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Beneath the torchlit rafters of the feasting hall, the air was thick with laughter, mead, and the scent of roasted boar. It was a lively night in the year 878 AD, and the warriors of Wessex celebrated their recent victory against the Danes. Among the throng was Aethelwyn, the daughter of a minor thegn, her dark hair braided with ribbons of scarlet. She stood apart from the raucous crowd, her gaze fixed not on the hall’s merriment but on a figure in the shadows near the great hearth.

He was tall, broad-shouldered, his tunic worn from battles and travels. Leif, a captured Northman, now bound by oath to serve the Saxons. His sharp, pale eyes glinted under the low flames as he leaned against the stone, his lips curled in a knowing smirk. He had caught her staring.

Aethelwyn’s pulse quickened, heat rising to her cheeks. She had heard the stories, of his ferocity in battle, of his wild, untamed spirit. Yet, it was not fear that coiled in her chest but something far more dangerous.

Her slippered feet carried her forward before her mind could intervene. "You look as though you’d rather be anywhere else," she said, her voice soft but challenging.

Leif straightened, his gaze raking over her. "Wouldn’t you, in my place? A wolf in a cage does not feast as freely as these lambs." His voice was deep, his accent rough yet intoxicating.

Aethelwyn tilted her chin. "And yet here you stand, lurking like a shadow. What is it you seek in this hall, Northman?"

Leif stepped closer, closing the distance between them with predatory grace. "Perhaps I’ve already found it," he murmured, his voice low enough that only she could hear. The words sent a shiver down her spine.

The hall seemed to fade as their eyes locked, the din of the revelry dulling to a distant hum. Aethelwyn’s heart raced as he reached out, his calloused fingers brushing a stray strand of hair from her cheek. The simple touch was electric, igniting something untamed within her.

"You should not touch me," she whispered, her voice trembling with a mix of warning and desire.

"And yet you lean closer," Leif replied, his breath warm against her ear. He stepped back abruptly, leaving her cold and aching for the warmth of his presence. "Careful, Saxon girl. Your fire might burn us both."

The hall's warmth pressed against their skin, a stark contrast to the biting cold outside. Aethelwyn lingered by the hearth, her pulse quickening as Leif's gaze locked onto hers. His pale eyes glimmered in the firelight, daring her to step closer, daring her to follow wherever this unspoken connection might lead.

Without a word, she turned towards the heavy oak door at the far end of the hall, a shadowed corner leading to the storage huts outside. It was an impulsive act, reckless, but she felt his presence at her back almost immediately, the soft tread of his boots on the rushes confirming his silent agreement. The revelry around them faded into a distant hum as they stepped out into the icy night.

Winter's bite hit her cheeks, the air sharp and filled with the faint scent of snow. The ground crunched beneath their feet, the moonlight reflecting off a thick blanket of white that cloaked the settlement. Aethelwyn’s breath clouded the air before her, but the cold was nothing compared to the heat that burned within. Leif strode beside her, his frame solid and imposing against the darkness, his cloak swirling around his shoulders like the pelt of some wild beast.

They reached the storage hut, its wooden door stiff with frost, and she pushed it open with a firm hand. Inside, the air was musty and cool, but the thick walls blocked the wind. Barrels and sacks were stacked haphazardly, and the faint scent of dried herbs and grains filled the small space. The door closed behind them with a dull thud, shutting out the winter's fury.

In the dim light of the hut, their breaths mingled in the stillness, and Aethelwyn felt her nerves flare. She turned to face him, her fingers trembling slightly as she reached up to unclasp the heavy fur-trimmed cloak from her shoulders. It fell to the ground in a heap, revealing the rich, wine-coloured wool of her outer tunic, embroidered with intricate patterns at the hem and cuffs.

Leif’s eyes followed her movements, his expression unreadable, though his lips parted as if to speak. Instead, he reached up to pull the simple brooch from his undyed cloak, shrugging it off to reveal the plain linen tunic beneath. It clung to his chest and shoulders, the fabric stretched taut over the muscles honed by years of battle and hardship. His forearms were bare, strong, and dusted with pale hairs that caught the dim light.

Aethelwyn's fingers moved to the belt at her waist, untying it with a deliberate slowness. The outer tunic fell away, revealing the cream-coloured undertunic beneath, its fabric fine and delicate against her skin. Her hair, dark and shining, tumbled over her shoulders as she loosened the braids, and she caught the way Leif’s eyes lingered, drinking in every detail of her.

"You’re beautiful," he said, his voice low and rough, like the crackle of the hearth fire.

She smiled, shy but bold. "You’re staring, Northman."

"And you’re unravelling me," he replied, stepping closer. The space between them vanished as he reached for her, his fingers brushing the edge of her sleeve, the heat of his touch searing through the thin fabric.

Her hands moved to his tunic, trembling but determined. She tugged it free from where it had been tucked into his belt, the coarse material sliding up to reveal the hard planes of his stomach and chest. His skin was scarred, a map of battles fought and survived, but it only added to his rugged beauty. She splayed her fingers against his chest, marvelling at the warmth beneath her palm.

Leif’s hands were on her now, his fingers deftly untying the laces at the neckline of her undertunic. The garment slipped from her shoulders, pooling at her feet and leaving her in nothing but her shift. The cool air prickled her skin, but the heat of his gaze was enough to banish the cold. His hands roamed up her arms, his calloused fingers trailing over her collarbone, her neck, her jaw.

"You’re soft," he murmured, his thumb brushing her cheek as though she were some fragile treasure. "And yet, there’s steel beneath it. A fire."

She smiled, her hands sliding up his bare chest to rest on his shoulders. "And you," she said, her voice trembling but steady, "are not as wild as you’d like everyone to believe. Or are you?"

He laughed, low and husky, and the sound sent a shiver down her spine. "Let me show you."

There was no rush, no frantic tearing of garments. They undressed each other slowly, reverently, each layer discarded revealing more of the other. The cold air of the storage hut became an afterthought as their bodies warmed with each passing second. She marvelled at the strength in his arms, the sharp lines of his jaw, the way his hair fell messily around his face. He admired her curves, the softness of her skin, the way her eyes burned with a light that matched his own.

When their lips
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