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To my mom, who recently passed away,

for all her years of love and support.
I miss you, Mom.
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One

England, 1842
Leif shivered beneath the thin blanket that was all he had to warm his nearly naked body against the chill. It was not yet spring, the country roads muddy or still partly frozen. A weak sun appeared sporadically, sifting through the clouds, shining here and there for a few brief moments before disappearing again.
A sharp wind whipped the edge of the blanket and Leif pulled it closer around him. He had no idea where he was, only that he traveled through a rolling countryside marked by occasional villages, on uneven roads lined with low walls made of stone. He had been in this land for more than four passings of the moon, though mayhap he had lost track of time. All he knew for certain was that his small ship had been dashed against a rocky shore somewhere north of here, carrying his nine companions to a watery grave and leaving his own body broken and battered.
A shepherd had found him lying in the icy surf and had taken him in, nursing him through a burning fever. Leif had been barely among the living when traders came, paid the shepherd in silver coin and dragged Leif away.
They wanted him because he looked different, because he was different than any of the men in this foreign land. He could not speak their language, nor understand a word of what they said, which seemed to amuse them and somehow enhance his worth. He was at least five inches taller than most of the men, his body far more muscular. Though some of them were blond, as he was, few wore beards, and none as long and shaggy as his. And their hair was cut short, while his grew past his shoulders.
Leif had been weak, unable to defend himself, when he had been lifted into the back of a wagon and driven from the shepherd’s hut. As his strength began to return, the people who had taken him began to fear him, and his legs and arms were shackled with bands of heavy iron. He was shoved into a cage not nearly big enough for a man of his size, forced to crouch in the straw on the floor like an animal.
He was a prisoner in this hostile land, an oddity to be displayed to the people of the countryside, a cruel form of entertainment. They paid to see him, he knew. The fat man with a scar on his face who brought him food collected coins from the people who gathered around his cage. The man—Snively, he was called—beat and prodded him, goaded him into a violent temper, which seemed to please the crowd who had paid their money to see him.
Leif hated the man. He hated all of them.
Where he had lived, he was a free man, a man of rank among his people. His father had begged him not to leave the safety of his home, but Leif had been driven to see the world beyond his island. Since then, he had seen little outside his cage, and the hate and anger inside him gnawed like a hungry beast. Daily he prayed to the gods to help him escape, to give him strength until that time came. He promised himself it would happen, vowed he would make it so, and it was all that kept him sane.
But day after day, no chance came and the despair inside him deepened. He felt as if he were becoming the animal they drove him to be, and only in death would he ever find peace.
Leif fought the dark despair and clung to the faint hope that someday he would again be free.


Two

London, England

1842
“I tell you, girl, it is time you did your duty!” The Earl of Hampton’s knotted, veined hand slammed down on the table.
Krista Hart jumped at the sound. “My duty? It is scarcely my duty to marry a man I cannot abide!” They were attending a ball at the Duke of Mansfield’s town mansion. Through the library walls, she could hear the music of an eight-piece orchestra playing in the lavish mirrored ballroom upstairs.
“What is wrong with Lord Albert?” A tall, silver-haired man, slightly stooped—her grandfather—fixed his pale blue eyes on her. “He is young and not unattractive, the second son of the Marquess of Lindorf, a member of one of the most prominent families in England.”
“Lord Albert is a complete and utter toad. The man is vain and prissy and full of himself. He is conceited and not particularly intelligent, and I am not the least bit interested in marrying him.”
Her grandfather’s wrinkled face turned red. “Is there a man in the whole of London who would please you, Krista? I am beginning to believe there is not. It is your responsibility to provide me with a grandson to secure the line—and time is slipping away!”
“I know my duty, Grandfather. I have been told often enough.” With no direct male heirs, by special writ of the late king the Hampton title could pass through the female side of the family to the first male offspring. After her mother had died, it became Krista’s sworn duty, her family believed, to provide that heir. “I am not disinclined to marriage. It is just—”
“Just that you are too busy running that confounded gazette of yours.” He said the word with a vehemence that matched the ruddy hue of his face. “Your father indulged your mother in her silly desire to work like a commoner, and now he is indulging you. No decent woman of our social class holds a job, for God’s sake. Or associates with the lower elements, as you do in order to produce your ridiculous magazine.”
“Heart to Heart is not the least bit ridiculous. Our articles are educational as well as informative, and I am extremely proud of the work we do.”
He made a harrumphing sound. “Your blasted gazette aside, it is time you thought of the future, time you assumed your responsibilities as my only surviving offspring and gave me the heir I need.”
Krista walked toward him, the petticoats beneath the full skirt of her plum silk gown swishing against her legs as she approached where he stood next to the ornate table in the library. They’d had this conversation a number of times before—always with the same result—but she loved her grandfather and she didn’t want to displease him.
Leaning over, she kissed his pale cheek. “I want a husband and family nearly as much as you want me to have them, Grandfather, but I refuse to marry a man like Lord Albert. I am certain that in time I will meet the right man.”
And perhaps she already had. Last week she had made the acquaintance of a friend of her father’s named Matthew Carlton. Matthew was an associate professor and the second son of the Earl of Lisemore, just the sort of man her family wanted her to wed, and Matthew had truly seemed interested in pursuing a relationship.
Still, she didn’t dare mention that fact to her grandfather for fear he would begin to pressure her and perhaps even Matthew.
The earl looked her in the eye. “I don’t want you to be unhappy. You understand that, don’t you?”
“I know. In time, it will surely work out.” At least that was what she hoped. But she was different from other women of her social class: unfashionably taller, more buxom—more independent. She didn’t have a line of suitors waiting outside her door, and her grandfather knew it.
“Time,” he scoffed, “is something an old man like me does not have.”
She reached down and caught his thin hand. “That is not true. You are still quite robust—do not deny it.” But as she looked at him, there was no doubt he was aging, and if she didn’t marry and begin a family soon, the title might—as the earl so deeply feared—be lost to some distant cousin.
The old man sighed. “You try my patience, girl,” he grumbled.
“I am sorry, Grandfather. I am doing the best I can.”
Krista said no more and neither did he. Blowing him a kiss as she left the library, she made her way out the door toward the sound of gaiety in the ballroom, but she was no longer in the mood to dance and pretend to enjoy herself.
Still, she had promised her grandfather and the hour was yet early. Making her way through the house in search of her father and her best friend, Coralee Whitmore, who had accompanied her to the ball, she thought of Matthew Carlton and wondered at the possibilities.
 
Leif leaned back against the bars of his cage. In the distance, he could hear the odd, lyrical sounds of the machine that played music whenever the traveling company rolled into a village. The sun was out, warming him a little, but his cage was parked in a shady spot and an icy wind raised goose bumps over his bare skin. The only garment he wore was a spotted animal skin just large enough to cover his rod and the rest of his man parts. It did nothing to warm him.
He looked out through the bars of his cage. In the past few weeks, he had lost track of how long he had been confined. Again and again, he had attacked the men who guarded him, fought like a madman for his freedom, but shackled and chained as he was, he’d had no real chance to escape.
He reached down and plucked up a blade of straw from the damp mound covering the floor of his cage. He had wanted to see the world outside his homeland. He scoffed. He had seen any number of amazing things in this foreign land, seen animals unlike any he had known existed, seen houses larger than his entire village back home. There were people of different colors, of every shape and size. If he was not locked in this cage, he would be fascinated by the sights and places in this new and strange world, but instead, he remained a prisoner, locked up and treated like a beast.
In the days since he had been taken captive, he had been laughed at, jeered at, stoned and beaten. The people thought he was mad, and some days he believed it, too. Worse were the ones who pitied him. He had seen women cry at the cruelties he suffered. He did not want their pity, but it made him think that mayhap all of the people in this world were not like the ones who had stolen his freedom. Mayhap one day he would find someone willing to help him. If only he could speak to them, make them understand.
He said a silent prayer to the gods, as he did each day, begging them to help him.
Mayhap one day they would. It might even be today.
Leif clung to the thought as the crowd began to form around his cage.
 
Tonight the sky was clear, a full moon brightening the London streets. Leaning back against the velvet seat of the carriage, Krista listened to the clip-clop of the horses’ iron shoes, grateful that the evening was coming to an end.
“Dear Lord, I hate these parties Grandfather is determined I attend.” Since the night the two of them had argued in the Duke of Mansfield’s library almost a month ago, Krista had dutifully been present at every soiree and house party to which she had received an invitation. Currently, she was on her way home from a musicale given by the Marquess of Camden.
Her grandfather wanted her to find a husband. She had an obligation to see it done.
A memory arose of Matthew Carlton and his pursuit of her these past few weeks, and she thought that her endeavors might actually be succeeding.
A dreamy sigh whispered through the carriage. “I think the party was marvelous.” On the seat beside her, Coralee Whitmore, her best friend since their days together at Briarhill Academy, leaned back against the deep velvet squabs of the carriage.. “If we didn’t have so much work to do on the morrow, I could have danced until dawn.”
Unlike Krista, who was very tall and blond, Coralee was petite, with dark-copper hair, green eyes and small, refined features. She loved dancing and parties and never seemed to grow tired of them. But the weekly gazette, Heart to Heart, that Krista and her father owned came first for them both, even if it meant leaving one of London’s most fashionable balls just after midnight.
Though it seemed far longer, it was only six years ago that Krista’s mother, Margaret Chapman Hart, had gone against her family’s wishes and the unwritten rules governing a woman’s place in society, and founded the magazine. Three years later, she had fallen ill and died, a long, protracted, painful death that left Krista shaken and grieving and her father even more grief-stricken than his daughter.
Krista had just turned eighteen the day she stood in the churchyard next to her mother’s grave, her father weeping softly beside her. Knowing how important the paper was to her mother, Krista had taken over the operation of the gazette, which, she soon discovered, gave her a purpose and helped her to heal. She was determined to make Heart to Heart a success, and she would do whatever she had to in order to achieve that end.
A sound drifted toward them from the opposite side of the carriage and Krista smiled at her father’s soft snore. Sir Paxton Hart was a retired professor of history, knighted by the Queen for his contributions to the study of arcane languages. Old Norse was his particular area of expertise, the language spoken by the early Scandinavian settlers. Viking lore was the professor’s specialty, and since his wife’s death, he had buried himself completely in his work.
“You can see how much Father enjoyed the evening,” Krista said to Corrie as she studied the lump he made on the seat, his head resting at an awkward angle against the red velvet. He was a tall, thin man with a straight, slightly too-long nose and brown hair turning to gray.
“Your father gets far more enjoyment from his studies.”
Krista shifted on the seat, trying to ignore the corset stays biting into her waist beneath her pale-green, taffeta ball gown. “Father wouldn’t have gone to the ball at all if he and Grandfather weren’t so determined to find me a husband.”
“And I assume the latest candidate is Matthew Carlton,” Corrie teased. “You danced with him at least three times tonight. I gather he has asked your father for permission to court you.”
Since they had first met more than a month ago, Matthew’s interest in Krista had grown. Last week he had spoken to her father. Matthew was just the sort of man her family wanted her to marry. Aside from that, she liked him and she was flattered by his interest. Still, she needed time to get to know him. She told herself that allowing a man to court her was a long way from marrying him.
“You could do a good deal worse, you know,” Corrie said as the carriage rolled along in the darkness, the lanterns inside giving the interior a soft yellow glow. “After all, the man is handsome and intelligent and—”
“Tall?” Krista interjected with a lift of a golden-blond eyebrow.
Corrie just laughed. “I wasn’t going to say that.”
But the truth was most men weren’t interested in wedding a woman who was taller than they were. It simply wasn’t the thing to do. “I was going to say he is also the son of an earl.”
But social rank didn’t matter to Krista. It was Corrie who thrived on society and the social whirl. She was a lady head to toe, the daughter of a viscount, raised with money and position. Coralee loved beautiful clothes, parties and outings to the opera and theater.
The only thing Corrie liked more was writing, and so, when Krista had taken over the gazette, she had convinced her friend to accept a job writing about the subjects she loved. Corrie had defied her family to take the position, and was currently in charge of the women’s section, which constituted a goodly portion of the magazine.
The coach turned into a long gravel drive and pulled to a halt beneath the overhang in front of Corrie’s house, an elegant, three-story stone structure in Grosvenor Square.
“I’ll see you at the office tomorrow,” she said as a footman helped her down the iron stairs. “And don’t forget you promised to attend the circus with me on Sunday.”
“I won’t forget.” Corrie wanted to write an article on the Circus Leopold for the women’s section of the gazette and had asked Krista to accompany her to the Sunday performance. Since Krista hadn’t been to a circus since she was a little girl, she thought it might be fun.
Corrie waved good-night as the footman escorted her up the wide granite steps to the massive front doors of the mansion, then returned to his place at the rear of the carriage. The coach rolled away and Krista’s father stirred on the seat across from her, stretching his long legs out in front of him.
“Are we home yet?”
“Soon, Father. We’re just round the corner.” Like Coralee, Krista came from a family with money, at least on her mother’s side. Margaret Chapman Hart had been born the daughter of an earl, and though she had married Paxton Hart, a near-penniless scholar, her status as a member of the aristocracy gave Krista entry into the highest ranks of society.
As far as Krista was concerned, it was more a burden than an asset.
They reached the house a few minutes later. The butler, Milton Giles, opened the door and, once they were inside, helped them remove their evening wraps: her father’s silk-lined cloak and Krista’s hooded cashmere cape.
“It’s been a long night,” she said. “I am going up to bed. I shall see you in the morning.” Lifting her full silk skirt out of the way, she started to climb the curving staircase, then turned back. “Are you not coming, Father?”
“In a bit. I have an Old Norse text I’ve been studying. There is a passage in it I would like to review before I retire. I’ll only be a moment.”
Krista knew how long one of her father’s “moments” could be. She started to argue, to remind him he needed his sleep, but she knew it would do no good. Her father was as passionate about his studies as Krista was about her ladies’ magazine.
Thinking of the article she needed to finish in the morning before the gazette went to press, she continued climbing the stairs.
 
The three-story brick building that housed the offices of Heart to Heart Weekly Ladies’ Gazette sat on a narrow street just off Piccadilly. The soul of the magazine, the heavy Stanhope printing press, one of the most modern presses of the day, sat on the ground floor next to a box that housed metal type, the letters, numbers and characters used to print the weekly publication.
Krista walked over to the wooden box. She had finished the article she had been writing for this week’s edition, and except for one minor change, the gazette would be ready to go to press the next morning.
Along with Krista, her father and Corrie, the staff included Bessie Briggs, who did most of the typesetting; a printer named Gerald Bonner; his young apprentice, Freddie Wilkes; and a part-time helper who did whatever jobs were needed to get the paper out to its subscribers.
The crew was working late, as always on the night the gazette went to press. It was dark outside, the streets mostly empty, a brisk April wind blowing in off the Thames. Standing next to the press, Krista adjusted a section of metal type, then turned at the sound of footsteps on the cobbles outside the paned window at the front of the office. Glass shattered and one of the women screamed as a heavy brick sailed into the room, missing Krista’s head by mere inches.
“Good heavens!” Corrie gasped.
The brick landed with a clatter and rolled several times across the wooden floor as Krista raced to the window.
“Can you see him?” Corrie rushed up beside her. “Can you tell who did it?”
Down the block, the glow of a streetlamp revealed a lad in coarse brown breeches running madly toward the corner. An instant later, he disappeared out of sight.
“It was only a boy,” Krista said, turning away from the window, wiping ink from her hands with a rag. “He is already gone.”
“Look! There’s a note!” Minding the broken glass, Corrie knelt on the floor and retrieved a piece of paper from around the brick, fastened by a tightly tied bit of string.
“What does it say?” Krista walked up beside her.
Corrie smoothed the crumpled bit of paper. “‘Stay out of men’s business. If you don’t, you will pay.’”
Krista sighed. “Someone must have paid the boy to do it.” This wasn’t the first warning Heart to Heart had received since she had initiated a change of format that included editorials and articles on education and social issues.
Last week, along with the usual fashion and domestic topics, there had been an article lauding Mr. Edwin Chadwick’s Sanitary Conditions Report, which called for changes in the London sewer system and clean, piped water—necessary, he believed, for the prevention of disease.
The expensive proposal was highly unpopular with the water companies, local authorities and rate payers, who argued they could not afford to foot the bill.
“There will always be someone who disagrees with our position,” Krista told Corrie as she plucked the scrap of paper from her friend’s small hand.
“You’re going to show that note to your father, aren’t you?” Corrie cast her a look of warning, knowing how independent Krista was and how she hated to bother the professor with problems that related to the gazette. “Krista…?”
“All right, I’ll show him.” She glanced at the hole in the window letting in the chilly April air. “Have someone board that up and clean up the glass.” She headed for the stairs, the note clutched in her hand. “I’ll be back in a minute.”
On the nights Krista worked late, her father insisted on accompanying her home. He had arrived at the office several hours ago and gone to work in his makeshift study upstairs. There was also a room for business meetings and one with a narrow chaise for napping if the hour grew late.
She knocked on his door, waited, knocked again. Finally giving up, she opened the door and walked into the high-ceilinged, book-lined room.
“I am sorry to bother you, Father, but—”
“Thought I heard someone.” He removed the wire-rimmed spectacles he used for reading, and looked up from the stack of books sitting open on his desk. He was bone-thin and extremely tall. Krista had got her taller-than-average height from both her parents, but her blond hair, green eyes and more rounded, full-bosomed figure were a legacy of her fair-haired mother.
“Got involved in this translation,” the professor explained. “Are we finished? Is it time to go home?”
“We aren’t quite done, but we will be very soon.” She crossed the room and handed him the note. “I thought I had better show you this. Someone tied this message to a brick and tossed it through the window. I guess they didn’t much like my article on Mr. Chadwick’s report.”
“Apparently not.” The professor looked up at her. “Are you certain you know what you are doing, dearest? Your mother had a number of strong opinions, but she rarely put them in print.”
“True, but she wanted to. And times have changed in the past few years. Our readership has been growing steadily ever since we went to the new format.”
“I suppose fighting for a good cause is worth a bit of risk. Just be careful you don’t push things too far.”
“I won’t. One more article on the need for citywide water and disposal improvements and I am returning to our campaign for better working conditions in the mines and factories.”
He chuckled. “As I recall, those articles stirred up a hornets’ nest, as well.”
Krista bit back a smile, knowing it was true. “Even so, I think our efforts are helping.” She rounded the desk to look over his shoulder. “What are you working on?”
“I’m going over some tenth-century Icelandic tables that calculate the sun’s midday height for each week of the year. They’re remarkably accurate. Earlier I was reviewing a translation of the Heimskringla text.”
The text was written in Old Norse, Krista saw, the language spoken in the Scandinavian settlements from around eight hundred until the last known Viking settlers disappeared from Greenland in the early fifteen hundreds. Her father even spoke the long-dead language.
She thought of the hours she had spent as a child in his study, listening to tales of the Vikings and even learning some of their language. She and her father had practiced together, and because she wanted to please him, she’d worked hard to perfect her skills. She was educated far more than most women, and along with her ideas of social reform, had, like her father, developed a certain fascination with Norse life and culture.
“You’ve a good deal of Viking blood in your veins,” he would say when she bemoaned her height and the fact that most of the men of her acquaintance were shorter than she was. “Your mother could trace her family lineage back to the Danes. You should be proud of your heritage.”
Mostly, Krista just wished her appearance wasn’t quite so different from other women.
Her father shuffled some of the papers on his desk, closed the book he had been reading and looked up at her. “I hear you and Coralee are going to the circus on Sunday.”
“Would you like to come with us?” she asked, surprised by his interest.
Her father chuckled. “Actually, I gave it some serious thought. I imagine you’ve heard about the main attraction. The man they call the Last Barbarian.”
Krista laughed. “Yes, I gather he is part of the sideshow.” Now she understood. “He is supposed to be a Viking.” Anything Viking drew her father’s interest. “They say he stands over seven feet tall and is covered head to foot with thick blond hair.”
The professor smiled and shook his head. “It is all nonsense, of course, spouted to increase the size of the crowd. Still, it might be interesting. They say he is a terrifying brute, worth the price of admission just to get a glimpse of him in one of his towering rages. Undoubtedly some poor creature escaped from Bedlam. Mad as a hatter, I’ll wager.”
“Probably. But since you seem so interested, I promise I shall pay him a visit. He might make a good addition to Corrie’s article.”
Her father nodded. “In the meantime, try not to light a fire under the rest of London’s male population.”
Krista smiled. “I imagine my articles have just as many supporters as naysayers, Father. Perhaps even more.”
“Perhaps. But most of them are in far less powerful positions.”
That was true enough. It was men and women of the poor working classes who wanted improved conditions, not the wealthy manufacturers who would have to pay for them.
Krista left her father’s office feeling a little uneasy at the notion. How far would men in power go to silence a voice that stood up for city sanitation and improving the awful conditions suffered by the working classes?
It didn’t matter. Her course was set, and besides, the articles had increased the magazine’s circulation by more than twenty percent. Though most men frowned on the notion that women wanted to be kept informed, it was becoming more and more clear that the female population wanted exactly that.
Heart to Heart would continue to move in that direction while also giving its readers the serialized fiction and society news they also enjoyed, Coralee’s domain.
As Krista headed back downstairs to put the finishing touches on this week’s edition, she found herself looking forward to the day she would spend with her friend at the circus.


Three

Sunday arrived and Coralee Whitmore appeared at Krista’s front door exactly at the appointed time to pick her up for their outing to the circus. A brisk spring breeze cut through the air, while a weak sun shone down over the river where the circus had parked its wagons and set up its tents.
Krista wore a short pelisse over her mauve-and-black-striped silk day dress, while Corrie wore a gown of aqua silk edged with rose braid, and a matching rose silk bonnet.
“This is so exciting,” Corrie said, filled as always with what seemed to be boundless energy. “I’ve never been to a circus before, have you?”
“Father brought me once when I was a little girl. It all seems different now.”
But perhaps it was just this particular circus. The Circus Leopold was a traveling show that originated in the far north, at Newcastle-upon-Tyne. The troupe had made its way southwest though small towns and villages to Manchester, then traveled south through the countryside to Bristol, and eventually London.
Krista and Corrie wandered the grounds until it was time for the early afternoon show to begin. They enjoyed the single ring performance, under a heavy canvas canopy, that mostly featured trained-animal acts. There were two dancing bears, costumed in little red satin skirts and matching hats, and some very charming monkeys that chattered away as they climbed the tent poles into the rafters. The young women watched foot jugglers, tumblers, a pair of gaily dressed clowns and three trick riders who did flips and jumps while standing on the backs of galloping horses.
The smell of sawdust filled the air, and the music of a calliope drifted across the open field, along with the shouts of barkers hawking their wares outside the main tent. It was an interesting way to spend an afternoon, but Krista was a little surprised at how run-down everything looked.
On close inspection, she found the brightly colored costumes faded, the big, dapple-gray horses old and swaybacked. Even the circus performers seemed to be weary people who had seen better days.
Still, the circus was a novelty in London and something to mark the coming of spring.
“I should like to interview the owner,” Corrie said, determined to show the acts in a positive light. “His name is Nigel Leopold. Let’s go see if he is in his wagon.”
They set off in that direction, Corrie gazing around, making mental notes of everything she saw. She had an amazing memory for details, which was one of the reasons she was so good at her job.
“I really liked the bears,” she said as they walked along. “They seemed to be smiling the whole time they danced.”
Krista didn’t mention that earlier, when she had passed by their cage, she had noticed the trainer tying their lips back with a thin piece of string.
She glanced at her surroundings and noticed a group of performers heading back to their wagons to prepare for the next performance. One of the trainers was leading five big gray horses away.
“There’s something about this show,” Krista said. “Everything just seems a bit…ragged.”
“Yes, I noticed that, too. I suppose so much traveling is hard on the horses and equipment.”
“I suppose.” But it bothered her that the animals all seemed so beaten down. The ponies’ ribs showed through their thick winter coats and the bears hung their heads as if they hadn’t the strength of will to lift them.
She and Corrie made their way through the throngs of people pouring out of the main tent, and noticed a group gathering in front of one of the brightly painted circus wagons. There were bars on the cage, Krista saw, and wondered what animal might be kept inside.
“Let’s go see what it is,” Corrie said, tugging her in that direction. Coralee was at least six inches shorter than Krista, and smaller boned. They were an odd pair, one short, one tall, one of them blond, the other with fiery copper hair, and yet they had long been best friends.
As tall as Krista was, even standing at the back of the crowd she could see that the creature in the cage wasn’t an animal at all. The sign above the cage read The Last Barbarian, and beneath it Caution! Approach at Your Own Risk.
“It is him!” Corrie nearly shouted. “Come—let’s get closer.”
It was him, all right, the man Krista’s father had mentioned. He was hunched over in the cage, which was too short to allow him to stand completely straight, and naked except for an animal-skin loincloth that hid his manly parts. He stood there shaking the bars like a madman—prodded, Krista saw, by a beefy man with a scar across his cheek, wielding a long pointed stick.
The man inside the cage was manacled hand and foot, ranting and raving, cursing, she was sure, though none of the gibberish he spouted made any sense.
But he was certainly not seven feet tall. Nor was he covered with thick blond hair. Still, he was taller than any man of her acquaintance, with long, shaggy blond hair that hung well past a set of massive shoulders and an unkempt beard that hung down over a chest banded with slabs of muscle. Thick muscles bulged in his thighs and arms, and his eyes…
Even from a distance, she could see the wildness there, the fierce hatred burning in the incredible blue depths, the color more intense than any she had ever seen before.
“God in heaven,” Corrie said in awe. “We need to get closer.”
Her gaze still fixed on the creature in the cage, Krista moved at Corrie’s urging, and they weaved their way to the front of the crowd. Pity for the man tugged at Krista’s heart, and part of her wished she had never spotted the cage.
Dear God, the worst sort of criminal deserved better treatment than they were giving the man in that cage.
 
The stick jabbed into Leif’s ribs a second time and he let out a roar. He gripped the iron bars and shook them, knowing if he didn’t the stick would find its mark again. There were scars on his legs and arms, scars on his back, scars on his wrists and ankles from the manacles he was forced to wear.
Part of him no longer noticed the pain. That part could barely summon the will to rise each morning and face another hellish day, no longer cared whether he lived or died.
It was the other part of him, the part with the fierce will to live, that kept him going another hour, another minute. Kept him hoping that somehow he would find a means of escape.
Ignoring the roar of the crowd that had gathered in front of the cage, some of them pointing and laughing, others making jeering faces, he looked up at the tiny creature who slipped through the bars to join him. A monkey, they called it. Alfinn, he had named it, little elf—the only friend Leif had in this godforsaken world he had stumbled upon, and he valued that friendship greatly.
Leif spoke to the monkey as if it could actually understand him, making fun of the people who were making fun of him, though of course they didn’t know what he was saying. One day, he told himself, he would find a way out of this cage, free of the manacles that rendered him impotent against his captors. One day, he would take the stick away from the fat Snively and run it through the man’s wormy gut.
The monkey chattered, jumped up and down as Snively prodded Leif into a fit of rage again. The crowd roared and fell back from the cage. Some of the women cried out in fear.
He liked that they feared him.
It was the only power he held in a world where he was utterly powerless, his life no longer his own.
Little by little, the crowd began to disperse. They had seen what they came for, seen the wild man in the cage. When he looked out at them again, only two women remained. One was a redhead, smaller than average, and prettier, too, though she wasn’t the sort who appealed to him, being too much like a child.
He remembered what it felt like to hold a woman, a real woman, one who could stir a man’s blood.
The blonde was that way. Tall, voluptuous, ripe for a man’s touch, with creamy skin and a mouth made for passion. His groin tightened. It was good to know that as much as they tried, his captors had not yet broken him. Good to know that he was still a man.
He grinned at the monkey. “Now there is a woman…a real woman,” he said. “She could fire a man’s blood with a single glance from those pretty green eyes.”
Alfinn chattered as if he understood. The blonde said something to the woman beside her, then turned and started walking away. Leif watched as the breeze came up and blew her hat off her head. A cluster of thick golden curls rested on each of her shoulders, as shiny as the sun, only a deeper, richer shade. She bent to retrieve the hat, and even though the fullness of her garments disguised her feminine curves, he could tell that her waist was tiny and her bottom nicely rounded.
“See that, Alf. There is an arse built for a man’s pleasure. If I was not in this cage, I would give her a ride she would not soon forget, a ride that would satisfy us both.”
The grin slid from his face as the blonde whirled to face him. Her cheeks had turned flame-red and her green eyes snapped with fire. She strode toward him like a falcon swooping down on its prey, and Leif found himself stepping back from the bars of his cage.
“How dare you!”
For seconds, he stood there frozen, wondering how the woman could possibly have read his mind.
“You are a crude, vulgar beast! And to think I was feeling sorry for you—what a fool I was!” She glared at him, a look far more fierce than any he had hurled at the crowd. She turned and stomped back toward her friend before it occurred to him that she had spoken to him in the same language he had spoken to her.
“Wait!” he shouted after her. “Do not leave! Forgive me for what I said. I knew not that you could understand me. I did not mean to insult you. I swear I would never insult a woman!”
The blonde’s head went up but she just kept walking, her friend falling in beside her.
“Please, I beg you! I need your help.” A lump formed in his throat. Every day he came closer to losing his mind; dimly, he wondered if mayhap it had finally happened. “By the gods, please come back. I am begging you.” His voice broke. “You are my…only hope.”
She stopped then, stood there with her back to him for several long seconds. Then she turned and started walking back toward the cage. He wasn’t mad; she really had understood. Leif didn’t realize there were tears in his eyes until he blinked and they ran into the heavy growth of beard on his cheeks.
He wiped them away before she could see.
“I am sorry,” he said when she reached the front of the cage. “I know I insulted you, but that was not my intention. You speak my language. No one else understands. I am a prisoner here and in desperate need of your help.”
She was frowning, he saw, no longer angry. “The language you are speaking…how did you learn it?” Her words were pronounced clearly, not perfectly, but well enough that he could understand her.
“It is the way we speak where I come from.”
“That is not possible. No one has spoken Old Norse for more than three hundred years.”
“On Draugr Island, this is the language we speak.”
“Draugr Island? I have never heard of it.”
His heart was beating. He knew one slip, one wrong move, and the woman would walk away, and with her his only chance for freedom. “I sailed from there six months ago. My ship was lost on the rocks in a place far north of here. I was badly injured when I washed up on the beach.”
“You were shipwrecked?”
He nodded. “By the time I had healed enough to know what was happening, I had been captured and sold to the man who put me in this cage.”
The blonde was biting her lip, which was plump and a rich shade of rose. It amazed him to feel a fresh shot of lust for her. Living like an animal as he had for the past six months, he would not have thought it possible.
“I am called Leif.”
She looked down at his wrist, saw the faint trace of blood beginning to seep from the raw spot rubbed by the manacle.
“My father speaks your language much better than I do, Leif. He will be able to talk to you, help you get out of this cage.”
Leif forced himself not to move toward her. He didn’t want to do anything that might seem threatening. He couldn’t afford to scare her away.
“You will come back then, and bring your father with you?”
“Yes.”
“What is your name?”
“My name is Krista Hart.”
“Do you vow this on your honor, Krista Hart?”
For a moment, she looked surprised. “Yes, I vow it on my honor.”
He gave a faint nod of his head. As he watched her walk away, he suddenly felt exhausted. It was the feeling of hope, he knew. He had lost what little he had and now he didn’t think he could survive if she didn’t return.
He sat down in the cage, the little monkey, Alfinn, climbing up on his shoulder. Together they would wait for the man called Snively and his helpers to come. The men would take him into a larger cage, feed him, water him like an animal, spray him down with freezing water to keep him clean, then return him to the smaller cage for the next performance.
Leif’s chest squeezed. Mayhap tomorrow she would come.
He thought of thick, golden-blond hair tied back in curls that framed a lovely face and lively green eyes, thought of a body fashioned by the gods, and prayed that she was more than just a beautiful woman.
Prayed that Krista Hart was a woman of honor.


Four

Krista rushed into her Mayfair town house, heading down the hall to her father’s study. Since they had come straightaway from the circus, Coralee flew along in her wake.
Krista knocked, then shoved open the study door without waiting for permission. “Father! You won’t believe—”
She stopped as Matthew Carlton rose from the chair in front of her father’s desk. She hadn’t expected to see him, though lately Matthew had been stopping by the house more and more often.
Her father also came to his feet. “What is it, my dear? Not more trouble with the gazette?”
She glanced at Matthew. He was openly courting her now, though Krista still wasn’t sure how she truly felt about him. But Matthew was intelligent and a good conversationalist, and with his light-brown hair, hazel eyes and well-defined features, he was attractive. He would make a good husband, her father believed. And Matthew also believed they would suit each other very well.
Of course, there was every chance his interest was spurred by the size of Krista’s very substantial dowry and the inheritance she had received from her mother.
“No, Father, this has nothing to do with Heart to Heart.” She glanced again at Matthew, uncertain why she hesitated to speak in front of him. Coralee stood in the doorway, eager to hear what the professor would say when Krista told him about the man in the cage.
“I am sorry,” Krista said, “but I need to speak to my father. In private.”
“Of course.” Matthew kept his expression bland, though it was clear he didn’t like being dismissed. He was, after all, an associate professor and the second son of an earl. And he was becoming more and more proprietary where she was concerned.
He bowed his head politely. “If you will excuse me…”
“Perhaps Matthew and Miss Whitmore would care for some refreshment in the drawing room,” her father suggested diplomatically.
“That would be nice.” From the doorway, Corrie gave Matthew an airy smile as she floated into the study and took his arm. Casting Krista a you-owe-me glance, she led him off down the hall.
The moment the study door closed behind them, Krista launched into the tale of her adventure at the circus and the wild man she had seen in the cage.
“It was amazing, Father. The man speaks Old Norse. That is the reason no one understands what he is saying. I didn’t figure it out myself, right away.” She tried not to blush as she recalled the big man’s bawdy remarks as she had bent over in front of the cage.
The professor removed his spectacles, his curiosity piqued. “Did he say how he learned the language?”
“That’s just it. He says he is from a place called Draugr Island. He says everyone there speaks Norse.”
The professor’s eyes widened. “Draugr Island? Are you certain that is what he said?”
“Why, yes. Do you know it?”
“In Old Norse, draugr means ghost. There is a legend about Ghost Island. They say it is a place shrouded in fog, a rocky, fearsome bit of land, dangerous for an unwary sea captain and his ship. Most men say it doesn’t actually exist.”
“What is the legend about it?”
“Supposedly the ancient Vikings who settled in Greenland did not die off at the beginning of the sixteenth century as most scholars believe. When their numbers began to dwindle from disease and hostile weather, the people fled to the safety of an island somewhere north of the Orkneys.”
“Draugr Island?”
He shrugged his thin shoulders. “No one really knows. But that is the legend.”
Krista thought of the man in the cage. “There is a good chance, Father, it is far more than that.”
She told him about the shipwreck and that the man had said he had been captured and sold into slavery. “It was pitiful. No one should be treated the way they do that poor fellow.”
The professor rounded the desk, his brown eyes gleaming. “And you don’t believe he was insane…someone who might have learned the language some other way and is making all of this up?”
“I have no idea what to believe. But I promised we would help him. I gave him my word.”
“Then help him we shall.” Her father walked over and opened the study door, waited for her to step out into the hall. “We’ll make our excuses to Matthew and drop Coralee off at home on our way back to the circus.”
Krista felt a rush of relief. She had given her word. She was determined to keep it.
 
Leif was back in his cage for the late-afternoon performance. The fat man, Snively, didn’t even have to prod him to get him to shout and rage at the crowd. All Leif had to do was imagine that the woman he had spoken to would break her vow and not return. All he had to think of was living out his days crouched on the floor of an iron-barred cage, and the frustration inside him bubbled over into fury.
The usual crowd gathered. The little monkey, Alfinn, appeared, somehow sensing his need for companionship during these times. Leif raised his manacled fist and banged it against the bars, and one of the men in the crowd tossed a stone in his direction. Several others followed, the sharp sting of the rocks sending Leif’s fury up another notch.
Snively was grinning, thrilled by his performance, which only made his anger more fierce. He was raging, calling them names not fit for a decent man’s ears, when he caught a glimpse of shiny blond hair at the back of the crowd.
His heart kicked into gear, slamming like a hammer against the inside of his chest. She had come. There was no mistaking the tall blond woman who stood above the rest, the smooth skin and bright green eyes. He bit down on the next words he might have hurled at the crowd. He had offended the woman once. He would not do it again.
Silently, he watched her move toward him, followed by an even taller, very thin man wearing one of the silly-looking high hats the men here seemed to favor. Leif made himself wait patiently for the pair to arrive, when he wanted to shout with glee, his hopes soaring again.
Just then Snively stepped in front of the cage, blocking the man and woman’s approach. Leif could tell he was warning them away from the danger.
The thin man just smiled. He began speaking to Snively, but Leif couldn’t tell what he was saying. All the while, the woman watched Leif, her expression growing more and more grim. Then the fat man said something and started walking away. Leif imagined he was going to get his master, and a chill went through him. The man called Leopold was even crueler than the fat man, Snively.
Leif fixed his attention on the pair in front of the cage.
“My name is Paxton Hart,” the thin man said, and Leif understood every word.
“I am Leif of Draugr. That is where I come from.”
“My daughter has told me some of your story. I would like to hear the rest.”
Leif glanced back toward the wagon where Leopold would likely be found, but saw no one coming. Quickly, he told the man, Pax-ton Hart, the story of leaving Draugr Island with nine other men, the shipwreck and how he had been badly injured and washed ashore. That the other men had all been killed, and that while he was unconscious, healing in the barn owned by a local shepherd, he had been bound and sold.
“I was a free man, but now I am a slave. I am hoping you will be able to help me.”
“There are no slaves in England,” Pax-ton said. “Here no man can own another.” He turned to the woman who said she was his daughter, and spoke words Leif couldn’t understand. Leif looked up at the sound of footsteps and saw Leopold approach. As much as he tried to control it, his insides quivered.
 
“Are you the man who owns the circus?” the professor asked.
The man was black-haired, perhaps in his forties. He made an exaggerated bow and came up with an oily smile. “Nigel Leopold, at your service. And you would be…?”
“Professor Paxton Hart.”
“Sir Paxton Hart,” Krista added, hoping it might somehow help them.
“Pleasure meeting you, Sir Paxton.” Leopold flashed another phony smile and Krista felt an instant dislike for the man.
“Mr. Leopold,” she said. “You’re holding a man against his will. He claims that you abducted him. That makes you guilty of a terrible crime.” She pointed toward the cage. “Release him at once.”
Leopold just laughed. “The fellow escaped from Bedlam. I am doing him a favor, but if you wish to see him returned—”
“There is nothing wrong with his sanity,” her father said. “He merely speaks a different language.”
“Gibberish—that is what he speaks. Mad as Mrs. Crane’s daughter. Here, at least he earns his keep. We feed him three meals a day and give him a dry place to sleep.”
“He isn’t an animal,” Krista said. “He doesn’t deserve to be treated like one.”
“The man is mad. As I said, I am doing him a favor.”
Her father studied the circus owner with a frown. “I believe I understand the problem. How much do you want for his release?” Leif was a unique attraction. The Last Barbarian drew large, very profitable crowds. Leopold would not want to lose him, and buying his freedom would not be cheap.
“Trust me, my friend, you can’t afford the cost,” Leopold said.
Krista glanced at the blond man in shackles crouching in a cage that was far too small for him. Though the day was fairly warm, a sharp breeze blew, and with so little clothing he had to be cold. For an instant, their gazes met and held, and there was such despair, such a tortured look in his eyes that her stomach squeezed with pity for him. There was no way she was leaving any human being locked in that cage, no matter how much it cost.
Her father rattled off a more than fair sum of money, but Leopold just smiled and shook his head. “’Fraid not, gov’nor. Like I said, here he earns his keep.”
“Then I suppose we shall have to take another tack,” Krista said. “First, let me remind you that my father has been knighted by the queen. Second, my name is Krista Chapman Hart. My grandfather, Thomas Herald Chapman, is the Earl of Hampton.”
Leopold’s thin black eyebrows shot up, though he quickly smoothed his features.
“That said,” Krista continued, “the man in the cage has accused you of a crime. My father and I both speak his language and we will be more than happy to testify in a court of law that you have abducted him illegally and are keeping him here against his will, that you have forced him into slavery for your own selfish purposes. We will make it abundantly clear to the authorities, Mr. Leopold, that you are the man who should be locked behind bars.”
Leopold’s face turned a vivid shade of red. “You can’t threaten me!”
“My daughter has made no threat,” the professor said. “She had merely stated a set of facts. If you wish to refute them, it will be your word against ours.”
A greedy circus owner against a knight of the realm and a member of the aristocracy. Krista almost smiled.
“The choice is yours,” the professor continued. “Either you accept a reasonable amount of money as repayment for your investment in Mr. Draugr’s care these past six months, or you face the wrath of the authorities. Which will it be?”
Leopold sputtered and cursed. One of his hands tightened into a fist he raised in Krista’s direction. In the cage behind her, she heard Leif threatening to cut out Leopold’s tongue if he laid a hand on either one of them.
Again she might have smiled, but when she turned toward the cage, she saw the man’s big, manacled hands wrapped around the bars as if he meant to pull them out with pure brute strength, and his eyes, the most intense blue she had ever seen, promised vengeance.
Dear God, what would they do with the man once they set him free? They couldn’t simply abandon him. And of course, her father would be determined to study him.
What if he really was as dangerous as the circus owner claimed?
“Mr. Leopold…?” her father pressed.
“All right, all right. You win. Give me the damnable money. Take the bloody bastard and good riddance, and none of you better show your faces around here again.”
The professor cleared his throat. “I’m afraid I don’t carry that quantity of money on my person. We shall have to wait here for my daughter to return with the coin.”
Leopold swore an oath and stalked away.
Krista took her cue and hurried back to the carriage. Half an hour later, she returned to the circus grounds with a bag of gold sovereigns. Her father delivered them to Mr. Leopold’s wagon, then walked back to the cage with the heavyset man she had seen before, the man with the scar on his cheek.
With a muttered curse, the man shoved the rusty iron key into the lock and opened the door to set Leif of Draugr Island free.
 
Krista stood by as the cage door swung open and the big blond giant climbed down the wooden stairs. When he stretched to his full height, she saw that he was at least six inches taller than she.
It was amazing. For the first time in her life, she actually felt petite.
He stood quietly in front of her father as the heavyset man, Snively, she recalled, knelt to unfasten the manacles around his ankles, then removed them from his wrists. As soon as he was free, Leif grabbed the man by the front of his shirt with a growl and lifted him clear off the ground, shaking the fellow so hard Krista was afraid he would break the man’s neck.
“Leif! Stop it! If you hurt him, they will put you back in a cage for sure!” she cried in Old Norse.
His eyes swung to hers and she could read the turbulence there. For a moment, he continued to hold the man up off the ground. Then her words seemed to penetrate his rage and he tossed the beefy man away as if he were a sack of garbage.
“My friend,” the professor said to Leif. “You must learn to control that magnificent temper of yours if you are going to live among civilized people.”
“I am controlling my temper,” Leif said. “If I were not, the son of a whore would be dead.”
Krista bit back a grin.
“I think it is a good time for us to leave,” her father announced.
“I do not leave without my things.” Leif glared at Snively, who hauled himself up out of the dirt. “Tell him I want my sword and the rest of my property they stole from me.” He flicked a glance at the tiny monkey that clung to the bars of the cage. “And tell him Alfinn goes with me.”
“Alfinn?” Krista repeated.
He pointed to the small animal, not much bigger than his hand. “Alf is the only friend I have had for the last six months. I will not leave him here.”
Krista sighed. “I will see what I can do.” She translated the blond man’s words and pointed toward the monkey, and Snively grumbled something she didn’t quite hear.
Leif took a threatening step toward him and Snively held up his hands and retreated. “Tell the bloke he can have the damn monkey. Tell ’im I’ll go get his things.”
Leif reached for Alfinn, who scrambled up his arm and sat down on his shoulder, looking ridiculously pleased. Krista had to admit the little fellow was cute, though she had no idea what they were going to do with him.
For that matter, she had no idea what they were going to do with Leif, either.
A few minutes later, the beefy man returned. He laid Leif’s heavy sword, encased in a thick leather sheath, on the ground, along with a carved staghorn pendant and an armband that apparently also belonged to him.
“Tell ’im ’is clothes was torn to pieces on the rocks.”
Krista nodded, translated for Leif and the man hurried away. Her father started walking and Leif, after collecting his few possessions, fell into step behind him. Krista ignored the people staring at them as they walked past: two men, one of them nearly naked, and a woman as tall as an average man. The threesome stopped when they reached the carriage and their waiting coachman.
“Well, Father, what do you suggest we do now?”
“What? Oh, yes…yes, we do need to speak about that.” He looked up at the huge blond man. “You have nowhere to go, Leif of Draugr. That much is clear. You may stay with us until you have time to sort things out.”
Though she knew this was coming, Krista inwardly groaned.
Leif seemed to ponder the notion. “I will need a ship to return to my home.” He gazed at the busy London streets. “This place you live…What is it called?”
“London,” the professor told him.
“In Draugr, for many years the young men dreamed of seeing faraway places…places our ancestors spoke of in sagas. But there was no more wood, no way to make a sailing vessel like those built by our forefathers, great Viking warriors of their day. Then a ship crashed onto the rocks along the north end of the island and we finally had the chance we had been seeking.”
His eyes strayed toward Krista, so blue and intense she felt as if they touched her. He spoke once more to her father. “I left the island to discover the world…to learn all that I could. So far, I have known only cruelty, but I believe good may be found here, as well. Now more than ever, I need to learn all that I can. Will you teach me?”
The professor fairly beamed. “We will make a trade, you and I. I will teach you—if you will teach me!”
The blond man’s face broke into a wide smile, revealing a flash of white teeth through his heavy beard. It transformed his features, made him look young, and his eyes even bluer against his sun-browned skin.
He stood there nearly naked, and for the first time Krista saw him as a man. He had the body of a Viking warrior, an amazingly masculine physique that sent a funny little shiver down her spine.
Her father must have noticed the direction of her gaze, for he opened the carriage door and removed a blanket from beneath the seat. He draped it over Leif’s powerful shoulders, the monkey scrambling out of the way for an instant, then returning to its perch.
“I am sure you’ve had enough of people staring at you.”
Leif merely nodded. Clutching the blanket around him, he waited while Krista climbed into the carriage and settled herself inside.
The professor entered next and Leif followed, filling the interior with his massive frame. As the vehicle lurched into motion, Krista found herself studying his face, the high cheekbones and incredible blue eyes.
She couldn’t help wondering how old he was and what he might look like without all that long hair and scraggly blond beard.


Five

“I am not quite certain where to go from here,” the professor said to Krista, once the three of them stood in the entry of the town house.
“He needs some clothes.” Krista tried not to stare at the powerful legs revealed beneath the blanket he clutched around his massive shoulders. “He needs to shave and he needs a haircut.”
“Yes, yes, of course.” Her father repeated the words to Leif, whose jaw subtly tightened. “If you wish to live here, you will have to learn our ways,” the professor told him. “Is that your wish?”
Leif glanced from her father to her and nodded. “I am here. I have no other choice.”
Surveying his surroundings, he looked up at the light dancing through the crystal prisms on the chandelier above his head, then down at the black-and-white marble floor beneath his bare feet. The place was fashionable and elegant, Margaret Hart’s finest handiwork. The drawing rooms, morning room and guest rooms were all done in light, airy colors and delicate wallpapers. The men’s rooms—the study, library and billiard room—were paneled in dark wood and filled with heavy, ornate furniture.
Leif studied his elegant surroundings and Krista could see the amazement on his face. He walked over and picked up a cut-crystal lamp. “This is for light?”
“Yes,” she said. “It burns oil.”
“We use candles and torches. This is a good idea.”
She bit back a smile. He wandered away from them, into the drawing room, sat down on the rose velvet settee. He moved up and down, testing the springs, then looked over to where she stood next to her father in the doorway.
“No furs? We use wolf pelts to keep warm.”
Wolf pelts! She pointed to the marble-manteled fireplace. “We burn coal,” she said.
She watched him moving around the room, lifting one item after another, a cloisonné vase, a small painted portrait of her mother, a silver candlestick that held a beeswax candle. Her father gave him a few moments to get comfortable in the house, then moved toward him.
“I’ll show you around in a bit,” he said. “Point out some of the things you have probably never seen and might find interesting.”
Leif just nodded, his eyes moving ceaselessly over the items in the house.
“In the meantime, why don’t we go upstairs and I’ll ring for my valet?” The professor’s glance moved over Leif’s long hair and heavy beard. “We’ll need to do a bit of work. Let us see if Henry is up to the challenge.” He smiled at Krista. “If you will excuse us, my dear.”
She nodded. “While you’re at it, I’ll see what I can do about finding him something to wear.”
The professor’s gray-flecked brown eyebrows went up. “That could certainly pose a problem.”
“I’ll think of something.” Krista left her father to his task and made her way out to the stables. The coachman was a large man, not as big as Leif, but perhaps his clothes would do until they could have some made.
“Skinner!” she called out, and the big, burly man appeared. “I have a favor to ask. If you agree, you will be well compensated.”
The coachman listened to her offer and grinned.
Twenty minutes later, she returned to the house carrying a pair of brown trousers and a full-sleeved, homespun shirt. They would probably be a snug fit, but better than what Leif was wearing now—which was nearly nothing at all.
Krista gave the men enough time to finish what had to be a Herculean task, then headed upstairs, the clothes draped over her arm, a pair of Skinner’s boots clutched in one hand. She started down the hall toward her father’s bedroom, then froze where she stood as the door to the bathing room swung open and she caught sight of Leif standing in the center, naked except for the small, white linen towel tied round his trim hips.
He shook his head like a big wet dog, flinging drops of water all over the bathing room and clear out into the hall. Krista’s eyes locked with his and her breath caught.
With his hair cropped short and his face clean-shaven, Leif of Draugr was unbelievably handsome. High cheekbones, a straight nose and well-formed lips…a jaw that was lean and hard…And when he smiled, he had very white teeth.
With a will of its own, her gaze moved down his body. Now that his bushy blond beard was gone, his chest was completely exposed. It was heavily muscled and lightly furred with golden-blond hair.
Her eyes dropped lower, over the only part of him decently covered. The towel moved, jerked and began to rise, and her eyes widened in shock. Her gaze flew back to his face and she saw the corner of his mouth edge up.
“I hope you are pleased with what you see, lady. You can see how much you please me.”
Krista whirled away, her face flaming. She could hear the little monkey chattering as if he were laughing. Barely holding on to her temper, she stormed off down the hall, banged on her father’s bedroom door and walked in.
Seated in front of his dresser reading a book, the professor pulled off the silver spectacles curled round his ears. “What is it, dearling?”
“That…that man,” she sputtered. “You have to do something about him.”
“I am doing my best, dearest. Henry gave him a shave and cut his hair. He bathed himself quite thoroughly. I thought he looked rather a good deal better.”
He looked better, all right. Leif of Draugr was handsome as sin and built like a Viking god, the finest specimen of man Krista had ever seen. She held out the clothes. “He is still very nearly naked and he is…he is…”
“Yes?”
What could she say? That it was extremely clear the path of the man’s thoughts where she was concerned? Then again, perhaps she wasn’t being fair. After all, the poor fellow had been locked in a cage for the past six months and he was, it was clear, a very virile man.
“Never mind.” She pressed the clothes into her father’s arms. “They’ll be a little tight, but at least he will be decent.”
Her father nodded. “I’ll take them to him straightaway.”
She watched her father’s thin figure walk down the hall and disappear into the bathing room. He returned a few minutes later.
“He is getting dressed. I’m sure he is hungry. I asked him to join us for supper. Have Cook set an extra place, will you, my dear?”
Krista tried to imagine the huge man sitting down with them at table. The man was a barbarian. He came from a culture that was supposed to have disappeared more than three hundred years ago. Though she found the Vikings fascinating, they were wild, crude, primitive people.
Krista inwardly groaned. She just wished she could think of a way to send Leif of Draugr home.
 
Leif finished toweling his hair, enjoying the feel of his close-cut blond locks and smooth, hairless cheeks. In his world, men wore long hair and beards. But in the months since his capture, he had grown to hate his unruly mop and scraggly face hair.
Mayhap this place, London, had a few worthwhile customs.
He pulled on the clothes Pax-ton Hart had handed him. The breeches—trousers, they were called—were too short and fit so tightly he thought they might split right down the seam. His manhood bulged at the front, pressing into the fabric so hard it was painful.
At home, men wore comfortable, loose-fitting breeches beneath their kirtles, the long robes that came to below their knees. For summer the tunics were shorter, leaving their legs completely bare except for their knee-high boots.
Leif pulled on the white, woven garment, a shirt, Pax-ton had said. Pax-ton was a professor. That was what they called a mentor here. In Leif’s world, there were no formal places of learning. Information was passed down from generation to generation: how to grow crops, how to raise sheep and goats and cattle, how to harvest fish and seals from the sea, how to fight to protect your family. It was, he had always thought, a good way to live.
Still, there was a written language on Draugr, and much of their history was scribed so that each generation would remember. In this new world, information was written in what the professor called a book.
“I have a very large room filled with books,” the man had said with pride. “Once you learn to speak English, once you learn to read, the entire world will be open to you.”
Just then tiny Alfinn appeared, prowling the bathing chamber, inspecting the tub and sink. Leif turned and caught a glimpse of himself in the reflecting glass, saw how the white shirt stretched over his shoulders, pulling at the seams. And his arms were a little too long for the full, gathered sleeves.
Still, he was covered, his dignity restored to him.
He felt the beginning of a smile. He had learned during his months of captivity that women here were prudish and pretended to know little of men. But their eyes often betrayed them, revealing their curiosity, or thoughts of a more prurient nature.
Even the blonde had been curious. She had liked his appearance, too. Liked the way his body looked without clothing. He figured he would like to see her that way, too, though he didn’t think the professor would approve.
Even on Draugr, a father protected his daughter’s virtue. A young woman’s virginity was meant for her husband. Still, there were women who enjoyed an evening of pleasure as much as a man, and if there was money enough, a man could afford to keep several concubines in his household as well as a wife.
Before he had left Draugr, Leif had considered taking a woman to wife, and there were any number of females who would have been willing. But he’d been determined to see the world outside his island, and when the chance arose, he had taken it. He had suffered for it, but there were bad men everywhere, and the kindness shown by the professor and his daughter renewed his hope that his journey would not be in vain.
Turning away from the glass, he left the monkey in the bathing room with a promise to return with food, and made his way downstairs, the tight trousers rubbing his manhood and making him think of the blonde. He tried to shove the thought away, but then he saw her, standing next to the professor.
She was wearing a gown of smooth, finely woven cloth the same bright green as her eyes. The top fitted closely over her voluptuous breasts, and her waist was smaller than that of any of the women on the island. The bottom half of the gown was full and flared out over her hips in a tantalizing manner.
Though in some odd fashion the clothing appealed to him, it appeared to be even more uncomfortable than the men’s garments here. Still, he liked the slight glimpse of creamy flesh he caught where the top dipped into a vee. Nice, round breasts, he could tell, and his trousers became even tighter.
“Good evening, Pro-fes-sor,” he said, using the English word. “Lady.” He didn’t know the English for that, but he imagined he would learn it very soon.
“The proper way to address me is ‘Miss Hart.’”
“Miss…Hart,” he repeated, having only a little trouble saying the words. He had been listening to the language of the people in this country for more than six months. From the start he had known his chances for freedom would improve if he could master some of the sounds, learn some of the words. Now that he was free, it was even more important.
“We will begin working on your speaking lessons tomorrow,” the professor told him. “For tonight, we will converse only in your language. You must be hungry, Leif. Why don’t we all go in to dinner?”
His stomach growled in answer, and he nodded. He prayed these people ate something more substantial than the gruel he had been living on for the past six months.
 
Krista watched Leif of Draugr walk ahead of her into the dining room. Though a woman was respected in Viking society, she came second to a man. The thought did not sit well. Leif of Draugr had a lot to learn if he intended to make his way in the civilized world.
Krista started to correct him, tell him that here a lady entered in front of a gentleman, then remembered her father had said that for tonight there would be no lessons. She supposed the Norseman deserved an evening to simply enjoy his freedom.
They sat down at the table, her father at the head, Leif to his right. He looked a little surprised to see her sit down in the chair across from him.
“I imagine you are hungry,” she said, determined to put him at ease.
“I could eat the hindquarters of a sheep,” he said with a grin that formed a dimple in his cheek. Dear God, there ought to be a law against one man looking so good. It wasn’t fair to the rest of the male population. Still, his crude remark reminded her he was nothing more than a pretty face, and she had never been interested in that sort of man.
Her father cleared his throat, warning her not to correct Leif’s manners, and started asking him questions. They spoke rapidly, and Krista missed some of the conversation, but thought she heard that Leif was unmarried and had no children, the eldest son of the chieftain of the island.
“I have known twenty-seven summers,” he said. “And like many of our men, I was restless to see what lay beyond my island.”
Krista drew her napkin across her lap. “You said the ship you built sank somewhere north of here.”
He nodded and followed her example. “My father feared something like that might happen. As his eldest son, I am meant to rule in his place when his time on earth is over. He forbade me to go, but I would not listen.”
It was clear how much this bothered him. He had a duty to his father, his clan, it seemed, and unless he could return, he could not fulfill it.
A pair of servants arrived just then with platters of meat and vegetables, and the conversation ended. Leif watched the professor, who carefully showed him how to take a serving of roast lamb from the platter being held out to him. Leif took a hefty portion, then another, then helped himself to enough boiled mackerel to fill his plate to the limit.
The moment he set the plate on the table, he picked up his knife, stuck it into a hunk of meat and shoved the meat into his mouth.
Krista’s eyes widened as he grinned in pleasure and wiped away a trickle of grease with the back of his hand.
“This is very good,” he said.
She opened her mouth to tell him that here people ate with a fork and did not take so much food in one bite, but her father shook his head.
“Tomorrow we begin,” he said to her softly in English.
Leif took a big gulp of the red wine in his crystal goblet and froze. His eyes found hers and she saw that the taste was completely foreign to him and not one that pleased him. He looked down at the floor, and she could see he was thinking of spitting it out.
Krista quickly shook her head. “Here we do not spit.”
Leif eyed her a moment more, then swallowed as if drinking a mouthful of poison. “What is that?” he asked, his lips curled in disgust.
“Wine,” her father answered. “Your people usually drink ale, as I recall. I gather it doesn’t please you.”
The Norseman made a face and Krista bit back a grin.
“It is an acquired taste,” her father explained.
Leif finished his food in short order. Krista had eaten only half her meal when she looked over to find his plate empty.
“I think Leif would like a little more,” she said to her father, careful to speak in Norse, as they had agreed. His gaze dropped to the big man’s plate, which was scraped completely clean. Krista motioned for one of the servants to bring another platter of meat and a few more vegetables.
Leif ignored the carrots, turnips and potatoes, and she remembered that except for a few wild onions and a couple of varieties of seaweed, Vikings mostly ate fish, meat and dairy.
Dessert followed the meal, and Leif looked down warily at the custard pudding covered with a paste of sugared almonds one of the servants set in front of him.
“You don’t have to eat it,” she said. “Not unless you want to.”
Leif looked wildly relieved. He shoved back his chair. “I promised Alfinn I would bring him some food.” He reached down for the platter of turnips and carrots, got up and started toward the dining room door. It was clear he wasn’t used to asking permission.
“Monkeys don’t generally stay in the house,” she called after him. “Perhaps Alfinn would be happier out in the stables.”
“Sta-bles?” he asked, turning to face her.
“Where the horses are kept.”
He nodded. “Alf is used to being around other animals. I think he would like that.” Leif disappeared, and while he was gone, Krista finished her delicious custard. When the meal was over, Leif still had not returned.
The professor rose worriedly from his chair. “I had better go see what has happened to him.”
“I had one of the guest rooms prepared,” Krista said. “He should be more than comfortable there.”
“I’ll bring him inside and show him his quarters.”
But when her father returned, he was alone. “He was sleeping out in the stable. He has made himself a bed on the straw in one of the stalls. I wasn’t sure I should wake him.”
After what he had suffered the past six months, it bothered her to think of him sleeping another night in the straw. “Perhaps he didn’t understand. I’ll go explain, tell him he doesn’t have to live like an animal anymore.”
Her father nodded. He was tired, she knew. So was she. Tomorrow was Monday and she needed to start working on her editorial for this week’s edition. One more article on the benefits of city sanitation and she could return to even more pressing issues.
A vote was coming up on a proposal that would ban women, young girls and boys from working underground in the mines. Though the act had sprung mostly from concern about public morals after it was discovered women and children often stripped nearly naked to tolerate the heat, she believed the law was a good one.
Making her way out the door, Krista headed for the stables, still uncertain what to do about Leif.
 
Leif slept deeply. He dreamed of home, as he often did, thinking of the life he had left behind. In truth, he never should have left the island. His friends would still be alive and he would not be trying to make his way in a hostile world completely foreign to him. Still, now that he was free, he had begun to see the world he had once hoped to discover, and leaving Draugr grew more difficult to regret.
Then again, had he remained, he would not be aching with need for a woman, dreaming of soft, feminine curves and full breasts, of golden hair that could make a man hard just to think of touching it.
A voice floated toward him in the darkness, drifted into his dreams. He remembered then that Inga had come to his bed tonight and he had taken her until both of them were wildly sated. He was half-awake now, hard again, and ready for more. When she touched his shoulder, shook him a little, he knew she must be ready, as well.
He reached for her, pulled her down in the pile of straw and rolled her beneath him, then began to massage a plump, round breast as he kissed the side of her neck.
“You were always a woman of passion, Inga, but tonight—”
Her shriek of outrage nearly burst his ears. Leif jerked away from her, fully awake now, blinking owlishly and remembering that he was no longer on Draugr, but in a place called London.
“How dare you!”
He was in London, not Draugr, and the ripe breasts he had been caressing belonged to the voluptuous blonde.
“I was dreaming. I thought you were someone else.”
“Someone else!” she screeched. “Someone else!” She straightened and looked down her very nice nose at him. Even angry, she was beautiful, with the finely carved features of a Norsewoman, the graceful neck and full lips. “This is the third time you’ve insulted me, Leif of Draugr. You will apologize right now or you will leave this house and not return!”
His jaw hardened. He had nowhere to go. He needed these people’s help and yet he would not be commanded by a woman, no matter how comely she was.
“I am not sorry I touched you. Only that you did not wish me to. For that I apologize, lady.”
He was still wearing the uncomfortable trousers that molded his hips and legs like skin. But he had unbuttoned the front and now he was afraid she would see what she had done to him. He came up out of the straw, turned away from her a moment and struggled to rebutton the trousers.
In the dim light of a lantern hanging on the wall, he could see that her face was flushed, the pins gone from her hair. The heavy mass tumbled in thick, golden curls around her shoulders, and bits of straw stuck out here and there.
His groin tightened even more. He couldn’t remember a woman who had stirred such rampant lust in him. He swore a soft curse.
“I heard that,” she said, “and you will refrain from swearing in this household.”
“You give orders like a man, lady. Is that another of your customs?”
Her cheeks flushed. For an instant she glanced away. She was used to giving orders, but deep down, he was pleased to see, she was still a woman.
“I came out here to tell you there is no need for you to sleep in the barn. A room has been prepared for your use in the house.”
He glanced over at the tiny monkey, who was looking at him with fear in his shiny dark eyes. “What about Alfinn? He will think I have abandoned him.”
The woman looked at the monkey. “Monkeys don’t belong in the house.”
Alfinn gave a forlorn, pitiful cry, a trick he had learned to get treats from the crowd.
The woman sighed. “All right, you can bring him with you, but you are the one who will have to clean up his messes.”
Leif grinned. “Alf is a very clean monkey.”
She rolled her eyes and started walking back toward the house, and Leif fell in behind her. Her cumbersome female garments mostly hid her curves, but her bottom swayed nicely beneath the heavy fabric.
By the gods, he would have to watch himself where Krista Hart was concerned. He had long been without a woman and this one pleased him greatly. He was used to taking his enjoyment from whatever woman he desired. They welcomed his advances and always had.
Not this time. Although he was now a free man, he would have to forgo his pleasure. He thought of her outrage when he had unwittingly caressed her breasts. He was glad his weapon had not been nearby. If she had found his sword, she surely would have plunged it into his heart.
Leif grunted. Unlike Inga, it didn’t seem likely the blonde would invite him into her bed.
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