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“For a month and more you have teased and taunted me with promises of delights we have shared in the past. What say you now?”

Holding her eyes, Thork began to undo the shoulder clasps of her outer gown. Ruby wanted to ask if he would marry her again or if he’d accept the fact that she might have to leave, but instead she decided to follow Gyda’s advice for patience.

Ruby licked her lips nervously. She had to have made love with this man a thousand times in the past twenty years, but it seemed all new now. He was her husband and yet a stranger at the same time.

“Do you still insist we share a past?” he asked hoarsely.

Ruby scrutinized Thork closely, trying to see the differences, not the similarities, between him and Jack. It was hard. “I think you and I may very well make our own history tonight.”
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CHAPTER ONE

Can anyone say Norman Vincent Pealesson? . . .

“This is the first lecture in the ‘Mind Over Matter’ series. Before we start, clear your mind of all extraneous thought. Picture yourself floating on a cloud high above the earth—floating . . . floating . . . floating . . .”

“Stupid, damn CDs!” Ruby Jordan complained aloud as she stomped into her husband’s study to turn off the machine. Rhoda, her ditzy cleaning lady, had probably touched the switches on the complicated machine when she’d dusted earlier.

A killer headache pounded behind Ruby’s eyes, and she knew it would get worse before Jack got home. Would there be another argument?

Ruby stopped short when she saw Jack selecting some of his business motivation discs and putting them into a briefcase.

“I didn’t know you were home. Why didn’t you—”

“Don’t start on me again, Rube,” Jack Jordon interrupted his wife, a silken thread of warning in his deep-timbred voice. “I’ve had it up to here with the fighting.” He slashed his throat emphatically with a forefinger to make his point.

“Me, too,” Ruby whispered on a broken sigh, then noticed his suitcases lined up next to the door. So, he really was leaving. She’d expected it for weeks, but still tears welled in her eyes.

“Jack, are you sure you want this?” How many times had she asked that question the last two weeks? What a fool to think the answer might be different this time!

Jack straightened from his bent position over the CD player, turned it off and rubbed his eyes wearily with the fingers of one hand before darting an impatient glare at her. He still wore the dark blue business suit he’d donned early that morning.

Ruby knew that the recession-hit real estate market had put him through the wringer this past year. One month they’d even had to use her salary to pay the bills—a walloping blow to his ego. Jack’s wide shoulders sagged now with sadness and exhaustion. He probably hadn’t eaten all day. For a moment, Ruby’s heart softened and she almost asked him if she could fix his dinner. Almost.

“Rube, our marriage sucks. We’ve been hurting each other for a long time, and I’m tired of trying anymore. I’ve got to get on with my life . . . we both do. These arguments tear me apart . . . affect my work.”

Ruby listened with rising dismay, and a cold foreboding sealed her lips. When she didn’t respond, he continued in a harsh, pain-raw voice, “I’m thirty-eight years old, and I don’t want to spend the rest of my life with a woman who gets more turned on by her job and her clients than me.”

“Oh!” she gasped, stunned by his bluntness. “That’s not true. It’s just like you to put a sexual connotation on everything.”

“Hey, that’s about the only thing that works for us anymore, and even that doesn’t happen all that often these days,” Jack said with a wry grin and a shrug.

His smile, as intimate as a kiss, could still make Ruby’s heart do cartwheels after all these years, and Ruby had to steel herself to his charm before asking tremulously, “You’re not saying you’re leaving because of sex problems?”

“You know better than that.” His smile faded as his bleak blue eyes stabbed her accusingly. “We could go upstairs right now and screw each other’s brains out, and it wouldn’t solve a thing.”

“You are so crude!”

“Yeah, well, you won’t have to put up with it much longer,” Jack retorted hotly. His jaw tensed visibly, but then he softened, touching her trembling lips with a fleeting, whispersoft caress of his fingertips. “I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t want things to end like this. Can’t we just part amicably?”

Ruby shriveled inside a little at his words. She tried to picture a future without Jack in it. Anguish tore at her insides with steely fingers, and she had to hold her knuckles to her mouth to hold back the pain.

“Is there . . . another woman?” Ruby persisted in a soft, faint voice that broke with the emotion she couldn’t hide.

Jack turned on her angrily. “No! I’ve told you that a dozen times.” His glittering eyes challenged her. “You can be sure, though, that I intend to find a woman who won’t consider me a male chauvinist just because I want to take care of her.” Bitterness limned his voice as he took a deep breath and continued, “I’ll tell you something else. Our kids need a full-time mother. Good Lord! How much time have you spent with them lately? They feel as neglected as I do.”

The force of his seething reply caught Ruby off guard. She pushed back the hysteria that threatened to rise biliously to her voice and asked, more calmly than she felt, “Why do men feel threatened when women become successful? Why can’t they accept professional women combining a career and a home?”

“I refuse to get involved in this women’s-lib debate with you again,” Jack said with cold finality, putting more CDs in his briefcase and slamming it shut.

“I suppose you’ll end up with some twenty-year-old chippie in spandex who’ll talk you into buying a motorcycle or Corvette or something,” Ruby mocked cynically, biting her bottom lip to hold back the tears.

A sad smile played at the corners of Jack’s mouth. He countered in the quick, easy manner that came with years of living together, “Nah, I’m thinking more of a thirtyish woman with a Jessica Alba body, a Barbara Walters mind and a Tina Fey sense of humor.” Jack’s grim eyes belied his light banter.

Ruby couldn’t deny the pain and jealousy that surged through her. “Jessica Alba! Get real! I could see Angelina Jolie, maybe, but Jessica Alba!”

Jack still grinned at her teasingly, which gave Ruby the nerve to offer, “Except for the Jessica Alba body, I could fill the other two criteria . . . I think.”

The glint of humor faded from his face as Jack asked seriously, “What will you be looking for?”

Ruby cringed, momentarily deflated at his failure to respond to her offer. And did he really think she wanted another man?

Bruised pride stiffened her neck, but embarrassment soon turned to annoyance. She met Jack’s eyes defiantly. “Movie-star looks would be nice but aren’t the most important thing. Besides, I have to be realistic, I guess. I’m no raving beauty, and, at my age, men look at younger women.”

“Oh, Rube, that’s not true. You could get any man you wanted.” Tenderly, his appreciative eyes traveled over her all-too-familiar body.

Any man except the one she needed, Ruby thought, but, instead of speaking her mind, she swallowed with difficulty and gently upbraided him, “Jack, take off the rose-colored glasses and be honest. Thirty-eight-year-old men don’t look at thirty-eight-year-old women.”

“They do when the women look like you.” Jack studied her a moment, then went on, “You still haven’t answered my question. What are you looking for in a man? It obviously isn’t me.”

Pain, stark and intense, formed a huge knot in Ruby’s throat, and Jack asked her silly questions. Still, she continued with her pointless description of an ideal mate. “He should be intelligent. Yes, intelligence is essential. And successful . . . oh, not moneywise success, just good at whatever he does . . .”

Her voice trailed away and her bravado failed for a second. When she regained her composure, she steeled herself to go on. “Actually, none of those things matter at all. I’d just want a man who loves me. You know, the way you used . . .” Ruby’s voice cracked and she couldn’t continue.

Jack tried to touch her shoulder but Ruby shrugged his hand away angrily. “Don’t feel sorry for me. I don’t want your pity. Just go if you’re going. You’re right. We can’t keep postponing the inevitable. Go!”

After a few seconds, she heard Jack moving toward the door. “I’m staying at the lake house until I can find an apartment,” he said in an oddly rasping voice. “I’ll call the boys tonight.”

Ruby forgot her pride then in the face of this final, wrenching end to a twenty-year marriage. Lord, how many times had she sworn she wouldn’t ask the stupid question, the one most women invariably ask at some point in their lives?

“Don’t you love me anymore?”

Jack froze in the doorway and then turned woodenly.

Ruby’s heart lurched. This handsome man could still make her pulse do flip flops with just a glance—even after twenty years of marriage and despite the light sprinkling of gray in his dark blond hair. The past year of stress had etched cruel lines in the chiseled planes of his mature face, but years of disciplined jogging and racquetball had kept his six-foot-three body lean and well-conditioned. He’d have no trouble at all attracting a woman. Ruby closed her eyes for a moment at that painful thought before searching his face once again.

Where were the sense of humor and seductive sensuality that had knocked her for a loop in high school and lured her enticingly into a young marriage in which she had willingly, joyfully stayed home during those early years to bear his children? How had they let things deteriorate so far?

The long silence in answer to Ruby’s question told her volumes before Jack sighed, then finally responded hoarsely, “I don’t know. I just don’t know how I feel anymore. I’m not sure it matters.”

His words sliced through Ruby’s heart.

“We just need time—”

“No! What we don’t need is more time to drag this out. I’ve asked you repeatedly to cut back on hours at your lingerie company so we can work on our marriage. You’ve refused.”

“I haven’t refused. I just couldn’t do it right away. Sweet Nothings has stockpiled so many orders. I would have to hire someone to take over some of my responsibilities. By next month, two months at the latest, then I might be able . . .”

Jack looked at her incredulously and threw his arms out in resignation. “I give up! I’ve been hearing this same story for months. Call me when you can work me in.”

For a few long seconds, Jack hesitated—almost regretfully. Time stood still for them both, freezing them in a tableau of cloudy nostalgia. Jack’s heartrending expression bathed her in a gentle caress, giving her hope.

But then he turned and left.

Ruby stared at the closed door through a mist of tears. Why couldn’t Jack understand how hard she’d worked to build up her custom lingerie company, how hard it was to let go—even a little? She loved Jack. She did. Why couldn’t she have both him and her career?

A hot tear trickled down her cheek. Regret squeezed her heart as she thought of Jack and all she’d lost. Memories seared her mind. Finally, she yielded to the racking sobs that shook her, rocking back and forth.

Ruby cried for a long time until tides of hollow weariness engulfed her. Then she sank down in a well-worn recliner—Jack’s favorite chair since his college days—and let her gaze scan the room. She reached for her fifteen-year-old son’s Walkman, needing something to fill the silence. Unable to cope right now with the overwhelming sense of loss, Ruby absently inserted the CD Jack had been listening to, adjusted the headset and leaned back wearily. Maybe one of the motivational CDs would inspire her with some miraculous message on how to get her marriage back in order.

Lord, what a mess I’ve made of my life!

Ruby shifted her blue-jean-clad bottom into a more comfortable position as her eyes scanned the CDs on the bookshelves of the study. She wasn’t opposed to motivational CDs, but Jack had become obessed with them during the real estate slump.

The worst of them, and the funniest, had been the coyote series. How many mornings had he awakened her and the two boys with a coyote howl, declaring that every day should start on a positive note? She forgot the significance of the coyote—something to do with coyotes being able to survive in the wilderness and businessmen being able to do likewise in the coming bad times, or some such thing.

What she did remember was the boys hiding their heads under their pillows at the sound of the howl, and refusing to ride in a car with their dad because he forced them to listen to his lectures rather than their favorite rock group. Despite her sadness, Ruby grinned.

That seemed so long ago. Eons!

She looked back to the shelves. Hundreds of the blasted CDs lined the shelves, not to mention video, books and plaques—everything from the old standby The Power of Positive Thinking to You Can Do Anything!

She knew what she’d do if she could do anything. She’d be twenty years younger, Ruby thought defiantly. She would give anything for a chance to live her life over again, knowing what she did today. She’d certainly never get involved with another male chauvinist. She wouldn’t let herself love another Jack. It hurt too much.

In fact, she didn’t think she’d get married. Sure, there’d been lots of good times with Jack, but men demanded too much of the women they loved. They sucked the very dreams out of them. Barefoot and pregnant, that’s how they all still wanted their women!

Ruby wiped her tears with a tissue, and pushed the play button on the CD player, trying to forget her worries and all the decisions she’d have to make. Eddie and David knew their parents had problems, but they’d be devastated to find their father gone. Ruby felt as if she were hanging from a cliff by her fingernails. Would she find the strength to climb up or should she just give in and let go?

Hot tears scalded Ruby’s eyes once again as the mesmerizing voice declared, “You can control your own life.”

Hah!

The speaker continued, “Before we start, clear your mind of all other thoughts. Picture yourself floating out of your body—floating . . . floating . . . floating . . .

“There’s nothing—nothing—in the world you can’t have if you want it badly enough. The mind is a powerful tool.”

“Oh, God, help me find a way out of this mess,” Ruby prayed aloud. “I don’t know if I can live without Jack.”

“Some people consider prayer the answer to their problems,” the speaker said, and Ruby’s eyes shot open in surprise. Was she going crazy now, too? Geez! Mental telepathy with a CD player!

“Prayer is fine,” the voice soothed, “but even God wants you to help yourself. I’m telling you there’s nothing in the world you can’t do. Where the will’s strong enough, there is a way!”

The speaker’s evangelizing voice droned on and on as Ruby allowed her mind to lift out of herself. Totally relaxed, she felt as if she were floating above her own body. A heavenly feeling! Lighter than a feather, her buoyant body drifted from cloud to cloud in a clear blue sky.

Her problems disappeared. The five extra pounds she’d gained during these past stressful months melted away. She felt twenty years younger.

Even in her sleep, Ruby smiled.

Be careful what you wish for . . .

It was the odor that first pulled Ruby from her deep sleep—human body odor. “Okay, Ruby baby,” she muttered to herself. “Go with the flow.” Sense-dimensional dreams! That would be something to tell her therapist—if she ever got one.

Ruby opened her eyes lazily, then shut them quickly in horror. When she peeked out again, she realized she must still be asleep, awash in the most realistic dream she’d ever had. About a dozen wretched-looking people, wearing bizarre, drab clothing, like burlap sacks, crowded her in a long boat, which moved swiftly toward shore. By the smell of them, they hadn’t bathed in weeks.

Ruby wrinkled her nose in distaste and edged away from one toothless harridan, who resembled her flaky cleaning lady Rhoda. She giggled aloud. Imagine! The dream of the century and she got to take her cleaning lady along. Some women got handsome actors like Kevin Costner in their fantasies with his preference for “long, slow, deep, soft, wet kisses that last three days” in Bull Durham; she got Rhoda. How would Rhoda survive without her tabloids?

“M’God, be you a boy ur a girl?” the Rhoda person exclaimed.

Ruby realized then that everyone in the boat was staring at her—as if she were the oddball. Ruby looked down at herself. She saw nothing unusual in her Nike-clad feet, her blue jeans and her son’s oversized Brass Balls Saloon T-shirt. Oh, that was probably the problem. The T-shirt logo offended some people.

She started to explain that her shirt really belonged to her fifteen-year-old son Eddie who had bought it at the shore without her permission, but stopped herself. Really! She didn’t have to defend herself in a dream.

Ruby smoothed the fabric of her shirt over her slim waist and hips, then jerked alert. Slim! Dear Lord, she hadn’t been this thin since before her first pregnancy. Not that she was ever fat, but this kind of body tone came with youth, not childbirth and thirty-eight years of easy living.

Ruby discreetly lifted the edge of her T-shirt, peeled away the loose waistband of her jeans and peeked at her skin just above her navel. Hallelujah! No more stretch marks! Her wish had come true. She was twenty years younger.

Smiling widely, Ruby looked back over her shoulder . . . then gasped. Three Viking-style dragonships rode at anchor on the sunny horizon of what appeared to be the confluence of two huge rivers. Hundreds of other ships stretched along the shore or headed in or out of a wider river which must lead to the sea. She hadn’t seen anything so spectacular since the Tall Ships event held on the Hudson River in New York years ago. They were magnificent.

A loud thud caused her to turn forward. Their boat had hit the dock and was being tied ashore. Hundreds of people swarmed on the wharf, all dressed in strange clothing.

Some of the men wore short tunics that barely reached their knees and left their arms bare, while others wore plain, collarless, long-sleeved shirts down to their hips over tight pants. Belts, ranging from leather thongs to ornate gold chains, cinched in their waists. Short swords and scabbarded knives clanged at their sides.

Long, pinafore-type tunics, mostly open-sided, covered the women’s pleated, linen chemises which trailed on the ground in the back. Ornate brooches, with dangling keys or scissors or small knives, fastened the tunics together at the shoulders.

Ruby noticed an inordinate amount of blond hair sparkling in the afternoon sunlight, from almost-white to fire-red and all the colors in between. The older women knotted their hair at the back of the neck and covered it with scarves or cloth headdresses, while others braided their long tresses or let them lay loose down their backs. The men’s hair hung shoulder-length and longer, often in braids, too, framing faces that ranged from clean-shaven to heavily bearded and mustached.

Finely wrought, heavy wrist and upper arm rings of solid gold or silver, studded with jewels, adorned the better-dressed men and women. Some appeared to be museum-quality pieces. Wow!

Fascinated, Ruby asked Rhoda, who still eyed her suspiciously, “Where are we?”

“Jorvik.”

“Jorvik? Where’s that?”

“To Saxons, it be Eoforwic, but the heathen Vikings call it Jorvik. Be you a Saxon?”

Puzzled, Ruby said, “Huh?” Then she mulled Rhoda’s words. Jorvik? Something clicked in her mind. Hadn’t she read recently about an archaeological dig there, something involving Vikings? Suddenly, remembrance jolted her.

“Oh, my God! You mean York, like in England? And those boats out there—are those Viking ships?”

Rhoda just stared at her, open-mouthed. Then a crazy thought entered her mind. At first, she dismissed it, but then asked tentatively, “What year is this?”

Now Rhoda really did look at her as if she’d escaped from a looney bin. “Nine hundred ’n twenty-five. You bin locked up fer a long time ur sumpin? A dungeon, mebbe? Ur a nunnery, I wager? Them nuns do be barmy sum times. I heared onct ’bout a girl who liked men too much and her mother put her in a convent an’ she went stark ravin’ mad jus’ cuz no man touched her in a year.”

Good Lord! Rhoda didn’t need her tabloids, after all. Even in these primitive times she found sources for the sensational gossip she loved.

Ruby started to laugh hysterically, just corroborating Rhoda’s mental-illness assumption about her. What a dream this was turning out to be! Why couldn’t she dream about cowboys or knights in shining armor? Why conjure up Vikings in a pre-Medieval England? Well, what else did she expect, the way her life was going?

She couldn’t wait to get back and tell Jack his “Mind Over Matter” tapes really did work. Wait. She forgot. Jack wouldn’t be there when she returned. Would he?

A brutal headache began to throb behind her eyes, especially when a giant of a man, who smelled like a bear she’d once whiffed at a zoo, pulled her and her companions out of the boat and shoved them roughly into a group at one side of the wharf.

“Hey,” she protested loudly. “Watch it buster!” The rest of her motley group looked aghast at her temerity, as if she were even more daft than they’d thought. The Goliath glared down at her.

“What’s your name?” Ruby persisted, sputtering with indignation. “I’m going to report you to your . . . supervisor.”

“Olaf,” he snarled and gave her another rude shove.

“Olaf. That figures. The name matches the face.”

Rhoda pulled her back and cautioned, “Shhhh! Ain’tcha afeared? Do ya wanna git kilt?”

Then Ruby saw Jack.

Oh, his brownish-blond hair had lightened and hung down to his shoulders, and his black tunic covered a younger, more powerful body—one that would put a cover model to shame—but the face was definitely that of the man she’d been sleeping next to for the past twenty years. Thank God! This dream business got stale quick. She wanted to wake up.

At the same time, Ruby’s heart thudded wildly at this first glimpse of her husband’s new golden, hard body. She felt like a breathless girl of eighteen again.

“Jack,” Ruby called out happily, while Rhoda tried to hold her back. The dolt! He ignored her. He was mad at her, of course. Hadn’t he just walked out on their marriage?

He seemed to have arrived on one of the big ships, and the attention he aroused indicated that he was a man of importance. When he stopped to talk to someone, Ruby realized that his right arm encircled the shoulders of a buxom, blond “Vikingess” in a green silk tunic with enough gold and jewels at her neck and arms to ransom a king.

Ruby’s initial hurt turned quickly into jealousy and then a white-hot anger. Furious, Ruby yelled “Jack” again, but he still looked the other way. Lying pond scum! He’d said there was no other woman.

“Two-timing sonofa . . .” Ruby muttered on a sob, breaking away from Rhoda and Olaf to approach Jack. She’d show him. She picked up a clump of mud the size of a cantaloupe, took careful aim and hurled the clod, hitting him square in the face. She smiled widely in satisfaction. She hadn’t been an ace softball pitcher in high school for nothing!

The tall figure swiveled, azure eyes wide with shock, but before he could react, Ruby pointed a finger at his stunned companion and warned, “Stay away from my husband if you know what’s good for you.”

Looking as if she’d seen a ghost, the wide-eyed woman backed away, slipped in the mud and fell flat on her rear.

Ruby laughed at the comical picture until Olaf came up behind her, lifted her off the ground with massive arms wrapped around her like steel bars and squeezed until she thought her ribs would crack.

“Put me down, you oaf,” Ruby shrieked. Then she turned to her husband, demanding, “Jack, tell this goon to put me down. He’s hurting me.”

“Not Oaf. Olaf,” the giant corrected Ruby.

Ruby grimaced with impatience and looked up over her shoulder. “Put me down, Oaf.” He reacted by lifting her higher in the air, as if she weighed no more than a feather.

Jack studied her icily, his jaw clenched with suppressed violence. He slowly wiped the mud from his face with a square of linen cloth. His girlfriend wailed loudly at his side until one of his companions reached over with a burly arm and cuffed her into silence.

A deathly quiet surrounded Ruby. The crowd stopped all activity to watch the spectacle.

Well, okay, maybe she shouldn’t have hit him, especially in a public place, but he had no right to look at her so an grily. After all, he was the one in the wrong. Adultery was adultery—even in a dream.

With a commanding air, the Viking walked purposefully over to where Olaf still held her with feet dangling off the ground. His well-developed, massive body moved with an easy grace, not unlike her own modern-day husband. Standing so close she caught the familiar masculine scent of his skin, Jack extended a questioning forefinger to lift her chin in a whisper of a caress. Ruby leaned into his stroke reflexively, but then jerked back at the sensuous shock that shot hot flames through her. Jack’s furrowed brows and intense, puzzled eyes told Ruby without words that he, too, had been affected by the simple touch. The very air around them seemed electrified.

But then anger transformed Jack’s face. She soon found out why. Taking her chin in a painful, viselike grip, Jack snarled, “What manner of fool are you, boy, that you dare to strike Thork, son of Harald, high-king of all Norway?”

Boy? He thought she was a boy, Ruby realized. No wonder he was upset by the sexual chemistry between them. Well, compared to the way these people dressed, she supposed she might look like a young male in her pants and short haircut. And, hey, wasn’t Jack aiming high these days—son of a bloody king? Should she bow or what?

“Who are you?” Jack growled again, bruising her chin with his fingers. “Do you spy for Ivar?”

“Ivar? Who the hell is Ivar?”

“You dare much with your coarse tongue, boy.”

“Jack, don’t you recognize me? I’m Ruby . . . your wife.”

“Nay, no wife have I,” he declared in a steely voice, shifting indignantly from foot to foot. “Nor am I a sodomite,” he added distastefully, looking at what he obviously considered her masculine attire. Then he released her chin and cocked his head in puzzlement.

What now? she wondered. Was it something she’d said?

Olaf let her slide down his body to her feet, but he pulled her arms behind her back and pinioned them there. Jack stared at the inscription on her chest and his eyes widened. That stupid Brass Balls logo again!

Jack reached out a hand. His forefinger trailed sensuously over her bare arm as if asking a question, then grazed her quivering lips for affirmation. He smiled wickedly and nodded, as if answering his own question, at the same time pleased with the goose bumps he’d raised on her flesh with a mere touch.

Then her husband did the unthinkable. He reached out with lightning swiftness and outlined the tips of her breasts. He actually touched her breasts in front of all those people! She’d kill him for humiliating her. Outraged, Ruby tried to squirm out of Olaf’s grasp.

“Thor’s blood! ’Tis a wench,” Jack exclaimed, turning with a grin to his companions for confirmation.

“No kidding! This has gone far enough, Jack. Tell this bozo to release me. This joke . . . or dream . . . or whatever it is has gone far enough. I want to go home.”

“Explain this ‘jack’ you speak of.”

“It’s your name, Jack. Jack Jordan. And I’m your wife, Ruby. And I’m tired of this stupid dream.”

Tears choked her. Why was Jack acting like this? Ruby squeezed her eyes shut tight. She would have pinched her own cheeks, but Olaf still held her arms behind her back; instead, she bit her bottom lip until she tasted blood, hoping to awaken herself from the nightmare.

It didn’t work.

Some members of the crowd stepped closer, staring in amazement at her bloody lip as if she were truly crazy. She was crazy! Only a crazy person would find herself in this situation. Perhaps Jack’s leaving her had pushed her over the edge.

“Nay, my name is Thork,” the Jack clone said. “Heed me well. No wife have I, nor ever want one. I am a Jomsviking.” Jack’s deep voice rang coldly, loud and clear, through the crowd, which nodded and smiled in approval at his putting this woman in her place.

The people spoke an odd mixture of what sounded like Medieval Anglo-Saxon she’d once heard in an English Lit course and what was probably Old Norse. The languages were very similar. Strangely, she could understand both. Not so strange for a dream, she supposed.

Before Ruby could respond to Jack’s astounding pronouncement, he stepped closer and his forefinger traced the letters on her shirt. He said the words aloud slowly, “Brass Balls,” looked questioningly at a man standing next to him, then back at her and grinned, apparently understanding what the words symbolized. Several men chuckled behind him. However, his amusement turned to anger again.

“So . . . you carry a message to us from Ivar that his men have superior male parts made of metal?” He spoke loud enough for all the people to hear. Good Lord! She’d landed in some kind of Bedlam.

“Know you the male parts of Ivar’s men from experience, wench?” he baited snidely.

“Shut up, Jack. You’re embarrassing me.”

He took hold of her sore chin and squeezed, looking her directly in the eye. “Thork. Mark my words well, wench. My name is Thork.”

Ruby whimpered in pain, but still he didn’t relent.

“Say it.”

When she refused, he squeezed harder, and Ruby gasped out, “Thork, you jerk! Thork! Thork!”

“‘Jerk’ best be a title of respect,” he warned.

“Oh, yes, it means something like ‘lord and master.’”

Jack looked unconvinced but, nevertheless, released her chin and addressed the mob. “Ivar sends the boy-woman to challenge us, methinks. Yea, he taunts us to war again. Bad enough he raids our lands whilst we are gone a-Viking or trading. Now he sends this insulting message. Brass balls! Hah! Shall we show Ivar now and forever who the best men be?”

A roar rose like thunder through the crowd. Good grief! Who ever heard of a T-shirt causing a war? Ruby tried to express her opinion on their mistaken notions, but Olaf clamped a smelly palm over her mouth. She stomped on his soft leather shoes, and, to her chagrin, he didn’t budge an inch. Looking over her shoulder, she saw his smirk as he stated with smug self-satisfaction, “Not Oaf. Olaf.”

Maybe the guy wasn’t as dumb as she’d thought.

“We must bring this spy to King Sigtrygg,” Thork said. “Let him decide the fate of the thrall and whether or not we go to war with Ivar.” Another roar of approval went through the crowd.

“Now ya done it,” Rhoda whispered in her ear. “Sigtrygg One-Eye be a mean buzzard. Prob’ly lop off yer head. Or pluck out yer eyes. Or—”

“Give me a break, Rhoda. You’ve been reading too many tabloids again.”

“Come, thrall,” Jack commanded. “The other slaves stay.”

“Just who do you think you’re calling a thrall?” Ruby protested, finally squirming out of the giant’s grasp. “I’m no more a slave than . . . than you are.”

Jack had the gall to grin down at her. He was really enjoying her discomfort. Then he surprised her by putting a protective arm around her shoulder and saying, “Hold your tongue if you have a fondness for your fair head, sweetling. This crowd smells blood.”

Sweetling! Ruby smiled, hopeful for the first time that day of a possible reconciliation between her and Jack. But she had only a moment to enjoy Jack’s quaint endearment.

“Chop off ’er head here ’n now,” one man shouted with perfect timing. “Send it to Ivar in that shirt she wears.” Ruby looked over at a nodding Rhoda, whose expression said, “I told you so.”

Another person yelled, “Why wait? Chop off ’er head now. She be a spy. Mebbe even Ivar’s woman. What better way to send a message!” If the roar of the crowd was any indication, a lot of people liked that idea.

Instinctively, Ruby moved closer to Jack. Why wasn’t he revolted at the idea of beheading her? She’d been on enough camping trips with him to know he couldn’t even gut a trout without gagging. He should be her knight in shining armor. He should gallantly rescue her so they could ride off into the sunset. Wasn’t that the way it was supposed to happen in dreams?

Instead, Jack asserted loudly, “Nay, the king must decide. Mayhap he will await a vote of the Althing when it meets next month.” Then he turned abruptly and confided to a well-dressed man standing beside him, “Selik, we malinger overlong whilst I carry important messages for Sigtrygg from King Athelstan in Wessex—more important than a mere thrall.”

Jack turned to Ruby once again and grabbed her arm, pulling her through the people who stepped back to make a path for them. “I will take this spy to my bedchamber later for a private examination,” he disclosed suggestively with a wink to those companions closest to him. “Mayhap the women of Ivar’s land have metal parts also.”

The men laughed at his words, and someone suggested lewdly that he make his examination then and there. Jack stopped, his arm still resting possessively on her shoulder, and he actually seemed to consider the prospect of a public stripping.

Humiliated, Ruby tried to kick Thork’s bare legs. She no longer thought of him as Jack. Jack would never be so cruel.

Thork laughed as Ruby hammered his immovable chest with clenched fists, then picked up her struggling, screaming body and deftly slung it over his shoulder, giving the crowd more fodder for laughter. He ordered one man to go ahead to the castle to inform King Sigtrygg of their arrival and another to ride to his grandfather’s home in Northumbria and tell him he would be there late the next day. He told yet another man to supervise the unloading of his ships and to report to him that night.

When he settled her in place like a sack of flour, Ruby bit his shoulder to get his attention. With a gleeful chuckle, Thork whacked her with an open palm across her bottom which arched provocatively across his shoulder, and then he kept the widespread fingers there familiarly, rubbing her with an intimate circular motion. Ruby could feel her face flush, and not just because she hung upside down.

The jerk got another roar of approval when he commented in an aside to his friends, “Mayhap the women of Ivar’s land do have metal female parts, after all. Her arse feels as bony as a winter-starved rabbit.”

He would pay for this, Ruby vowed as he carried her away. Somehow, some way, she would find a way to get back at this crude excuse for a man.


CHAPTER TWO

Yeah, but can Vikings give Kevin Costner kisses? . . .

“Ivar is vicious, but not lackwitted. He would never send a simpleminded wench to spy,” Thork stated emphatically, peering over his shoulder at Ruby whose blood-suffused head bounced against his back with each wide stride he took. “Who in the name of Odin are you?”

“Simpleminded!” Ruby protested, but the word came out garbled and unintelligible, considering her position.

A sharp object pressed against her waist, and she shifted slightly, as best she could, to relieve the pressure. Twisting her head sideways and looking up awkwardly, she saw an intricately carved brooch which held together the edges of a short shoulder mantle. The design profiled a writhing animal with limbs contorted out of recognition. Surely it wasn’t a coyote. That would be too much of a coincidence. No, it was probably a wolf. And it appeared to be solid gold! Unable to see it closer, Ruby dropped her head down, laying her cheek against the small of Thork’s back. Her skin prickled with delight at even that casual touch. The familiar musk of his skin comforted her jarred senses.

Olaf and two other men walked beside Thork, sharing opinions about the unlikelihood of Ruby being a spy. All agreed that Sigtrygg must be the final arbiter of her fate but wondered how he would react to even the possibility of the hated Ivar infiltrating Jorvik. In soft, guarded voices, they also updated Thork on recent events in Jorvik.

“Sigtrygg expected you a sennight past. We have all suffered his wrath,” complained a young man with flowing, silver blond hair whom Thork had called Selik earlier. Even from her position, Ruby could see that the exceedingly handsome, almost beautiful, male drew the admiring attention of many of the passing women.

Thork swore aloud, using a famous Anglo-Saxon word that survived even to the twenty-first century.

“Sigtrygg chomps at the bit to return to Dublin and reclaim the throne from his cousin Godfred,” Selik added. “Everyone in his vipers’-nest court suffers his raging temper outbursts as he waits for you.”

“So Sigtrygg still hopes for a united Northumbrian-Irish kingdom?” Thork questioned.

“Yea, and more. He cannot see that the Saxons lay waste our lands while he and his cousins bicker over power among the two countries.” Selik answered.

Olaf added, “He tries to force a pagan government on Christian Danes who have lived here for generations and are no longer content with the old ways.”

“I tell you, Thork, when Viking fights Viking, the bloody Saxon will be the winner,” Selik asserted vehemently.

“I see now why Sigtrygg stews,” Thork said pensively, “and ’twould seem our fair maid here has much to fear if our king rages so.” He swatted Ruby on the behind for emphasis, calling everyone’s attention back to her.

“’Twill depend on Sigtrygg’s mood,” Olaf stated matter-of-factly, with a shrug of unconcern. “If he be of a mean temper, as he is wont at the flip of a coin, he will likely behead her on the spot. Or mayhap flay all the skin off her body just to amuse himself.”

Behead her! Flay her! To amuse himself! Ruby’s stomach churned.

“Or spread her legs and skewer her on the spot if she appeals,” Selik drawled with a suggestive chortle, “or bugger her like the boy she appears.”

“Thor’s toenails! Too much mead under his belt and ’twill not matter a whit if she be fair or barley-faced, I warrant,” Thork added with unflattering frankness. His deep voice held a trace of laughter. “Sigtrygg can be a man of uncommon appetites, in all ways!”

“Comes of being a berserker, I say. Wild in battle, wild in bed, or so I’ve been told,” Selik interjected lewdly. “But, even so, I cannot fathom Sigtrygg being attracted to this scrawny bird.”

Thork laughed and pinched Ruby’s bottom to halt any protest she might be contemplating. “But you forget, Selik, our king relishes the odd perversion. Didst ye hear of the night Sigtrygg . . .”

The men laughed companionably when Thork’s risqué story ended. It involved a nun, ropes and a wide variety of feathers.

Ruby was not amused. Thork had probably invented the sexual tale to alarm her before meeting the king. She punched him in the back hoping to stop his laughter, to no avail. It was like pounding a brick wall.

Then Thork turned serious, stating softly in a hushed voice, “Actually, Sigtrygg’s mood is sure to sweeten once he hears my news.” He paused significantly to get the men’s full attention. “King Athelstan would strengthen the alliance between Wessex and Northumbria by wedding his sister to our ruler.”

At first, stunned silence prevailed. Then they all protested at once.

“Thor’s blood!”

“The gall of the Saxon!”

“The proposal smacks of trickery! Why would the king give his own blood to mix with a heathen dog? ’Tis what the Saxons call us Vikings, and worse.”

After they all vented their consternation, Selik said, “They say the Saxon king be godly handsome. Did ye find his sister pleasing . . . or skinny and horse-faced like the other Saxon bitches?”

Thork laughed at Selik’s one-track mind. “What difference? Our power-hungry Sigtrygg would wed a pig if ’twould bring him more lands.”

“So, think you there will be a royal wedding?”

“’Tis uncertain, Olaf, but I trust not these Saxons—even Athelstan who has been fairer than most. Some say he walks the same line as his grandfather, the so-called ‘Good Alfred.’ Still, ’twould be wise of Sigtrygg to proceed slowly . . . and watch his back.”

All agreed. Then Thork turned to another man, who had not spoken yet. “What think you, Cnut?”

Ruby craned her neck to see him.

The older man spoke slowly, with authority. “The Saxons teach us treachery at every turn. The greedy bastards have chopped away at the Danelaw like bloody berserkers. ’Tis little more than a score of years since I stood with Guthorm when King Alfred agreed to the Danelaw boundary between Viking and Saxon England.”

A respectful silence followed his words.

“Our territory then ran up the Thames to London, along the Lea to its source, on to Bedford, then up the River Ouse to Watling Street,” Cnut went on, “but what have we now? Little more than Northumbria, with Jorvik as our center! A piss ant in the midst of a beehive!”

Ruby heard him spit for emphasis, then add, “Even that, they begrudge us. The ‘Five Boroughs’ we Vikings founded—Lincoln, Nottingham, Derby, Leicester and Stamford—all taken. Mayhap you forget the lies and deceit, Thork, on both sides, but mark my words, blood will spill soon—wedding or no.”

Ruby interrupted then; she could wait no longer.

“Thork, put me down. I’m going to throw up.”

Thork ignored her complaint and continued talking to his companions as they walked through the ancient walled city, along the bustling narrow streets. Even from her upside-down perspective, Ruby saw the Vikings they passed do double takes at the remarkable spectacle she presented. Long blond braids swirled as young girls turned quickly. Mustaches twitched on men’s hugely bearded faces.

The myriad smells and sounds of the tightly congested market area assailed Ruby’s senses. Church bells rang out the noon hour. Church bells? In a Viking city? How odd!

Pigs and chickens squealed and squawked from their market stalls. Wooden-wheeled carts rumbled by laden with produce. Hawkers cried out their wares. The smell of dung, crated fish, tanned leather and horseflesh mixed with the sweet river breeze. Ruby really did feel sick now. She started to gag.

“Do not dare,” a suddenly alert Thork warned and immediately allowed her to slide to the ground. Ruby’s shaky knees buckled, and Thork grabbed her shoulders to hold her upright.

“Holy Thor! You look peckish. Do you ail?”

Ruby wanted to say something sarcastic, but bile clogged her throat. Thork must have noticed something amiss in her face because he pulled her to the side of the road so people behind them could pass. Then he motioned for his companions to continue on to King Sigtrygg’s palace without them, telling them he’d follow shortly.

“Take deep breaths,” Thork suggested in a surprisingly gentle voice, which was at odds with his earlier behavior. He took her hand and led her toward the river which ran behind the buildings lining the busy thoroughfare in an orderly fashion, so close that their eaves almost touched across the narrow alleylike streets.

Thatched roofs covered rectangular structures made of primitive wattle and daub—branches interwoven horizontally and filled with clay, straw and hair, then plaster. Long backyards stretched down to the river, distinguished from their neighbors by post and withy fences. Craftsmen worked and sold their wares on tables set up under awnings in front, like a giant flea market or street bazaar.

“Are those homes or businesses?”

Thork pulled her along beside him as they neared the river, her hand still held firmly in his much larger one.

“Both. On Coppergate, many artisans and merchants live and trade. The buildings combine homes, workshops and markets. Where you come from—is it not the same?”

Ruby noticed a slight narrowing in Thork’s piercing eyes as he asked the question and knew his kindness masked a motive. He wanted information from her.

“And this?” Ruby asked, disregarding his question about her home and pointing to the river which flowed near their feet. She felt better now although her stomach still churned with nervousness.

“The Ouse. ’Tis a tidal river. It flows in from the North Sea by way of the Humber River,” he explained, pointing to serpentine ships moving gracefully toward the harbor. He answered her questions with consideration, but Ruby had known this man too long not to sense the impatience underlying the even tone of his voice.

With fluid grace, he dropped down to a large boulder and indicated with a jerk of his head that she should join him. Ruby swallowed tightly as her leg brushed his warm, sinewy thigh. His nearness kindled feelings in Ruby that had been dormant much too long.

His narrowed eyes studied her in a shrewd, assessing manner. Ruby could almost see his mind working. If she was a spy, did he really think she would spew out all her secrets so easily? Probably.

“Are you not familiar with the Ouse? It flows through Ivar’s land, too, does it not?” Thork probed blatantly.

Ruby decided to have fun with this overly suspicious Viking. “I don’t really know. The only river near me is the Mississippi.” Then she clamped her hand over her mouth as if she’d just disclosed something she shouldn’t have.

“The Missi . . . the Missis . . . whatever you said!” Thork exclaimed. “God’s breath! I have heard naught of it.”

“Really? It’s one of the largest rivers in the world. I thought everyone had heard of it.” Ruby batted her eyelashes at him innocently.

Lord, he was a handsome man—even better looking than Jack had been at that age! Momentarily lost in sweet reverie, Ruby sighed. A kaleidoscope of images flitted through her mind. Jack in a white tuxedo at their senior prom. Jack in a black tuxedo on their wedding day. Jack wearing nothing on their wedding night.

Ruby’s face flushed at the unbidden recollections. She couldn’t think about Jack just yet and what his absence would mean to her life. Later. She would think about Jack later when she was stronger, more in control of her emotions, better able to handle the anguish.

But the resemblance between Thork and Jack disconcerted Ruby. The sharp planes of Thork’s deeply tanned face mirrored her husband’s, even though his long hair glistened like gold in the sunlight, no doubt due to the bleaching effect of long, sunlit days on board ship. Even his devastating smile, displaying large, white teeth, was the same, right down to the one slightly crooked incisor. The only difference was Thork’s more muscular body, probably strengthened by the necessity for battle readiness, and an ugly scar above his right eye which cut right through his eyebrow.

Her fingertips ached to touch his rock-hard body, to investigate the differences—intimately. Shivers of delight rippled through Ruby’s body at the enticing prospect, and, without thinking, she blurted out on a whisper, “You take my breath away.”

To Ruby’s mortification, Thork raised one eyebrow questioningly, understanding perfectly what she meant. Good heavens! She’d been gawking at him like a hormone-humming teenager. With supreme conceit, he winked at her knowingly. Criminey! Women probably swooned over him all the time.

Just as Ruby started to turn away from him in embarrassment, Thork raised his left hand to brush a breeze-blown tress from his face. Ruby inhaled sharply. The pinky finger was missing.

She grabbed his hand and tenderly touched the place where the finger should have been. “What happened? How did you lose your finger?”

Thork shrugged. “My half-brother Eric chopped it off when I was five. He aimed for my . . . male part, but then he always was a poor swordsman.” He grinned at the shock on her face but his eyes told a different, pain-ridden story. “Eric Bloodaxe, they call him. Appropriate, would you not say?”

“Oh, Thork, how sad!”

Caught off-guard at first by her concern, Thork darted her a curious glance, then touched the scar on his face. “He was unsuccessful in removing my eye as well. ’Twas long ago, though. ’Tis no longer important.”

Ruby studied Thork, and her heart ached for the pain he must have endured. She yearned to comfort him, to hold the memory of his ugly childhood at bay. Locked in a private hell of recollection, his expression turned bleak for a moment. It occurred to Ruby then that maybe, just maybe, she’d been given a clean slate with Jack in this dream or self-hypnosis or whatever it was. What fun it would be to go back to the beginning with Jack, knowing what she did today! She could avoid all the proven mistakes. She could capitalize on all the good things that had worked with them.

A second chance! Wasn’t that just what she’d prayed for before being hurtled back in time?

Scanning Thork speculatively, Ruby considered flirting mischievously with the fierce Viking to lighten his mood, the way she used to do with Jack. Actually, she hadn’t flirted with Jack in a long, long time. Maybe that was one of their problems. She inspected Thork through lowered lashes and grinned impishly. This dream business might prove interesting, after all.

“Have you ever heard of Kevin Costner?” she asked abruptly in a husky voice, hoping she wouldn’t lose her nerve.

“Who?”

“Never mind. It doesn’t matter. I was just wondering . . . how do you feel about long, slow, deep, soft, wet kisses that last three days?” she asked brazenly.

That got his attention!

Ruby recognized the bright flame of desire in Thork’s sapphire eyes before he deliberately shuttered them, but he couldn’t conceal their quick blink of surprise. He opened his mouth as if to speak, closed it, swallowed, then stood abruptly. She and Jack had watched the Kevin Costner DVD together. The screen words had aroused them both. At a glance, Ruby saw that Thork was no different.

Their eyes locked. Acutely aware of Thork’s scrutiny, Ruby parted her lips unconsciously in unspoken invitation.

But Thork ignored the temptation of her lips as he regained his composure and swore explicity. “Fine words for a whore, mayhap. Be that what you are? If so, name your price and be done.” He stood and paced, deep in thought, before confronting her again. “Mayhap, though, you really do spy, after all,” he concluded with narrowed eyes. “For a certainty, methinks you treat your situation much too lightly and hope to divert my attention. Your life hangs in the balance, wench, and you speak of . . . of . . .”

“Kisses?” Ruby offered impudently. “Don’t Vikings kiss?”

Thork blushed. He actually blushed. Ruby loved it.

“We like kisses fine,” he rasped thickly. Suddenly realizing her game, Thork twitched his lips sensuously as he offered, “Mayhap you’d like a demonstration?”

He obviously expected her to demur. Instead, Ruby decided to play along. “Perhaps. Of course, there wouldn’t be much attraction for you in kissing such a bony-arsed female as me. That is what you called me, isn’t it?”

Thork grinned provocatively, then watched with fascination as Ruby slowly wet her suddenly dry lips with the tip of her tongue. He moved enticingly close. Ruby thought he was about to kiss her, and she parted her lips reflexively. Instead, he placed his lips a hairsbreadth from hers and blew softly until the dewy wetness evaporated.

Ruby’s senses reeled. Thork’s tantalizing sensuality ignited a flame in Ruby’s midsection which hopscotched to all the sweet spots in her body that only Jack had ever touched before. Held prisoner by the magnetic pull of his drugging almost-kiss and the compelling masculine scent that was Jack’s alone, Ruby leaned forward, her heartbeat playing a rapid counterpoint to the hammering pulse in Thork’s neck. Ruby recognized the white-hot sexual desire she hadn’t felt for months with Jack.

But Thork soon jolted her from her carnal reverie as he brushed her cheek with his warm lips, then whispered into her ear an answer to her earlier comment, “’Twas not your bony arse I was of a mind to kiss.”

At first, the insulting words didn’t register on Ruby’s muddled senses. She pulled away abruptly when sanity returned to jar her from her seductive trance.

Thork followed his outrageous comment with a suggestive wink. The cad!

The only salve to Ruby’s wounded pride was the fact that Thork couldn’t hide his obvious male reaction to her.

“Oh! You always were crude.”

Thork cocked his head quizzically. “Your manner of speaking—’tis strange. Not Norse. Nor Saxon.” A look of determination altered the thoughtful expression on his face, and he warned her, “Before this day ends, by Thor’s blood, I’ll know your whole story or else . . .”

He pulled her to her feet and put an end to their conversation. “Enough foolery! Too much time I have already wasted on such as you. Important business do I bring to my king. Tell me your tale . . . or tell Sigtrygg. Little difference it makes to me.”

“I’ll tell you, but I don’t know if you’ll believe me.”

His face showed wary interest but nothing more.

“Thork, this is a dream,” Ruby explained tentatively.

Thork stared at her, expecting more. When she remained silent, he snarled in disgust and turned to go. “That is all? ’Tis your explanation? Enough! We are off to Sigtrygg where I will be well rid of you.”

“Thork, listen to me,” Ruby pleaded, pulling on his arm as she realized how important his understanding might be when they got to the palace. He held himself stiffly, unyielding, but Ruby plunged ahead anyway. “Thork, I come from the future, the year two thousand and eleven. I know, I know. It sounds unbelievable. It is unbelievable. But it’s only a dream.”

Thork’s eyes widened in surprise at her pathetic story. When she didn’t elaborate, he exclaimed in disgust, “’Tis outrageous that you would try to dupe me thus. Can you be so addlewitted that a dream is the best excuse you conjure up for your presence in our land? A dream! The future!” He shot her a haughty look of disdain and laughed snidely. “Fortunate for you that you did not mention this to the harbor mob. ’Twould be food for the vultures you would be by now.”

“You must believe me, Thork,” Ruby urged, speaking rapidly to forestall him and make sure she got a chance to explain everything. “In the future, your name is Jack and you’re my husband. In fact, we’ve been happily married for twenty years—that is, we were happily married until lately. You left me today. And that’s why this all happened. At least, I think that’s why it happened.”

At first, Thork looked incredulous that she’d spout such an outrageous story; then a slow-burning rage flushed his cheeks.

Ruby rushed to complete her rambling explanation. “I was really upset when you left . . . to think our twenty-year marriage was over. I was crying and I wished that I was twenty years younger and could start all over again.” She raised her palms in a helpless shrug. “And . . . and I guess my wish came true, except—did I already tell you?—I’m twenty years younger. Anyhow, I made my wish, but I certainly didn’t expect to travel back in time more than a thousand years.

“The strange thing, though, is this seems so real; yet I know it must be a dream . . . or something.” She looked up at Thork hopefully when she finished.

“Twen . . . twenty years of wedlock!” Thork sputtered. Ruby could see his impatience growing to explosive proportions. “Only twenty-nine winters have I seen my entire life. You may dream, but, I assure you, I do not. I swear by Thor’s hammer Mjollnir that I am alive and standing here, not in a damned dream. Explain that. And what would make you think I would believe such a story? Do I strike you as simple?”

“Jack . . . Thork, it’s the truth. We’re married. We have two beautiful children. Can’t you feel the bond between us?”

“Bond? Hah! Not even a thread!”

He grabbed her by the upper arms and lifted her off the ground and toward him so that her face was level with his. “You dare much, woman, to try such lies on me,” he informed her through clenched teeth. “I told you an hour past and will repeat it one last time. No wife have I. Never have I seen you afore today, nor care aught if I ever see you again. Willingly, nay, joyfully, do I place your fate in another’s hands afore this day fades. Fair warning, though, wench: try this tale on Sigtrygg and ’tis certain few will be able to stomach the results.” The contempt in his harsh voice forbade further argument.

Thork laced the fingers of her left hand with his and pulled her along the still bustling streets, presumably toward the Norse castle. He practically smoked with anger. She knew she’d botched her story but wasn’t sure how she could have done better, considering her extraordinary circumstances. But still she had to try again.

“What if I can prove it?”

He ignored her and dragged her behind him with his wide strides.

“What if I can prove it?” Ruby repeated shrilly.

Thork stopped dead in his tracks and Ruby tripped. His right hand still held her left in a rigid clasp.

“Odin, forgive me,” Thork said, looking up to the sky, then back to Ruby. “I hate myself for asking, but what canst thou prove?”

“Well . . . well . . . ,” Ruby stammered, not having thought that far. Then she brightened and offered, “. . . prove that you’re my husband.”

“Pray tell!” Thork exhaled disgustedly, then released her and put both hands on his hips.

She held her breath and asked hopefully, “Do you still have that mole on your upper thigh?” Thork lowered his eyes but not before she saw the surprise in their blue depths.

“Moles be not uncommon. Your statement proves naught.”

“No? Well, I think yours should be right about here,” she said, touching his inner thigh, almost at the groin.

He looked shaken at her bold gesture and glanced from his thigh to her face questioningly. His baffled expression bespoke the accuracy of her aim. The mole was exactly where she’d said.

She continued quickly, more sure of herself now, “And you grind your teeth in your sleep. And you like honey on your bread. And peaches, in season. You’re left-handed but can throw equally well with your right hand. And . . . and those long kisses I told you about earlier . . . well, you do like them. A lot.”

Ruby put both hands on her hips and glared up at Thork, daring him to contradict her.

His eyes widened in disbelief before he exclaimed, “A sorceress! I should have known. Wait till Sigtrygg hears this. There is nothing he likes better than a witch-burning. He blames the curse of a sorceress for his mutilated eye. Too bad I leave on the morrow for Ravenshire, my grandsire’s home in Northumbria. ’Tis likely Sigtrygg will declare a holiday to celebrate your slow demise. ’Twould be a pleasure, I am thinking, to throw a twig or two on the fire myself.”

“You’re scaring me. I’m not a sorceress,” Ruby moaned.

“What then?” Thork asked stonily. “A witch, or a spy? ’Tis one or the other, I wager. But, if you do spy, someone, most likely Ivar, has gone to much trouble to feed you information about me. For what purpose. I wonder?” He looked at her questioningly. “Either way—sorceress or spy—the deed be done. Your fate is sealed.”

She started to speak, but he shook his head with a finality that Ruby sensed wouldn’t be brooked this time.

“Enough! We go to Sigtrygg.”

Thork’s coldness quickly extinguished any spark of hope Ruby may have been entertaining. She soon developed a stitch in her side, trying to keep up with Thork’s rapid pace. She barely noticed her strange surroundings as they proceeded through the large Viking city.

Stone-cold fear chilled Ruby’s blood. A numbness crept through her veins to her fingertips, down to her toes and up to her brain, which could no longer register coherent thought. This dream-turned-nightmare frightened Ruby to death, but the most worrying thing of all, Ruby began to realize, was a nagging suspicion that it might not be a dream, after all.

What if she really had traveled back in time? What if she never returned to the future—to Jack, or her sons Eddie and David, to the custom lingerie business she’d painstakingly built from a sewing hobby to a thriving mail-order catalog business?

Worst of all, if she were lost in time for good, she would never have a second chance to make things right with Jack. Desolation overwhelmed Ruby.

She and Thork climbed a slight incline to a fortified area and passed through a well-guarded gate. All around the courtyard, nobly dressed Viking men and women stepped aside to make way for them. Thork nodded to those who greeted him. Curious stares fell on Ruby.

They climbed steps to a massive timber and stone building, its wooden eaves carved with intricate Nordic symbols. King Sigtrygg’s castle! At the top of the steps, Olaf stood, holding open a heavy oak door for her and his master. When she passed, Ruby glanced up at the giant and saw a gentle compassion there. For her! The terrifying realization numbed her.

The cold fear which had flowed forebodingly through her blood earlier turned into daggers of ice.


CHAPTER THREE

Where was a knight in shining armor when you needed one? . . .

Like Alice in Wonderland falling through the garden hole, Ruby felt as if she’d plunged into another world. Indeed, she had.

Olaf held Ruby back with a raised arm as they entered the great hall of the Norse palace, an enormous room whose stone walls were adorned with magnificent tapestries and primitive weaponry. Selik and Cnut joined a group of well-dressed Viking men who saluted them with hearty shouts and comradely slaps on their backs. She and Olaf followed several yards behind Thork, crushing fragrant rushes in their path. Thork strode toward a raised dais.

“Good tidings, Thork! Welcome to Jorvik.”

“Well met, Sigtrygg. ’Tis good to be home.”

An immense, hairy man stood and lumbered toward Thork, dwarfing his six-foot-three frame by at least a head. A wide chain belt dangled noisily at the waist of his knee-length purple tunic, which was embroidered exquisitely with gold thread and accented by three jewel-encrusted brooches at one shoulder. Soft leather cross-gartered shoes and tight black leggings covered limbs as big as tree trunks.

Despite the fine attire, the bearlike Viking was ugly as sin. Puckered and scarred skin, devoid of eyebrows and eyelashes, surrounded the one mutilated eye, which stared straight ahead endlessly. Other battle scars marred his face and neck and every area of exposed flesh. God pity Athelstan’s sister, Ruby thought.

Thick gold bracelets encircling the bulging muscles of Sigtrygg’s upper arms sparkled in the lamplight as he embraced Thork and drew him to an empty chair beside him, where Thork nodded to the men and women already seated there.

“’Tis overlong we have waited for you, Thork,” the king complained accusingly. “What news bring you?”

“Thank Thor for my delay and mayhap the mischievous Loki,” Thork responded quickly, unbending under the king’s cool question, refusing to apologize.

“More likely wenches from here to Hedeby and beyond still lay with widespread legs,” the king remarked snidely with an unpleasant snort of disbelief.

Thork’s face stiffened, but he wisely chose not to rise to Sigtrygg’s bait.

“I bring you greetings from my father Harald, as well as an important message from King Athelstan in Wessex.”

Sigtrygg and the others leaned forward with interest.

“’Tis naught of importance the Saxon bastard could say to me,” Sigtrygg bragged, taking a deep swallow from his goblet, then holding it out to a servant for a refill.

“He offers you his sister in marriage to strengthen the alliance between Wessex and Northumbria,” Thork blurted out.

Stunned, the king just gaped at Thork dumbly. Then he hooted gleefully and began to laugh loud enough to raise the roof, joined by the other Vikings. When he finally stopped, tears glistened in the giant king’s one good eye and he held his side.

“By Freya’s tits, the Saxon cub oversteps himself! Thinks he we Vikings are so starved for females in our beds that we drool over the maidenheads of their skinny bitches?” His crude remark drew guffaws from the men and blushes from the women before he continued, “Three wives I cover now. What need have I for another?”

“Nay, Sigtrygg. Think on it. ’Twould be folly to toss this offer in the midden without further thought,” Thork cautioned. “Much there is to be gained in this marriage for you.”

Sigtrygg appeared ready to argue but then demanded of Thork, “Explain yourself. What profit be there for me in the bedding of an English whelp?”

“Even as the Saxons grasp our hands in treaty, they plot our downfall,” Thork lashed out. “Alfred agreed to the Danelaw some fifty years ago, but, at the same time, he launched a plan to fortify towns so that no part of Wessex would be more than twenty miles from a military center.”

“We know all that.” Sigtrygg disregarded Thork’s information with a wave of his hand.

“Know you that Alfred’s son, King Edward, and now his son Athelstan continue that fortification plan? Know you that more than thirty walled military burhs dot the Wessex countryside and more are planned?” Thork’s angry voice echoed loudly across the silent hall. He boldly looked Sigtrygg in his one good eye and informed him bravely, “I mislike being the butt of any man’s joke, least of all the bloody Saxons. A favorite saying amongst them these days is, ‘Edward broke the back of the Norsemen. Athelstan will cut off their balls.’”

At those words, Thork looked directly at Ruby’s shirt logo and frowned, as if wondering for the first time if the Saxons, not Ivar, had sent her. Pensively, he studied her.

“Thor’s lips! You go too far!” Sigtrygg bellowed, standing to his full height like an outraged grizzly. Spittle flecked his thick, reddish beard.

“Nay, ’tis not far enough.” Thork stood, facing off his outraged leader. “’Tis time someone bespoke the truth about the weakness of your position and—”

Sigtrygg let out a bull-like yell that echoed through the hall, and his face turned purple with rage. To Thork’s credit, he didn’t cower.

“Dare you call me weak? You upstart get of a jackal! Be you Jomsviking or the son of King Harald matters naught to me. ’Tis tempted I am to cut out your wayward tongue.”

Ruby couldn’t believe her eyes and ears. King Sigtrygg with his volatile moods was clearly a dangerous man, but suddenly the king started to laugh loudly and clapped Thork so hard on the shoulder he almost fell forward.

“My friend, you do well to warn me. ’Tis certain you think only of my best interests and those of Jorvik. Come. Tell me more.”

It happened so fast Ruby blinked disbelievingly. How could Sigtrygg’s temper swing so rapidly back and forth? God help the man who suffered his wrath before his mood switched back. Or woman? she thought, and cringed.

As Thork and the king discussed the pros and cons of the marriage agreement, Ruby noticed the servants pulling out heavy trestles and large boards to serve as table tops. The wide wooden benches lining the walls would be used now as dining seats and later as beds for the lower classes.

The servants, probably thralls, wore undyed wool garments poncho-style with leather thongs tied at the waist—the men’s and boys’ were knee-length, while the women’s and girls’ hung down to their ankles. These contrasted sharply with the fine fabrics of the high-born Viking nobles and noblewomen. Ruby, with her sewing background, recognized the richness of the bright-colored cloth and the excellent workmanship.

The Vikings were unusually tall, even the women, and surprisingly clean, with sparkling white teeth and well-cared-for hair. Some of the males even sported intricately braided beards, an incongruous, almost feminine vanity at odds with the huge muscles knotting their arms and legs. A few of the women looked as if they could wield battle-axes themselves.

An endless stream of servants placed platter after platter of enticing food on the tables as the men and women seated themselves alternately in some type of predetermined order. The servers put enormous salt cellars midway down each of the long tables; from this came the expression of being seated “below the salt,” Ruby presumed. The better the dress, the closer to the dais, Ruby observed. Olaf, apparently a favorite in this court, sat at the first table near the platform, and, to Ruby’s chagrin, told her to stand behind him. When would she get to sit and eat?

Rhoda sidled up to her then, along with the other thralls who’d been with them in the boat.

“Still gotcher head, I see,” Rhoda quipped.

“Yes, but I don’t know for how long. That Sigtrygg is a mean man.”

“I toldja, din’t I?”

“When do we get to eat?”

Rhoda shrugged disinterestedly. “I be more worried if I wuz you ’bout where I sleep tonight—if you still be alive by then—’stead of whether you sup or not.”

Ruby was about to answer when Olaf turned with a black look and told her to shush. Thork and Sigtrygg were ending their discussion.

“The deed be done then,” Sigtrygg agreed, raising his goblet in a toast before the crowd. “We will discuss the details at the Althing to be held one month hence, but word goes out today to Athelstan. I will wed his bitch sister.” With a lusty laugh and a vulgar gesture at his genitals, he added, “Mayhap this old body can still father more sons for Odin.” The Viking men offered lewd rejoinders to his toast.

Ruby noticed an odd thing. Not once did Sigtrygg ask the name of the woman he would wed, whether she was young or old, how she looked, if she was willing or being coerced into this marriage. Just as Thork had predicted earlier, Sigtrygg would wed a pig if it was to his advantage.

The king and all assembled turned to the feast being laid before them. The massive serving platters held every type of fish conceivable—cod, haddock, herring, even something that looked like a snake in cream sauce. Probably eel. Ruby recognized chicken and duck but couldn’t identify the other types of poultry, never having eaten pigeon or pheasant or whatever these pre-Medieval people hunted. Of course, the requisite massive haunch of beef held center stage, with its bloody juices dripping over the sides of a gigantic tray.

At the lower tables, couples shared wood trenchers using spoons or personal knives, but at the upper tables big, round slices of manchet bread were distributed, thick enough to sop up the gravy and be eaten. Rhoda whispered that the soggy, leftover manchets were given to beggars at the castle gate. Ruby felt like begging for one herself.

Innumerable side dishes accompanied the main courses, such as onions, cabbage, beets and peas, not to mention a warm, flat bread and butter, custards, pastries, honey, cheeses, nuts and a variety of fresh fruits. They drank a type of beer or ale in vast quantities from animal horns, as well as carved wood or silver goblets.

No wonder these Vikings grew so big if they ate like this everyday, Ruby thought. She wondered what they would think of the dangers of cholesterol, then decided they probably didn’t live long enough to be worried about natural causes of death.

Ruby prodded Olaf in the back. “Give me something to eat, you selfish lout.”

Olaf looked at her as if he couldn’t believe his ears, then shook his head from side to side. “Methinks Thork has more of a handful than he realizes.” He turned back to the table but not before handing her an apple and a chunk of cheese, both of which she shared with Rhoda.

As she munched, she looked up to the dais where Thork ate heartily. The pig! She caught his eye just as he held a piece of bread in his right hand and was about to put a dollop of honey on it with his left hand.

Honey! His left hand!

Ruby smiled knowingly, and Thork dropped the honey ladle like a hot iron. He turned away sullenly, not wanting to be reminded of her strange knowledge of his body and tastes.

After the servants cleared away the food and tables, the people moved closer to the dais, wanting to hear the rest of Thork’s news. They cleaned their teeth with little slivers of wood. The ale and the wine flowed freely.

“So, I hear you go to Dublin, Sigtrygg,” Thork said.

“Yea.
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