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			For those willing to take another chance 
and invite someone in 

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			Sylvia

			“Welcome to Viking Times,” the teenager behind the counter drones, “where all of your fantasies come to life.” He glances up from his monitor long enough to snatch the ticket Sylvia has laid on the counter, sliding it angrily beneath the scanner—

			Brrm!

			—then frowns as the machine fails to recognize her ticket barcode. The printed page has been folded and refolded in a dozen directions, evidence of Sylvia’s indecision about coming to the show tonight.

			Slowly, oh so slowly, he drags his judgy gaze up to meet hers, his eyes practically shouting, How dare you hand me this battered piece of paper, expecting me to accept this crap after enduring hours of customer service hell?

			Sylvia looks down at the counter, then casually over her shoulder, scanning the small crowd behind her. No one seems particularly interested in her exchange, the next couple in line more entertained by one another than anything else, and she turns back to the clerk with an apologetic smile. 

			His annoyed gaze doesn’t leave hers as he smooths the paper on the counter edge and carefully slides it back under the scanner. This time, the machine beeps, and his eyes flick toward the computer screen.

			“Reservation for two,” he says, looking back at where she stands, very much alone, on the other side of the counter. “Is your companion meeting you here?”

			Sylvia shuffles nervously. Why did I agree to come to this stupid show in the first place? She knows her best friend Miriam meant well when she gifted the tickets for Sylvia’s birthday, even when she insisted Sylvia go anyway despite Adam not being in the picture.

			Get out of the house, Miriam had said. Who knows? Maybe you’ll meet some sexy Viking and bear him many children!

			It had seemed like a good idea at the time. But now, standing in front of this surly teenager working the front counter, very aware of the line forming behind her, Sylvia isn’t so sure anymore.

			“No,” she murmurs, tucking a strand of blonde hair behind her ear and leaning forward a little. “No one is meeting me here.” She clears her throat, aiming her words so only he can hear her. “It’s just me.”

			“We don’t offer refunds for online ticket purchases,” the teen says loudly, clearly preparing for her to start an argument. The name tag pinned to his black polo says “Jimmy.”

			“I don’t want a refund,” Sylvia says quickly. “I’ll just leave the seat empty … if that’s okay.”

			Jimmy sighs, shaking his head. “Whatever you want, lady. Just tell your server you don’t need the second plate.” The printer beeps and a long receipt slides out. Jimmy grabs it, and in one smooth motion, he tears the bottom part, removes the sticker with a set of numbers on it, then jams it on the back of two small red and silver flags.

			Sylvia silently accepts the receipt and flags he slides across to her. “Congratulations. You’re a Mulranian,” he tells her. “Follow the red and silver signs.” Sylvia almost steps away, but the clerk catches her. “Don’t forget your helmet!” Jimmy says with forced cheer, plopping a plastic horned helmet onto her head. He hands her a second one. “You paid for two, so here.”

			Sylvia pushes the helmet back from her forehead, adjusting the awkward weight, the plastic edges snagging on her long hair. Just as she shoves the extra helmet into her purse, she swears she can feel eyes boring holes into her back, watching her walk down the hallway marked by red and silver flags like Jimmy the clerk had instructed. She resists the urge to look over her shoulder.

			Get it together, Copland. You’re just being paranoid.

			Another bored teenager catches her at the next doorway. This time, a girl jammed in a low-cut peasant dress with a fake brown bodice and stitched on belt wears a blonde wig with two long braids framing her chest. I see how it is, Sylvia observes. The guys get to wear regular clothes while the girls have to wear that. I bet the women in the show all wear string bikinis!

			The girl nods at Sylvia as she approaches. “Welcome to Team Mulranian,” she recites, gesturing for Sylvia to hand over her flags. She checks the back for a number.

			“27 and 28,” the girl reads, then looks up at Sylvia. “You waiting for someone?”

			Sylvia shakes her head again, biting her lip. “Just me,” she repeats.

			“Cool,” the girl says. “Watch your step.” She heads into the main area, a wide-open space designed to mimic a tent interior: cloth walls and a large pole in the center. The tables form several semi-circles around fake fire pits, each seat facing the open expanse of dirt where the main show will take place. Five levels of tables ring half the space across from the performance area, each level holding four tables, and Sylvia follows the girl down to the very bottom level, just above the ground. The tables seat six, and the girl points to the two seats in the middle. “That’s you,” the girl says. “Water, tea, or wine?”

			“Umm,” Sylvia says, taking her seat at the still empty table. “Wine,” she decides.

			The hostess-turned-server glances at the empty seat. “You get two glasses. You want them both at the same time?”

			Sylvia sinks into herself, wilting under the server’s gaze. “Sure,” she replies before she can change her mind. She doesn’t normally drink, but tonight, she needs the extra help to survive the entire night—alone.

			The girl nods, turning with a flourish of skirts as she heads back, ascending the steps.

			Sylvia removes her purse, setting it on the empty chair to her left, when the extra helmet slides out. Seriously? I should just leave this on a table somewhere. She tries to jam the damn thing back inside her black bag when her own helmet slides forward on her head again, and a voice speaks behind her.

			“Excuse me—is this seat taken?”

			Sylvia looks up at a handsome blond man with bright blue eyes. The helmet slides back again, almost falling off her head. She holds it in place while she stares at him. He isn’t wearing a helmet, his hair falling perfectly around his face. “Um.” She fumbles with her purse, sliding it back onto her lap, a plastic horn jamming her in the gut. “No?”

			“Great!” He smiles warmly, then a woman joins him, her manicured hand grasping his shoulder. “Would you mind scooting to the end? We’re actually a foursome.” He gestures toward the other shockingly beautiful couple behind him.

			“No, I don’t mind,” Sylvia mumbles, something sinking in her chest as she claims the pair of seats at the end of the table. She leaves the seat on the end empty, settling herself into her new chair, deliberately avoiding the pitying looks of her table companions.

			Sylvia leans forward, trailing a finger along the red and silver tablecloth draped over her table. The material isn’t fancy, but it’s still nice enough, the seams well made. She looks up at the matching banner strung overhead, then down at the symbol lining the low wall separating the tables from the performance area. The design matches her designated flags, save for the stylized black dragon at the banner’s center. Looking back up the stairs, she sees each table in this section has the same colors.

			To her left is another area draped in brown and black but with a stylized horse instead of a black dragon. To her right is a section of blue and gold with two axes crossed over a warhammer, followed by black and green with a huge bird.

			More people start to trickle in, the murmur of voices growing louder as the room fills to full capacity.

			The young server returns with two silver plastic mugs of red wine, eyebrows creasing as she sees the new couple sitting in Sylvia’s previous seat, then steps over to set them before Sylvia. She thanks the girl with a nod. Spending her own days waiting tables at Abe’s Diner downtown has taught her to appreciate the work of others in the service industry, and she reminds herself to leave a ridiculous tip.

			Sylvia takes a longer sip of her wine than intended, hoping the alcohol kicks in soon. She keeps her face angled away from the other couples at the table, though she can feel their curious glances on her now and then. She studies the room instead, using her few history classes at the community college to assess the decor. She always did love Viking stuff—it was why Miriam had gotten her tickets in the first place.

			The tents are probably accurate, given that Vikings has become a generic term for various Germanic tribes everywhere from the fourth to the tenth century. Sylvia frowns, recalling Professor Ball’s face as he recited tales of those barbarians with delight, relishing the details of battles and treaties, weapons and armor, and marriages of convenience. The fact that the professor hadn’t been hard to look at probably explained why she retained so much of that class.

			Always a sucker for a pretty face… though it did actually help me that time. She had gotten her Associates a year ago with decent enough grades, but that class was her only A. School wasn’t her strength, not enough to justify more classes, not when she could work instead.

			Sylvia lifts her flag, studying the layout of the colors and comparing it to the large banner hanging a few feet in front of her table. She initially dismissed the flag as junk, but staring at the intertwining colors, she notices her small flag contains the same stylized dragon, the creature subtly outlined in silver against the red. Scanning the room, she sees that the other flags have similar subtlety—a black horse, gold weapons, and a green bird. Viking Times may be a cheesy tourist trap, but someone with an eye for design was involved in the layout. Sylvia has never been to one of these shows before, but she’s heard about them. A tiny thrill of excitement runs through her at being so close to the ground where the action will play out.

			She may not thank Miriam for her gift by the end of the night, but at least she isn’t angry anymore. Besides, she tells herself, Vikings are always half-naked on TV. Maybe I can enjoy some eye candy along with my wine. She takes another long pull from her cup, surprised to see that she has almost finished it already. Shaking her head, she lifts it again, draining the contents in a long gulp, then swaps it for the full cup.

			The server comes by, hauling a large tray, sets up over the fake fire pit in front of the table, and starts handing out bowls of yellow broth and flat bread. “Vegetable soup and barley bread!” the girl announces. “Enjoy nattmal!” She leans in to whisper to the table. “Night meal,” she translates with a wink, then heads back up the stairs.

			Sylvia is surprised to find she enjoys the soup and simple bread. She expected something super salty and processed, but the food is surprisingly plain. More accuracy, she thinks. Whoever set this up did their homework.

			Sylvia has finished her second cup of wine and her food when the server returns, whisking the bowls away. She glances at Sylvia’s empty cup before she leaves.

			A few moments later, she returns with another tray full of food, this time turkey legs wrapped in tin foil that she sets on everyone’s plate. “Mutton!” she announces cheerily. “Actually turkey,” she whispers, then plunks down another plastic cup of wine before Sylvia. “I thought you could use this,” she says with a wink.

			Sylvia nods gratefully, reminding herself again to leave a great tip.

			She takes a few bites of the turkey leg, then puts it down. She’s never been a huge fan of turkey, and while the meat isn’t terrible, it’s not her favorite. She is filled up with wine and soup, and she wonders, Should I hit the restroom before the actual show begins? Scooting her chair back, she tries to stand, but the room tilts dangerously, and she sits back down hard.

			I guess I’m really not used to the wine!

			Slowly, she rises to her feet again. But this time, the world doesn’t move. Maybe I should bring my purse… never mind. With the extra helmet inside, it’s bulky now. If someone wants to steal it, they are welcome to the few measly dollars inside. Ignoring her tablemates, who seem engrossed in a quiet conversation with one another, she heads carefully up the stairs in search of the restroom. Another server dressed in the same peasant dress points to a long hallway on the right, and Sylvia heads down it.

			She is about to push the door open when it suddenly jerks inward, and a tall red-headed man steps out.

			“Oh!” Sylvia exclaims, stepping out of his way. “I’m sorry!”

			“No reason to be sorry,” he says in a friendly voice, a small smile on his lips as he looks her over. Sylvia almost looks down at herself, the simple black skirt that swishes around her ankles, the blue tank top under a plain sweater, but stops herself just in time. She glances at the sign above the door.

			“I thought this was the ladies?” she asks, frowning. She tries not to notice how handsome the stranger is, focusing instead on what he’s doing coming out of the ladies’ bathroom. His slightly flushed face is clean-shaven beneath the shock of shoulder-length red hair, broad shoulders hidden by a black t-shirt and legs encased in dark jeans.

			OhmygodJamieFraser, her drunk mind shouts.

			“So it is,” he replies casually, backing up to hold the door open for her. “Allow me.” For a second, he seems to glow, skin otherworldly, eyes golden, but then it is gone, and he’s just a normal, handsome man again.

			Too much wine. It’s almost like he’s…

			“Allow you to what?” It’s only after he frowns that she realizes she has spoken aloud. “I’m sorry,” she says again, feeling her cheeks redden. “I’ll just go now.”

			“Very well,” he says, gesturing her through the door.

			Sylvia ducks under his arm, trying to ignore the sudden rush of her pulse as she passes near him. “Thanks,” she mumbles. She doesn’t look back until she hears the door shut. The stranger is gone. She enters the sink area to find it occupied by a single woman. Sylvia uses the stall, and when she emerges, the woman is still standing in the same place, staring at her reflection, a hand resting on the side of her neck.

			Sylvia meets her gaze in the mirror, wondering if the stranger is alright, and the woman smiles dreamily at her. Rinsing her hands, Sylvia turns off the water and reaches for a paper towel. “Everything okay?” she asks the woman.

			“Of course,” the woman replies, pulling her hand away from her neck and washing her hands slowly. “I’m fine.”

			“Okay,” Sylvia replies, watching as the woman seems to remember where she is. Her movements speed up, then she is drying her hands on the way out the door.

			Weird, Sylvia thinks. Apparently, I’m not the only one who can’t handle my wine.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Theo

			When Theodore Muldavian spies the woman enter the bathroom alone, he immediately heads in that direction. The warnings of his friends echo in his ears, but he is running late tonight, and he doesn’t have enough time to find a snack beyond the walls of their joint venture. A quick glance around assures him that neither Oren nor Harald are around, and he knows Grace will already be backstage prepping the few last-minute details. 

			What they don’t know won’t hurt them, he decides. It’s true that he doesn’t go on stage for a little while yet, but it’s not quite enough time to go for a proper hunt. Of course, it’s his own fault; he is basically addicted to that silly plants and zombie game on his phone, playing round after round when he should have been heading here.

			Or hunting. 

			But it was a special level! How could I resist such temptation? Vampires aren’t generally known for our restraint. And I was already impulsive when I was alive, so this is nothing new. 

			Besides, this isn’t even a risk. The woman is alone in the bathroom. No doubt she will be glad to see me—they always are. 

			No one will notice him following her inside. He makes sure of it, cloaking his movement in the small illusion magic that allows him to pass beneath human notice. Theo doesn’t enjoy all of the facets of his vampirism, like the fact that sunlight will burn him alive or that reflective surfaces don’t show his form, but he definitely likes his ability to hide himself in plain sight. As long as he doesn’t draw attention with large movements or noise, no humans will notice him or recall his presence there. It certainly makes feeding easier. 

			Theo likes things easy. 

			Slipping into the ladies’ bathroom, he peeks under the doors to make sure no one else is in the room. His prey steps out of her stall, a small gasp escaping as she sees him there. Theo lowers his defenses, letting her see him as he truly is, and her momentary shock fades, replaced by wonder and a slow-burning lust. She takes a step toward him, wrapping her small hands around the back of his neck, threading her fingers through his shoulder-length red hair. 

			“You,” she murmurs, stepping onto her tiptoes, capturing his mouth with hers in a soft kiss. Theo allows her to caress him, allows himself to be kissed, knowing that this moment of desire will be what she remembers of their encounter, snatches recalled in dreams later on. When she breaks the kiss, pausing for breath, Theo runs his mouth along her jawline, moving to the soft spot of her neck, to the pulse that beats there, where the blood beneath sings to him. 

			He bites quickly, taking care to drink every drop of blood. He doesn’t like leaving messes, especially when he’s feeding on the fly like this. He is vaguely aware of the humans beyond the door, a handful milling about in the store near the front doors, a few determined employees moving purposefully from the tables to the kitchens and back again. 

			None seem inclined to come this way, another feature of his vampire magic, and he allows himself to sink into the moment, absorbing her pleasure and her blood. He can dip into her memories if he chooses, but he doesn’t, preferring to keep their encounter brief and impersonal. She is nice enough to look at, but he doesn’t think she is someone he wants to actually talk to. 

			It’s been a long time since he met a human that he wants to have a conversation with. Besides Grace, the assistant he excludes from his judgements regarding modern humans, Theo hasn’t met an interesting human in decades, maybe centuries. 

			The thought finishes crossing his mind, then he senses her, a woman coming closer, seemingly oblivious of his keep-away magic. He finishes quickly, sealing the wound with his saliva. He checks to make sure he hasn’t left any blood anywhere, then gently places the woman’s hand on her neck and moves her so she stands at the sink. By the time she regains her senses, the wound will be healed, and she will think she zoned out in front of the mirror. 

			He moves to the door, licking his lips and sucking his teeth to make sure no evidence remains, and he gets there just in time to open the door and surprise the blonde woman standing there. 

			“Oh!” she says, stepping back. “I’m sorry!”

			He stares at her, trying to determine how she ignored his defensive barrier. She isn’t a vampire—he can sense others of the blood when they are this close. A quick once over shows simple clothes—modest black skirt over sensible boots, simple tank top covered by a button-down sweater. He scans her hands, seeing only small human fingers and delicate wrists. Not a demon. Maybe she’s a witch?

			“No reason to be sorry,” he replies, turning on the charm. Instead of throwing herself at him and pushing them both back into the bathroom as he expects, the woman glances up, checking the sign above the doorway. 

			“I thought this was the ladies?” she asks with a small frown. 

			“So it is,” he agrees, backing up to hold the door open for her. “Allow me.” He pushes her mind again, but she just stares at him, a shy smile on her lips. 

			How is she resisting me? A longer look reveals nothing, but he does notice how divine she smells, a light scent that makes him want to press himself against her, licking her skin, teasing himself with the blood so close beneath the surface. I must have her, he decides. But not now. Soon. After the show, I will find her. 

			I have to find her. 

			The ferocity of the thought is a surprise, a rush of desire spinning through him. 

			“Allow you to what?” she murmurs, and Theo narrows his eyes. Who is this girl? “I’m sorry,” she blurts, staring at the floor. “I’ll just go now.”

			“Very well,” Theo tells her. For now. 

			“Thanks,” she mumbles, ducking under his arm and disappearing into the bathroom. He lets the door close and hurries down the hallway, slipping through the door marked “Employees Only.” He runs through the conversation again as he wanders to his dressing room. The girl’s face etches itself into his mind, and he thinks of her smell. He isn’t paying attention to his surroundings and looks up in surprise when Oren taps him on the shoulder to get his attention. 

			Oren is ready for the show, dressed in the leather pants and vest he favored back when they were boys running raids across the river. Never a fan of the heavy armor the rest of them used, Oren was fast, relying on his dexterity and speed to get him out of tricky situations—or his bigger friends, of course. The tattoo marking his membership in the tribe is visible on his pale chest, and he still wears the long silver chain with the small locket around his neck, though Theo knows that the silver burns his vampire skin. Beneath his shaggy dark hair, the back of Oren’s neck is lined with thin scars, evidence of his eternal devotion to a woman he could never have. Morena was a long time ago now. Theo keeps hoping that one day Oren will show up without the necklace, a sign that he has finally let her go. 

			Not yet, he thinks, staring at the pink skin around Oren’s neck and chest. But there’s hope. 

			If it were her, would you let her go? His inner voice is quiet, and he tries to pretend not to picture the mysterious blonde from the bathroom. 

			No. I would not. 

			Theo shakes his head, unaccustomed to such thoughts, such demanding desires. “You ready for tonight?” Theo asks, distracting himself. 

			“To let Harald beat me again?” Oren laughs, shrugging. “You know how he is.”

			“It’s his turn,” Theo says. 

			“You know Grace will win,” Oren tells him. “Lady Astrid always wins.”

			Theo chuckles, thinking of his assistant’s face when he first proposed Viking Times three years ago. “I’ll do it,” she had said, “but only if I get to fight.”

			“Of course,” he had told her, knowing her showmanship would pull everything together. 

			“And I get to win. Every night.” He agreed, and Grace’s character always won, no matter which champion defeated the others. 

			“You’re late,” Oren comments, running a hand through his hair. 

			“Plenty of time,” Theo tells him. “I don’t even show up until after your fight.”

			“Let me guess,” Oren says, walking down the hall and ducking into his dressing room two doors away from Theo’s. He returns swinging his staff, the old weapon a favorite in Oren’s repertoire. “You were killing zombies again.”

			Theo shrugs, busted. “I just can’t beat the damn beach level!” he exclaims. “I watched videos and everything. Damn fishermen just keep dragging my plants into the water.”

			Oren shakes his head. “And to think you were supposed to be our thane.” He frowns at his friend. “We never would have survived it.” Theo snorts, thinking that none of them had actually survived it. “Did you see the crowd tonight?”

			Theo shakes his head. “No, I was busy in the—I just got here.” He catches himself just in time. Oren hates when Theo feeds on the property. “How is it?”

			“More like who,” Oren says, shaking his head. “Vannetti is here.”

			“The Vig? Where?” Theo’s focus returns immediately, the girl sliding out of his thoughts. Vannetti represents the Klaviger, the group that loosely oversees all vampires in the New World. They aren’t Volturi or Camarilla—more like self-appointed hall monitors making sure that no vampires risked exposing them to the humans by doing something stupid, like a show featuring former Vikings fighting with real swords. Theo had made their case for Viking Times three years ago, and they had been approved with the understanding that their fights would be believably human and their show utterly mundane. Besides a small percentage of the profits in exchange for clearing away a lot of red tape, the Klaviger left them alone. 

			Why would they drop in now? Vannetti must want something. 

			“Your section, down in front.” Oren looks up, hearing the crowd shift, knowing his cue to enter is coming soon. “He’s not alone, either.”

			Theo scowls. “Let me guess: Gabrielle is with him.”

			Oren nods. “Your favorite.”

			“Thanks for the warning. I will make myself scarce after the show.”

			“You know, if you’d just let her have you, she’d be over it and leave you alone.”

			Sighing, Theo tugs his shirt off and reaches for his costume. “Never. That woman is crazy. I want no part of that.”

			Oren shakes his head, walking away down the hallway, voice trailing after him, “She’ll steal your virtue one day, Theo. We won’t always be here to protect you!”

			Theo frowns, pulling the gray cotton shirt down over his head and shaking his hair free. The girl’s face swims across his mind again. 

			Now that one, he thinks, reaching for his belt, I would let her steal my virtue any day.

			

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Sylvia

			Sylvia returns to her seat just in time. A small silver dish of what looks like mousse sits in front of her, and she takes a small bite, relishing the hazelnut flavor that explodes on her tongue. This might be legit, she thinks, recalling a bonus quiz question about the only nut available to Vikings. 

			The lights dim, and she leans forward, caught up in the moment. A bright spotlight focuses on the far side of the arena, and a woman steps out from behind the “tent wall” curtain. She is tall with a dark pixie cut, and her gray fur bikini shows off a body made for more than show. Dark tattoos line her legs and arms, and a belt around her waist holds a sword at her hip. She carries a microphone with an ease that speaks of long practice. 

			“Welcome, earls and peasants, to Viking Times!” she announces. She is met by a small cheer and more than a few catcalls, and she flashes a bright smile. This woman loves her job. 

			“Now, a few rules before we get started,” she says, reciting how there is absolutely no photography allowed during the show. “It spooks the guys,” she whispers into the mic with a grin. “And while you may be surrounded by plastic on your table,” she slides the blade free from the scabbard at her hip, twisting it so it glints in the spotlight, “we are using real weapons, and we don’t want anyone getting distracted. I may want to kill them to claim the title of thane, but I need a fair fight—I can’t have anyone doubting my skills, thinking my victory was the result of unhappy chance!” She pauses, seeming to scan the room. 

			“Now, let’s get acquainted.” She runs quickly to stand before the brown and black banner with the horse to Sylvia’s left. “The Eorlings!” she cries, and a cheer follows from the people sitting at those tables. “Fast like the horses of old!” 

			She moves over to stand a few feet in front of Sylvia’s section, and though she is clearly performing a speech she must give during each performance, Sylvia is excited despite herself. “The Mulranians!” the woman announces. “Fierce as the mythical dragons!” Sylvia cheers with her section, caught up in the moment, and waves her red and silver flag like her tablemates.

			The woman moves again to Sylvia’s right. “The Gunvalds!” she shouts. “Strong as the Viking warriors of old!” The blue and gold section erupts in cheers. 

			The woman moves to the final section of green and black, but her pace is slower now. “Finally,” she says, “my favorite section.” There are boos and hisses from the other tables, but the woman continues, speaking only to the far section. “You must be wondering my name,” she tells them. “Allow me to introduce myself: Astrid Adabjorg!” she shouts. “And my section, the Bjorgs! Cunning like the falcon!” This section cheers the loudest of everyone, and the woman jumps back to the center of the arena.

			Her knee-high leather boots have fur lining that peeks out around the laces. Sylvia loves boots of all kinds. I wonder where Astrid found those. They look authentic. 

			“Enough about me,” Astrid says. “I know what you’re really here for, especially you ladies.” She winks, then spreads her hands wide, sword raised high to the ceiling. “I give you the reigning Gunvald champion: Harald!” The lights come on as the curtain pushes aside, and a blond man in a leather loincloth emerges, muscles gleaming in the overhead lights. A huge tattoo covers his chest, a geometric design that Sylvia wants to study closer. 

			Just for historical accuracy, she tells herself. Nothing to do with those insane pecs.

			He holds two axes over his head, encouraging the crowd as they yell and cheer. He wears a leather harness across his shoulders, the straps holding a large warhammer on his back, and he tugs it free with ease, suddenly juggling all three weapons in a display of grace and skill. 

			“And his challenger,” Astrid continues. “The Eorling fighter Oren!”

			Another man exits the curtain wearing more clothes than the champion. Leather pants and vest cover his lean form, but Sylvia can see the edges of tattoos across his chest. She appreciates his limber strength in the way he moves, casually spinning a wooden staff in both hands. His dark hair is longer than his musclebound opponent, shaggy in that easy sexy way Sylvia appreciates.

			She takes another sip of wine, then settles in to enjoy the show.

			The two men face off, Harald settling the warhammer on his back and holding an axe in each hand as Oren steps slowly from side to side, staff resting lightly in both hands. Sylvia doesn’t see the moment when the fight begins; it seems like one moment they are standing still, and the next they are spinning around one another. Harald swings both axes in a wide arc, and Oren steps in quickly, blocking the swing with the staff against Harald’s forearms. Without stopping, he spins around Harald to stand behind him, staff following him to whip overhand and swing down for Harald’s head. The big man steps aside just in time, and the staff lands on the ground in an explosion of dirt. 

			The crowd cheers as Harald turns to face his foe, axes ready for another attack. Oren turns just in time to avoid an axe to the face, then uses his staff to smack one of Harald’s hands. An axe goes flying through the air, landing with a thump near the wall in front of Sylvia. 

			With one weapon each, the two face off again. Sylvia thinks that Oren’s speed will allow him to win, but then Harald simply reaches out and grabs hold of the smaller man’s arm. Oren tries to free himself but isn’t able. The Gunvald section erupts in a wild roar of approval as Harald uses the grip to jerk Oren this way and that. Harald finally tugs the smaller man forward, and Oren’s feet slide out from under him. Harald releases him as he lands on his back in the dirt. Just as Harald is about to bury the axe in his chest, Oren drags his staff across his body in defense. The loud crack of the weapons’ collision echoes through the room. The Eorlings explode in approval, then Oren is scooting back out of reach, regaining his feet. 

			He pauses for a second, then begins breathing heavily, as if suddenly remembering that he’s been working hard for long minutes. The two seem about to start fighting again, but Astrid steps into the circle of light illuminating their fight. She takes a long look at Oren, then turns to the audience, “I think poor Oren over there needs a break.” Her comment is met with whoops from the Gunvald tables and boos from the Eorlings. Oren shakes his head, accepting the criticism with a shrug. 

			“What do you expect?” he asks, his voice cheerful. “The man is a beast!”

			“You mean Champion,” Harald retorts in a deep voice, tossing his head back in laughter. “I know you can’t beat me in face-to-face combat. Not with that little stick!”

			“It’s definitely not little,” Oren quips, holding the staff above his head. The crowd laughs, and Oren continues. “And I only need one weapon,” Oren looks over at Harald’s axe laying in the dirt, “and I manage to hold onto it the whole time.” He strolls lazily toward the axe and picks it up. Turning, he winks at Sylvia before strutting back to where Harald stands.

			The big man lifts a hand overhead to retrieve his warhammer. “You’ll find I have plenty of weapons at hand,” Harald says. 

			“Let’s ask the crowd,” Astrid says, turning to face the Eorlings. “What do you think? Did Oren defeat the champion?”

			The Eorlings cheer, but it is half-hearted. They know he didn’t really win the fight. 

			“I appreciate your honesty,” Astrid tells them, then turns to face the Gunvalds. “And you? Did your Champion defend his title?”

			The Gunvalds explode in a loud cheer, and Oren bows, accepting his defeat. He returns the axe to Harald with a flourish, then moves to stand behind Astrid. Sylvia turns her attention back to her wine as the banter continues, waiting to see who else will join the fray. For a moment, she recalls the red-headed man from the bathroom. He hadn’t been dressed for the show, but he could have just arrived. His scruffy cheeks and long hair would fit right in with the group in the arena. She glances down at her flags, silver and red. Perhaps he is the Mulranian? 

			Astrid begins speaking again, but Sylvia only catches the end of what she says, “—new challenger, the Mulranian!” The ten flap parts, and out steps her Jamie Fraser from the bathroom. He wears a light gray shirt with the sleeves rolled up to reveal strong forearms with dark lines of tattoos disappearing beneath the fabric. His wrists are wrapped in dark leather cords. Dark pants hug his delicious thighs, disappearing into black leather boots. His shirt is interrupted by a wide leather belt holding a broadsword at one hip. Sylvia’s eyes focus on the necklaces he wears, visible through the low V-neck of his shirt: a thin choker of brown leather beneath a thick silver torc, and a string of multi-colored beads on a leather thong that hangs low on his bare chest, the bottom hidden beneath the shirt. 

			Astrid is still talking, but Sylvia doesn’t hear it, transfixed by the man she had been so close to almost an hour ago. Despite the lighting and the fact that she knows he can’t possibly see her amid the sea of faces in the crowd, she is sure that he is looking right at her. He slightly dips his chin, an acknowledgement of sorts, before joining the conversation. 

			“—and fight your Champion!” Astrid finishes her announcement, then steps aside with Oren. 

			The Mulranian draws his sword with a smooth motion that speaks of long practice, a grin crossing his face as he and Harald circle one another. The redhead is not as large as the Champion, but he isn’t lean like Oren, a steady strength obvious in the easy way he holds the large sword. Sylvia sits up in her chair, leaning forward a little, wine forgotten. Her tablemates give her curious glances, but she ignores them. 

			The fight begins without a sound, each man moving suddenly. Harald’s axes spark as they meet the Mulranian’s sword, the big man moving faster than Sylvia expected. The clash of metal is loud, echoing in the open space, and the crowd cheers in waves of approval. The Champion is big and strong, but the newcomer is strong and slightly faster, scoring hits that knock Harald’s axes aside. Sylvia snickers as the Champion loses the second axe, recalling Oren’s criticism. Harald’s face is red as he draws the warhammer. His movements may be slower, but he swings the hammer with devastating strength, the clash forcing the redhead to one knee. 

			Her hero is about to go down beneath the onslaught, but then Oren leaps into the fray again, staff sweeping Harald’s legs out from under him. Astrid steps neatly aside as the three warriors begin to fight, weapons swinging wildly. The crowd cheers as Oren executes a perfect leap over Harald’s head to land behind him. Her tablemates grumble in surprise as Sylvia squints, searching the ceiling for the wires that must allow him to perform such a feat. Seeing none, she increases her judgement of Viking Times. Not only were they somewhat historically accurate, but they also had a great choreographer and special effects team as well. 

			Oren is the first to go down, catching a blow from the warhammer on his chin. He lays on his back in the dirt, unmoving. The redhead goes toe-to-toe with the Champion, but the big man, finally out of strength, falls back, warhammer sagging in front of him. The Mulranian spies an opening and takes it, knocking the weapon out of Harald’s hands. The bigger man steps back, hands raised, clearly defeated. 

			Astrid returns to the center of the arena. “Nicely done, Mulranian!” she cheers the victor. 

			“I assume this makes me the new Champion,” the Mulranian replies as the crowd roars. Sylvia joins in, letting out a whoop that feels far better than she anticipated. Delighted, she lets out another one, joy filling her. 

			“Champions defeat everyone on the field,” Astrid says, moving a few feet away from him, “and I believe you are not the last one standing.”

			Sylvia laughs as Astrid draws her sword to a loud screech from the women in the audience, and the two face off in a fight that is much more choreographed but still lovely to watch as Astrid leaps here and there. Her movements are believable, unlike the men who lay on the ground. They moved like magic. Astrid is good, but not like them. Still, a few swings and clangs of metal, then Astrid holds the tip of her blade to the redhead’s throat. He kneels in defeat, drops his sword, and raises his hands. 

			“I yield, Mistress,” he says. The Bjorgs go wild, whistling and whooping in victory. Sylvia claps, adding more noise to the celebration. 

			“As you should,” Astrid says, moving her sword away from the redhead and sheathing it in one motion. She reaches out a hand to lift him to his feet. “You know what happens now,” she says with a wink. 

			“I do?” the redhead replies, eagerness mixed with hopefulness in his tone. 

			“Of course you do,” Astrid says, letting the crowd enjoy the moment. “We feast!” she says triumphantly. The tent flaps open, and two men in costume carry out a long wooden table. Astrid helps the fallen fighters up as the men return with two long benches, placing them along the back of the table so the feasters will face the audience. 

			“Now,” Astrid says, turning back to the crowd. “Let it not be said that this thane does not share with her people.” She looks at the men. “Bring me some worthy companions!”

			Harold steps forward first, entering the stands and returning with a young girl of about ten years old on his arm. The child is thrilled to accompany him on the dirt. 

			Sylvia looks up in time to see the redhead approach her section. He is looking above her, clearly spotting his mark, but then his gaze flicks to her. She is acutely aware of his presence, just like when she walked by him at the bathroom, and she feels the moment his body turns to her instead of his intended target.

			Her tablemates stare at them both as he approaches her. “My lady?” the Mulranian asks, taking her hand gently and kissing it. “Would you accompany me?”

			“Uhh,” Sylvia manages, then shoots to her feet, not wanting him to let go of her. She stumbles awkwardly away from her chair, joining him on the arena floor in a daze, aware of nothing beyond his hand on hers. Her Viking turns his head to his left, mouthing something, and Sylvia turns to follow his gaze. Oren, who has been making his way to a lovely dark-haired woman in the second row, immediately shifts his attention to the young boy sitting a few chairs down. He bows, taking the child’s hand and leading him to the table. 

			Sylvia follows the redhead to the table in the center of the arena, glad she always wears boots as her feet sink a little into the loose dirt. Anyone wearing heels on this would lose them. 

			She allows herself to be seated on the end of the bench, scooting down enough to make room for her warrior beside her. There is some shuffling behind her, and she glances down the table to see the young girl and boy being seated beside one another. A professional photographer has entered the arena, his traditional Viking clothing clashing with the camera in his hand, but he is efficient as he takes a picture of the two kids. None of the warriors pose in the shot, which Sylvia thinks is odd for a marketing ploy, but not as strange as when the photographer raises an eyebrow at her companion. The redhead shakes his head once, the movement sharp and clear, and the photographer moves on to snap a few pictures of Astrid and her audience member instead. The man drapes an awkward arm around Astrid’s shoulders, clearly excited and unnerved to be on the arena floor.

			Sylvia risks a glance at her Viking, taking in the small details of his pale shirt, the tiny buttons that she couldn’t see from her seat, the very real look of his necklaces, especially the torc. She assumed some of it was fake, but sitting next to him, she isn’t so sure. 

			One thing she is sure about is her attraction. She feels it in her chest, warmth from more than just wine building in her skin as she breathes in his scent. She expects him to smell sweaty after all that fighting, but instead, there is something else, something she can’t identify but wants to curl up inside forever. 

			I don’t know what’s happening to me, Sylvia thinks, and I don’t care. Just let me stay next to him for a little bit longer. 

			He seems just as transfixed with her as she is with him, and it occurs to her that she doesn’t know his name. The others were introduced by name and clan, but he is simply the Mulranian, the dragon. 

			My dragon, she thinks simply. Mine. 

			Something long slumbering inside her comes to life, and fierce longing fills her. She wants it to be the wine. The logical voice in her head, the one that always barges in and destroys possible moments of intimacy, remains silent for the first time since she was fourteen. But she’s been drunk before, and even alcohol doesn’t cause this reaction, the sudden craving in her to touch him, to slide her fingers along his skin. 

			She feels something growing, a power she can’t name any more than she can identify the scent, but she lets herself fall into it. 

			A hand touches her shoulder, and she glances up, the moment broken. Oren stares down at her, a friendly smile on his face as his mouth opens to speak. 

			He is cut off as the redhead near Sylvia snarls, her Viking leaping from the bench to shove Oren back. There is a gasp of surprise as Oren pushes back, shock on his face as he forces the Mulranian aside. The redhead moves fast, faster than Sylvia can track, then the two men are up on the tabletop, fighting. 

			At first, Sylvia thinks it is more of the show. The wide-eyed glee of the children down the bench certainly suggests it is. But something about the sounds of their fight, the tense expressions that they didn’t have during the rest of the show, makes
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