, they embrace each other by leaning their heads forward and grasping onto each other around their necks. “What have you brought for us today?” They move together toward the back of the wagon but the warrior spots me and stops. “You have another human?” he asks, surprised.

      “Yes,” Ivar says. “Another ship has arrived. They will take the water they need and Annie will stay.”

      “She is yours?” the warrior asks. He’s very inquisitive and I don’t like the way I’m being talked about as if I’m not standing right here in their presence. Not to mention he’s looking me over like I’m up for auction.

      “She is mine,” Ivar says.

      “How was that decided?” the warrior asks, turning away from me to face Ivar head on.

      “The warriors that wanted a mate challenged one another to fights in the pits.”

      The warrior listens and nods. His upbeat, happy attitude after seeing Ivar has faded a bit. He looks back at me again, looking me over. I wait to see if he’ll introduce himself but he doesn’t. I wonder if I should introduce myself but I don’t. I decide to keep quiet and see how this plays out.

      Ivar slaps him on the back and directs him to the back of the wagon. “I have a wagon full of ecinger for you and your people.” Ivar slides one of the stalks out from the bundle and holds it out to the warrior so he can examine it. “We produced a very nice yield this thaw. What do you think of it, Hrok?”

      The warrior named Hrok holds the stalk up to his nose and smells it. Then he tugs on it and twists the stalk, holding it up to smell one last time.

      “You did well as always, Ivar,” he says, nodding his head and slapping him on the back. Hrok motions for some of his men to come forward. They obey immediately and begin unloading the bundles. I step back against the wagon in order to stay out of the way. As I watch them take the bundles away, I don’t notice any women in the village. With Hrok’s reaction to seeing another human, it makes me wonder if they have the same problem in their clan as well…a lack of women to mate with.

      “Have you established a treaty with the humans?” I hear Hrok ask Ivar. “When will they bring another human female?”

      “I was not part of the treaty signing,” Ivar says. “But they will return as often as they can to collect more water. It is necessary for their survival.”

      “Let Skarde know that we want to have a chance to claim the females next time as well.”

      Ivar nods. “I will let him know.”

      “Good,” Hrok says. He turns and looks at me once more. I quickly look away and try to look interested in something else. It is very awkward to be in a situation where they’re having an entire conversation about me as if I’m not here. But once again, because I’m so new here, I don’t know the correct way to act. I don’t want to disappoint Ivar or behave in a way that would embarrass him. It will take time to figure out the balance between speaking my mind and respecting their way of doing things. “Will you stay for awhile?” Hrok asks.

      “No, we cannot, not this time. But we will return again soon with another load of crops for you. Have you gone through the kabosu yet? If so, I will bring another barrel of them for you the next time I come.”

      He moves toward the wagon, motioning for me to get back on while he talks to Hrok about the plans for next time. I climb up and sit back down as Ivar grabs onto the reigns and readies us to leave.

      “Yes, more kabosu,” he says.

      Ivar raises his hand in acknowledgement and flicks his wrist to snap the reigns and get us moving again. He quickly turns us around and we make our way back to the path that brought us here. Ivar is very quiet on the return trip, making me wonder what’s on his mind. But once again, I don’t feel like I know him well enough yet to ask him to confide in me. Instead, I sit quietly and take in the sights of my new home.

      Once we make our way out of the tree canopy, it is easier to tell that the sun is beginning to fade.

      “It will be dark soon?” I ask, finally breaking the silence.

      “Yes,” he says. “It is best to be out of the woods at night. That is when many of the animals come out to hunt for food.”

      A small chill runs down my spine. “Animals that would hunt us?” I ask.

      “Oh yes.” He says it without hesitation. “Anything they could find to fill their bellies.”

      “Yikes,” I say under my breath.

      I clutch onto the side of the wagon, my knuckles going white.

      “You are safe with me,” he says.

      I believe him; I don’t want to be put into a situation where he has to prove it.

      Soon, even as the skies grow dark, I see the familiar sight of Ivar’s little home at the back of the field. It doesn’t look quite so hidden now that sections of the fields have been harvested. The rest of the men that were here helping earlier have gone home for the night. Ivar pulls the wagon right up to the house and we both climb down.

      “I’m going to tend to the animals. I’ll be inside shortly.”

      I walk toward the door but stop to watch as he takes the harness off the padamea. I’m curious as to where the animals stay. I didn’t notice a barn or enclosure but that doesn’t mean there isn’t one.

      Eventually I make my way inside. It’s dark but it isn’t terribly cold. The warmth from the day must keep it comfortable until a fire is needed at night. I’m glad it’s still warm because starting a fire is something Ivar will have to teach me. It is just one more thing that I’ll need to learn how to do in my new life.
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      It doesn’t take long for Ivar to come back inside but by the time he does, the sun has set. It’s dark inside of the house and I’m embarrassed that I have to admit to him that I don’t know how to start a fire by myself. It’s another thing that makes me feel inadequate in my new home.

      “Sorry I didn’t start a fire, I’m not sure how to do it,” I say, sheepishly.

      “It is easy to do. Come, I will show you.” He motions for me to come closer to the fire. “If we are lucky, there will be embers at the bottom that we can stir up again and use them to get the flames going.” He pokes inside of the fire with another skinnier stick, grabbing some kindling. He takes something that looks like hay or straw and sets it gently in the middle. I see a dull orange glow that almost sparks when he adds some of the brittle material. He leans in and blows lightly until the straw catches fire. He adds more, a bigger pile of it, until the flames increase in intensity. Then, he starts adding small sticks.

      “Nice job,” I say, watching him closely. He looks at me over the glow of the fire, his eyes a deep golden bronze. My body reacts as I remember the way he kissed me the last time we were alone in this room together. From the way he’s looking at me, he’s thinking about it too. The heat from the fire begins to spread, instantly heating my already warm body. I catch myself staring at his full lips, eager to taste them again.

      The silence grows between us but he doesn’t look away. His intensity is too much and I have to look away, trying to think of some way to change the subject.

      “I never made it back to the village today. I’ll have to get back tomorrow…you know, to grab my things. And to say good-bye to the rest of the crew when they leave. Dean mentioned they’d be leaving tomorrow.”

      He turns back to the fire and nods. “Tomorrow,” he says. He stares for a while as the fire continues to grow and I get the feeling that something is on his mind again.

      “When will the mating ceremony be?” I ask.

      He turns and looks at me with the same intensity as before. “We should have it soon,” he says.

      “Okay,” I say. I’m nervous about being intimate with him; it is too much too soon. But strangely, I wouldn’t mind knowing that my place is by his side before the Endeavor leaves for Earth. The rest will come in time, when I’m ready.

      We’ve already eaten; we did that on the wagon ride home. Now that it’s dark, we won’t be doing any more work outside. “So,” I say, “What do you usually do at night once all of your work is finished for the day?”

      “I can think of something that would be fun,” he says. My cheeks instantly blush a bright red, as his meaning is obvious. I smile shyly while looking at his handsome features and I think that I must be crazy not to strip naked and crawl into the furs with him.

      “What is something else that you do at night?” I ask.

      “Well that depends,” he says with a shrug, stretching himself out next to the fire. “Normally we go to bed earlier than we did last night because we rise early to tend to the crops. But, we frequently have large feasts in the center of the village. All of the villagers gather to eat and drink. That leads to games, stories, music, things like that.”

      “But we’re not doing any of that tonight?”

      “We can go into the village if you’d like,” he says, leaving it up to me.

      “Oh, we don’t have to. I was just curious.”

      “I’m sure Skarde will want to have the mating ceremony sooner rather than later. The whole village will come together and you’ll have a chance to meet everyone. It will be a grand celebration,” he says, looking excited about it.

      “Did you attend Maggie’s mating ceremony?”

      “Yes, we all did.”

      “Did her mate fight to win her hand?”

      “No, he claimed her on sight. He felt an instant connection with her and no one challenged it. They were mated immediately.”

      I enjoy watching him talk and the pleasant way he tells stories about the village. He’s skilled and a hard worker with a calm manner that makes me feel relaxed and at home when he’s with me. I don’t feel as lonely and out of place when he’s here, which I think is a good sign.

      “We must have the mating ceremony soon,” he says. He’s back to looking into the fire, his muscles suddenly tense, his face set in firm lines.

      “Yes, soon,” I say, agreeing with him. I mean, it’s possible to have a mating ceremony but not sleep together right away. We can be officially mated and then the next steps can fall into place when it feels right.

      My answer must surprise him. He moves closer to me, and before I know what’s happening, his arms are around me, pulling me in as he presses his lips against mine. There’s a sense of urgency in his kiss tonight. His tongue slides into my mouth, surprising but pleasant, as goose bumps rise over my skin. His arms pull me into his lap, making me gasp before his lips are on me again while his hands move over my back.

      I let him hold me tightly and take control of the kiss. He’s powerful and determined to get what he wants. Maybe his recent frustration is from having to wait to take me when it’s clear that he wishes to make me his. Whatever it is, I enjoy kissing him, it feels right.

      His hands move under my shirt, first caressing my stomach before moving up to cup my breasts. His fingers are calloused from working in the fields. The rough texture rubbing over my nipples makes them harden and throb. I wrap my arms around his neck and hold myself to him while he continues to caress me. I’m relaxed in his arms. All of the thoughts that normally swirl through my mind are quiet and I’m able to enjoy how good he makes me feel.

      We kiss until I’m out of breath, panting and flushed. His kisses feel so good but the problem is that I know what he ultimately wants and I’m not ready to go there yet. His hands eventually move from my breasts down my body until his hand is sliding inside of my pants. My reaction is to grab onto his wrist and stop him from going any further. He pulls back and looks at me, his eyes questioning. Suddenly I feel exposed, vulnerable. I climb off of his lap and move away from him. My heart is still pounding fiercely in my chest. Ivar is one of the good ones. I feel it. But it doesn’t change the past. There are some hurdles that are going to take longer to overcome.

      “What is it?” Ivar asks. He’s confused and frustrated and honestly, so am I. I want to explain everything to him. I want to tell him about my past and what I had to do on Earth in order to survive once everything went to shit. But those memories live and fester inside of me and so far I’ve been unable to speak about them out loud. Even now, I can’t bring myself to talk about it. I sit with my knees pulled up to my chest, my arms wrapped tightly around them. I want to go back to how things were just moments before. When I wasn’t feeling so unguarded and susceptible.

      It gets really quiet, but I don’t know what to say to smooth things over. Still, I’m glad he’s here. I don’t want to be alone right now.

      “In the morning, we’ll go into the village and get your things. Give you a chance to see the rest of your crew.” He’s still looking into the fire, his mood solemn. I wonder if he’s giving up on me, starting to think that I’m not worth all of the trouble.

      “Thank you,” I say.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks once it has been quiet again.

      “No, I’m okay.”

      “Okay,” he says. “I’m going to go check on the animals one more time. Do you need anything?”

      “No, I’m all set.”

      “Tell me if you do.”

      He stands up and walks out of the house. Once he’s gone, it’s uncomfortably quiet. Suddenly I don’t feel well. My head starts to pound like it did earlier today when I was out in the sun for too long. Unsure of when Ivar will return, I decide to lie down on the furs. I’m trying to think of what I can say to Ivar to explain some of my issues without sending him running in the other direction. In the end, I fall asleep trying to decide.
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      “Come to the dining hall when you are finished gathering your things,” Ivar says. “I will meet you there.”

      “Okay,” I say.

      Ivar continues along the path that leads into the center of the village while I take a short detour so I can stop for my things. Once inside, I see that my things are the only ones in the room. I panic at first, wondering if the rest of the crew left and I missed it. But if they’re leaving today, they probably just took their things with them when they went to the village to eat.

      Since no one is here, I grab my things and stuff them back inside of my backpack. I’m anxious to get back to the village to make sure I don’t miss the crew before they leave. I’m almost to the huge dining hall when I see another human, not one from the crew but a human wearing the traditional Viking clothing.

      “Hello!” she says, very cheerful and energetic. “I’m Maggie, we met the first night you were here…very briefly.”

      “Yes, I remember. It’s nice to see you again.”

      “How are you doing? Getting all settled in?” she asks, leading me into the hall. I instantly feel better remembering that I’m not the only human staying on the Isle. The others might be leaving, but Maggie and Lela are going to be staying. Granted, I find Lela to be quite intimidating, but Maggie seems warm and inviting.

      “Trying,” I say. “It’s a lot to get used to, isn’t it?”

      She laughs pleasantly. “That’s an understatement. The good news is that you will get used to it. When the Captain came back, he gave me the option of returning home. And now, there’s no way I could see myself leaving.”

      “That’s good to hear.” We’re inside of the building now, walking over to the platters of food. When I look around the room, I see the rest of the crew eating together at a table. I also see Ivar, sitting at a different table with some of his warrior brothers. He’s watching me so I wave briefly before turning to the tables to get some food. “So the crew is preparing to leave,” I say to Maggie.

      “Yes.” For the first time there is a hint of sadness in her voice. “I’m lucky that I get to see them, but it’s hard to say good-bye.”

      “I’m sure.” I take a plate and choose some of the various foods. I’m not really thinking about what I’m putting on my plate, instead I’m worried about where I should sit. I want to have a chance to talk to the crew before they leave but also, I feel like there’s an expectation that I sit with Ivar now that I am his mate. I don’t want to offend him or give him the wrong idea.

      “Dean mentioned to me that you had a few issues on the trip. Nausea, fatigue, things like that?”

      “Ah, yes, I did. Hopefully it’s just that space travel didn’t sit well with me.”

      “It’s possible. But if anything comes up while you’re here, don’t hesitate to come see me. I’ve learned a lot about healing since I’ve been here. I’m sure there are things we can try if the fatigue or nausea continues.”

      “That makes me feel a lot better, actually,” I say, smiling. “I was worried what I would do if something came up once Dean left.”

      “You should come by and see my setup.”

      “I’ll do that. Thank you.” Knowing that I have someone like Maggie to go to in case something comes up makes me relax about the others leaving.

      “Annie,” someone shouts. I look up and see Dean waving to me to join them at their table.

      “Let’s go eat,” Maggie says, moving toward the Endeavor crew’s table.

      I glance briefly at Ivar but he has his head down so I follow Maggie and have a seat with the crew.

      “After we eat, we’re boarding the ship,” Dean says once I’ve settled in at the table. “Are you all set before we go? Do you need anything?”

      I shake my head while I think it over. “No, I’m good. Ivar is making sure I have what I need.”

      “That’s good,” Dean says. He takes another bite and then adds, “I heard the mating ceremony will be held tomorrow.”

      I look up surprised. “Really? I hadn’t heard anything.”

      “According to Skarde, it is being planned for tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” I say, hesitantly.

      “You’re okay with that?” Dean asks.

      “Yes,” I say with much more conviction. “It’s why I came in the first place, right? It’s a better alternative than subjecting myself to more drugs and testing.”

      “It is,” Deans says. “I just hope you don’t end up resenting me. For the testing or for bringing you here.”

      We look at each other across the table and I’m surprised by his admission.

      “Of course not,” I say. “You did what you could to help me. I know that.”

      He nods while he looks down at his plate. “It’s just hard to believe that this is the new reality we’re living in, you know?”

      “I know,” I say, agreeing quietly. “Things went wrong so fast.”

      “I think you have a chance to start over here. And who knows, maybe eventually we’ll be bringing entire spaceships of people from Earth to relocate.”

      I smile at the thought. “Everyone just wants a chance to live life. Even if it looks different now.”

      Dean and I have been caught up in our own personal conversation. When I look down at the rest of the table, no one else seems so conflicted or stressed. They’re happy, enjoying a light conversation with their food before they get on the ship and head back to Earth. Of course, they can afford to be happy, they go back to a life still full of luxuries women like me can only dream about.

      “Did you collect some good samples to take back with you?”

      “I did,” he says, his entire face lighting up. “I’ll study them and see if we can possibly adapt some of them to Earth’s environment. I’m excited about the possibilities.”

      “If anyone can come up with something, it’s you, Dean. You’ll figure all of this stuff out eventually, I know you will.”

      “Thanks,” he says, reaching across the table and taking my hand. He squeezes it before I pull it back into my own lap, conscious of the fact that Ivar might be watching. I don’t know what he’d make of that. “I spoke with Maggie about some of your symptoms from the testing.”

      “Yes, she mentioned it to me,” I say. And then, I process what he said. “Wait, you think my symptoms were because of the testing?”

      “I think it’s possible,” he says. “It is equally possible that it’s from space travel. So, I gave Maggie some information on the testing you went through, just in case. That way, if you have any side effects that pop up once I’m gone, she’ll be able to help you.”

      “Okay.” I take another bite of food as the rest of the people at the table start to gather their things.

      “The Captain’s ready for us to board,” one of the crew members says to Dean.

      He starts shoveling his food into his mouth faster. The time for talking is over. The Captain will load the ship and fill the tankers before they start the journey back to Earth.

      I eat a little more of my food too before I get up to join the crew and say good-bye. Maggie follows the group outside as well. There are a few Viking warriors ready to escort the crew back to the Endeavor, which is still outside of the village.

      “Good-bye, Annie,” Dean says, pulling me in for a hug.

      “Good-bye,” I say. “Good luck on your trip back.”

      He nods and walks over to where his sister Maggie is hugging Captain Hale. He waits his turn to hug her and say his goodbyes. Then, almost too soon, the Vikings lead the Endeavor crew out of the village, back toward the ship. I stand next to Maggie and watch them go. She starts to cry so I put my arm around her. Eventually the group is no more than a tiny speck in the distance.

      “I’m going to see if I can find Einar, my mate,” she says after awhile. “He’s at the wall but I just want to see him.”

      She squeezes my arm and then heads off toward the wall. I turn to watch her go and am surprised to see Ivar standing behind me. My heart does that little flip it does when I catch a glimpse of him. I press my hand over my heart and walk toward him. He puts his arm around me at the same time I notice a large group of Viking warriors moving in our direction. At first I assume they’re Ivar’s clan brothers, until I notice the warrior at the front is the one that Ivar delivered the crops to yesterday. These must be a group of warriors from the Bleak.

      “What are they doing here?” I ask.

      Ivar turns to look, his body instantly going tense. He stares for a moment as the group of warriors make their way into the village.

      “I have a bad feeling about this,” Ivar says.
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      “What do they want?” I ask him.

      “I don’t know,” he says, even though I get the feeling that he does.

      I stand close to him but as soon as Skarde walks out to join the group, Ivar instantly moves to join them. I hang back and watch as the group of warriors from the Bleak huddle together with Skarde and Ivar. At first, Skarde does all of the talking. He’s having a heated conversation with Hrok, the leader of the clan from the Bleak. I don’t know what is said, but suddenly, Ivar becomes animated, adding his opinion on whatever is being said. Skarde tries to pull him to the side, but he’s really worked up, knocking his hand away. He moves in front of Hrok, getting in his face. And then he turns and comes storming back in my direction.

      “What’s going on?” I ask when he reaches me.

      “Come on,” he says, grabbing my arm and pulling me along with him. I look back over my shoulder to see the others staring after us. I don’t know what that was all about but it isn’t a good sign that Ivar is this worked up. I’ve never seen this side of him before.

      He pulls me along the path that leads us back to his dwelling. I’m scrambling to keep up with him; his long legs are taking great, purposeful strides. Because he’s so caught up with whatever is going on, I try to pull my arm out of his grip. I can’t keep up this pace any longer.

      “Ivar,” I say, trying to get his attention. The sound of my voice must snap him out of his mood for a moment. He looks at me and then lets me go, slowing down. He doesn’t stop and instead of leading me back to the house, he continues on a path that leads us somewhere new. “Where are we going?” I ask, frustrated that he isn’t answering me. “What is going on?”

      We walk a little further until we reach a small pool of water, mostly hidden behind heavy vegetation. Ivar walks right up to the edge of the water, gets on his knees and leans down, splashing some water in his face. I kneel next to him, enticed by the refreshing water on this hot day.

      “Can we drink the water?” I ask, scooping some up in my hand.

      “Yes,” he answers simply.

      I take the water from my hand and drink it down, quickly scooping my hands into the cool water to get another taste. Ivar does the same, dipping his hands in this time and drinking some before splashing more over his face. I look around while I wait for Ivar to compose himself. This is a nice little hideaway. A secret place tucked away, surrounded by plants and trees.

      “This isn’t very far from your house,” I say. “You must enjoy this during the thaw.”

      “Yes,” he says again, his voice sounding calmer. “It is convenient.”

      “So, what’s going on with the men from the Bleak?”

      He doesn’t answer me right away but I give him time and wait patiently. Finally, he says, “Hrok wants his men to be included in the challenges for the human females. He believes they have the right to claim them as mates too.”

      “Okay,” I say, processing that. “But you don’t agree?”

      “They have a right to request to be included in the challenges, but not this time.”

      When I catch on to what he’s implying, I say, “Well, this challenge is done. We’re set to be mates. Tomorrow in fact.”

      “Because we haven’t had the mating ceremony yet, Hrok wants to be able to challenge me for your hand. The ceremony will not take place as planned.”

      “What?” I ask, shocked and confused. “But Skarde didn’t agree to that. Did he?”

      His silence tells me all I need to know. Now it’s my time to panic. I’m having a hard enough time getting used to the idea of mating with a warrior I’ve just met, and I like Ivar. In a strange way, he gets me. From what little he knows of me, he does what he can to take care of me while I adjust to this new life. I am one hundred percent positive that another warrior will not be as patient with me.

      “Don’t I get a say in it?” I ask. “I mean, what if I don’t want another mate?”

      “Annie,” he says, shaking his head. “I will not lose a challenge. You don’t have to worry about that. And it makes me glad to hear you are happy with me as your mate,” he adds with a smile.

      “So you’re going to fight?”

      “I have to,” he says, shrugging.

      “What if we consummate our mating right now? Then they can’t challenge it, right?” I start to untuck my T-shirt and unbutton my pants. The sad part is that even now in my panic, I don’t know if I really mean it. I don’t know if I could actually go through with it even when I know what is on the line.

      “No, my mate,” he says, grabbing onto my hand. “I will not have you that way. I will have you when you come to me, willingly. I will have you when you beg for me.”

      I stop, startled. I had no idea he felt that way.

      “When do you fight?” I ask, quietly.

      “Tonight.”

      “Will it be another fight in the pits?”

      “No, not this time. They do not fight that way in Hrok’s clan. It would not be considered a fair fight.”

      “But it will be here, right? You don’t have to fight in the Bleak?”

      “The fight tonight is in the Bleak.”

      The idea of Ivar fighting in the Bleak, just to be able to keep me as his mate, is too much for me to handle right now. I can feel the tears pushing, threatening to spill over. Normally I try to be strong and cry when I’m by myself…but I can’t stop the tears today. I’m embarrassed to cry in front of Ivar. He’s so strong, and I must be such a disappointment.

      “Do not cry, little human,” he says. That ridiculous nickname makes me smile as he brushes away the tears that have fallen to my cheeks. “I will not be bested this night.”

      I wrap my arms around his neck and move close so he can hold me. I want to feel his strength and his support. I want him to hold me in his arms where I feel safe. Mostly, I just wish we could go back to his little house at the end of the field and forget this ever happened. In the morning, I’d wake up early and help him out in the fields before we’d eat a lunch together consisting of dried meats, nuts and the fresh kabosu from the trees next to the fields. As if he senses just what I need, he holds me like this while we quietly sit and watch the clear pool of water ripple from the breeze.
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        * * *

      

      Unlike the pits, the Bleak has an arena that reminds me of the stadiums where gladiators would fight. Torches line the circular wall; illuminating the arena and making it glow orange against the black backdrop of the night sky. This is the first time I’ve had a chance to see all of the clan members from the Bleak. They are all out tonight, sitting around the arena on benches. To me, an outsider, they don’t look any different from Ivar’s clan. They all look like Viking warriors whose clans are monopolized by men and in desperate need of more women.

      The clan of warriors from the Isle have come to support Ivar, led by Skarde. I’m glad that Maggie is here, with her mate Einar. Without her, I might lose my mind tonight. Ivar was insistent that I have nothing to worry about, but I hate the idea of him having to fight again to keep me. Ivar leads me to a bench in the front and kisses me. From here, he jumps down off the side of the wall and walks out into the center of the arena.

      The sight of him out there makes my heart flip flop while my stomach churns. His chest is bare except for the leather strap he wears across it to hold his weapon. He has leather gauntlets on his forearms, offering some protection. A thick leather belt with ornamental metals secures his leather pants. He looks like a Greek god.

      “They fight with weapons?” I ask Maggie. I assumed that he’d remove his weapon before the fight, but he hasn’t.

      “The warriors are allowed to fight with one weapon,” Maggie’s mate Einar says. “He has chosen the sword. I am sure his opponent will also choose the sword.”

      I’m horrible at hiding my emotions so I’m sure it’s very clear how nervous I am about this fight, especially now that weapons are involved.

      “Do not worry,” Einar says, “They do not fight to the death.”

      “Oh, of course they don’t,” Maggie adds quickly, giving Einar a light shove.

      My eyes don’t leave Ivar. They stay fixated on him until his opponent finally enters the arena. Then, I stare at the beast of a man approaching Ivar in the center of the arena.

      “Oh, God,” I say. I don’t even realize that I’ve said it out loud until Maggie grabs onto my hand and squeezes it tightly.
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      “Do not be deceived by the size of his opponent,” Einar says.

      “But, Ivar isn’t a warrior,” I say. “He’s a farmer.”

      Einar looks at me strangely. “I don’t know what he has told you, but Ivar is a warrior, as fierce as any other. When he chooses to fight, it is for something he feels so strongly about, he will not lose.”

      Before I can respond, my attention is pulled back to the arena where the two warriors have come together in the center. The warrior Ivar is fighting is a head taller than him, which I would have thought impossible because Ivar is already the tallest man I’ve ever met.

      Einar’s words are rattling around inside of my head but it doesn’t change what I see in front of me. Ivar’s opponent is massive in size, built like a freaking tank. The sword that he holds in his hands is dwarfed by his size as he swings it around and around, preparing for the fight. His shield looks as if it is meant for a child.

      Soon, Ivar pulls his sword from his back and holds it before him, readying himself for the fight.

      From next to me, Einar yells, “Ivar!”

      The rest of the men follow and there’s a deep, surrounding sound that travels from the benches down to the arena. From behind us, someone pounds the staff of their spear on the ground. Soon, others join in and the loud sounds drown out everything else. Perhaps this is the way they encourage the challenge to begin, because shortly after the pounding starts, the men begin to move in the arena.

      Ivar holds his shield in front of him every now and again hitting it with his sword, trying to get his opponent to make a move. Finally, the large brute raises his sword and brings it down, striking the shield Ivar holds securely in front of him. He knocks the sword to the side and muscles his way forward, encroaching on his opponent. With him so close, the warrior brings his fist down, striking Ivar in the side of the head. He moves back and shakes it off, centering himself again.

      His opponent strikes again, coming at him hard, making Ivar block his sword first with his shield and then with his own sword. Ivar’s legs slip backward while he’s holding off the sword. I gasp and grab onto Maggie’s hand tightly.

      “He’s feeling him out,” Einar says to reassure me. “Learning his weaknesses.”

      “Okay,” I say, not daring to tear my eyes away. His muscles strain as he holds off the sword but then, with a swift move he is out from under him. He counterattacks quickly, striking with his own sword. They spar back and forth, matching their swords strike for strike. Slowly, my worry turns into something different. I’m surprised and impressed with how well Ivar handles himself, especially against an opponent that’s so much larger than he is.

      They continue with the steady back and forth, striking with their swords and blocking with their shields. I don’t know how long they will continue in this way. It is becoming an exercise of endurance as much as one of skill and strength.

      “They are well matched,” Einar says. Maggie elbows him in the side and shoots him a look, making him quickly continue. “But soon, Ivar will make his move. Just wait and watch.”

      “How long will this go on? It seems much longer than the challenges in the pits.” I ask.

      “It goes until one of them cannot go any longer. One of them needs to bring the other to the ground.” Einar says.

      I look away from the fight and examine the benches. They are full of warriors, though the two groups are not intermingling. After the conflict over who should be able to claim mates it is clear there are still issues that need to be resolved between the Isle and the Bleak. But the atmosphere is upbeat with the warriors cheering the competitors on. I’m too nervous to cheer; instead I’m willing him to win inside of my head.

      In the next moment, they clash again and I see a sword go flying in the air. My heart sinks when I see that it is Ivar’s. He moves to try to get to the sword but his opponent blocks his way with aggressive strikes from his sword. Ivar continues to block his blows while he tries to move himself closer to his sword. My hands are up by my face, clasped into tight fists while I try to keep myself from screaming. I have to remind myself to breathe.

      The next thing I know, Ivar has gone down to one knee while still holding off the warrior’s sword. So quickly that I almost miss it, Ivar kicks out his leg, hooking his foot behind the brute’s ankle. He pulls just enough to knock his opponent off balance, forcing him to drop his sword. Now they are both without their weapons, evening out the fight. Ivar goes for his opponent’s waist like a wrestler, trying to bring him to the ground.

      The warriors around the arena are chanting loudly, so loud that I can feel the pounding beat echoing through my chest. The Bleak clan warrior manages to flip himself so he’s above Ivar, pinning him down by the throat. Ivar’s legs are kicking while he tries to get out from underneath him. His hand stretches for something lying in the dirt, something that I can’t see. It must be a rock or a handful of sand because once he wraps his fingers around it, he swings his arm up until he connects with the warrior’s head. As soon as his opponent’s hand goes slack on his neck, Ivar rolls out from underneath him, crouching and ready to pounce.

      The other warrior has blood running down the side of his face. He stands and touches his head, looking at his fingers and the red stain that covers them. Seeing the blood sets him off. With a loud growl he charges at Ivar to the sudden swell of a roar from the crowd. Ivar is too quick, though, easily dodging him. Ivar picks up his shield and uses it to charge into the brute, sending him backward and off balance once more. Before he has a chance to regain his balance, he plows into him. This time, the brute lands on his back. Ivar picks up his sword and points it at the warrior’s throat, forcing him to finally admit defeat.

      Relief courses through me and I can finally breathe. Ivar raises his arm, shouting his victory. For the first time since this all began, I let myself relax and smile. The warriors around me are standing and cheering, pumping their arms into the air at his victory. Maggie reaches over and pulls me in, giving me a big hug.

      “I told you he was fierce,” Einar says, smiling and cheering.

      “You were right,” I say. “I never should have doubted it.”

      Ivar still stands in the middle of the arena, looking for me in the crowd. I know the instant he spots me. His smile is brilliant and I match it with my own. His opponent slowly pulls himself up on his elbows, looking defeated and angry. Ivar must sense him moving because he turns to glance behind him, keeping an eye on the defeated warrior. He’s right not to turn his back on him.

      “So that’s it?” I ask Maggie and Einar. “We can go home now and Ivar and I will continue with the mating ceremony?”

      “Yes, it is over now,” Maggie says.

      “That is such a relief,” I say. “I can’t wait to get back. This has been way too stressful.”

      Maggie rubs my back with her hand and it’s hard not to get swept up in the excitement of the moment.

      I glance back to see if Ivar is making his way back toward me yet. He has just started moving this way when I see his opponent get to his feet and start moving toward him. At first I figure he’s just following Ivar to get out of the arena but then, he reaches for something in his waist and moves up quickly on Ivar. He must sense him at the last moment, because Ivar turns just as the Bleak warrior is on him. I see the bright gleam of a blade in his hand just before he thrusts it into Ivar’s side.

      I jump to my feet and scream, pointing down at the arena. Einar jumps down the side of the wall into the arena and runs toward Ivar before I have stopped screaming.

      I watch as Einar takes down the warrior like a linebacker. Three more warriors from the Isle are already moving toward them while I clutch the side of the wall, ready to jump down myself so I can see if Ivar is okay. He’s lying on his back in the arena, the warriors swarming around him, protecting him. They block him from my view and I begin to panic even more. I watch closely for glimpses of him but the only thing I see is a trickle of blood make its way through the legs of the other warriors, staining the ground below them.

      “Quickly,” Maggie says, jumping down into the arena and motioning for me to follow. Without another thought, I swing my legs over the wall and drop down into the arena. The only thought in my mind is getting to Ivar.
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      The playful atmosphere of a friendly fight has quickly disappeared, replaced with fraught tension. I haven’t even given a thought to whether or not Maggie and I are safe in here. She has a plan and I’m here to help her.

      “Maggie,” Einar yells when he spots her hurrying toward Ivar. He motions for her to get back to the wall but she isn’t having it. “It isn’t safe yet.”

      “Then keep us safe,” she says, impatiently. She moves quickly between the warriors, kneeling at Ivar’s side. I kneel on his other side and grab onto his hand. He’s still conscious, his hand holding the bloody wound on his side.

      “Let me see it,” Maggie says, encouraging him to move his hand.

      When he does, I gasp. It’s a jagged, gaping wound in his side with blood gushing onto the ground beneath him.

      “Do you have anything to stop the bleeding?” I ask.

      “Yes,” she says, meeting my eyes for the first time. “Einar!” she yells, getting her mate’s attention. Instantly he’s at her side. “Cut me,” she says, holding out her arm.

      I don’t know what is going on. It’s possible that I misunderstood her until Einar pulls a knife from his waist and makes a small but deep cut in her wrist. I watch, transfixed as she holds her wound over Ivar’s, letting her blood drip down.

      Finally, she makes an attempt to explain. “I don’t have time to explain it to you now, but my blood has healing powers. By giving him my blood, directly onto his wound, he will heal much faster than if we wrap it or stitch it.

      I don’t really believe what I’m hearing but I nod my head to show her that I’m listening and taking it in. The other warriors have made a protective circle around us, so I don’t know what is going on in the rest of the arena. It doesn’t matter to me at this point anyway. All that matters is that Ivar is going to be okay. I continue to hold onto his hand and squeeze it tightly. He’s looking at me but not saying anything. His jaw is set in a tense line, his eyes clouded over with a mix of anger and pain.

      Maggie continues to let her blood drip over his wound. There’s blood everywhere so it’s difficult to tell whether anything is happening. I don’t know how long this is supposed to take. But soon, Maggie pulls her arm back and Einar wraps a piece of cloth around her wrist to stop the bleeding.

      “It’s working,” she says.

      I lean over Ivar’s body to take a closer look. The flow of blood has stopped gushing from the wound. It’s still red, swollen and gaping, but I think Maggie is right…it looks like the bleeding is suddenly stopping. While I watch his wound, Maggie takes a piece of her dress and tears some of the cloth.

      “I’ll wrap it and then the men can carry him to the wagons. We’ll take him back to the village where he can heal comfortably,” Maggie says to Einar.

      He nods and helps roll Ivar’s body so she is able to get the cloth around him.

      “You’re going to be okay,” I say to Ivar. He’s still looking at me; in fact, his eyes haven’t left me since I reached his side.

      He nods. “I know. I can feel my body healing already. It is a strange sensation.”

      “Once Maggie finishes wrapping the wound, we’ll move you to the wagons.”

      “Yes, my mate. I can hear her.” He smiles a very small, weak smile. “My hearing is not damaged, it is only my side.”

      “Right,” I say, feeling foolish. He’s so calm it would be better if our roles were reversed. I still feel panicky inside, even though it seems like everything is going to work out after all.

      “All set,” Maggie says, tying the last of the cloth into a tight knot. “Let’s get him to a wagon.”

      Einar calls to a few of his warrior brothers and I quickly move out of the way so they can get to him. Together, they lift him and begin carrying him to the side of the wall. I look around to find that Ivar’s opponent is gone, already taken away by his clan. Skarde and Hrok are speaking to each other in the center of the arena with their own men standing behind them, holding their weapons and readying themselves for a fight.

      Maggie takes my hand and directs my attention away. “We should go,” she says. “Just in case.”

      I immediately understand her meaning. Just in case something happens and a fight breaks out between the two clans, the last place we would want to be is right here in the middle of it all. I follow Maggie back to the side of the wall where Einar is there to pull us both up. He leads us to the wagon where Ivar has been loaded and helps us both up into the back with him. I sit to one side of him, Maggie the other, while Einar and another warrior climb up to get the wagon moving.

      Ivar’s eyes are closed now that he’s lying in the wagon. I take his hand so he knows that I’m close.

      “How is your wrist?” I ask Maggie.

      She unties the cloth and shows me her cut. My mouth drops open in disbelief. The cut has already closed, leaving an angry red mark where not five minutes ago she was oozing blood. I’m shaking my head incredulously. If I didn’t see it all happen with my own eyes, I would never believe it.

      “I see it but I don’t understand it,” I say.

      “I know,” Maggie says, agreeing. “It’s crazy. Trust me, I know.” She smiles at me as the wagon begins to move and Einar directs us along the path that will take us home. “It will take longer for Ivar’s wound to heal. It is bigger and deeper, but it will heal and he will be back on his feet by tomorrow.”

      I nod, still trying to process everything that just happened. “What will happen between the clans now?”

      “I don’t know. Hopefully Skarde and Hrok can come to an agreement that satisfies both. If the warrior acted on his own, we cannot punish the entire clan and let that create a divide between us again.”

      I think about that while the wagon moves further from the Bleak. It’s dark, only the torches light our way. The skies are dark tonight too, clouds blocking the light from the moons. After everything that just happened, I wouldn’t be surprised if there was a storm brewing.

      We reach the bridge and I hear Einar shout to some of the guards above.

      “He’s telling them to be diligent with their watch tonight,” Maggie says. “Just in case.”

      “Will they raise the bridge?” I ask.

      “They haven’t raised it since they established the treaty shortly after I arrived. I think it would be a move in the wrong direction if they did.”

      I look down at Ivar again, still resting peacefully. It looks like he’s sound asleep now, dead to the world. With Ivar so out of it while his body heals, it worries me that we’re going to be all alone on the outskirts of the village. It doesn’t bother me when Ivar is there to protect us from wild animals or whatever else. But tonight, I’m the one that has to be diligent and make sure he is safe.

      Eventually, the wagon stops and I finally look up to find that we’re back at Ivar’s place. In the dark it was hard to tell where we were going but now, I recognize the small dwelling next to the fields. His place is completely dark, no one has been around to light the fire. But while I’m thinking about it, Einar climbs down from the wagon and disappears inside of the house. The other warriors climb in the back of the wagon and help lift Ivar down, carrying him inside.

      Einar starts the fire as the others lay Ivar down on the furs.

      “Do you want me to stay?” Maggie asks. I catch Einar look at her over the fire. If she stays, I’m sure he will stay as well.

      “I think we’ll be okay. I can always come get you if we need anything.”

      Maggie kneels down next to Ivar and gently lifts his bandage to see what the wound looks like. “It is already healing. After a night’s sleep, he’ll be as good as new tomorrow. But, if there are any unforeseen complications….”

      “We will leave Leif to keep watch outside tonight,” Einar interjects. “If you need anything, ask Leif and he will come get us.”

      He grabs onto Leif’s shoulder and looks at him, making sure he understands his job. Leif looks younger than Einar but still gives the impression that he can handle himself. He nods and checks his weapons before disappearing back outside.

      “I’ll let you know if we need anything,” I say to Maggie.

      Then, they slowly file out one by one, leaving me to look after Ivar.
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      I walk to the door as soon as everyone has left. Before I close it, I look outside and see Leif sitting at the side of the house. He nods and I give him an awkward wave before I close the door. Then, I move over and study the fire, making sure it has all of the wood that it needs. Finally, I grab the jug of water that Ivar keeps on the shelf and move it so it’s close to the furs, just in case he wakes up in the night and needs something to drink.

      Then, I’m not sure what to do with myself. Ivar is resting comfortably and everything else is taken care of for the night. Eventually I make my way to the furs and sit next to Ivar, taking his hand in mine while I watch him sleep. After a little time like this, I decide to lie down with him and get some sleep. It looks like he’s going to be sleeping heavily for quite a while.

      

      I know I’ve dozed off when I wake up later on. Ivar is moving around, that must be what woke me. I look over at the fire, it is still burning strong. I sit up, about to reach for the water jug but I realize Ivar is still sleeping, but he must be dreaming. At least I hope he’s dreaming and not in pain. I put my hand on his arm to see if I can calm him but instead, he bolts, sitting straight up.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, alarmed.

      He looks around for a moment, trying to orient himself. When he doesn’t say anything, I grab for the water and offer it to him. He takes it eagerly, drinking it down in huge gulps. I watch him carefully. There’s a gleam of sweat on his forehead and it looks like he’s trembling ever so slightly.

      “Can I get you anything?” I ask when he sets the water down.

      “No,” he says, shaking his head. His hand moves to his side, pressing against the bandages.

      “Does it hurt?”

      “Strangely, not really. There’s an uncomfortable pulling and tightening sensation. Maybe the skin as it heals?” He looks at his side and tugs the bandage down so he can see his wound.

      “Here, let me help.” I crawl over him so I can have better access to the knot of the bandage. I use my small fingers to work the knot free. The bandages go slack and Ivar pulls them down. We both study his wound. It has closed now but it is still an angry red scar that has yet to scab over. “Maggie said it would be better by morning.”

      “It is already so much better,” he says, surprised.

      He moves his hand like he wants to touch the scar but then he thinks better of it.

      “I’ll re-tie this for you,” I say, reaching for the cloth. “We should cover it until it scabs over. Protect it from infection.”

      He watches me as I gently move the bandage back into place. I must be too gentle for him because after a minute he says, “It will not hurt if you secure it tightly.”

      “Okay,” I say, feeling confident enough to apply a little more pressure. I make sure the bandage is secure and then tie it in another knot. “There. That should be okay until morning.”

      “Thank you,” he says. He continues to stare and I’m suddenly very aware of our proximity. I could easily lean forward and kiss him or climb onto his lap…not that I would do that, since he’s recovering.

      “Why don’t you lie down and try to get some more sleep,” I say, settling down next to him.

      He lies down but he doesn’t close his eyes. Instead, he reaches out and takes my hand.

      “I’m sorry about what happened,” I say. “I feel like it’s all my fault.”

      His eyes furrow together. “Why would it be your fault?” he asks, confused.

      “You know,” I say, trying to think of how to phrase it. “Because we haven’t properly mated yet. It gave Hrok’s clan the opportunity to request a challenge.”

      “Oh,” he says. “I do not blame you, Annie. You mustn’t blame yourself either.”

      He’s always so accepting of me, always so nice about everything. It finally feels like I owe him more than just my apology.

      “It’s just that…” I start but suddenly the words are lost to me.

      “What?” he asks.

      “On Earth, I was very poor and I had no family so I had no one to help me survive…I had to figure out how to do that on my own. Not that I’m complaining…that’s the way it was for many of us. Anyway, clean water was the most sought after commodity. And soon after water, was food. Food was a little easier to get, at least in the beginning. So, those of us that didn’t have money had to find other ways to earn food and water credits in order to survive. Many of the women from the compound where I lived turned to selling themselves for credits.”

      I glance down at Ivar to see how he’s reacting so far but his face is calm. He doesn’t interject so I continue, though it’s a struggle to try to get the next words out of my mouth.

      “I didn’t know what else to do so I tried it one night too. Not my finest moment, I know. And you might hate me after I spill my dirty secrets, but you deserve to know.” He slowly nods his head.

      “It is okay, Annie. You can tell me.”

      “Well, I thought I could do it and I was desperate. So I went with some of the girls one night down to the building that was essentially used as a brothel. And the strange thing about it is that in this broken down place, it was the rich men from the city that would find their way into these small, dark rooms. You know, the men that still had families because they could afford the medical care to save them. Ironic, right?”

      My voice hitches as I try to laugh, but instead I get choked up.

      “Anyway,” I say, moving forward, ready to get it out. “I was with a man in one of those rooms but in the end, I couldn’t go through with it, not willingly anyway.”

      “He hurt you?” Ivar asks. His voice filled with a quiet calm.

      I just nod while the tears flow down my cheeks.

      “And the worst part of it is that I really like you. You take care of me and you’re kind. You’ve never pressured me which surprised me from the beginning. And yet, no matter how much I want you, no matter how much my body responds to you, my mind still gets in the way.”

      Ivar slowly sits up, leaning on his elbow.

      “You did not deserve that, my mate.” He reaches up with his hand to caress my face, wiping the tears away as they fall.

      “So after that, of course, I never went back there again. But I still had to find ways to earn food and water credits in order to survive. That is when I met Dean. He is the scientist that brought me here. The labs needed humans to test their treatments. I volunteered to be a test subject in exchange for the credits I so desperately needed. In the end, Dean didn’t think I should do them anymore and he offered to bring me here.”

      I wipe away the tears from my cheeks, pulling myself together as I finish my story. I take the water jug and drink. Then, I sit and wait, wondering what will happen next.

      “Do you remember the first time we met?” he asks.

      His question surprises me and makes me smile. “Of course,” I say.

      He nods and continues. “I saw you the first day you entered the village with your crew. You were quiet and kept to yourself but you were the finest thing I had ever seen.”

      “I don’t remember seeing you that day,” I say.

      “No, you did not. But imagine my surprise when you wandered onto my land the next day, and picked a piece of fruit from my kabosu tree.”

      I laugh quietly, remembering that day.

      “It felt so good to be in the sun after so many long days in space. And fresh fruit was not something I had had a chance to eat in a very long time. But, I didn’t know that the fruit belonged to you.”

      “I knew from the moment I saw you, my little human, that I would fight for you to be mine. Nothing that has happened in your past will change that.”

      “You’re being too nice to me again,” I say, feeling the tears start to swell again. “You’re going to make me cry.”

      “Then come, lie in my arms and let me hold you.”

      I snuggle down into his arms and rest my head on his shoulder, feeling so much lighter now that my burden has been lifted.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 19

          

        

      

    

    
      In the morning, I’m still wrapped in Ivar’s arms. I’m resting against his chest, listening to the steady beat of his heart. Slowly, I pull myself up only to find that he is already awake.

      “Hi,” I say, shyly.

      “Good morning,” he says. “How do you feel today?”

      I chuckle. “How do I feel?” I shake my head. “I think we should be asking how you feel after taking a knife to your side yesterday.”

      “I feel wonderful,” he says without hesitation.

      I start working the knot to his bandage so we can take it off and see how well he healed over night.

      “Your side doesn’t hurt at all today?”

      “It’s a little stiff,” he says, moving his torso back and forth. “But no pain.”

      I pull the bandage free and can’t believe my eyes. The wound is completely covered today. I can see the red slash in his skin where the knife made its mark, but otherwise it has completely healed.

      “This is amazing,” I say, gently running my fingers over his skin. “I can’t believe Maggie has the ability to make people heal so quickly.”

      “It is amazing,” he says, agreeing with me.

      I’m still touching his skin when he flinches away from my touch.

      “That hurt?” I ask, pulling my fingers away.

      “No, it creates a strange sensation on my skin.”

      “Like it tickles?” I ask.

      “What is tickles?” he asks.

      Just hearing this strong Viking warrior say the word “tickles” makes me laugh out loud, the hardest I’ve laughed in a long time.

      “I don’t know,” I say, trying to think of how to explain a tickle. “I guess it’s a sensation on your skin, usually something that makes people laugh but they want it to stop. That’s not a very good description, sorry.”

      “Are you tickles?” he asks.

      Again, I laugh out loud and this time I can’t stop.

      “It’s ticklish,” I say, correcting him. “You would say, ‘are you ticklish?’”

      “Ah,” he says. “Then, are you ticklish, my mate?”

      “Sometimes, on my neck.” I smile down at him.

      “Show me,” he says.

      “I can’t. It’s just if you touch a certain spot on my neck, it would tickle.”

      He reaches up and sets his fingers on the side of my neck.

      “Not like that,” I say, enjoying this immensely. Very softly, I brush my fingers over his skin again. “Like this. Gently, to create a strong sensation.”

      He moves away from my fingers again, a signal that I’m doing well. Then, he reaches up to try it again. He gently brushes his fingers over the skin of my neck but he doesn’t rest them on me like last time. I quickly squeeze my shoulder up to my neck and pull away, laughing.

      “Yes, that’s more like it.”

      Now that he has the hang of it, he isn’t ready to stop. He grabs onto me and pulls me down so I’m lying on the furs. Then, he uses his fingers and tries to tickle me again. Soon, I’m laughing and trying to wriggle out of his grasp.

      “You got the hang of that quickly,” I say, once he stops his tickle assault.

      He’s propping himself up on his elbow, looking down at me. “It is good to see you happy,” he says. “I do not like when you cry.”

      His finger moves up and caresses the skin of my cheek again, like he always does. The mood quickly changes as I once again see that look in his eye while he watches me. He studies me closely, touching my forehead from my temple to my jawline. He moves his finger over to my lips, gently brushing over them before he leans down and presses his lips to mine. I open for him eagerly, meeting his tongue with my own.

      I wrap my arms around his neck and hold him to me, enjoying the weight of him on me and the feel of his mouth against mine. His hands begin to explore again, moving down my body and slipping underneath my shirt. He reaches for my breasts, cupping them and using his fingers to play with my nipples. I’m flushed, my body warm and full of sensations. There’s a slow ache that builds between my legs as he continues to play with my nipples. Eventually his hand moves down my body, seeking the heat between my legs. This time, I want him to touch me, I’m eager to feel him inside of me…even if it is just his fingers for now.

      Slowly, he unbuttons my pants, pulling away from our kiss and watching me, his look questioning if what he’s doing is okay. I don’t stop him. He slides his hand into my pants, cupping my sex. The pressure of his hand makes me squirm, my pussy throbbing. I like this, it feels good, and so I spread my legs a little wider for him. With one finger, he slips between my folds and dips into my heat, moving slowly so I feel every sensation. I’m relaxed, like putty in his hands. He slowly massages me, moving his finger up and down, over and over until I’m practically hypnotized by him.

      “Do you like that?” he asks, quietly, like he doesn’t want to ruin the moment.

      I nod vigorously. “Yes,” I say.

      He keeps rubbing me, slowly. I start to move my hips along with him, just a little.

      “Where do you like it the most?” he asks.

      “Here,” I say, using my hand to guide his finger to my clit.

      “Just this top part?” he asks, focusing his finger in that area, rubbing it around and around.

      “Yes,” I say, my breathing increasing. “That feels really good.”

      I grab onto his arm while he continues to rub his fingers over my clit. My heart is starting to pound in my chest while his fingers work me closer and closer to release. But before I have a chance to come, he slows and pulls his hand from my pants.

      “Oh, don’t stop,” I say, surprised and disappointed with his timing.

      “I won’t,” he says. He moves his hand to his mouth and licks his finger. “I just really need to taste you. Your scent is covering me. It is so enticing.”

      He moves his body so he’s kneeling between my legs. Very slowly, he reaches up and begins to pull my pants and underwear down, all in one movement.

      “You are exquisite,” he says, rubbing my legs and gazing at my sex. I feel myself blush. He’s staring down at me with a look that makes arousal flood between my legs. “I need to taste you, my mate.”

      I nod, trying to remember to breathe, as he bends down, spreading my legs. He licks me slowly from my core to my clit, his tongue flat and rough. It makes my whole body tremble, a loud moan escaping from my lips. He does it again; licking me in one strong, smooth motion that sends shivers through me. He’s meticulous and slow to the point of driving me crazy. Soon, he concentrates the movements of his tongue directly around my clit, stroking it, circling it, teasing.

      I can’t resist him. My fingers tangle into his hair, holding him to me. My hips rock against his mouth as I moan with pleasure, unable to control the sounds that continue to escape me. He flicks my clit over and over until I’m so close there’s no turning back. Moments later I hear a low, quiet growl, a vibration coming from Ivar that very quickly seems to move from his chest to his mouth. He pulls my clit into his mouth and sucks. I cry out as I finally come, a wave of pleasure crashing through my core, spreading out like an exploding star.

      My chest is heaving while I squirm under him, relishing every ounce of pleasure that he’s giving me. I’ve lost all control of myself; all I can do is lie here while the pulses of pleasure continue to rack my body. Eventually, they subside and Ivar continues to slowly, leisurely lick me.

      “I could spend the entire day down here,” he says, looking up at me with a mischievous look on his face.

      I laugh and cover my face with my hands, a little embarrassed at how out of control I was. While I’m hiding from him, I feel his kisses on my torso. He pushes my shirt up as he comes closer and closer to my face. He’s above me; his cock settled against my pussy so I can feel how hard he is.

      “That was fun,” he says.

      “Yes it was,” I say, agreeing.

      He leans down and kisses me. I can taste my arousal on his lips and there’s something incredibly erotic about it. We kiss for a little while, my body still tingling and full of want.

      “You are in control,” he says, pulling back from our kiss. “What would you like to do next?”

      What we’re doing right now feels really good, natural. There’s no pressure, it’s just the two of us. I open my mouth to answer him when there’s a knock on the door. He sits up and I scramble to grab my pants and pull them on before someone walks in and sees me lying here naked from the waist down.

      “Someone has very bad timing,” Ivar says, and rises to answer the door.
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      Ivar opens the door and Maggie comes in followed by Einar.

      “You look to be feeling like yourself again!” Maggie says cheerfully.

      I scramble out of the furs and get to my feet.

      “Glad to see you are well,” Einar says, greeting Ivar with their traditional greeting.

      “Looks like you took good care of him,” Maggie says, walking over to me and giving me a hug.

      Once again, and for reasons I don’t know, I blush again. “I didn’t have to do much,” I say.

      “We wanted to stop over this morning to make sure everything is okay,” Maggie adds.

      “Um, yes…everything is fine,” I say. “But do your thing.” I point to Ivar and Maggie walks right over to look at his wound.

      “It looks great,” she says after a minute. “It healed nicely. Any pain today?”

      “No,” Ivar says. At first he sounds a little grumpy like he’s still annoyed that we were interrupted, but then he changes his tune. “Thank you for your assistance yesterday,” he says to Maggie.

      She waves her hand dismissively. “You don’t need to thank me,” she says.

      He smiles at her anyway and then turns to Einar.

      “What happened after we left? Were things resolved?”

      Einar and Ivar sit together near the fire.

      “Hrok says they will deal with their warrior,” Einar says.

      “What does that mean, exactly?” Ivar asks, that grumpy look returning to his face.

      “He will be punished for his actions. Hrok says his actions were his own.”

      I watch Ivar closely as he processes this information. Eventually he nods, accepting the message.

      “And there will be no more challenges?”

      “No,” Einar says quickly. “Though…”

      “What?” Ivar asks.

      “Skarde did agree that the next female would go to him.”

      When Ivar doesn’t say anything, he continues.

      “It eliminates anymore challenges between the Bleak and our clan. The treaty is important, Skarde wants to do whatever he can to make sure we can maintain peace.”

      Ivar nods. “Yes, I agree with him. Peace is important.”

      I wait for him to continue, but he doesn’t say anything else, though it’s clear he’s still thinking about something.

      “I’m headed out to the north fields to gather some more of the herbs that grow out there. It’s a nice day…do you want to come?” Maggie asks.

      I glance at Ivar to see if he has an opinion about it but he doesn’t say anything.

      “Ah, sure,” I say. Ivar nods and stands up.

      Once we’re outside, Einar and Ivar lead the way toward the north fields while Maggie and I follow along behind. Like Maggie said, it is a nice day. The sky is clear, the air is warm.

      “So everything was really okay after we left last night?” Maggie asks.

      Einar and Ivar are a little ways ahead of us, most likely unable to hear what we’re saying.

      “Yes,” I say, honestly. “Ivar slept. Aside from a bad dream, nothing more happened.”

      “That’s good,” Maggie says, carefully following along in the warriors’ footsteps. We continue walking for a while and it’s fairly quiet. I can hear Ivar and Einar ahead of us, talking about something but I’m not paying close enough attention to know what it is.

      “I don’t know if Dean mentioned it to you, but when we first landed on this planet, we didn’t think it was inhabited,” Maggie says. “Imagine our surprise when these huge Vikings appeared.”

      “That would be quite the shock,” I say. “I heard stories about it back on Earth. There were a lot of rumors going around, like there always are about things that really matter.”

      “I believe it,” Maggie says with a chuckle. “I was terrified at first. I didn’t know what to think of it all, you know?” She laughs again. “Of course you know.”

      I also laugh at her realization.

      “I don’t know what I’m trying to say. But, you’ll get used to it here. And one thing I’ve learned is that the warriors treat their mates very well. It’s strange to be thrown together with someone you don’t know, but Ivar will take care of you. Nothing means more to these warriors than their mates.”

      “I believe that,” I say, honestly. “Ivar has taken very good care of me. He has been patient while I’ve tried to get used to how things work. I know what’s expected of me but I’ve had a hard time jumping right in.”

      “That’s okay. Now that the challenges are over, you don’t need to worry anymore about Ivar having to fight to keep you.”

      “I’m glad. That entire situation was so crazy. It still feels like a dream.”

      “From what Einar tells me, there has been bad blood between the clans for a long time. It will take time for them to get used to peace.”

      I’d say the challenge was a good example of the bad blood that still remains between the men. I hope that Ivar is able to move past what happened and let it go.

      

      It is clear when we reach the north fields. There aren’t as many trees growing in this area and it is indeed fields full of growing crops for as far as I can see. I notice a few animals grazing further away, on top of one of the hills. It’s the first time I’ve seen any since I arrived. Ivar said there were animals around, but I never saw any of them.

      “Do you want to help me gather?” Maggie asks, already handing me a basket.

      “Yes. What am I looking for?”

      “Right here,” she says, reaching carefully between the foliage of a bush to pull out a very tiny red berry. “As many of these berries as you can get. But be careful, the branches are full of thorns and they hurt.”

      “Oh sure, give me the thorn bush,” I say, teasingly.

      She laughs. “It’s just that you have those petite little fingers.”

      “Mmmm hmmm,” I say, smiling. “So what do these berries do?” I start picking them and putting them in my basket while Maggie moves to a different bush and starts pulling something green that just looks like little leaves to me.

      “Freydis taught me about them,” she says. “She is the healer from the Bleak. She has taught me so much.”

      I continue picking the berries, being careful to avoid the thorns.

      “She showed me how these berries can be used to boost the body’s immunity. We soak them in water in a sealed jar for many weeks. Then, when it is ready, we add the infused water to a mixture of honey combined with a few herbs. If you ever feel like you’re getting sick or you feel under the weather, this is the drink I would give you.”

      “Like a vitamin drink or something like that?” I ask.

      “Ahhh…yes,” she says, after thinking about it for a moment.

      “That is very cool.”

      I continue picking the berries, stopping for a moment to see where Ivar and Einar have gone. They’re both standing next to the field while they continue to discuss something. Ivar motions with his arm, pointing out across the field. Without a thought, I can feel a smile spread over my face as I watch him.

      “You like him, don’t you,” Maggie says.

      I didn’t realize she was paying any attention to me. I startle and in the process puncture my hand with one of the thorns.

      “Ow,” I say, pulling my hand back quickly. “You are right, those thorns are very sharp!” I look at my hand. The skin darkens and then blood breaks the surface.

      “Sorry about that. I interrupted you while you were daydreaming about your mate.” Maggie comes over to me and takes my hand. She’s smiling, teasing me. I laugh too while she looks over the cut.

      “It’s fine,” I say, pulling my hand away. “The bleeding will stop soon.”

      “I can wrap it,” she says.

      “No, don’t bother. It will scab over by the time we get back to the village.”

      “Okay,” she says. “Let’s switch. These are much harder to see because they look just like the leaves of the plant.” Maggie holds up one of the small circular green leaves that she has been picking. They are sort of fuzzy around the outside edge and unlike the rest of the leaves on the bush; they look like perfect little circles.

      “I can find those,” I say, kneeling down on the other side. “Now that I know what I’m looking for.”

      “Get as many as you can,” she says. “Like so many things, once it freezes, it will be difficult if not impossible to find these treasures until the next thaw.”

      “I’ll get as many as I can find,” I say.

      “Perfect. I’m going to stock up and keep a large supply of everything we might need. You still have to come into the village and see my little space. Einar set it up for me and I can see patients there as well as store all of the medicines and ointments that I have created since working with Freydis.”

      “I’d like to meet her sometime.”

      “You can come with me the next time I go to see her.”

      “Thanks,” I say, excited about the prospects of this new friendship.
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      Einar and Maggie walk us back to Ivar’s place before making their way back into the village for the night. It was a fun day, spent picking berries and herbs with Maggie and then the four of us sat in the north fields and had lunch. Ivar is back to his normal self, which still surprises the hell out of me. Maggie explained what happened to her to create the healing powers, but it’s still hard to believe. It’s like magic and I’ve never had a reason to believe in magic before.

      Once inside, Ivar gets the fire burning strong again. Even after being warm in the sun all day, the fire still feels nice as the temperatures begin to drop once the sun goes down. It isn’t long after Einar and Maggie say their good-byes and we’re alone together again that Ivar pulls me into his arms, holding me close.

      “You smell like sunshine and fresh air,” he says, nuzzling my hair. I wrap my arms around his waist, anticipating his kiss. Goosebumps break out over my body as his fingers gently trail along my bare skin. My breathing picks up, my body filling with desire when his lips finally make their way to mine. Instead of kissing me slowly, he’s eager and insistent tonight, as if he’s waited all day for this moment. His tongue pushes into my mouth and I take him in greedily, matching his intensity with my own.

      His fingers grab the hem of my shirt and pull it over my head. He tosses it aside and stops to stare at my bra. I look down as it registers that the women here probably don’t wear this particular piece of clothing. I reach behind me and unclasp the hooks, slowly pulling the straps off of my arms one at a time.

      He licks his lips as he takes me in and it fills me with confidence. No one has ever looked at me with such hunger before and I’m beginning to like it. It does something to me when I see him devour me with his eyes. I never thought of myself as being sexy or desirable, but he makes me feel all of those things. Without hesitation, I unbutton my pants and slowly pull them down my legs. I’m left standing in my panties, but even that feels like too much. For the first time, I don’t want anything to get between us. I quickly pull my panties down and kick them off to the side and then I’m standing before him completely naked while his gaze as well as the heat from the fire warms me.

      “You are in control,” he says, his fists clenched tightly at his sides. “What would you have me do?” I can hear the challenge of his restraint in his voice and it gives me courage.

      “Take off your pants,” I say. I can’t believe I’ve said it, but I have and I don’t want to take it back. He has been patient and I want him, finally. There is nothing standing in our way.

      Without hesitation, he removes his belt followed by his pants. His cock springs free and it’s all that I can look at. It’s long and thick, bobbing in front of him as he removes his pants. I’ve never seen a cock this large but then again, I’ve never seen a man as large as Ivar. As he stands before me, completely naked, I take in every glorious inch of him. My eyes devour every bulge of his muscles, every spattering of hair on his chest and every twitch of his tendons. All I can think is that I hope my mouth isn’t visibly watering while I check to make sure my jaw isn’t hanging open.

      “What now?” he asks. When I pull my eyes away from his body to meet his gaze, he is looking intently into my eyes. His intensity is back and it’s so sexy to see.

      “Lie down,” I say, pointing to the furs.

      He obeys me immediately. He lies flat on his back and put his hands behind his head. From this position, I’m free to do what I wish and honestly I want to feel that huge cock spreading me and thrusting deep.

      “Come here,” he says, encouraging me. “Lay with me.”

      I move over to the furs so I can join him. I’m about to lie next to him when I change my mind. Instead, I straddle his torso, letting his cock press into my ass. My pussy throbs when it presses against his hard torso. Ivar closes his eyes and rolls his head back, a soft growl emanating from his chest.

      “Can I touch you, my mate?” he says, the thought of being denied too painful for him to bear.

      “Yes, touch me,” I say, breathless.

      He slides his hands up my body and cups both of my breasts in his hands, squeezing them while I grab onto his shoulders to support myself. My pussy is wet, sliding over his torso as he moves ever so slightly. There’s a steady pounding in my core, a sign that I’m ready to take him…that I need to take him.

      His thumbs brush over my nipples in just the way I like, making me moan and rub myself against him again. The ache is so strong I need him to help me take care of it or I might explode.

      I lift my hips and use my hand to position his cock at my entrance. After I work the head of his cock inside, I let gravity do the rest. Slowly, while holding onto his arms, I let my knees slide out as his cock spreads me and fills me slowly, inch by inch. I moan and gasp, he’s so big I don’t know if I’ll be able to take all of him. I move a little, trying to find just the right position so I can take the rest of him. He’s in as far as I’m able to take him when my body gives a little more and somehow I take all of him. I’m leaning on his chest and it’s vibrating. His hands move to my hips and raise me just a little so that he slides out before he thrusts upward, sinking deep inside of me again.

      “Yes?” he asks, making sure I like what he’s doing.

      I smile and nod. An enthusiastic yes.

      I get used to the feeling of moving up and down on him. It takes a few times but then he suddenly fits so perfectly I’m able to relax even more. My hips rock with him as he sets a nice rhythm. At first, it’s just the physical aspect, getting used to moving together and moving in just the right ways. Soon, it becomes more than that. He stares into my eyes and we connect on the deepest level.

      We continue to move together, my hips slowly rocking against him while he moves his hips up to meet me, thrusting deep each time. I feel something building inside of me. My body is on fire, chasing the pleasure that I know is within reach. Ivar leans forward and pulls my nipple into his mouth, licking his rough tongue back and forth over my most sensitive skin. I slide my fingers through his hair, holding his head to me. He licks and sucks, creating sensations all over my body until I know I’m going to come.

      I start moving faster, sliding against him for more friction, until my orgasm hits, plowing through me. I wrap my arms around Ivar and cling to him while my body absorbs the pleasure shocks. I’m still moving against him when a growl escapes his lips and his cock somehow hardens even more inside of me as he comes with hot spurts of liquid.

      We hold onto each other tightly, my arms wrapped around him as he holds me by the waist. His cock continues to pulse and throb as our hearts pound together and our bodies recover. Ivar leans his head back and I bring my lips to his, kissing him passionately. Our tongues slide together, twisting. A soft sigh escapes my lips while we kiss and slowly, very slowly, I start to come down from the clouds.

      He turns my body and lies with me on the furs. It’s dark outside now but the fire is burning strong, giving Ivar a sexy bronze glow.

      “That was good for you?” he asks.

      I can’t help but laugh a little. “Yes, it was very good. Couldn’t you tell?” I ask.

      He brings his hand over and brushes my hair off of my face.

      “I would say, yes. You did enjoy yourself.”

      “Did we do things out of order?” I ask, teasingly. “Were we supposed to have the mating ceremony first?”

      “It does not matter,” he says. “As long as we consummate our joining, it is considered valid and unbreakable.”

      “Well good,” I say. “Then it looks like you’re stuck with me.
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      The sex was so good I expect to want another round as soon as I can catch my breath and my heart stops beating so loudly in my chest. But, before that can happen, I fall asleep. My sleep isn’t as restful as usual, because for whatever reason, I keep waking up from strange dreams. It’s a fitful sleep, one where I toss and turn and wonder how much sleep I’ve had by the time I wake up the next morning.

      The fire isn’t burning quite so high anymore and I wake up with a chill.

      “You’re awake,” I hear when I finally sit up. Ivar has just walked back into the house. I’m sure he has already been outside tending to the day’s chores.

      “Yeah,” I say, struggling to get out from under the sleepy fog I’m in. “Did I sleep late? I just didn’t sleep well.”

      “It is not that late,” he says, coming over to the furs.

      He brushes his fingers through my hair and leans down to kiss me. His hand touches my neck and then moves to my head.

      “You are very warm. Are you feeling well?”

      I feel my own forehead, wondering if that’s why I didn’t sleep very well.

      “I’m sure I’m fine.”

      “Why don’t I get Maggie to come have a look at you?” His look of concern is very touching, but I’m convinced he must think I’m some poor fragile female.

      “No, there is no need to bother her.” I push the furs away and stand up, searching for my clothes. Ivar watches me carefully so I make a special effort to be sure I look like I’m with it now that I’m up. “So what am I helping you with today?” I ask, pulling on my pants. “More bundling? Or are you ready to show me how to use that barbaric looking tool that you always use?”

      He smiles, distracted, and stands up to join me while I get dressed. “I can show you how to use the tool, but it is heavy and you need to be precise.”

      “Bundling and hauling it is,” I say to his chuckles. I finish getting myself dressed and then take a moment to freshen myself up. “Do you think I could make a trip to that pool of water you showed me? I’d love to take an actual bath.” Up until now, I’ve been giving myself sponge baths from a bowl of water and my soap supply. It would be much easier to wash my hair if I could immerse myself in water.

      “Of course you can. You can bathe in the pool anytime you wish, my mate.”

      “Well then, maybe after our chores are finished, we could bathe together.” I go up on my toes so I can kiss him on the lips. I smile when he wraps his arms around me and lifts me right off the ground.

      “I will finish my chores especially fast today, then.”

      He kisses me again and my body quickly responds to his touch. If he keeps this up, I’ll be undressing him and pushing him back down onto the furs.

      “Come then,” I say when I pull back. “Show me what I can help with today.”

      “Yes.” He takes my hand and leads me from the house. There are already men working in the fields again today.

      “Who are all of these men?” I ask.

      “They are more of my warrior brothers from the village. We are in a time of peace right now so there aren’t as many guards needed at the wall. Therefore, I have all the help I need harvesting the crops before the freeze.”

      He leads me around the house into a pasture that I’m only seeing now for the first time. There is a small group of animals milling around, eating the grass.

      “I thought maybe you’d like to help with the padamea,” he says proudly.

      “Oh yes! I would love that.” Tending to the animals is way more appealing than working the fields. I mean, I’ll do whatever is the most helpful, but this is the first time I’m really getting excited about it.

      “Well, come then. Let me introduce you.” He walks closer to the herd and they don’t pay him any attention. Instead, they continue to eat their breakfast. “They are very tame and docile,” he says, setting his hand on the back of one of them. He starts to gently pet her, making her lift her head and look back at him, her mouth full of grass.

      “And don’t like to be bothered?” I ask, smiling.

      “You might be right about that,” he says. “But they will love you forever if you bring some of the ecinger for them. You can put a bundle of it right in the middle and they’ll flock to it. Then, if you’d like to journey to the pool, you can fill their water trough.”

      “No problem,” I say.

      “I’ll leave you to it then.” He leans down and kisses me on the head before walking back to the fields where the other men are working. I put my hands on my hips and watch these cute little creatures for a moment before I make my way to the wagons for a bundle of ecinger.

      The sun isn’t as hot today as it has been and the sunlight isn’t as direct as it usually is. I look up at the sky to see there are more clouds today. It has never really stormed since I’ve been here and I’m curious if that ever happens, or if it’s just always pleasant like today.

      When I reach one of the wagons, I pull a bundle off of the back and throw it over my shoulder. Ivar has slowly been teaching me all about the farming life here on the Isle and I’m hopeful that very soon, I’ll be a good partner to him. After all, it’s important to me that he finds me to be a useful mate, not someone who is always helpless and needs to be taken care of.

      I make my way back to the herd of padamea. I’m surprised that they hang out here without a fence or barn but I suppose just by feeding them something they really like, as well as hauling clean water to them, they realize this is the place to be.

      “Here you go, little padamea,” I say, dropping the bundle down in the middle of their herd. I pull the tie off of it and spread it out a bit. While I’m still busy spreading out the stalks, the padamea begin to wander over, grabbing long stalks and chewing on it. They remind me of goats from back on Earth but they’re much larger. And they don’t have horns. But they chew like goats where their mouths go around and around and it makes you wonder what they’re really doing with that stalk.

      I’ve attracted the attention of the whole herd now. They’re all rambling over to get a bite of the ecinger.

      “This stuff must taste good to you guys, huh?” I say. I’m tempted to reach out and pet one, like I saw Ivar do, but I’m worried she might bite me if I’m bothering her during mealtime. “Maybe in a little bit,” I say, and then turn to get the jug so I can head down to the pool for some water.

      There’s a larger jug sitting next to the trough and it has thick leather straps so I can carry it on my back.

      “Genius,” I say as I lift it and put it in place like a backpack. It’s light now but I can see how after filling it full of water, it would be too heavy for me to lift. Once it’s in place, I start my walk to the water. It’s ironic that my job right now is walking to the clean pool of water and filling a jug full. I can drink my fill while I’m there if I please. On Earth I had to do a lot of awful things just to receive a few credit rations and that would only be enough to last me for a few days…a little longer if I was stingy and made it last. It was an endless cycle of trying to find ways to have enough water just to survive.

      My heart is full as I walk through the warm afternoon. A huge bug buzzes around my head, pausing right in front of my face, making me shriek and duck. I’ve never been a fan of bugs, not on Earth and not on Scides. But just the fact that my biggest problem today is avoiding this huge bug makes me realize how good I have it now. I think it is safe to say that Dean saved my life by giving me this opportunity. Ivar makes it a life worth living.
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      I reach the pool after making my way through the thick vegetation that hides this secret place. It would be harder to find but there’s so much that grows right around it that even though it’s hidden, it stands out. Moving aside the tall leaves growing along the edge, I push through until I’m able to wade into the shallow end of the pool. I cup my hands to take a drink and that’s when I notice the markings on my hand. Completely forgetting about the drink, I study my hand closer, turning it over, back and forth. It is swollen around the cut from the thorn, an intricate pattern of red lines decorating my skin, stretching down my fingers and up my forearm.

      I touch the skin with my other hand. It feels warm to the touch and it’s tender. There aren’t any markings on my other hand, though. Just the one. I don’t know what the hell it could be unless it is some sort of reaction to the thorn bush yesterday.

      It worries me a little bit but there’s nothing to be done about it right now. I’ll finish my job with the padamea and then pay Maggie a visit and see if she can help me. If there’s anyone that would know what’s going on, it would be her. So I work the water jug off my back and dip it into the pool, letting the cool, clean water slowly fill the container. When it’s full, I manage to get it on my back with minimal spilling. It’s a good thing there are straps because otherwise, I wouldn’t be able to carry this thing back.

      The return walk is slower but I don’t mind it. I’m starting to learn my way around, at least out here, and it makes it feel more and more like home. I see the men in the field, working hard to harvest the crops before the weather turns. The padamea are still slowly chewing through the ecinger when I return and pour the water into the small wooden trough. Ivar is busy in the fields and he will be for a while so I decide to make the journey into the village and visit Maggie at her infirmary.

      

      Once I reach the village, I have to ask one of the village girls where I can find Maggie. She directs me to a small hut not very far from the main hall. The door is closed so I knock and wait. Moments later, the door opens and I’m standing in front of Maggie’s smiling face.

      “Annie!” she says, stepping forward and pulling me in for a hug. “This is such a surprise. I didn’t expect to see you so soon!”

      “I hope you’re not busy, am I bothering you?” I ask.

      “No, of course not. Come on in.” She moves aside and I step in to the room. It has a very cozy, calm feel to it. One of the walls is full of shelves and each shelf is full of small bottles and bowls of various sizes.

      “Wow,” I say, walking over to the wall. “Are these all different medicines?”

      “No, not all of them,” she says, joining me by the wall. “This is where I keep the medicines that are ready to use.” She uses her hands to point them out. “Over here is where I keep the extra supplies. I’ve tried to collect and put together whatever I could think of.”

      “This is impressive,” I say, honestly.

      “Thanks,” she says, proudly, crossing her arms over her chest. “So what’s up? Just here for a visit?”

      “Well, yes, but…” I extend my hand to show her the strange markings that have appeared. “I noticed this strange pattern, or rash, on my hand today. Do you have any idea what it might be?”

      She steps close and takes my hand in hers, examining it. “Here, come over to the table. Let me look at it in the light.”

      We sit down at the table together and she examines my hand. “Does it hurt?” she asks.

      “No, but it’s tender.”

      “Do you think it’s from the thorn?”

      She thinks for a moment but shakes her head. “I’ve pricked myself on those thorns before and nothing like this has ever happened. Unless you’re having some sort of reaction to it that I didn’t have. I suppose that’s possible. Any tingling or swelling? Lightheadedness or wheezing?”

      “No…I mean the skin is a little swollen but beyond that I haven’t noticed any of those symptoms.”

      “Okay, well, not to worry. I have a few creams, I’m sure one of them will work. I’ll give you one that has the extract from a plant that acts as a natural steroid. It will help reduce the swelling and the rash should clear up after a few uses.”

      “Okay, thanks. That sounds great.”

      She stands up from the table and walks back over to her shelf, looking through the bottles while she searches for the cream. “Here it is,” she says, pulling a small bottle from the shelf. “Take this with you, apply it right now and then again before bed and in the morning. I’ll check back with you to see if the rash is going away after about twenty-four hours. Of course, if it gets any worse, come see me sooner.”

      “Crossing my fingers it works,” I say, taking the container from her while plastering a smile on my face.

      “Everything else is going well?” she asks.

      “Yeah, really well. I’ve been helping Ivar with odds and ends, whatever he finds for me. It’s better than I could have imagined, you know? I mean, I don’t know about you but I lived in the compounds back on Earth. They are not a nice place. Anywhere is better than there.”

      “I’m sorry, Annie. I never lived in the compounds myself but I’ve heard horror stories. It sucks that you had to go through that.”

      “Let’s just say I’m enjoying the freedom and the fresh air now that I’m here.”

      “Well just you wait. You haven’t experienced the winter yet. You’re really going to feel like you’re living then!” Maggie laughs and it’s contagious. I can’t help but join in even though it’s like an inside joke that I haven’t experienced yet.

      “It will be an experience, that’s for sure,” I say. “Thanks for the cream, I better head back before Ivar wonders what happened to me.”

      She hands me the cream and we both stand and head for the door. “No worries. Check in with me tomorrow, okay?”

      “Yes, I’ll be back.”

      She stands at the door, waving while sending me on my way. I wave once more and clutch the cream tightly in my hand. Over and over again in my mind, I keep hoping that this cream is going to work and this strange rash will go away by the morning. In the back of my head there’s the knowledge that a lot of strange things have gone into my body in that testing lab over the last several months. This would be really bad timing to develop some sort of reaction to those trials.

      Ivar spots me as soon as I move out of the trees at the edge of the field. He stops what he’s doing and makes his way over to me.

      “I didn’t see you,” he says, when he gets close. “I was worried.”

      “Oh, sorry,” I say, lightly. “I went into the village to see Maggie. I think I’m having an allergic reaction or something on my hand. She gave me a cream to use.” I hold it up so he can see what I was doing.

      “Do you feel okay?” he asks, concern etched on his face.

      “Oh yeah, I’m sure it’s nothing. She thought the cream should take care of it by the morning.”

      “Good,” he says. He leans close and pulls me in for a kiss. He’s sweaty, the taste of salt on his lips.

      “How are things going in the fields?”

      “We are working hard and fast as always. I will break soon.”

      “Oh good,” I say, a small smile spreading over my face. “You look like you could use a bath. Are you still up for a trip to the water when you’re done?”

      “Of course, my mate. I have been looking forward to it all day.”

      “Well good!” I smile, suddenly feeling giddy. After the experience we had together last night, I’m anxiously anticipating another encounter with him. “Make it fast.”

      I give him my best seductive look before turning away and heading toward the pool. My body is already tingling while I think about what he’s going to do to me when we’re alone once again. After I’ve gone a few feet down the path, I sense something behind me. I turn to see that Ivar is already coming down the path after me. He must have decided he had done enough work for today.

      I look back down the path and pick up my pace. I hear his footsteps coming quickly and I laugh and start to run. Within seconds, he grabs me and sweeps me up in his arms, carrying me the rest of the way.
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      The pool is so clear and clean it’s possible to see down to the bottom even once I’m further out and the water is deeper.

      “Be careful,” Ivar says. “It will be above your head soon.” I stop suddenly, like I’m about to step off the edge of a cliff, when Ivar’s arms wrap around me, pulling me back into his chest. I laugh at first, enjoying his playfulness. But my laugh quickly turns to sighs of pleasure as he lets his hands wander over my naked body. “I like these,” he says, cupping my breasts. My nipples pebble under the caress of his expert fingers. His hard cock presses into my back while I lean into him and submit to his touches.

      “Oh, Ivar,” I say, moaning. Suddenly, I’m overcome with emotion. It’s bad timing and the last thing I should be feeling right now, but I’m completely undone in his arms.

      “What is it?” he asks, sensing the change in my mood as I tense. He turns me around so I’m facing him, looking up into his eyes.

      “I never expected to feel this,” I say, shaking my head and feeling foolish. “I mean, so happy. I didn’t think this is what it would be like for me here.”

      Ivar smiles, breathing a sigh of relief. Then he leans down to kiss me. “I’m relieved,” he says. He lifts me easily in the water and I wrap my arms around his neck while he supports me under my ass. We slowly move together toward the edge of the pool, to a small place that isn’t so full of leaves and bushes. There’s a small patch that looks like a mossy blanket and this is where he gently places me.

      “Does this make you happy?” he asks. Then he pulls me close once again and kisses me, full and deep. A kiss that I feel through my entire body, making my pussy flood with arousal.

      “Yes,” I say, moaning into his kiss. My fingers thread through his hair as I pull him to me, trying to get as close as possible. But right now, it just isn’t close enough.

      Ivar’s hands trail down my body, covering every inch, making me squirm and beg for whatever comes next. He places his hand in the middle of my chest and gently pushes me backward. I obey him and lie back on the soft moss. He pulls my legs up, spreading them before his mouth is on me, eagerly licking. I pull myself up and lean on my elbows so I can watch as he uses his mouth to work me into a frenzy. I grind against him, impatient for the orgasm that I know is close. When I come, I shout my pleasure into the trees, scaring something in the bushes not far from where I lay. There’s a loud rustle behind me, making me sit up and cling to Ivar.

      I’m breathing heavily, looking around me nervously. He just laughs and strokes me. “It is nothing that will bother us,” he says, amused by my reaction.

      I let my hands trail down the hard ridges of his chest until I reach his torso. I don’t stop there. For the first time, I’m not afraid to do something that will bring up old feelings. Everything I do with Ivar feels right and I want to give him pleasure too. I let my fingers gently brush over the head of his cock before I wrap my fingers around him. He sucks in a sharp breath as he watches me closely.

      Slowly I squeeze him and move my hand up to the tip of his cock before pushing down. A low growl of pleasure escapes his lips as he leans forward and grips the edge of the pool with his hands. The water isn’t too deep here so after I use my hand for a little while; I slide down into the water. I move Ivar so he’s leaning against the side. He’s watching me, questioning what I’m doing. Then, I lean down and gently lick the head of his cock. Instinctively, his hand moves to the back of my head, gently holding me there in anticipation.

      I open my mouth and slide down onto his cock, taking him as far into my mouth as I can. The skin of his cock is softer than the rest of his body. It feels like velvet inside of my mouth. He’s warm and hard, a slight throbbing moving through him as I move my mouth over him. I grip him with my fist while my mouth continues to move over him, up and down. It doesn’t take long before I feel a strong pulse move through him, moments later a strong stream of hot cum coats the inside of my mouth. I swallow it down, taking every drop of him.

      When I finally stand up, Ivar is leaning against the edge of the pool with a dazed expression on his face. I can’t help but feel proud of myself. I smile and put my hands on his chest, feeling his heart pounding steadily. He wraps his arms around me and pulls me close, holding me to him while he gets his senses about him again.

      It doesn’t take long before I want more of him. I reach down again to find that he seems to have the same idea. He presses his cock into my hand and I squeeze it again. With a growl, he turns us and props me against the wall, my ass in his hands. He licks me a few times from behind, making me moan with anticipation. Then, his cock is there, spreading my heat as he thrusts impatiently inside of me. I cry out from the sudden fullness as so many sensations assault my body. Ivar is impatient this time, punishing me with deep, hard thrusts. I cling to the moss under my fingers and moan with every aggressive thrust of his cock. In this position, I can’t really move, all I can do is take it. And I do. Not only do I take every thrust, but I enjoy it and beg for more.

      “Yes, oh yes…more Ivar,” I say, moaning my pleasure with every thrust.

      He lifts my ass a little higher and suddenly an orgasm explodes inside of me, unexpectedly. I cry out, the intensity of the orgasm so strong it takes my breath away. His cock thrusts into me a few more times before he slams deep and holds himself there, coating my insides with his release.

      My body feels boneless when he finally pulls out, leaving me to lie face down in the moss, unable to move. I close my eyes and rest, feeling the warmth of the sun on my back. Soon, I feel Ivar’s hands on my ass, stroking me before a quick bite on my cheek snaps me out of my daze.

      “Ow,” I say, laughing and rubbing the spot where he just nipped me.

      “I couldn’t help it,” he says, squeezing me. “When you lie this way, I can’t decide if I should fuck you, bite you or lick you. I want to do all of those things to you.”

      I laugh and roll over, sliding back down into the water and into his arms. He holds me tightly, walking me back out into the middle of the water. It gets much deeper, so deep that we’re covered up to our shoulders. It feels cool on my skin after the heat of the sun.

      “We don’t have much longer to enjoy this before it starts to get colder,” he says, holding me close. “Before long this will freeze over and we will have to cut through the ice to access the water.”

      “That’s okay,” I say, relaxed and happy in his arms. “As long as I have you to keep me warm, I’ll be happy.”

      He smiles and kisses me. We kiss again and again as if we will never have enough of each other. Soon enough, the light of the day begins to fade.

      “We should be heading back before we lose the light,” Ivar says.

      “That’s probably good. My entire body probably looks like a raisin by now.”

      He looks at me with that questioning look of his again. “What is that?” he asks.

      “It’s something you can eat back on Earth,” I say. “It is small and shriveled. Like my finger.” I hold it out so he can get a closer look.

      “Ah yes,” he says. “Your skin is softer than mine. More vulnerable.” He extends his hand so I can take a look at his palm and fingers. Unlike mine, his fingers still look normal. They are not wrinkly like mine at all, even after such a long time in the water.

      I take my finger and feel his skin. It is rougher than mine but it is also smooth, without wrinkles. “Interesting,” I say.

      I’m sure his thicker skin will serve him well when the temperature starts to drop. For now, I thread my fingers through his as we begin our walk back home.
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      Early the next morning I’m already busy helping Ivar in the fields. My body has slowly begun to adapt to rising early and going to bed shortly after dark. It’s better this way. Otherwise it gets so hot in the fields. We’re in a different field today and I’m bundling a different crop for the men. It isn’t nearly as hearty as the ecinger. It has a lighter, airier consistency. It is harder to bundle but easier to carry. The wagon is almost full and Ivar has said this load will go into the village where the women will work to prepare it.

      “The wagon is almost full,” Ivar says. “We will need a padamea so we can haul it into the village.”

      “Okay,” I say, wiping the sweat from my forehead. “I can do that.” I’m out of breath and ready for a water break. But I smile at him anyway. It’s hard not to. His body gleams with sweat while his muscles somehow look larger after a morning of physical labor. My thoughts drift to last night and how even after the fun we had at the water hole, we were desperate for each other again as soon as we laid down in the furs.

      “I will see you soon, my mate,” he says, smiling before turning back to his work.

      I wave and begin my walk back toward the house. There’s further to go today because we’re working out in the north fields. By the time I get back to the house, I’m exhausted and overheating. I can tell that my face is radiating a bright red gleam as I make my way around to the animals behind the house. I have to stop for a moment as a wave of lightheadedness threatens me, turning my eyesight black for a moment before clearing again. But my heart is still really pounding, and suddenly I’m desperate for water to cool myself down.

      I make my way inside and grab the water jug, tipping it back and drinking it down. Then I pour the water over my head, trying to cool myself down. I don’t feel right and I wish Ivar were here. After resting for a little bit, I try getting up again. The fresh air feels good outside, even though it’s still just too hot. I haven’t experienced a winter here yet, but I’m starting to think I won’t mind the cooler weather.

      I grab some ecinger so I can lure the padamea over to the wagon.

      “Come on, girl,” I say, waving it in front of the closest one’s face. “Let’s go. You need to take us for a ride.”

      She quickly abandons the patch she’s currently chewing on so she can follow me for this special treat. I lead her around the house so we can begin the walk back to the north fields. I know Ivar has a good heart. Just the fact that he released the padamea from the harness when we got the wagon to the fields so she could roam free is another example of that. He didn’t want her to have to sit in a harness all day while they filled the wagon.

      I’m glad we’ll be going into the village soon. I want to stop in to see Maggie and have her check on the progress of my rash. The cream that she gave me seems to be working. I’ve been applying it regularly and so far the red rash hasn’t gotten any worse.

      I’m walking along when my heart starts pounding so loudly in my chest, it blocks out the sounds of anything else around me. I’m sucking in deep lungfuls of air but it doesn’t satisfy me. Slowly, I go down to my knees while the fields begin to spin around me. The padamea walks right up to me and begins eating the ecinger from my hand while it rests at my side. The last thing I remember thinking is that maybe it will help if I lay down. Luckily I’m doing just that when I pass out.
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      I come to again in Ivar’s arms. The jostling of my body as he runs with me through the field shakes me awake. It could have been his yelling that woke me, too. Even though I’m conscious and aware of what’s happening around me, I still don’t have the strength to say anything or ask what’s going on.

      Ivar slams into the door of his home with enough force to shake the walls and knock dishes off the shelf. He doesn’t pay it any attention. Instead, he carries me over to the furs and lays me down gently. I watch as he hurries over and grabs the water jug, scurrying back and kneeling with it by my side.

      “Drink,” he says, thrusting the jug into my mouth.

      I do as he says and accept some of the refreshing water into my mouth.

      “What happened?” I ask, my throat sore and dry.

      “You passed out in the field,” he says. “Just rest now. Maggie will be here soon to check on you.”

      I nod and let my eyes close again. It feels like too much work to fight it.

      

      I don’t know how much time has passed but when I open my eyes again, Maggie is sitting next to me. She’s using a cloth to put some substance all over my skin. It smells pungent and makes my eyes water.

      “What’s going on?” I ask her quietly, stretching out my arms.

      “I’m not sure,” Maggie says, a look of concern on her face. “Your rash has spread so I’m trying something different to see if it helps. Your body is reacting to something, but I just don’t know what.” I sense her frustration and I’m right there with her.

      “Where’s Ivar?” I ask.

      “I’m here.” I hear his voice from further across the room.

      “I’m sorry,” I tell him when he reaches my side.

      “Don’t apologize,” he says. “It is not your fault.”

      “I’m going to let this wash soak into your skin. While it works, I’ll go to the Bleak to find Freydis. It’s possible that she might know what is causing this.”

      Ivar nods. “I will stay with her until you return.”

      Maggie nods her understanding and then gathers her things and scrambles out the door. There’s an urgency about her that makes me nervous. I don’t know what is happening to me but it just figures that I was finally happy and now this.

      Ivar is quiet, too quiet.

      “You should go, Ivar,” I say. “I don’t want you to get sick, too.”

      “I won’t,” he says, confidently. “If I were going to get sick, I would have already. We have had just a little bit of physical contact.”

      I appreciate how he is trying to lighten the mood but I don’t feel like laughing. So, he continues. “I am not going to leave you. No matter what,” he says. “Now, go back to sleep. I will wake you when Freydis arrives.”

      I try to do what he says but even after all of the fatigue I’ve felt today, I can’t make myself fall back asleep. I’m worrying too much about what’s going to happen to me. Also, I can’t help but feel that I’m letting Ivar down. He deserves to have a strong partner to help him work the fields. To give him babies and companionship. I worried from the beginning that I would be a disappointment to him and now I worry that my fears are coming true.

      “Are you hungry?” he asks, when he sees that I’m still awake. He’s lifting the water for me so I can take a drink. I end up drinking a lot, as if I can’t quench my thirst.

      I shake my head. “Tell me something about yourself Ivar,” I say. I’m still lying with Maggie’s treatment coating my skin. The fire is keeping me warm but there are still small trembles that rack my body every now and again.

      “What do you want to know?” he asks. His voice is quiet, solemn and it hurts me to know that I’m causing him pain.

      “Anything. Tell me what it was like when you were younger.”

      “When I was young, while there was peace, I lived with my father. My mother died when I was very young, complications from childbirth. Our lives were very similar to what they are now. My father was a farmer, he taught me what I know. I would help him plant the fields and harvest them. At least until I decided I wanted to train with some of the others in the village. Then, I spent my days learning how to fight until I’d drag my battered, tired body home at night. Ultimately, both skills ended up being important. I’ve used them both equally.”

      “And what happened to your father?” I ask.

      “He became sick. We didn’t know much about healing at that time, not like we do now. I couldn’t help him. I didn’t know what to do. But at least he was with me for a long time.”

      I squeeze his hand gently.

      “Being out in the fields, harvesting the crops…I feel close to him, even though he’s not here anymore.”

      “He’s still with you,” I say, quietly.

      Ivar looks down at me and manages a small smile. “I didn’t do a very good job lifting your spirits with that story,” he says.

      “That’s okay. I like it when you tell me things about yourself.”

      Eventually Ivar lies down next to me, careful not to rub off any of the medicine. With him so close, I’m finally able to fall asleep again.
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      It’s quite a while later when Freydis arrives at the house. Maggie had to go all the way to the Bleak to get her, so it makes sense that it took a while. I’m eager to meet her, hopeful that she’ll look me over and know what’s going on.

      Maggie walks in first, motioning for someone to join her. Then, a little old woman hobbles in behind Maggie, carrying a bag. She’s wearing a pendant around her neck that looks very similar to the one Maggie wears. She looks over at me lying in the furs. The medicine dried on my skin a long time ago and now I’m covered and lying comfortably next to the fire.

      “Annie,” Maggie says, “This is Freydis. She’s the healer I was telling you about.”

      “Yes,” I say. “Thank you for coming to see me.”

      “Hello,” Freydis says, walking over to my side. “Let us see what is going on.” She drops her bag on the ground next to me and situates herself. She is small for a Viking even though she is a woman. Or maybe that it’s just that there are so few women in the clans that it is surprising to see one.

      “Skarde is outside,” Maggie says to Ivar.

      Ivar nods, looks over at me and steps outside.

      “It’s okay,” Maggie says to me. “He just wants to know what’s going on.”

      Freydis lifts my arm and looks it over thoroughly before setting it down and moving to the other arm. She repeats the same process with my arm and then looks at my chest and torso. Unlike before, I’m covered with intricate red lines. It resembles a rash but I know it’s something different. It is beginning to burn underneath my skin, not on my skin. It’s like there’s something inside of me that needs to be purged. She studies me for a while, without saying anything. Her look is focused and set, making me wonder what is going through her mind.

      Maggie observes from behind her, watching her carefully.

      Finally, Freydis takes my hand and studies the place where I was cut by the thorn.

      “This is very strange indeed,” Freydis says, rubbing the area. “The wound has healed but still, it is like there is poison trapped inside of her body.”

      “I didn’t think those thorns were poisonous,” Maggie says. “I’ve been pricked before and never had any problems.”

      “Yes, but you are different. Your body has a special ability to heal itself. The poison would not affect you in the same way it affects her. Your skin is much softer, thinner than our skin. For one of us, the thorn would not even penetrate the skin.”

      “Or it could be something else entirely,” Maggie says.

      “Yes, it could,” Freydis says before turning to Maggie. “What are you thinking?” she asks.

      “Sickness is rampant on Earth,” Maggie says. “What if she contracted something in the labs? What if she is a carrier of the new age plague?”

      Maggie’s words fill me with dread. I’ve watched so many people suffer and die from the new age plague. It is what swept through the population before it was discovered that our drinking water was contaminated. At first the symptoms looked like the plague from long ago, so they called it the new age plague. It worked quickly and many people died before anyone was able to figure out what was causing it. We reverted to burning bodies in the streets to try to stop the spread of the disease.

      It isn’t far fetched that I could be a carrier. It is impossible to know what was in the treatments I received at the labs before I came here. I could be carrying something dangerous, to me and to the clan.

      “If that is the case, you should not be here any longer,” Freydis says to Maggie. “You are carrying Einar’s child. Even if it is nothing at all like the plague, it is not safe to risk it, especially if this turns out to be contagious.

      “Oh my goodness, I didn’t know Maggie!” I say, surprised to find out that she’s pregnant. “If I am contagious, you should all go,” I say. “I don’t want to get anyone else sick.”

      Freydis nods her head in agreement. “Skarde will want you put in quarantine. For now, I have to agree with him. Until I can figure this out, it is best that you remain away from the rest of the clan.”

      “Ivar will not like this,” Maggie says.

      Freydis looks at me. “You need to make Ivar understand that he cannot be near you,” she says. “If he breaks quarantine, he risks being cast out from the rest of his people. If you should perish, that would mean a long, lonely life for him.”

      I’m sick to my stomach but Freydis explains this to me with authority, her face never flinching. Even though I want to break down in tears, kicking and screaming that this isn’t fair, I understand her concern for Ivar. I have the same concern for him. In fact, I love him. He’s all I can think about and I want to do what is right.

      “I’m not giving up on you, Annie,” Freydis says. “But I need time to figure out how I can help you.”

      “Okay,” I say, quietly. I’ve accepted her decision; I’m not going to fight it.

      “I will take you to the border,” Freydis says. “I will care for you there.”

      I nod my understanding.

      “Can you dress yourself?” she asks.

      “Yes,” I say, pulling myself up. Another wave of lightheadedness washes over me. I need to take a minute for it to pass before I can pull myself up the rest of the way. I’m feverish, my skin overly sensitive. I slide my shirt over my head but it still feels too heavy when it brushes against my skin. I’ve just finished pulling on my pants when Freydis finally feels that it is safe to step out and talk to the others.

      A moment later, I hear Skarde yell Ivar’s name just as he comes bursting into the house.

      “Annie,” he says, coming to my side. “I will not leave you. I am coming with you to the border.”

      All I want right now is for him to come with me and stay by my side. He’s the only one I truly trust. But Freydis’s words still ring loudly in my head. I need to think about his well-being. This is his home first and foremost. I can’t let him risk it all for me.

      “No, Ivar, you cannot,” I say with as much authority as I can muster.

      “What are you talking about?” he says. “Of course I can.”

      “No,” I say again. “You cannot. In fact, you should leave now with Skarde. You need to do as they say.”

      “You don’t know what you say,” he says. I can’t tell if he’s frustrated with me or hurt, but I know he isn’t happy that I’m arguing with him about this.

      “I know exactly what I’m talking about. Maggie thinks it could be a disease that I have brought from Earth. You cannot be exposed to that. You will never be allowed to join your clan again.”

      “Then I will not. You are my mate and I will stay by your side,” he says, stubbornly.

      “Ivar,” I say with enough authority to make him stop and look. “I don’t want you to come. I don’t want anyone to come, not even Freydis. I will go into quarantine on my own.”

      He stops and looks at me, but I still get the feeling he isn’t buying into what I’m saying. My heart is breaking as I try to find a way to convince him to leave me.

      “I understand why you are scared, Annie. But I will take care of you.”

      “We are not mates, Ivar. We haven’t had the mating ceremony. So I’m telling you that I want you to go and leave me. I don’t want to see you. Do you understand?” I pause for a moment and then add, “Forget what you thought we had. It will be better for the both of us.”

      I stare at him as long as I can, until I can’t stand the emotions passing over his features, each one cutting me deeper. I turn away and stare at the wall, waiting for him to decide what he will do next.

      “Go, Ivar,” I yell. “Go away!”

      He stands and walks through the door, letting it slam shut behind him. I suck in a sob, unable to breathe while I gasp for air. My chest hurts, my heart broken in tiny pieces. I want to run after him and beg him to stay with me, but I can’t just think about myself. This is about Ivar and what his future will be like if I don’t survive this. He’ll have a chance at something more. And he’ll still be welcome in his clan.

      After I’ve taken a moment to compose myself, I slowly make my way to the door and step outside. Everyone is gone expect for Freydis. She waits in a wagon with one of the padamea harnessed and ready to take me where I will no longer be a danger to anyone else.
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      I lie in the back of the wagon as Freydis gets us moving. I don’t know where she’s taking me but it doesn’t matter anymore. Whatever happens to me now is secondary. At least Ivar will be safe in the village, away from me and whatever is going on inside of me.

      I don’t sleep during the journey; instead, I watch the scenery pass me by. The sky is clear today, the air refreshing, revitalizing me. We move past the fields and keep going until the trees become sparser and I notice more and more rocks and boulders lining the paths. We must be moving closer to the Bleak.

      We stop when I see the wall looming over us not far in the distance. I look behind us and wonder if we’ve just stopped so Freydis and the padamea can take a break. But then I watch as she disappears into the rocks. Slowly I pull myself out of the wagon, give the padamea a few pets and follow after her through the opening in the rocks. My energy has diminished greatly. It’s like I just can’t get myself moving.

      I follow the path until it opens up and there’s a small hut with walls made out of rocks and a roof made out of thick wood. Freydis has opened the door so I follow her inside. It’s very small with not much of anything inside besides an old fire pit that looks like it hasn’t been used in a very long time.

      “What is this place?” I ask her, stepping inside.

      “It is just an old hut used by some of the guards. But it hasn’t been used in a long time. No use for it anymore.”

      “Here, rest yourself while I get the fire going.”

      She unrolls a large fur from the top of her bag and spreads it out on the ground. I happily sit down while she gets busy building the fire.

      “I have to go get the supplies from the wagon,” she says. “I’ll be right back.”

      “I’ll be here,” I say, but she’s already gone. I lie down, enjoying the softness and warmth of the fur. It’s cold in here even though it’s still warm outside. I wonder if it has anything to do with the stonewalls or the fact that it’s surrounded by boulders. I have to give Freydis credit, this seems like a great place for quarantine.

      She comes back a little while later, carrying another sack on her back and hauling a few logs.

      “I’m stronger than I look,” she says, dropping the logs into the fire pit. She drops the second sack onto the floor, putting all of the supplies together. “There is food and water in the sack. But don’t worry if you run out, we will deliver more for you regularly. I will come or one of the guards will leave more supplies at the entrance to the rocks.”

      “Guards?” I ask.

      “Skarde insisted that guards keep watch over you.”

      “Just in case I decide to plan an escape and make my way back into the village so I can infect everyone?” I ask, sarcastically.

      She shakes her head. “He wants to make sure you have what you need. And also that you remain where we put you.”

      “Of course,” I say. “Well, if it makes him feel any better…I don’t have the energy to make a getaway. And who knows, maybe I’ll be dead by the time you come back.”

      “Oh child,” Freydis says, sensing my mood. She has started working on the fire. “You’re going to think I’m the village crazy lady. But I will tell you a story that I have heard too many times to believe that it is untrue.”

      I lie on my side and watch her, listening as she talks. There’s something soothing about the way she speaks. She has this confidence about her that transfers.

      “My mother used to tell me stories when I was little. I was convinced that she would make them up; they were too fantastical to be true. But, there was one in particular that she was adamant about…just enough to make me wonder if there is truth to it after all.”

      “Tell me the story,” I say, eager for the distraction.

      “Being a healer isn’t a choice. It chose me just like it chose my mother and in the same way it chose Maggie. Understanding the power of healing opens our minds to things that others cannot truly believe. They don’t have the ability to imagine the power that can go along with healing ailments and saving lives.”

      I nod, showing her I’m listening.

      “My mother claims the creation of the healer began in the gorge.”

      “The gorge?” I ask.

      “Yes, very deep within,” she says, clarifying. “More specifically, in the place where the rocks weep a golden elixir.”

      “That sounds promising,” I say with a smile.

      “Yes,” she says, chuckling. “Drinking this elixir holds the power to heal our physical form, making us impermeable to disease and illness. Those of us that have healing powers, have elements of this elixir in our blood. As well as serpent’s venom.” She adds the last comment almost like an after thought.

      “Serpent’s venom!” I say, alarmed.

      “That isn’t the difficult part to believe. Maggie can tell you all about that.”

      “What?” I ask. It seems like things are becoming more and more difficult to follow.

      “My point is,” Freydis says, continuing. “The elixir is believed to be contained in the gorge. It has only been a myth, a legend up until this point on the Isle. No one has ever been to the gorge here and I suppose it isn’t certain that there even is access to the deep on this Isle. But if it is necessary, maybe, just maybe it would be worth the journey to find out.”

      “So, you’re saying that if nothing else works, I should journey to the gorge and search for this golden elixir that we aren’t even sure really exists?”

      “Yes, more or less,” she says. “The elixir exists, we just don’t know if there is access to it here. I don’t want you to give up hope. There is always hope. I have seen miracles with my own eyes. I have witnessed the healing power of myths and legends.”

      “I don’t know, Freydis,” I say, shaking my head. “These stories do sound pretty crazy.”

      She shrugs her shoulders.

      “And if this magical elixir really exists, why has no one else ever tried to find it before?” I ask.

      “Well, it is a story for healers, by healers. The warriors have no knowledge of this and if they did, they would think it is just as crazy as you believe it to be. No one would risk a journey to the gorge when they don’t truly believe that something of this nature really exists.”

      “But to know about it, someone must have made the journey in the past?”

      “Aye,” she says, “but in another place. Where my people are originally from before we arrived on the Isle.”

      “Okay,” I say. “I’ve just never heard anyone mention the gorge before.”

      “It is a place born from the stories of my ancestors. But we are drawn to it as it is similar to a life force. I have to believe, even though I have only ever dreamt about it.”

      “And why have you suddenly thought about it? Do you think there is no treatment for what I have?”

      “I am not convinced that you have this plague that Maggie suggested. I see patterns on your skin, pictures. You burn with a fever that raises the temperature of your body, as if it fights to cleanse itself of something. I’m leaning toward a poison that we need to somehow extract from your blood. But…until I know for sure, you must remain here. No more talk of death, child. Think about the power of the golden elixir and believe that anything is possible.”

      “Freydis, I like you,” I say. “But I think you are right. It is possible that you are the village crazy lady.”

      She laughs raucously and I’m surprised that such a sound can come from such a small body. She has the fire going now, large and roaring.

      “It gets cold in the rocks,” she says. “Keep the fire burning strong, especially at night. I plan on treating you as if you have been poisoned. I’m going to gather some supplies from my home and return by tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” I say, my mood lifting slightly at her confidence. If it is a poisoning after all, hopefully there is something that can be done.

      “The guards are keeping watch, they will make sure you are safe. If you think of anything you’d like me to bring for you, let me know tomorrow when I return.”

      “Well, it sounds like I could sure use some of that elixir.”

      “Oh, don’t worry. A trip to the gorge is on my list of things to try. It’s just further down the list.”

      “Well, I’ll be here when you return.”

      “There you go,” Freydis says. “That’s a better attitude.” She pats my side and stands up from the fire, dusting off her skirt. She walks over to the wall and pulls out a second roll of fur. She brings this one back and lays it over me. “Okay, you’re warm and resting. There is food and water here in the bag. I will return tomorrow.”

      “Okay,” I say, “I’ll see you tomorrow, Freydis. Thank you.”

      She leaves the hut and I’m left on my own, my first night of quarantine. Freydis is sweet and I love her determined attitude. Her stories are spectacular and it would be pretty awesome if a magical healing elixir really existed. I didn’t want to say anything, but I can feel my strength slowly leaving my body, like a tire that has a leak and is slowly losing air. As I finally close my eyes, all I can see is Ivar’s face. I hope tonight when I fall asleep that he will visit me in my dreams and help ease the ache in my heart.
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      Freydis returns the next day just as she promised. This time, she has come equipped with more supplies.

      “How are you today?” she asks when she enters the hut. The fire is still going strong. I rolled closer to it a few times throughout the night to poke it and keep it going, adding a few logs when they started to burn down too low.

      “The same,” I say. I’m still lying by the fire, all of my energy gone. I know I still burn with a fever but I still need the fire. Without it the chills that shake my entire body would return. “What did you bring today?”

      “It is something for you to eat,” she says, sitting with me by the fire. She’s holding a small bowl and when she takes the cover off, there’s a thick greenish colored cream inside. “I’ll warm it for you. That might make it easier for you to get it down.”

      That’s not a bad idea, anything to help me work up some sort of an appetite. It’s possible I might have a little more energy if I could force myself to eat more.

      “How did you sleep?” she asks, while we sit and wait for the concoction to heat up.

      “Sleeping at night is fine. All I can seem to do is sleep,” I say. “I don’t have any energy for anything else.”

      “I hope this will help you.” She leans forward and stirs the green clump that slowly starts to liquefy.

      “Have you been back to the Isle at all?”

      “No. I spent the night at my home in the Bleak. That’s where I keep all of my things.” She stirs constantly now, the concoction turning into a soupy consistency. “Wondering how Ivar is doing?”

      Just the mention of his name makes my heart jump in my chest. I’d give anything to see him right now. It’s easy to regret sending him away when I find myself spending the long hours of the day all alone. I don’t blame him for staying away; it’s what I told him to do. I just really wish things could be different.

      “Yes,” I say, honestly. “I miss him.”

      “He misses you too. I don’t need to see him to know he isn’t handling this well.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “Yes,” she says simply. “Have you ever known a man to handle his emotions well?”

      I laugh weakly. “I guess you’re right. I just wish I could see him.”

      “Soon enough, child. Once we get you all healed up, you’ll be able to go back to the village.”

      “If he still wants me at that point. I was really harsh when I sent him away.”

      “Ah, don’t worry about any of that right now. You need to concentrate on fighting this.”

      “Ugh,” I say, moaning as I force myself to sit up. “Is this going to taste horrible?”

      “Smell it,” she says, holding it in front of my nose.

      “Oh, it doesn’t really smell that bad.”

      I’m relieved. I want to be able to keep this down because I’m tired of feeling this way. I’m ready to fight this and get better. Freydis hands me the bowl. It’s warm so I set it in my lap and take a spoonful before I can overthink it. I’m relieved when it goes down smoothly. It doesn’t have a really strong taste but it does have a medicinal aftertaste. I force myself to eat every last drop and then I hand over the bowl.

      “So Maggie’s blood wouldn’t work on me?” I ask, thinking about it after I witnessed how quickly she was able to heal Ivar.

      “Unfortunately, no,” Freydis says. “At least not as effectively. There is a small amount in what you have eaten and it will help you. But because it is something with your blood, it isn’t able to completely heal you.”

      I nod my understanding. “How long will it take to work?” I ask, anxious to feel some results.

      “Soon. It is my hope that you will feel like getting back on your feet within a few hours.”

      “That would be amazing.” I rub my hands over my face and try to tame my hair with my fingers.

      “Do you have enough food and water to last you? I can bring whatever you need back with me when I come again.”

      “More water would be great,” I say. “I’m fine with food. Not much of an appetite.”

      “That might change if you start to feel better. Let’s hope.”

      “Crossing my fingers,” I say, holding them up to show her. She smiles and looks at me strangely. Then, she gets up and goes through the supplies that are still mostly in the bag by the door.

      “Yes, it looks like you’ll be good for a few more days at least. But, I’ll still bring more water.”

      “Thank you, Freydis,” I say. This time when she leaves, I’m at least sitting up by the fire and manage to give her a half-hearted wave good-bye. I feel her exit more today than I did yesterday. I wonder how long I’ll need to stay here on my own. As each day goes by, it will get harder and harder to maintain my composure.

      I lie down again and think about Ivar. I can picture him clearly in my mind, working the fields. The sun is beginning to go down, surrounding him in a soft glow. I miss feeling his body next to mine as I lie here in the furs. It seems that my body has already adapted to the extra warmth he gives me at night when he curls around me after we’ve made love. I sure hope this concoction works because I don’t know how much longer I’m going to last in this cold, empty place.
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        * * *

      

      I wake up later to the sound of thunder and rain. At first, it makes me think I’m back on Earth, until I look around and remember where I am. But I’ve never heard thunder here before so if it’s a storm, it is the first since I’ve been on Scides. Surprisingly, I’m able to pull myself up from the furs for the first time since I’ve been here. I make my way to the door and pull it open, stepping out into the fresh air. The day is gray, angry rain clouds covering the sky. The rain is pouring down as I step further outside. It feels good on my skin, cool and fresh. For the first time in a long time I don’t feel like I’m in the haze of a fever.

      I walk through the path in the rocks until I break free and I’m standing in the open space. I lift my head up toward the sky and spread my arms, letting the heavy rainfall on me. It soaks through my hair and clothes, dripping off me so that I feel like I’m taking a shower.

      Once I’ve had my fill, I look around. I see the guards standing further out at the edge of the valley. They watch me but they don’t make a move to approach. I should be angry that I’m basically being kept prisoner here, but instead it makes me feel better knowing I’m not completely on my own. If I should happen to need something, I have ways to contact someone.

      I look back toward the village, wishing I could take a quick walk just to get a glimpse of Ivar. I do catch a glimpse of someone standing just within the tree line. At first I assume it’s a guard but then I see that he’s not dressed in warrior gear. I see the brown hair, wet and long against his body and even though it’s too far away to see clearly, I think it’s Ivar, watching me. He doesn’t move, only watches me. Across the long expanse of land, he watches over me and finally I feel at peace.

      Water drips into my eyes making me blink and the next time I look out at the trees, he’s gone. I don’t see anyone. I close my eyes tightly and then open my eyes and look again, desperate to see him standing there. But he isn’t there. I must have imagined the whole thing because when I look back at the other guards, they still stand there and watch me. Suddenly, the short burst of energy is gone and I make my way back inside the stone hut. I’m dripping wet and shaking when I sit down in front of the fire, determined to dry off before I get my furs all wet. Then, after thinking about it for a bit, I realize that no one is here to see me. I strip out of my wet clothes and lay them by the fire so they can dry. Then, I climb into my dry nest of furs and lie down, trying desperately to stop the misgiving that looms so large over me right now. I regret what I said to Ivar. If I don’t ever get out of here, it will be awful that the last words I said to him were to reject him.

      Instead, I wish I could tell him that I love him and that somehow he made this alien planet feel more like a home to me than Earth had in a long time. I fall asleep, alone, hoping desperately that I’ll still get the chance.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter 29

          

        

      

    

    
      Freydis doesn’t come back the next day, or the day after that. I start to worry a little but the storms are hanging around for much longer than I expected. By the third day of thunder and rain, I’m convinced that the weather is what’s keeping Freydis away. I have all of the supplies that I need, but I’m lonely. There are only so many days a person can be expected to go without any form of interaction.

      Whatever was in the bowl that Freydis had me eat seems to be helping. The markings are still bright on my skin but the fever isn’t as strong and my usual fatigue doesn’t hit until the end of the day. I’m not ready to say that I’m on the path to being cured, but I’m optimistic for the first time since this all began.

      There’s a hollowed-out stone that was sitting right outside of the hut. When the rain persisted, I pushed it out to a place where it would collect rainwater, giving me the opportunity to give myself a sponge bath and finally wash my hair. The rain has slowed significantly so I take the opportunity to venture outside. I found a chunk of soap at the bottom of the bag Freydis left for me and even though there isn’t anyone around to impress, I feel better when I’m clean.

      I’m not shy about removing my clothes because I’m very isolated within the rocks. I’m fairly confident that no one can see me until I move through the trail and out through the rocks. So, after I clean myself and wash my hair, I use the soap to clean my clothes. There’s a light misting that keeps my skin wet and gives me goose bumps I hurry to finish rinsing out the clothes so I can dry off by the fire for a while.

      Once I’m back inside, I arrange my clothes so they can dry by the fire. I welcome the warmth from the fire. Even with a low-grade fever, I still find myself seeking out warmth. In fact, I climb into my fur nest once more, warming myself in front of the fire while letting my body rest.

      I don’t expect to fall asleep, but my body has other plans. Not only do I sleep, but also I dream. I dream of Ivar. In my dream he’s lying with me in the furs, his naked body pressed against mine. His hands roam over my bare skin, making me moan with desire. I’ve craved his touch for so long, ached to feel his body on mine.

      Pleasure blooms in my core, an ache that I’ve tried to suppress. I reach down to touch myself and find Ivar between my legs. I spread for him, welcoming the roughness of his tongue against my sensitive folds. He licks me like a starving man and in this fever dream, I chase an orgasm. I’m so close; it won’t be long until I see stars. But then, just like every good dream, I startle awake, my naked body cold now that my fur is pushed aside.

      I rub my hands over my face, trying to pull myself out of the haze of my dream when I feel a very real weight slide over me. I shriek, my eyes snapping open and staring unbelieving as Ivar perches over me.

      “My love,” he says, crashing his lips down on mine. His hard cock is pressed against me, his naked body covering me as he kisses me frantically. Instead of questioning how this is even possible, I take his kisses, willingly. Moments later, he thrusts into me and we are finally joined once more. I have waited too long for this and it’s something that I wasn’t sure I’d ever be able to experience again.

      We’re instantly moving in rhythm, both of our bodies starving for the connection that only sex with your mate can bring. He thrusts hard, and I’m impatient for every single one.

      “I cannot live without you,” he says, breathless.

      I moan in response, trying to find something to hold onto to anchor myself. I shouldn’t let him do this, I should hold fast to my convictions and send him away. But at this point, I think we both know that isn’t going to happen. I’m just not strong enough and I’m tired of being alone.

      I’m gasping for breath, holding onto him, bracing for every thrust when he reaches down and uses his thumb to press against my clit. The added pressure in my most sensitive place sends me reeling. I shout as I come, Ivar quickly placing his hand over my mouth. He holds it there while my orgasm rolls through me, his thrusts continuing to force every last bit of pleasure from my body. I can see the moment on his face when he starts to come undone and his hot seed bursts forth inside of me. I wrap my arms around his waist and hold him to me, unwilling to let him go. I finally feel complete once more. If I wake up and find that this has all been a dream, I’m going to be really pissed.

      But my eyes are open and everything I’m feeling is real. Ivar is real.

      “How is this possible?” I ask him when he finally moves his hand away from my mouth.

      “I am not suppose to be here,” he says.

      “Yes, I know that already,” I say, smiling. He’s still slowly moving in me and I’ve been desperate for him. Nothing will ever feel as good as it does when he’s inside of me like this.

      “The guards prepared a delivery of water and food for you and I made sure I was the one to make the delivery.”

      “Impressive,” I say. “Didn’t they know it was you?” I raise my eyebrow, skeptical.

      “Of course,” he says. “Let’s just say it is good to have favors owed.”

      “As much as I want you here, you shouldn’t have done this, Ivar. Now Skarde will never let you back with your clan.”

      “I don’t care,” he says adamantly. “You are my life now. I cannot live without you.”

      “I told you, I don’t want you here,” I say, trying to assert myself and hold to my convictions.

      “I don’t believe you,” he says, thrusting inside of me again. I tip my head back and moan. He’s so quick to call my bluff.

      “Okay, that’s a lie,” I admit. “But it’s because I’m selfish and I love you.”

      He leans down and kisses me, slowly. It’s hypnotizing while working me up again. I haven’t had enough strength to get off of the floor most of the days I’ve been here, but right now, I have the energy for anything.

      “What happens if Freydis comes back and finds you here?” I ask.

      “She is the one that helped me find you in the first place.”

      “She did?”

      “Yes. She doesn’t believe you have anything that will harm anyone else. She thinks it is from the treatments you went through on Earth. She’s trying to find a way to counteract the poisons.”

      “But what if she can’t? What if Skarde never lets me back in the village?”

      “Then I will stay with you, out here for as long as we need to stay.” He kisses me once more and I kiss him back like he is all of the oxygen that I need. “I have something else in mind, though.”

      He pulls himself up so he’s sitting next to the fire. I instantly miss his warmth and reach for the fur to cover myself. He reaches over and rests his hand on my leg, gently rubbing it.

      “What is it?” I ask, curious.

      “We go to the gorge.”

      I laugh and it feels good to have such a pure, genuine laugh. But then I look at his face and he isn’t amused.

      “You’re not serious,” I say, propping myself up on my elbow.

      “I am very serious,” he says, poking the fire. “I have heard the stories too. I figure…it’s worth a try.”

      “But-” I’m trying to think of how to rationalize all of this but nothing comes to mind. “It’s just a story, Ivar. A bedtime story that Freydis heard when she was a little girl. There’s no way to know if there’s any truth to what she said.”

      “That is true. We won’t know unless we go to the gorge and see for ourselves.”

      “It can’t be that easy. Otherwise why wouldn’t others have tried to get there?”

      “It isn’t easy. Some say it is impossible. But to find a cure for your ailment, I will gladly make the trip.”

      I crawl closer to him and put my arm around his wide shoulder, snuggling into his neck. “I don’t deserve you, Ivar. But I’m glad I have you.”

      “I never wish to be parted from you again.” He puts his hand over my arm and squeezes. Suddenly, I have a new outlook on finding a cure. If there’s a chance, why not take it?
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      “Are you comfortable?” Ivar asks, pulling another fur up to my neck.

      “Yes,” I say, whispering. He has tucked me into the back of the wagon with the rest of the supplies we’ll need on our trip to the gorge.

      “Why are you whispering?”

      “I don’t know, I feel like I should now that I’m hiding back here.”

      “I don’t think we need to worry too much. The guards are stationed quite a ways away, I don’t think they will suspect anything.”

      “I hope not,” I say.

      “Don’t worry, my mate. This is going to work.” He loads the last of our supplies into the wagon and then climbs in the front. Moments later the wagon jerks forward and we are on our way. I watch as we make our way out of the rock path, the small stone hut slowly getting further and further away. The light is almost gone for the day when we break free of the rocks. I know Ivar planned it purposefully so we’d be doing most of our traveling through the night.

      I doze on and off for most of the trip. Whenever we hit a rock or go over a big bump, I’m jostled awake. I sit up at times to get a look at where we’re going, but there really isn’t very much to see. We’re surrounded by rocks and hills for most of the journey. After I’ve rested long enough, I crawl up to the front bench so I can sit by Ivar for the rest of the journey.

      “Are we getting close?” I ask as I situate myself next to him.

      “Will it upset you if I say I’m not sure?”

      I chuckle. “No. This trip is a complete crap shoot.”

      “I don’t know what that means,” he says, fatigue starting to show on his face.

      “It’s nothing. You look tired; do you want to rest for a while? We can stop so you can take a break. The padamea is probably ready for a break too.”

      “Yes,” he says. “I was keeping an eye out for a good place to stop. Somewhere by a water hole or under some trees or bushes.”

      “I’d offer to keep us moving but I don’t know what I’m looking for.” I wrap my arms around his and snuggle close to his side. It feels amazing to have someone to talk to after so many days on my own. The fact that it’s Ivar just makes the whole situation that much more incredible.

      “Freydis said the stories she has heard say we need to travel to the tallest crest of land. From there, we will need to travel to the steepest side of the rocks where the entrance will be found along the base. She said it is not obvious where we need to enter. It is a hidden passageway that is almost impossible to find.”

      “Hopefully not really impossible. Then this will all be for nothing.”

      He looks at me and smiles. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m good now that I’m with you. It was hard being on my own. I mean, it was nice that Freydis would come to visit but it’s not the same. I was homesick, only not for Earth…for you.”

      “You won’t have to go through that again. You have my word.”

      We continue through the darkness for a little while longer. My eyes have adjusted, making it easier for me to see the path and off into the hills. Eventually, we reach a plateau covered with a copse of trees. It’s level so we’re able to stop the wagon for a while, giving Ivar and our padamea a chance to rest.

      Once we’re stopped, I grab the furs from the back while Ivar takes some water to give the padamea. I move inside of the trees leaving the wagon behind. It is like our own private hut in here. The trees block the wind so it’s warmer even though we don’t have a fire. I’m just spreading out the furs on the ground when Ivar is suddenly behind me. His hands caress my ass and I can’t help but smile. I like his ferocious appetite for mating. After being apart for so many days, we need to make up for lost time.

      His fingers are quick to undo my pants and pull them over my hips while I’m still on my knees in front of him. He bends down to pull my pant legs off one at a time, gently nibbling the bare skin of my ass cheek. His fingers stroke my pussy from behind and I’m instantly wet for him. He’s eager again tonight, just like he was when he took me in the stone hut before I had even woken up. I’m learning quickly that it isn’t a good idea to keep a warrior from his mate. I stretch out in front of him, lifting my ass and spreading my legs.

      I hear the growl begin in his chest and it’s only moments later that his cock presses against my core. Instead of thrusting in right away, he rubs the head of his cock along my seam, coating himself in my arousal. I’m already gasping underneath him, trying to push back into him so he will fill me the way I like.

      “Always so eager,” he says, squeezing my ass. There’s a hitch in his voice that lets me know he’s struggling with restraint just as much as I am.

      When he finally pushes his cock into me, he’s slow about it, savoring the feel of every inch pushing deeper and deeper. I moan and adjust my hips so I can take him as deep as he wants to go. With my hips at this angle, his cock rubs against my G-spot, creating a powerful tingle in my core with every thrust. I match his thrusts with my hips, taking everything that he gives me. Soft cries escape my lips as he hammers into me from behind. The soft fur rubs against my skin below me, intensifying the sensations coursing through my body.

      Pressure is building inside of me but before I can reach climax, Ivar’s hands are on my hips, rolling me over so I’m lying on my back, my legs resting over his shoulders. His cock enters me again quickly, somehow finding a way to go even deeper than before. I moan loudly, unable to stop the sounds that are coming from my mouth. Ivar looks deep into my eyes as he ravishes me and that’s all it takes for me to come undone.

      My head tips backward as my eyes roll back in my head. Delicious sensations explode through my body as my heart thunders in my chest, making me writhe with pleasure while I’m under his control. I don’t know how he manages to give me such intense pleasure but it’s the most amazing sex I’ve ever had in my life. I lie spent and limp underneath him, all of the strength leaving my body.

      He pulls out and I roll onto my knees, quickly taking his cock into my mouth. His cock is hot and pulsing, ready to explode and I want to taste him. He thrusts into my mouth while I grip him tightly with my hand. A few more pumps and his explosive heat washes over my tongue while I swallow it down.

      He leans back on his knees while his cock pumps his release, his animalistic growl turning me on all over again. Eventually I sit up and he grabs onto my face with his hands, pulling me in for a passionate kiss. I wrap my arms around him while he pulls me close and lays me down on the furs with him. He continues to kiss me like he’s possessed.

      “I can’t get enough of you, my mate. I thought for a short while that I wasn’t going to be able to see you again. It has made me mad with yearning for you.”

      I thread my fingers through his hair to keep him close.

      “I am here now,” I say.

      “At daylight we will find the entrance to the gorge. We will find this elixir so it can cure you and I can finally bring you home with me again.”

      “That would be wonderful,” I say. “Because I don’t want to go back to that stone hut all by myself.”

      “Whatever happens from now on, we will do it together. I will not let Skarde take you from me again.”

      He wraps his arms tightly around me. I rest into his chest and relax as his breathing even outs. The slow, steady rhythm of his heart calms me and helps me drift off on my own. I need to rest too, so I have the strength to make it down into the gorge. I just hope Freydis isn’t full of it, because if she is…I don’t know what other options I have.
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      We only need to take the wagon a little further the next morning. We can see the tall set of boulders that Freydis referred to. Now we need to walk around to see if we can find an opening that will lead us down. Ivar leads the way as we walk around the base, looking for any signs of an opening. It takes a lot longer than I initially thought it would. I figured it would be easy to see a hole in the side of a boulder large enough for us to fit into. Unfortunately, that isn’t the case. The terrain that we have to maneuver through is challenging and there’s a lot more of it than I expected when we started. I’m feeling better but I’m not back to my normal self. I’m worried I’ll need a break before we find what we’re looking for.

      “What do you think, Ivar?” I ask, stopping to catch my breath. “Maybe it really isn’t here.”

      He stops with his hands on his hips and looks around. “I’m not ready to give up yet.”

      “Okay,” I say, running my fingers through my hair. I really wish I had a hair tie so I could pull this sweaty mop off of my face. “Well, it isn’t going to be obvious. What haven’t we thought of yet?”

      He’s quiet too as we both look around, processing our situation.

      “Maybe it is hidden, covered by larger rocks,” I suggest.

      Ivar looks like he likes that idea. “And maybe it isn’t actually in the side of the boulder. Maybe it’s just close by.”

      “Okay, let’s move further out from the boulders and explore the land through here.” Ivar motions with his hands to show where we’re going to start looking. It makes sense. There is more tree coverage and dense vegetation that could easily cover what we’re looking for.

      So with a new plan, we start looking again. Slowly making our way over the land.

      “I sure hope we don’t unearth any sleeping creatures that will attack us and try to rip our faces off,” I say.

      Ivar chuckles in that relaxed, carefree way of his. “You do not need to worry about that,” he says.

      “Are you sure?”

      After a moment he says, “I guess it is possible. But I believe it to be extremely unlikely.”

      I just laugh and shake my head. I push aside the plants that could hide something beneath them. This area isn’t as rocky; in fact, we’re walking over dry, hard dirt right now. Ivar is a little ways ahead of me, giving the ground a once over while I follow behind, trying to catch anything that he might miss.

      We reach a very dense area, full of oversized green leaves and a rough covering over the ground. It looks like a plant that covers the ground like a blanket, spreading everywhere. There are large piles of rocks in this area too, as if there was an avalanche of rocks that fell from above. Ivar starts moving the rocks to the side but that just seems like an impossible job. There’s no way we can move all of the rocks out of the way to see what might be hiding underneath.

      While he works at that, I wander a little further away. To be truthful, I haven’t yet bought into this whole story. Even if we do find a gorge it doesn’t mean there will be an elixir. I’m tired and it’s adding to the pessimism that I feel about this entire situation.

      Then, there’s a rustling behind me that sends me hurrying back toward Ivar. He doesn’t seem concerned about any of the wildlife out here, but I am. My eyes are ahead of me instead of on my feet and that’s just when my foot catches in a root or something, and I go flying forward.

      I catch myself with my hands but my right hand breaks through the ground beneath me. Then, suddenly, I’m falling. The ground gives way to the side of me and I start to fall, screaming for Ivar. My legs are dangling beneath me while I manage to hold on to the ground above.

      Then Ivar is there. He grabs onto my hands and begins lifting me. I cling to him while adrenaline courses through my veins. It doesn’t take long before he has pulled me into his arms, holding me back as the ground crumbles behind me.

      “Maybe we found it?” I say, breathing heavily and unwilling to let go of Ivar.

      “Maybe,” he says.

      The next thing I know, there’s another loud crack and Ivar and I both lurch as the ground drops away even more. Ivar uses one hand to hold onto me and the other to grab for the ground above us to keep us from falling. We dangle like that as time slows. I make the mistake of looking down but all I see is darkness. There’s no way of knowing how far we will drop. Unfortunately, I don’t have to wait long to find out. Suddenly, we’re falling. My stomach lurches as I find myself bracing for impact. We hit the ground eventually and it feels like we land on solid rock. I land on my side, my elbow and ribs taking the brunt of the impact.

      I’m still holding onto Ivar’s hand but I don’t have any air in my lungs to ask him if he’s okay. Instead, I lie still, trying to assess if anything is broken. Ivar squeezes my hand and rolls toward me.

      “Are you hurt?” he asks.

      “Yes.” I don’t know how one would take a fall like that and not get hurt. “You?”

      He doesn’t answer right away. “Not really,” he says.

      Then, we just lie on the ground for a bit, letting our bodies have time to recover. Ivar pulls himself up first and stands above me.

      “Shall I carry you?” he asks.

      I try to stand up on my own first. “I think I can do it.” I grab onto his arm for the extra help. I move cautiously just in case something hurts that didn’t initially. “How are we going to find anything? It is so dark down here.”

      “Give your eyes a moment to adjust to the dark. And then, look in that direction.”

      We’re standing close enough that I can see where he’s pointing. I follow his arm and it does look like there’s a soft glow coming from that direction.

      “So we go that way?” I ask.

      “We go that way.” He grips my fingers tightly and begins to walk. I follow along closely, hesitant because I can’t see what I’m walking on or what lies ahead or behind us. It’s not cool down here like I thought it would be. It’s hot and humid like we’re walking toward a furnace. While we walk, we follow a path that seems to take us even further underground. I just hope we can find our way back out again.

      Sweat breaks out over my skin as the temperature continues to increase.

      “It’s so hot,” I say to Ivar.

      “Yes,” he says. “If it gets any hotter we’ll have to strip out of our clothes.”

      “You’d like that,” I say, teasingly.

      “Yes, I would. As long as you are the one taking off your clothes.”

      We reach a place where the path narrows and I start to panic. I don’t like small enclosed spaces, especially underground where I can’t see where the path widens again.

      “I don’t think I can go in there,” I say when we stop at the narrowing.

      “I’ll go first. If I can fit, you can fit. We need to stay together.”

      “Ugh, this is not good.” Ivar starts walking even though I try to delay. He’s gripping onto me tightly like he knows I’m going to try to stay put. He’s right though; I don’t want to stay here by myself either.

      “Hold my hand and close your eyes,” he says.

      “If we get through this, I’m never going into a cave like this again.” I just have to get that out before I let him pull me after him into the dark passage. “If we’re going in the wrong direction, I might lose it.”

      I do as he says. I close my eyes and slide sideways through the passage. Panic rises in my chest when it seems like the trail is never ending. What if this passage never opens any wider? What if we end up getting stuck in here? I shouldn’t let my thoughts run away like this, but I can’t help it. This is pretty damn awful.

      My breathing picks up and I worry I’m going to have a panic attack when we finally step through the last of the narrow passage. It’s light in the large, cavernous space we’ve stepped out into, but that’s because there’s a pool of lava steaming and bubbling in front of us.

      “This is not what I expected,” I say, looking at Ivar.

      He just shakes his head in disbelief.
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      “We can’t get through this way,” I say, stating the obvious.

      “No, definitely not.”

      We walk to a large rock platform that gives us a better look at the rest of the cavern. It’s hard to see where the lava comes from but it monopolizes the ground, bubbling and popping.

      “This isn’t the golden elixir, is it?” I ask.

      “No, this can’t be it. According to Freydis, it comes from the rocks. It isn’t possible that it is the lava.”

      “I know. It wouldn’t make any sense. This is just very unexpected.”

      “Yes it is,” Ivar says, looking up toward the rock ceiling. We’re both looking around, trying to figure out what to do next. All the while, my side aches from the fall we took just moments ago. It looks like we’ve found the gorge, but where we go from here is still unknown.

      “This was a bad idea,” I say.

      “Don’t give up yet, my mate,” he says. “It is just the first obstacle.” He takes my hand to lead me around the lava. “This way. It looks like we might be able to get through.”

      We carefully walk around the lava, following a very narrow ridge that takes us much closer to the boiling liquid down below than I’d like. It’s so hot it’s difficult to breathe but getting out of here is motivation enough to keep moving. My body is tense the entire time we follow the ledge. Falling into that burning liquid would be the worst kind of death imaginable.

      Eventually, Ivar leads us into a different tunnel, away from the pit of lava. It is still warm in the tunnels, but as we move further away from the liquid rock, it is more manageable. The soft glow that follows us also begins to dim and I’m worried that if we have to go much further, we’ll have no idea where we’re going, or how to get out again.

      I’m about to tell Ivar that I think we should turn back when I hear something. I grab onto Ivar with both of my hands and freeze in place.

      “What is that?” I ask, wondering if he hears it too.

      He’s quiet, listening intently. There’s a quiet rumbling, echoing around us.

      Without saying a thing, Ivar slowly moves his arm and pulls his sword from his back. I’m holding him tightly, trembling as I think about what creature we’ve awoken in the darkness.

      “A draugr,” he says, whispering. His muscles are taut under my grip, nerves radiating from his body.

      “One?” I ask, also whispering.

      “Let us hope.”

      We haven’t moved since we heard the sound. The corridor is narrow enough that it can only be in front of us, unless it came out from somewhere by the lava. Even though I hear the creature, I still can’t see it.

      “Do you see it?” I ask, hopeful that it doesn’t suddenly attack us from above.

      “Yes,” he says, sounding ominous.

      I peer around his shoulder, trying to see what he sees. It only looks like darkness to me until seconds later when two glowing green eyes appear in the darkness ahead of us. The eyes are huge, and above my head. If this isn’t a creature that walks on two legs, then it is massive in size and I’m glad it is too dark to see.

      It growls loudly, opening its mouth and showing its massive white fangs. They glow in the darkness, just like its eyes.

      “If it doesn’t want us to go that way, then let’s turn back,” I say, trying to come up with a solution that would avoid confrontation.

      “It does not matter. It will hunt us now that it has caught our scent.”

      The creature steps forward, at the same time, Ivar takes a step backward. I’m still clinging to him, hiding behind him. Then, I feel his hand reach around and touch my waist.

      “Move backward,” he says, giving me a gentle push. “Up against the wall.”

      I do as he says and take a few steps backward, pressing myself up against the rock wall. The creature continues to move toward Ivar until I finally get a glimpse of its body. It is black and huge, its body dominating the space, making me wonder how it even moves through these narrow tunnels.

      The next time it exhales, a cloud of white billows in-between the two of them, as if it is working itself up to blow a fireball on Ivar. But if that is the case, we are surely in trouble for how can a mortal battle a creature that comes from the darkness and breathes fire?

      I’m clutching the wall behind me when Ivar makes his first move. Because of the low lighting, it’s hard for me to tell what he’s doing. Every now and again I see the flashes of the creature’s eyes and teeth, the glint from Ivar’s sword. I can see the swish of the creature’s claws when he swats at Ivar. Otherwise, it’s a blur. I can hear the sounds of a fight but can’t see enough to know if Ivar is winning.

      I hear Ivar shout out in the darkness as the creature roars. I strain my eyes to see into the gloom and that’s when I notice that Ivar’s sword looks to be glowing the same neon green as the creature’s eyes. Moments later, I watch as drops of neon green drip and pool on the ground. My hand clutches at my chest, trying to calm the beating of my heart knowing that Ivar has injured the draugr. Judging from its size, though, it’s going to take more than just one strike to bring it down.

      Suddenly, the creature attacks, throwing Ivar backwards. He hits the wall not far from where I am while I try to stay out of the way. Ivar grips onto the creature’s head, trying to hold it off as it snaps its jaws inches away from his face. I don’t see his sword; all I can tell is that it isn’t in his hands right now. I search the ground for it. It shouldn’t be that hard to find since it’s covered in a glowing green fluid, but there’s also a lot of that on the ground right now.

      Then I spot it. It’s against the wall but on the other side of Ivar. I’ll have to move myself around him to get to it. I force myself to move quickly, even though I’m terrified. Thankfully, I’m more terrified for Ivar.  I keep a wide arc, staying as far from Ivar and the creature as possible. When I finally reach the sword, I bend down, pushing it closer to Ivar so he can reach it.

      Seconds after it’s within his reach, he grabs it and thrusts it upward into the belly of the draugr. There’s an explosion of bright green that sprays all over the walls, over Ivar and over me. I gasp as it drips down my arms and face as Ivar manages to roll to the side with the creature and drop its lifeless body on the ground. I’m looking at him in shock as he pulls himself to his feet. Snapping myself out of it, I grab for him.

      “Are you alright?” I ask.

      He lets me help him up, supporting himself against the wall.

      “Yes, I’m fine,” he says, out of breath. He reaches down and clutches at his side.

      I look around the corridor at the liquid oozing down the walls. It’s not gold, it’s more of a yellowish green color, but I can’t help but wonder.

      “Do you think this is it?” I ask. I reach my finger up to the wall and dip it into the thick liquid. Its consistency reminds me of honey; thick and sticky. “The magic elixir?”

      “The blood of a draugr?” He looks skeptical but he doesn’t dismiss the idea right away. “Freydis didn’t say anything about that.”

      “She also got the idea from a dream. I don’t think we’re working with an exact playbook.”

      I rub the liquid between my fingers. It begins to tingle from contact with my skin and I have a feeling we’re onto something.

      “Is your skin tingling?” I ask Ivar. The liquid is on my clothes, but his chest is covered with the stuff.

      “No,” he says. “But my skin is much thicker than yours.”

      “Right,” I say, nodding. “I’m going to try it.”

      I slide my fingers through the liquid on my clothes and reach them up to my mouth. Before I taste it, Ivar grabs onto my wrist.

      “No, let me taste it first. Just in case.”

      I nod, waiting for him to release my wrist. As soon as he does, I lick the liquid from my fingers.

      “Annie!” he shouts angrily.

      “It’s my turn to take a risk,” I say, simply. I work the liquid around in my mouth, letting it mix with my saliva. And then, I swallow it.
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      There’s a strange sensation inside of me as the liquid moves down into my stomach.

      “How do you feel?” Ivar asks, watching me anxiously.

      “It’s hard to explain,” I say, letting my hand rest on my stomach. “It’s strange.” There’s a heat rising inside of me. It is blooming in my stomach and spreading through my veins. My heart is pounding too strongly, making me go to my knees while I double over, unsure what to grab onto to ease the intensity.

      I begin shaking uncontrollably, gasping each breath.

      “I can feel it moving through me,” I say, my teeth chattering. I collapse the rest of the way down to the ground, my knees pulled up to my chest as I tremble and shake. Ivar pulls my head into his lap, holding me but unable to help in any way. Somehow, even though I’ve done nothing but sweat since we fell into the caves, I’m suddenly as cold as ice. I vaguely hear Ivar speaking to me, but it sounds like he’s very far away. I want to answer him, but I can’t. There’s no strength left in me. All I can do is close my eyes and give in to the darkness that’s pulling me under.
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      I don’t know how much time has passed when I open my eyes again. I’m still lying on the floor of the cave, my head in Ivar’s lap. But now when I look around me, everything is clear and bright, as if he has found a way to get us out of the cave. As soon as I look to my side, I shriek and scramble backward. The draugr lies dead very close to us and I can see every detail of its beastly face.

      Its mouth is open, fangs protruding, lying in a heap of black fur.

      “It is okay,” Ivar says, trying to calm me. I scramble back into his arms while he holds me close. The beast is dead, it can’t hurt us. And yet, I don’t like being so close to its dead body. I’m trying to understand why I can suddenly see everything so clearly.

      “How do you feel?” Ivar asks. He pulls me around so he can look at my face. His mouth drops open as he clutches me tightly with both hands.

      “What is it?” I ask.

      “Your eyes,” he says, studying me closely. “They glow green.”

      “What?” I ask, shocked. I’d do anything to be able to look into a mirror right now. “Maybe that’s why I can suddenly see everything so clearly. Is it still dark to you?”

      “Yes,” he says, as if what I’m saying is absurd. “It is just as dark. It is impossible for me to see what lies beyond the corridor.”

      “This is crazy,” I say, putting my hands on my face. I look down at my hands, to the places on my skin where I was covered in red. Slowly, while I watch, the red is slowly overtaken by black. “Do you see this, Ivar?”

      “I cannot,” he says, holding my hand up to his face. “It is too dark for me to see clearly.”

      “The red is turning to black,” I say, watching closely. My voice is filled with fear as I watch my body slowly transform. I don’t know what is happening inside of me. I just hope that whatever is going on, I’m able to adapt. “Let’s collect its blood.”

      My arms are wrapped around my torso as I fight off the cold sweeping through me. Ivar pulls the pack off of his back and shuffles around for a container where we can bottle some of the liquid. It’s too soon to tell if this is what we’re looking for so if it ends up being the stuff we need, we might as well make sure we have more of it.

      I stay back against the wall while Ivar gets to work filling the small bottle. I don’t have the strength to watch him work, there’s something about the beast that is utterly terrifying even in death. By the time he’s finished, warmth is slowly returning to my body and I feel like I have the energy to get out of here.

      “Can you move? We should keep moving,” Ivar says when he’s finished. “We need to find a way to get out of here.”

      “This way,” I say, already moving forward. Now that I can see everything so clearly, I have way more confidence that I can get us out of here. We keep moving forward through the rest of the narrow corridor. I’m relieved that we don’t run into any more creatures. I keep an eye on the walls to see if there’s any other kind of substance that might be what we need, but I already know subconsciously that we found what we were looking for.

      We finally reach the end of the corridor. It opens up into another larger, cavernous room, thankfully this one lacking a bubbling pool of lava. But from here, there are a few different paths we can take.

      “What do you think?” Ivar asks, letting me take the lead.

      I move closer to the corridors and peer down them to see if I can get a sense of which way we need to go.

      “I’m not sure,” I say, honestly. “But I think we should try this route. It looks like the path inclines and that is what we need. We need to get higher and hope that there’s another way we can get out of here.

      “Okay.” Ivar doesn’t hesitate. He starts walking into the corridor that I suggested. I’m flattered that he’s so confident in me.

      My heart is beating strong in my chest as we make our way up the incline. I don’t mind it, though. I have energy for the first time in a long time. I feel better right now than I have since I started the treatments in the lab back on Earth. Is it possible that the blood from this creature that exists in the darkness is the secret we’ve been searching for all along? I never really believed it. I thought Freydis was spouting nonsense from crazy dreams. There’s still time for it all to fall apart, but for now I’m ecstatic with the results. Maybe there is a chance that I can still live a normal life with Ivar after all.

      We continue the slow climb toward the top. In my mind I was hoping we’d stumble upon a set of stairs that would lead us out of here. We’re not that lucky, but when we reach the end of the path that we’re following, there is a crumbling of rocks in front of us.

      “I feel that we are close,” Ivar says, grabbing a rock from the pile and tossing it aside. “This could be another way out.”

      I quickly join him, pulling the smaller rocks and tossing them aside just like Ivar. Between the two of us, we’re able to make fairly quick work of the pile. It isn’t easy and there are way more rocks in our way than I thought when we started. But we keep at it, determined to find a way out of this cave.

      “We’re getting close,” I say after awhile. “It is getting lighter.”

      “Good,” he says, lifting a particularly large rock and hefting it out of the way. A few more loads and I get my first whiff of fresh air. We’ve reached the outside layer. Ivar pulls rocks off of the top of the pile, breaking through. Now that we’ve broken out our energy is restored and we work together to clear a path so we can climb out. When we’ve opened a wide enough hole, Ivar helps me up and pushes me through, climbing up after me.

      It’s hard to place where exactly we’ve come up but I would guess it’s on the opposite side from where we went down.

      “We need to walk around to find the wagon again,” Ivar says.

      It’s starting to get dark. We don’t have much time to find the wagon and get down out of the rocks.

      “Are we heading right back to the village?”

      “I don’t know yet,” he says, moving quickly. I watch my steps closely this time. I don’t want a repeat of falling back through into the gorge. “First, we need to concentrate on getting out of the rocks before dark.”

      There’s no arguing with that. I sense his urgency and understand that life in the wilderness becomes more and more unruly and dangerous as dark falls.

      In a strange turn of events, I sense the padamea before we can see her. Somehow, I know that we’re close.

      “There,” Ivar says, pointing to the wagon that still sits under a copse of trees. We hurry toward the wagon as the sun dips below the horizon. The padamea lifts her head and makes a strange sound. We approach from behind just as she lurches forward. “That’s strange.” Ivar reaches for the reigns and tries to settle her down. His calm voice and gentle pets ultimately soothes her and I climb on the back of the wagon. Ivar joins me and snaps the reigns, trying to make quick work of getting us out of here.
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      We move as quickly as the padamea can move when heading down a rocky path in the darkness. She seems agitated and that worries me. I wonder if she senses something lurking in the darkness. The rocks loom high above us on the sides of the trail with patches of trees interspersed. There’s a dense green ground covering that is growing over large sections of the rocks and I can see it clearly, even in the dark. It’s completely unnerving.

      We’ve only been in the wagon for about five minutes when the padamea screeches to a halt. She stops so quickly, Ivar and I go flying over the front of the wagon, landing hard on the dirt and rocks beneath us.

      “What the hell?” I say, rolling and moaning while trying to assess any injuries. Ivar is close, just pulling himself up onto his knees. Instead of looking for me, his eyes are trained ahead. It’s when I notice the twitch of his muscles that I realize something isn’t right.

      I turn and look in front of us and see for the first time what the padamea saw. There are large, hairy creatures blocking our path, fangs bared, the hair on their backs raised like spikes. Their jaws are massive, taking up an abnormal amount of their faces.

      “When are we going to catch a break?” I say, climbing to my knees besides Ivar. “What are these?”

      “Soraks,” Ivar says.

      Thankfully they aren’t as large as the draugr but they still look like they’d happily feast on us for dinner. There are three of them in front of us, blocking the path. A growl from up above alerts me to the fact that we’re surrounded from above as well. I glance up quickly and see two more soraks crouched and ready to pounce from the rocks above us.

      Ivar quietly hands me a knife, moving slowly so as not to alarm the creatures.

      “What should we do?” I ask, adrenaline pumping through my veins. “Maybe we should get back on the wagon,” I continue, thinking out loud. “Try to out run them.”

      “The padamea won’t be able to outrun them, especially because it has to pull us.”

      The soraks begin to inch closer. I’m crouched down next to Ivar, the knife he handed me gripped tightly in my fist. I focus on the sorak that leads the pack, staring directly into its eyes. It looks back, seeing my eyes, pausing for the first time. Moments later I hear a sound, a purring that vibrates around us. It is similar to the noise Ivar makes when he claims me, and I wonder if he’s getting ready to attack.

      The pack has stopped in their tracks. Suddenly, they don’t look so confident anymore. There’s something inside of me that won’t let me look away. I’m focused, fixated on the creatures in front of us. I vaguely realize that Ivar is talking to me but even the sound of his voice can’t pull me away. The purring turns into a rumble and I can feel the vibrations in my chest, alarming me.

      I look over at Ivar and he’s staring at me, shocked. Finally understanding, I place my hand gently against my chest and feel the vibrations.

      “What the hell?” I say, my voice trailing off.

      Another growl from above diverts my attention back to the soraks above. They’re lingering at the edge of the rock above us, ready to pounce. The knife that Ivar game me is still in my hand and somehow along with it, the confidence that I can take one of these creatures down if I need to. The rumbling begins in my chest again, surprising me just as much this time as it did before. Somehow with the blood of the draugr, I’m channeling its spirit. It has passed along some of its fierceness.

      “This is really strange,” Ivar says. We watch as the three in front of us slowly back away. They’ve lost their confidence and for whatever reason, no longer feel like the attack is worth it. We watch with bated breath as they disappear into the wilderness around us. When we’re alone again, we look at each other as we sit on the ground. Ivar shakes his head in disbelief, a look of fascination still plastered on his face.

      “I just don’t understand it,” he says.

      “I don’t either. But lets get out of here before anything else decides to pay us a visit.”

      He nods and pulls me to my feet. Once we’re back in the wagon, he gets the padamea moving again, leading us out of the rocks and trees. I’m relieved when we break through the last of the rocks and move onto more level ground. It’s easier to see everything around us, fewer creatures lurking behind the rocks.

      “We’re heading back to your house?” I ask, when I see the direction he’s leading us.

      “Yes. It isn’t in the village. We can always stay out there until Skarde is satisfied that you’re no longer a threat to the rest of the clan.”

      I agree with him but it still makes me nervous. I don’t want to do anything that could have lasting negative effects on Ivar and his clan. Or me and the clan, for that matter. This is my home now too.

      We travel well into the night. Normally I would be exhausted and ready to sleep, but not now. I’m energized and wide awake. I look around us as we travel over the land and everything looks fresh and new. I can see details around us that I have never noticed before. My vision is exceptional.

      “How are you doing?” I ask him once we’ve been at it for a while. “Do you need to stop to rest?”

      “I would like to keep going. We can rest once we get home. We aren’t that far away.”

      I’m happy to keep going. After all of this time spent away from Ivar’s place, I’m excited to get back. We keep a slow, steady pace until we’re not far away at all. We round the curve on the path and I see something in front of us for the first time.

      “Ivar, up ahead,” I say, pointing.

      “What is it?” he asks. I realize that once again, my eyesight is allowing me to see things that he can’t. Things that I wouldn’t have been able to see before I drank from the draugr.

      “It looks like warriors from the village.”

      “Skarde?”

      “Yes. And about ten others.”

      “I’m impressed,” Ivar says. “What does he think we are planning to do?”

      “I don’t know, but it’s safe to say they aren’t going to allow us back anywhere near the village.”

      We ride the rest of the way, slowing down steadily until we finally reach the warriors. They’re blocking the path so we can’t go any further.

      “Ivar,” Skarde says, standing firm on the path. “You disobeyed my orders.”

      “Aye,” he says, simply.

      There’s a moment of silence between them as they look each other over, feeling each other out.

      “You know I cannot allow you back into the village. You will be placed in quarantine with Annie now.”

      “We found the elixir, Skarde. The one Freydis talked about.”

      “Really? Hmmm,” he continues. “I didn’t think there was any truth to that story.”

      “We didn’t believe it either. But, we ventured into the gorge, and we have the elixir.”

      “Very good,” Skarde says. “But, you will still be placed in quarantine until we can verify that it has successfully treated the symptoms.”

      “Can we not stay out here, at my home?” he asks.

      “No,” he says, resolutely. “But I will seek you out at the stone fortress once enough time has passed.”

      Ivar breathes a frustrated sigh.

      “Not even for tonight?” he asks. He is just as tired of riding on this wagon as I am.

      “No, not even for tonight.”

      “Very well,” he says, gripping the reigns once more. “We will see you.” He snaps the reigns and the padamea begins walking again. She is just as disheartened to be moving again as we are but thankfully we won’t go all of the way to the stone hut tonight. Once we find shelter, we’ll stop for the rest of the night.

      “Well, that didn’t go as I planned,” Ivar says.

      I wrap my arms around his arm and lean into him. “No,” I say, agreeing. “But at least this time we get to be together.”

      “Yes, my mate. I wouldn’t have it any other way.”

      “Good,” I say, happily. “I wouldn’t either.”

      We ride for a little ways until Ivar spots a place where we can rest for the remainder of the night.

      The padamea lies down close by, curled in a tight ball before falling asleep. We pull out the furs and end up falling asleep right next to the wagon. It isn’t much but we’re alive and we’re together.
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      One Month Later

      

      “Is that a wagon?” I say, peering out across the horizon. I need to hold my hand up to block the direct sunlight from shining into my eyes. Ivar stops what he’s doing and comes to stand next to me, staring out to where I’m pointing.

      “Yes, I believe it is,” he says. “Perhaps Skarde is finally lifting our quarantine.” He reaches over and grabs onto my hand, squeezing it tightly.

      “How does that make you feel?” I ask. “Finally being able to go home after all this time? I imagine you miss it.”

      “I do, but I would miss you more if I wasn’t here with you.” He pulls me in close, wrapping his arm around my waist and kissing me. His lips are cool this morning now that the temperature has begun to change. It no longer gets as warm during the day and the nights are downright chilly. Thankfully, Ivar has been with me, keeping me warm through the cold nights. “I was beginning to think they forgot about us,” he says.

      We watch as the wagon slowly approaches. As it gets closer, I can make out a small figure sitting in the front.

      “That looks like Freydis,” I say. “I guess I thought it would be Skarde letting us know that we can finally go home.”

      Ivar shrugs. “He’s probably sending Freydis to make sure we are healthy enough to return.”

      “Maybe,” I say. “Or she’s just here for a visit, which is nice too.”

      Freydis is the only one who has had permission to visit Ivar and me over the last several weeks. It is usually for medical reasons, but I still like the company. It’s nice to hear about what’s happening on the rest of the Isle.

      “Hi Freydis,” I say, waving when she gets closer.

      “I have information for you,” she says by way of greeting. She climbs down off the wagon, holding onto my hand for support.

      “Good information I hope.” She smiles and begins walking back toward the rocks where our small stone hut remains hidden.

      “Oh yes,” she says. She keeps moving, never once looking back to see if we’re following her. At times it makes Ivar grumpy when she makes herself at home like this, but I like it. Watching both of them makes me smile.

      Once inside, she pulls a bag off of her back and sets it in front of the fire.

      “What have you brought today?” I ask.

      “Ale,” she says, pulling a large jug from the bag.

      “This is heavy, Freydis,” I say, lifting it. “How did you haul this so easily?”

      “I’m stronger than I look, child,” she says. She is already searching through the bag again.

      “I thought maybe you’d be delivering good news today, Freydis. But all of these treats makes me think we still don’t get to go home.”

      “No, no. You do in fact get to journey home,” she says, smiling. “Maggie and I were able to study the elixir that you gave me. It is very potent. So much so, that we’ve decided to place it on the top shelf and leave it there for now.” She laughs. “But, it is so strong that it killed off the poisons in your blood. You have been feeling healthy?”

      “Yes,” I say, nodding enthusiastically. “I feel the best I have in years. Along with some of the other side effects that I was telling you about.”

      I had to confess to Freydis about the night vision and heightened senses. Skarde noticed the glowing of my eyes when he saw us at the edge of the village almost a month ago. We told her the story of the draugr and how I ingested its blood. Shortly after, I began mimicking some of the characteristics of the beast. It is strange, yes. But I don’t mind the side effects as long as my body is strong and healthy once again.

      “Skarde is satisfied with the results. He has lifted your quarantine and you are both welcome back to the village. He has even begun planning your mating ceremony.”

      “Oh!” I say, surprised. “I must admit, I kind of forgot about the mating ceremony. It seems sort of silly now that we’ve been together as mates for such a long time.”

      “It is still important to have the ceremony. It is the symbolism of what it represents, claiming you as my mate in front of the rest of my brothers,” Ivar says. “I am glad to have the opportunity.”

      “Well, okay,” I say. “I am also looking forward to the mating ceremony. After all of this time, we’ll finally be official.” I’m teasing Ivar but he doesn’t pick up on it. He nods his agreement. “Hey, Freydis? What ever happened to the warrior that stabbed Ivar after the challenge?” I guess now that I’m finally thinking about our mating becoming official, I’m thinking back to the challenge he had to fight for me. It seems like such a long time ago now.

      “He was exiled from the clan,” Freydis says. “Living on his own outside of the village. Somewhere out in the Bleak.”

      “Oh, okay. Well, that’s good, I guess.”

      “Indeed,” she says. “It is what had to happen to continue the peace. Hrok will receive the next female that comes to the Isle. That is the agreement that was made between the clans.”

      I nod, appreciating that they were able to come to an amicable agreement.

      “What do you have here?” Freydis asks, reaching for a pile of leaves that we’ve collected from the nearby vegetation.

      “They’re just leaves,” I explain. “But they’re large and sturdy. See?” I take one and tug on it, showing her how they don’t break apart. “We’ve discovered that they’re good for wrapping food and cooking it over the fire.”

      “Interesting,” she says. “I think I could find some uses for these. You found them close by?”

      “Yes, we did. I can show you if you’d like to collect some more before you go.”

      “That would be wonderful,” she says. “You two are very resourceful. It isn’t everyone that could not only survive, but thrive during a quarantine.”

      “Well, Ivar knows a lot about the land and he’s an impressive hunter. He has taken good care of me.”

      “Yes, he has.” Freydis gets to her feet. “You took good care of your mate,” she says to Ivar.

      He just nods while he remains sitting by the fire.

      “Come, I will show you where the leaves are.”
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        * * *

      

      Later in the day, we have our wagon packed and ready for our journey back to the village. We’ve managed to accumulate a lot of things over the last weeks of our stay here. And really, Freydis is right. We did thrive, and that’s hard to do in this place. The immediate area is covered with rocks, above and below us. With my newfound ability to see in the dark and Ivar’s farming skills, we’ve done okay for ourselves.

      “I think that is everything,” Ivar says, placing the last of our things into the back of the wagon.

      “I might just miss this little place,” I say, looking back at the small stone hut that has been our home for the last several weeks. “I do have some good memories to take back with us.”

      “That is good,” Ivar says. “And we can always come back if you find you miss it. We aren’t leaving the Isle, just going back to the village.”

      “That’s true.” I climb up onto the bench as Ivar takes the reigns. “It’s getting colder, though. Once the snow comes, the journey won’t sound as appealing.”

      Ivar chuckles. “Yes. The wagon would not make the journey. We’d have to rely on our feet to get us where we want to go.”

      “Yeah, so…we can come back to visit during the next thaw.”

      “You have become so wise.” Ivar leans over and kisses me. After living alone together, it will take some adjustment to get used to being around the rest of his clan again. Still, I’m anxious to see them.

      Ivar gets the wagon moving and I relax back into the bench, gazing around at the land. I have a genuine appreciation for this place now. I’ve survived many trials living out here and I feel like I’ve earned my place. I no longer struggle to make sure I’m enough for Ivar, or that I’m contributing in ways that make me worthy as a mate. Through all of my apprehension, I’ve managed to make this place my home.
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      As soon as Skarde finishes the ceremony, there’s cheering and shouts from the rest of the clan. After all of this time, our mating is official. Just like so many other times, the festivities include all of their best foods and a lot of ale. It’s raucous and loud, something that Ivar and I are out of practice with. Eventually, I sneak out and walk behind the building up the path a ways, escaping into the quiet of the night.

      The sky is clear tonight, stars shining brightly. Just over the hill I can see a spattering of animals, watching the village from over the ridge. There’s an animalistic instinct inside of me now, one that makes me in tune with the animals on the Isle. I can’t explain it, but they recognize it too. They sense the spirit of the draugr that somehow lives in my blood. It didn’t turn out to be the magical elixir that Freydis dreamed it would be, but it healed me anyhow and I’m perfectly content. Of course, our journey down into the gorge has created many questions for the clan. Questions that eventually will draw enough curiosity to make some of the clan venture out and explore the area themselves.

      Behind me, feet brush over the dirt path on the way up to my hiding spot.

      “You found me,” I say, as Ivar moves behind me, pulling me back into his arms.

      “It is quiet out here,” he says, nuzzling into me.

      “I’m not used to all of the noise and activity.”

      “I am not either.” He leans down and softly kisses the skin on my neck. “I enjoy our time alone together.” He reaches up and cups my breasts through the soft fabric of my gown. I’ve only recently begun wearing the traditional Viking dress of the other women in the village. This dress was given to me specifically for the mating ceremony.

      I reach up and grip onto his arms as he pulls my dress down, baring my breasts to the night. The cool air sweeps over my skin, making my nipples pebble.

      “Now I see why you wanted to be alone.” I sigh deeply as he squeezes me, pinching my nipples between his fingers.

      He chuckles into my ear but it doesn’t slow his hands.

      “Aye, my love,” he says. There’s that deep, gravelly quality to his voice that is always more pronounced when he’s turned on. “I told you, I am never satisfied when it comes to you.”

      His hand trails down my torso, pulling my dress down further. The air is cold on my bare front while Ivar’s body heat warms me from behind. His hand slides between my legs, cupping and massaging my sex before he parts my lips and strokes me with his fingers.

      “You are irresistible,” he says, growling into my ear.

      He slides easily through my folds, massaging me in just the way he knows that I like. His other hand is still busy with my nipple, squeezing and pinching. Sensations course through me, my body overly sensitive to his every touch.

      I’m squeezing his arms so tightly that my fingers are turning white. I push my hips backward, his hard cock rubbing into my ass.

      “Are you going to take me right here on this hill under the light of the moon?” I ask, my body beginning to tremble as his finger focuses on my clit.

      “Aye,” he says. “Like an animal.”

      He brings me down to the ground, pressing my chest forward and then stroking my ass that stays perched high in the air. He strokes over me with his hands, squeezing and rubbing, occasionally pushing his fingers deep inside of me. I moan and squirm, eager for his cock. When I finally feel it pressing against me, I moan and beg him to thrust deep.

      “Oh, yes,” I say when he finally obliges. His thickness fills me completely, stretching me wide. I move my hips, eager to take every inch of him. He starts thrusting forcefully as I grip onto the ground below me to try to hold myself in place. My breasts bounce underneath me, occasionally rubbing against the rough grass beneath me. I look out beyond the hill, into the stillness of the night. Every thrust makes me moan while I rock my hips with him, falling into a rhythm that holds the delicious promise of release.

      He holds my hips tightly as he increases his pace. The gentle purring that I’ve grown accustomed to begins softly in my chest. With every thrust, it intensifies. Soon, it is impossible to tell if the vibrations are coming from Ivar or me. The quiet night is disrupted with our sounds. Still, the party is loud behind us so no one will over hear our cries of pleasure from out here.

      Eventually I come, spiraling out of control as Ivar’s cock pulses his release into me seconds later. I rest my cheek on the ground, the cool grass a welcome relief to the heat overtaking me. Ivar pulls out and stretches out beside me. All I can do is lie beside him, all of my energy spent.

      A short time passes before we both pull our clothes back on.

      “I suppose we should return to the party,” I say, taming my hair with my fingers.

      “Soon,” Ivar says. “I am sure we are not missed.”

      We sit together on the hill that looks out just past the village. There’s the land that we’ve traveled on our way to the stone hut and the gorge. If we turn and follow the path in the opposite direction, we would find ourselves at the wall. At one time this place was so strange and new. I didn’t think it would ever feel like home…not really. But here I sit, gazing longingly out at this place that is now very close and dear to my heart.

      “So, after all of this is finished, what do we have to do tomorrow?” I ask, eager to plan the future with this warrior Viking at my side.

      “We need to make sure to finish the harvest. The air is changing now, do you feel it?”

      “Yes,” I say, confidently. “It gets much colder at night and it isn’t as warm during the day.”

      “You are right,” he says, squeezing his arm tighter around me. “I would say we will see the first snow fall any day now.”

      “Then we better make sure to pick the last of the fruit from the kabosu trees. I will miss tasting the fresh fruit.”

      “Yes, it is the most delicious food on the Isle. Now that we have those large thick leaves, we should be able to dry the fruit for the winter. We can slice it and let it sit above the fire in the leaves. It won’t taste quite as good but at least we won’t have to go the entire frozen season without a taste.”

      “That’s a great idea. I never knew you were such a gourmand.”

      “What is that?” he asks, looking down at me and smiling.

      “It is someone who enjoys good foods.”

      “Oh. Well, I don’t know about that. But, I do know how to prepare the food so it will last through the winter. You must have a sense of how to stock food for the winter now that you’re half animal.”

      I laugh, loudly, which makes him laugh too.

      “I am not half animal,” I say, confidently.

      “Those beautiful glowing green eyes say differently.” He brushes the hair off my face and stares down into my eyes.

      “Well, I guess we’ll know that what you say is true if I end up leaving you for one of the soraks eventually.”

      Now it is his turn to throw his head back with laughter.

      “I truly hope that day never comes.”

      “Me too!” I say, laughing so hard tears pool in the corner of my eyes.

      We laugh together and snuggle close until it feels like we’ve been gone too long.

      “Let us rejoin the party?” he asks.

      “I think we should. At least for a little longer. Then, can we go home?”

      “Of course. Whatever you would like, my mate.”

      He gets to his feet and then pulls me up, holding onto my hand as we walk back down the path toward the hall.

      “It is a little unsettling how the sorak watch from over the hills like that,” he says while we walk. “Why do they do that?”

      I shrug. “I don’t know. Maybe they’re just keeping an eye on me.”

      “Maybe you are the alpha now,” he says.

      I elbow him in the side, playfully. And then we rejoin the party to a chorus of cheers and more shouts. I guess our absence was noticed, and from the way the warriors heckle Ivar, they know exactly what we’ve been up to.
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