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EIGHT
Erica awoke very early one morning to the sound of horns bellowing. She rolled off of the rug and stepped over (and on) the other children in Mother Selma's little cottage. She brushed the curtain at the main entrance aside and peered through the misty summer morning. The sky was like a shell, hues of white mingles with blue and pink. The sun had brightened the world, but its rays had yet to touch the soil below the mountains.
A procession of men and horses marched along the road just beside Mother Selma's home. Mingled between them all were the young boys of Nornör, their ages ranging from Erica's all the way to around fourteen and fifteen, when they would soon be considered grown men. Leading this parade was Úlfur, the king of Nornör. It was he who blew the horn, pressed firmly against his lips as he rode atop a beautiful young destrier with very broad and muscular shoulders, and a white spade upon her long snout.
Riding behind Úlfur was his eldest son, Kriger, who had changed much over the last year since Erica had first seen him with Finn. He was broader now, his face longer, stronger, but he was still a lanky teenager, like the others. In Kriger's lap was Finn. He turned his green eyes to Erica, smiling a bit as she waved excitedly. He held a short bow in his chubby young fingers, and it still seemed a bit too large for him. She realized what today was and why the men were riding out into the woods. Today was the annual Festival of the Hunt. Erica slipped on her boots beside the door, and made to catch up to Finn, but a firm hand held her back. She whipped her head around to see Mother Selma right beside her, ducking beneath the curtain and sneering at their pageantry.
"I do not want you going into the woods today, child," she said. "What they do is a disgrace - they should have more respect for the creatures of wilderness than to make their boys hunt them for sport. Let the Jötunn huntress Skaði have them in her ugly keeping, and rid us of their ridiculous arrogance!"
"I wanted to say good morning to Finn," Erica said.
"Not during the hunt - it is too dangerous to go traipsing carelessly about with that boy when there will be arrows flying about," she said.
Erica grumped and pouted, and returned to sit beside the fire. It wasn't fair that she didn't get to partake in the festival. It was for men only, they said. Worse still, even if she were a boy, no children living under Mother Selma's roof was allowed to kill wild animals, not even for meat!
Erica had always wondered what it would be like to be tossed into the woods with but a dagger and a bow, a few arrows, and not be able to return home until she had trailed and killed something. There was a sense of excitement about the whole thing, a real adventure to be had. She always imagined finding a huge bear and showing off that she had made the largest, most ferocious kill of them all, even the grown men, who usually went after deer and elk.
She heard a quiet tap, a shuffle so faint that it could have been her imagination. She ignored it at first, but when it happened twice she looked all around the room for a sign of what it could have been. Mother Selma was inside of her small room, making her bed. None of the other children had been stirred from their dreams by Úlfur's horn. She turned her gaze to the front door, and saw a bucket move slightly toward her, moved by a small foot. Above the bucket peeked a partial face, a brilliant green eye and a half smile. He nudged the bucket again, and she understood at once.
"Mother Selma, would you like me to fetch water from the well so that you cook the porridge?" Erica asked.
"That would be quite helpful, my girl - we all have a busy day ahead of us! So much to do before the autumn chill moves into the land, so much to harvest," she said.
Erica ran to the door and took the bucket into her hands. She ran right past Finn, and he followed closely behind. She tossed the bucket beside the well and together they rushed into the thick green trees. She'd get in big trouble later, but the boy beside her was always worth it. They ran with their arms out at their sides and squawking like cuckoos that were out of their minds. They imagined they were valiant eagles, soaring high above the canopy, and they imagined they were the galloping deer, with fingers clawed at their foreheads for antlers. But no matter what they were or where they imagined to be, they always fell into being wolves, and howled the day away with laughter.
Erica finally had to stop to catch her breath, and Finn collapse on a bed of leaves, heaving in and out. Erica fell back beside him, and they stared up through the high peaks of the emerald firs around their vision.
"What are you going to hunt for?" Erica asked. She sat up and looked down into the summer green eyes pinched between his thick and long lashes. "It is your first hunt today, isn't it?"
"My father wants me to hunt... My brother, too," Finn said. His mood seemed to dampen, and his glowing good spirits dimmed. "I'm not sure I want to."
"Why not?" Erica asked. She would give anything to be a part of the competition, to prove her merit and strength. "You could hunt a great elk and feed your entire family. You could sell the pelt in the market place for gold!"
"My father has food, and money..." Finn said.
Erica huffed.
"Well I don't have a father, or money!"
She rolled over and snatched the bow out of Finn's hand. He sat up immediately, and she slipped one of the arrows out of his quiver and studied it between her fingers. Most arrowheads she'd seen in the village market were of sharpened stone or hammered iron. Finn's were forged of steel, which wasn't surprising when his father, King Úlfur, would obviously provide his children with the best tools for the hunt. There was a small notch on the butt of the arrow where she could place it against the drawstring. She didn't know how to hold it per se, but she guessed to the best of her knowledge and placed the arrow's shaft upon the fist holding the bow, and the grove on the end against the string.
She held up the bow and pulled back with all the strength in her shoulders and back, but she was not strong enough to draw the arrow nearly as far back as it should have been to shoot through the air. Instead, when she released the bow, the arrow jumped all of seven or eight feet and fell pitifully to the leafy bed of the woods.
"Maybe one day I can be a famous huntress, mighty and powerful, with countless sums of gold from my travels of hunting the rarest beasts in the world," Erica said.
She swept the arrow into her fingers and tried to draw the bow again, this time pulling so hard her entire body shook. No more sleeping on a hard floor made of mixed clay and chalk, and keeping warm under old wool. No more living on simple porridge, oats, wheat, grains, and horrible vegetables. Could it really be that easy? To simply be a hunter and get rich?
She loosed the arrow, and this time it flew up into the air in an arc, much further and faster than before.
"I'd have power and riches, and no one could tell me what I could and couldn't do," Erica said. That was real freedom.
Finn tilted his head casually, and fell back onto the bed of leaves.
"Power... Gold... Luxury... Such a life could never make you happy," he said.
Erica watched as the arrow fell, and when it hit the ground beyond the thick brush she and Finn heard a pitiful yelp. Her ears perked up, and her heart began to race. She set off running, bow clenched in her fists, and Finn was quick to follow. When she pushed through the trees into a clearing of grass and dandelion weeds, her eyes beheld a sight that she would never forget.
The arrow had pierced through the leg of a small white rabbit. Its dark red blood messily stained and smeared across its coat as it struggled, but the arrow had maimed it in such a way that it would never use that hind leg again. When Finn appeared beside her, she wanted to cry victoriously over her first capture, her first kill. But Finn did not look as amused as she did. He looked upon the small animal with pity, and walked to its side. He knelt down, and held its head in his hands as it bled out, its scrambling limbs slowly down as its breaths became fewer, until it finally stopped altogether.
Erica never forgot the lamented sorrow in Finn's eyes that day, as the small helpless creature died in his hands. It was a lesson that would change the way she felt about those who were weaker than she, and how a person with power could just as easily harm another being than help them. She vowed that night, as Mother Selma beat her with a switch, to never put anyone or anything weaker than herself down again.
EIGHTEEN
December, 705 A.D.
Erica had searched every day. Her eyes scanned the tree line around her home, along the village, and she’d even taken a horse into the woods on many occasions to see if she could find the black wolf that haunted her dreams. But she could not find it. The shadow used to reveal itself to her before running back into the woods to let her know that it was still near, just as the creature had promised. But she had not seen its stunning, otherworldly green eyes since before the first snows of winter fell.
Now a proud queen, she stared across a land that had grown dry and dusty beneath the cover of snow. And it wasn’t just the land; she, too, felt arid inside. Something in the wind kept her anxious in the black wolf’s absence.
She stood at the doors of Nornör’s great mead hall, the largest building within her Queendom. It looked like a castle perched atop a hill that could be seen for miles and miles. From her spot at the top of the great stone steps that led from the bottom of the hill to the thick wooden doors, reinforced by wrought black iron, she could see across her village, her lands, all the way across the forests to the misty mountains in the distance like an owl at the top of a tree.
Her personal body guard, Folkvar, opened the doors and stepped aside, bowing his head as his queen silently entered the mead hall. He’d seen the heavy burden shadowing her once vibrant hazel-green eyes, but did not ask about whatever troubled her. Maybe he knew more than Erica gave him credit for and that’s why he never questioned her odd requests that his men keep their eyes on the lookout for the black wolf.
The mead hall was cleaner than Erica had been expecting it to be, considering the Burning Witch festival was only last night. The steward of the mead hall, appointed by Úlfur himself over ten years ago, had his servants cleaned the interior quite thoroughly, from scrubbing the floors to replacing the beeswax candles on the chandeliers above the dining tables to polishing the large brass mirrors that lined the walls.
Erica stopped before the golden reflection looking back at her. Her skin was smooth and fair, like the sweetest of milk. Her braided scarlet hair, bound in alternating silk ribbons and fine decorative silver clasps between segments, laid over her shoulder, resting over her breast and hanging down to her hip. Her loose locks curled down the sides of her round, catlike face, sly and elegant with unyielding eyes that refused to share their secrets. The crown of Nornör rested upon her head like a halo, solid gold and heavier than the graceful curls and coils of its forest design would lead one to believe. She never felt that it looked right on her, somehow looking out of place. But on Thor’s Day of all days, when the village’s weekly gathering took place in the mead hall, she was expected to bear the weight of the crown as a regent should and dispense judgment on the issues at hand.
“Majesty,” Folkvar said, following closely behind as she approached the throne. “Concerning this morning’s sweep of the wooded area around the village there has been no sign of any black wolves. There was a grey wolf tracking a young doe, but still no sign of the creature you’re searching for.”
“Thank you, Folkvar.” Erica sat on the throne, resting the heavy bones inside of her slight frame and leaned her face onto her hand. She felt so thoroughly exhausted lately that the thought of sitting through the petty squabbles that were usually brought before her made her want to scream out loud like a madman; maybe that would scare them off for a day or two until she felt rested enough to listen to the issues.
Too many nightmares. That’s what had kept her mind on edge and left her feeling so drained. Worrying over the whereabouts of the black wolf and what its absence could mean left her imagination to conjure terrible beasts and envisioning all the dreadful fates the poor animal could have faced.
“Majesty, if I may speak freely I might also add that wherever this wolf may roam he would be a fool not to grace the lands of a lady so fair,” he said. “If this wolf knows of the maiden that awaits him, he will reveal himself when the time comes.”
There was no smile, no hint of joviality or mockery or even sycophancy. He stated it as a plain fact and she appreciated his subtle attempt to console her. She really must have been looking distressed if even Folkvar felt the need to speak on the wolf’s behalf. A year ago she would never have thought Folkvar capable of benevolence toward her, and yet he’d become someone very dear to Erica. He never spoke much more than what was necessary from him; some days she would be lucky to get five sentences out of him for the entire day. But there was a gentleness about him and the way he carried himself. He was a resource as precious to Nornör as honey.
A shapely, sonsie young woman emerged at the top of the steps, stopped in her path by the two guardsmen stationed outside.
“No one is to stand before the queen until the bell tolls.” Erica heard their condescending tone and glanced up at the scene, her eyes fighting to pick out the details within the dark shapes against the bright white beyond. The shape had been a difficult one to pick out, but once she saw the dark eyes beneath the girl’s dark hair she knew exactly who had come to see her.
Folkvar studied Erica’s gaze, leaning close when she turned excitedly to him.
“Let her through,” Erica said. Folkvar nodded silently and approached his men. They noticed his approach and he waved them away. Folkvar offered his arm to escort the girl through the hall to Erica, but she walked by in a huff and completely ignored his presence.
“So now that you’re a big shot I can’t come to see you whenever I want to?”
Erica rose from her throne and wrapped her arms around Astrid as soon as she was within range. She hadn’t seen her since the end of summer, and boy had she changed. Her thin swanlike frame had put on a bit of padding on her arms and legs, and her hips had exploded like flowers from a stem. She was curvier, a little thicker in the midriff but somehow it suited her so perfectly well that it seemed to have enhanced her overall beauty.
“I’m so glad to see you,” Erica said. “You have no idea how badly I’ve needed to see a friend.”
“Good, because this friend has a favor to ask,” Astrid said mischievously. Erica was almost afraid to know what that grin on Astrid’s lips meant. “You’re announcing the new guardsmen today, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” Erica said. “I’ll also be announcing some retirements today; so what?”
“I just want to know if Calder made the cut,” Astrid said.
Erica tried to solve the equation all over Astrid’s face – tried to figure out just what she had riding on whether or not Calder made the guard.
“I don’t know. That’s Folkvar’s decision and he hasn’t said who’s passed or failed his training,” Erica said.
Astrid clearly wasn’t happy with that answer, and Erica rubbed her arms to smooth away the sour look of disappointment. Astrid looked back and forth into Erica’s eyes, form one to the other. That acidic expression changed, softening.
“You don’t look well,” she said.
“I don’t feel well,” Erica admitted. “I don’t feel like myself.”
“So being a queen isn’t as glamorous as we’re all led to believe?” Astrid’s derisive humor curled her lips into a playful smirk, but it didn’t change Erica’s spirit.
Erica looked all around the great mead hall, to the servant maids lighting the candles on the chandeliers and the guards lighting torches, to the silk banners that decorated the walls and beautiful goblets and plates. She looked at the beautifully hand carved designs on the wooden thrones at the head of the hall, depicting great dragons and the men who slay them to her very own dress, a beautifully crafted bodice that was tied up the front and flared out from the hips and flowed with grace at the slightest movements.
“I feel like I’m no longer free to be the girl I used to be,” Erica said. She couldn’t run through the woods as freely as she used to, always followed by guards wherever she went. She wasn’t a free wolf anymore. She’d been domesticated since becoming queen, ruling from within the gilded cage that was her life. Most of all, she never felt whole without the piece of her that the black wolf carried with him.
“I feel like I’ve lost a piece of who I was,” Erica said. “I’m stuck in this cycle; every Thor’s day we have this meeting to start off our week and we continue the same dance until the next Thor’s day, right here in this same place. The people look to me to keep the old traditions alive and I feel like the old traditions are sucking the soul out of my body.”
Astrid laughed; Erica scowled.
“Erica, no one expects you to keep any traditions alive,” Astrid said. A sudden shyness fell over her, and Erica grew more and more worried the longer her silence ensued until she finally spoke. “Speaking only for myself here, when I look up at you on that throne and you’re speaking I see… hope. You’re like a symbol of change; hearing you speak on Thor’s day is the only day of the week when I feel like Nornör is moving forward toward becoming the kind of safe place I want to raise my child.”
Erica looked Astrid’s figure over, and her eyes widened with a gasp.
“You’re not –”
“Oh! By the love of Freya, no! Don’t get me wrong, I would love to have a baby on the way but Calder won’t marry me yet,” Astrid said, a sudden scarlet blush upon her cheeks. She’d said something that she shouldn’t have and she knew that Erica had noticed.
“He won’t marry you?” Erica asked. “Why not?”
Astrid sighed and hung her head in resignation. “He says that he won’t marry me until he proves himself to the captain and joins his guard.”
Erica glanced at Folkvar, standing near enough to overhear their conversation. If he had heard Astrid’s confession he didn’t react much to her predicament for Erica to even guess whether or not Calder’s name would be announced today as one of the young men who’d passed his training. No wonder Astrid was anxious to know whether or not Calder had made it into Folkvar’s ranks.
“He insists that he could offer me and our future family a better life if he could become a guard,” Astrid said. Those words looked like a slap across her face as each one left her lips. Erica took Astrid’s hands into her own and silently offered her sympathies. Astrid’s lips matched Erica’s soft smile.
“If you need anything – anything at all – just come and see me,” Erica said. She lifted Astrid’s chin and a bit of her cheer returned to her eyes. “You know that you can ask me anything. You’re still a sister to me.”
The brass bell above the doors of the mead hall knelled as Folkvar pulled on its rope. The bell had a more benign clang than it used to, somewhat weaker and pathetic. But Deregsson the blacksmith had done a fine job of repairing the damage that the troll had done.
The matters were the usual; one man’s dog attacked another man’s sheep, who then demanded weregild. Weregild, as Erica quickly learned after her first village meet, was a value placed on every person, animal, and piece of property. If someone’s dog killed another man’s sheep then the guilty owner would then pay a price to the bereft owner of said sheep or face consequences.
A shouting match began between the two men as they argued over price, to which Erica pinched the bridge of her nose, closed her eyes, and drew in a deep, calming breath.
“Folkvar,” Erica said.
Folkvar silently nodded and approached both men, one hand on the handle of his sword. The two farmers saw his threatening approach and immediately quieted their scathing shouts.
“Jotvegg, your dog is your responsibility and this is the second time this year that it has attacked another animal. In August it was a rooster, today a sheep,” Erica said testily. Jotvegg hung his head, sparing heated glances at the man beside him. “I’m told that you have three goats; you will give one to Farmer Hald as restitution and that will be the end of it.”
Farmer Hald didn’t look too pleased; clearly he’d been hoping for currency. But one animal for another was more than fair, and Erica just wanted to be done with it already. Playing judge to these petty crimes and mishaps was, without contest, the most boring thing she’d ever had to do in her entire life.
“What’s next on the agenda?” Erica asked as Folkvar approached the throne. He leaned in close, the musky scent of a man’s sweat and grime wafting in her direction; it never did smell pleasant, but she knew just how hard Folkvar worked so she held her breath with discretion and endured it for his sake.
“If it’s all right with your majesty, I wish to make an announcement of my own,” he said.
Erica glanced past his shoulder to the crowd, where Astrid stood beside Calder, more anxious than he to hear whether or not he would make Folkvar’s elite guard or be dismissed as a failure. Part of Erica wanted to refuse Folkvar’s request to spare Calder the embarrassment of losing, should that be the outcome, of which she was almost positive. It wasn’t because she didn’t think of him as capable, but because Folkvar had never really had anything positive to say about Calder. In fact the only time he did mention Calder was when the boy had made some horribly dire mistake of the worst kind. Once, during archery practice, Calder hadn’t hit his target once. The only thing he did manage to pierce was the right hand of one of the cadets, costing them their place in Folkvar’s rigorous training regimen. That cadet would now have to wait until the wound was fully healed to try out again next year.
She looked up to Folkvar’s patient eyes, his question boring into her brain like the talons of a bird of prey. She reluctantly agreed and her stomach twisted into great knots as he ordered the cadets to line up before the stone steps of the throne. They did so, a nervous flurry scrambling out of the crowd and forming a rigid line, shoulder to shoulder. Calder was the last one there, standing on the end.
“Over the last eight months I have turned most of you into men. Under my watch and command you will grow to be strong men, warriors worthy of Nornör. I congratulate you all; you are now guards of the crown.”
The boys in the row all flashed with excitement, and a few broke the line, turning to face the crowd as their friends and families congratulated them.
“All but one,” Folkvar continued.
That quick surge of excitement quickly turned to dread as each feared their name to be called out. Folkvar’s unforgiving gaze swept across each pale face. None of them dared break formation now, each firm position held to impress their captain.
“Calder,” Folkvar said.
Calder’s brave face immediately fell, horrified and disappointed. Erica’s clenched her jaw and her heart ached for poor Calder as Folkvar waved him off without even a last word. The entire line of cadets moved a few paces away from him, leaving him alone and shamed in front of everyone.
“The rest of you are dismissed; assemble at the guard shack at dawn for your equipment and assignments.” Folkvar waved them off and watched them run away from him like scared little rabbits. He chuckled a bit, but Erica didn’t share his wicked sense of humor.
She concluded that the meet was adjourned and the village slowly filed out of the mead hall. She watched Calder drag his feet with his head hung low. Astrid tried to talk to him but he wouldn’t even look at her.
Erica stood and grabbed Folkvar by his shoulder, spinning him around on the spot. His surprise gave her the advantage to get her word in before he could even think.
“That was low and cruel!” Erica said.
Folkvar didn’t seem to follow, still stammering for words.
“Calder gave you his best and you still dismissed him like some house dog!” Erica’s hands trembled with her anger; she figured the stress of it all must have doubled her rage. But as long as it got her point across her entire body could tremor for all she cared.
“He is not fit to be a warrior; he presents more of a danger to our men than the enemy!” Folkvar said.
“But to do that to him in front of the entire village was just brutality for its own sake,” Erica said.
Folkvar glanced over at Calder as he disappeared through the doors of the mead hall. She saw his bullheaded stance on Calder change, becoming a bit more sympathetic. When his eyes met hers he actually seemed remorseful.
“You may not have known this because you were never present, but it is tradition to shame the boys before the entire village; Úlfur said that it put their will to the test. If they truly wanted to join then their embarrassment would not keep them from trying again and again.”
“Well I’m not Úlfur,” Erica snapped venomously. She saw Folkvar’s recoil and saw her fury reflected in his chagrin. Her anger ebbed away and a feeling of falling settled in the pit of her abdomen.
“Forgive me, my queen; I did not realize that my actions would upset you so,” Folkvar said sheepishly. The bashful flush of his cheeks sapped whatever anger there was left in Erica; he seemed childlike in his apology, and somehow she couldn’t bring herself to chastise him any more than she had.
“You’ve done nothing wrong,” Erica said with a heavy sigh. “Calder is like a brother to me, we grew up together. You were probably the star pupil, confident and strong; your captain probably favored you and the other boys probably looked up to you because being a warrior is what you do best. But Calder hasn’t had that kind of fortune. After being told no his entire life, shame like this will only beat him further into the ground. I realize that you can get caught up with traditions but from now on just talk to the ones who didn’t make it alone, somewhere private. Tell them why you failed them. No one should be put through that harsh pageant that just happened.”
Folkvar bowed silently and went to issuing the duties of the day to his men. She hoped he got her point. Not coming from the life that she, Calder, and Astrid had lived he couldn’t understand just what it was like for Calder to fail at what he wanted more than anything.
But Folkvar’s decision didn’t just affect Calder, it affected Astrid as well. Erica stepped out of the mead hall and into the great white sunlight. She saw Astrid standing beside her home, watching Calder walk off down the road. She vanished in the narrow alley between houses to get out of the cold.
Erica descended the steps of the hill to go to Astrid and talk about what happened. But as soon as Erica set foot on the ground below three guards on horses trotted along the road from the cliffs, weapons drawn and faces flustered.
“Queen Erica – a ship approaches from the west. Frisian colors, by the look of it,” said the guard in the lead. He hopped down from his horse and stepped aside, offering his place. Erica looked around for Folkvar; nowhere to be seen.
“Find the captain and have him join me at the shore as soon as you do,” Erica said. She stepped onto the saddle and mounted the great horse. Erica immediately took the lead with the beautiful destrier’s graceful gait. The other two guards flanked her mount’s muscular hips and they rode around the hill, past her longhouse to the edge of the cliffs. The wind blow toward land, carrying the brackish odors of alkaline creatures swimming beneath the waves. It carried a longboat along by its sails, and the slender shadows of oars could be seen rowing along the chops of the oceans. They were still a ways out from landing on Nornör’s beach.
Erica heeled the horse and gently guided it down the steep trail of the cliff-sides, weary of brittle edges. The hooves of the horse finally clacked against the frosted, pebbly beach. Seven men were already waiting for the ship’s arrival, four with bows at their sides in a row and three before them with hands on the hilt of their steel. Their triangle formation acknowledged Erica’s arrival with a bow but she dismissed it, peering out to the sea to get a better look at the ship.
Its sail boasted the same bold colors of the fleet of Frisian ships that raided Nornör four years ago: black and crimson red. The bow of the ship had been crowned with a fierce serpentine head, fangs bared and wicked tongue coiling out of its long maw.
“Archers at the ready!” The guard at the head of their formation shouted, and the four guards behind him quickly drew arrow and readied their bows. The two guards at Erica’s sides dropped off of their horses and gripped the bows that had been strapped to their backs, joining the formation of their comrades and taking aim.
“Fire when within the reach of your accuracy, men,” he said.
“Hold your fire,” Erica said.
It was just one ship – hardly enough men to effectively raid a village of Nornör’s size. If they belonged to the survivors that retreated from their Norwegian shores four years ago then they would know that a small boat of a dozen men would do them no good here. Erica saw the ragged material of the sail as it drew closer, the holes and singe marks around the crimson banners, and the poor condition of the wood of the mast and overall ship. The head guard kept asking for orders, while a couple of the bowmen in the back murmured about women being ill-suited to give commands in combat and warfare. She chose to ignore them – for now – and stayed focused on the Frisian ship. Some feeling in the deepest part of her core felt as though this ship was different somehow – important to her. Important to Nornör.
She watched three round shields rise above the heads of the men standing inside the longboat, the steel caps in the center glinting under the light of the sky. They were close now – close enough to make out features on their faces. White linen strips of surrender were stuck to the shield by broken arrows, gliding in the biting winter winds. She told the bowmen to stand down and put away their arrows.
The ship reached shallow waters, grinding against the stones beneath the water. A man swung his body over the side of the ship and approached the shore. He was younger than she’d been expecting, a tall youth no older than she. His jaw was peppered with ashy stubble, difficult to determine a color under the monotone grey sky. The hair on his head, however, stood out; golden-blonde and fiery-red at the same time, like wheat at dawn. It brushed the lashes of his eyes, wild, draping down the sides of his face. The rest was tied back at the base of his skull, the tip of the short, curly ponytail swinging just below his shoulders. His face was dirty and he smelled of fish and grimy barnacles, but his eyes were clean; blue and clear like river water in June. They were fixed on Erica, and she on him, as he stumbled forward.
He stopped when a barrier of sword-wielding guards severed his path to Erica.
“Stay where you are, Frisian,” said their leader.
“We come in peace,” said the stranger, his voice rough and hoarse. He held the white flag on his shield high for the guards to see, but they did not lower the points of their swords. He slipped the round wooden saucer off of his forearm and let it drop to the ground. His eyes wandered up to Erica again, some sense of wonder between the curtain of long golden lashes. “We mean you no harm.”
“What is your name?” Erica asked.
“Forgive my rudeness, woman, but I wish to speak only to your King,” the stranger said with an apologetic smile. “Take me to your Úlfur; I have a message for him and him alone.”
“Úlfur has begun his journey to Helgafjell, the holy mountain, where he will one day meet with Odin,” Erica said.
"Úlfur is dead.” The stranger’s words rang despairingly through the air, his warm breath a morose ghost of his hopes leaving him. “Then take me to your King.”
“I am Nornör’s Queen; you may relay your message to me,” Erica said. The horse between her legs began to grow a bit restless, but she reined him in and kept her gaze on the strange young man before her.
“Where is your King? Is your husband away? When will he return?” asked the man. “The matter between us is urgent and cannot wait. Please – I must meet with him.”
“Nornör has no King,” Erica said. “I wear the ruling crown upon my head; if you’ve something to say to me then now is the time.”
He laughed – a small chuckle at first, glancing at the faces of the guard as though waiting for them to share in the joke with him, but it quickly became a full hysterical cackle as he pointed up at her and doubled over.
“A woman as acting ruler? And is your smith run by a gaggle of magpies? Your warriors led by a housecat?” He sniggered.
“Our warriors are led by me.” Folkvar rode up to the scene on a very familiar black horse with a white spade pointing down its long snout. He held a long thrusting-spear in his hand, the wooden pole running along his arm and beyond his hand. The tip of the spear stopped only a few short paces from the stranger as the horse stopped. “You will show our Queen respect on her own shore, bandit.”
The man’s face fell as the humor in the situation ebbed away from his cocky grin. His eyes looked from Folkvar’s deadly serious glare to the spearhead aims at his chest, up to Erica’s fierce green eyes.
“I am the only regent you will find in these lands; if that displeases you then take your ship to sea and sail northward to King Vildyr’s province,” Erica said. She pulled her horse’s reins away from the scene, running her fingers through the hair of the spaded steed beneath Folkvar’s legs as she did. She exchanged a brief glance, offering thankful nod and smile for what he’d said. He acknowledged the silent gesture with a wink and held his chin high, his eyes set on the young man again.
“Wait, please!” Erica looked over her shoulder as she heard metal clamor. The young man had made an attempt to chase after her but the guards moved in closer, forcing the man’s feet back into the icy shallow water. Still, he looked beyond the finely sharpened points of the swords and spear to Erica, once again capturing her eyes. It was strange how he always seemed to look directly into her eyes, bold and fearless even when he was hanging by a very thin thread from Hel’s embrace.
“I meant no disrespect,” he said. He dropped to his knees and placed his palms down onto the pebbles, bowing his head. “Please, forgive my brashness.”
Erica leaned in close to Folkvar. “Tell your men to stand down and then bring them to my home. Tell Gretta to treat them like honored guests; food, warm bathwater, and so on. I will be there shortly.”
“Do you trust them in your own home? Why not put them up in the mead hall? It’s more than enough luxury for their lot,” Folkvar grumbled, sizing up the stranger.
“They need our help,” she finally said.
Erica swept her gaze along the other three faces in the boat; an older man, ganglier and balding with a frightful gaze in his eyes. He was no warrior. The man beside him, however, was just about the oddest thing she’d ever seen – his face and arms were as dark as iron, smooth and hairless. The sheen of sweat and ocean-spray rolling across the tides gave him the look of an ornate statue of glass over black metal, lustrous and sleek. His stature was immensely tall, and his shoulders broad, draped in animal hides and chainmail. He was a warrior.
The third face hid within the shadow of an ashen gray cloak, soft lips beneath lovely feline eyes; a woman, flaxen and fair. Her long, slender neck met her chest in the middle of very delicate clavicles, where a peculiar necklace rested in the groove there – a small pouch and spotted feather fastened by a leather throng. Erica reached up to her own chest but felt nothing around her neck, only the memory of such an accessory lingered.
Folkvar didn’t question her final word and whistled to catch the attention of his men. Erica heeled the horse into a gallop toward the cliffs as his shouts faded. She would hear the weary travelers’ tale, but first she had one previously interrupted errand to see to.
The walk home was rather nice – unusually warm for this time of year. The frosty nip in the wind still swept across the skin with a cold, uncaring touch. However, breezes aside, the air was quite comfortable. The sky darkened, hues of berry and peach mingling, as sunlight poured across the clouds above, catching the heavens on fire. Walking around the great hill, she could see the dark patch of land where the hall of the dead once stood. Though it had been a year since the structure burned to the ground it had left its mark, its ashes mixed with rock and soil. Nothing grew in its place – no grass, sprout, nor budding flower – leaving only an empty lot. No one had suggested a structure to take its place. Perhaps they thought it disrespectful to build upon the ashes of their ancestors so quickly.
When Erica approached her home a guard opened the door for her and she nodded graciously. Once inside she immediately spotted Folkvar standing near the great fire pit in the center of the room. His eyes were fixed on the four strangers sitting around the smoldering wood. A small boar had been skewered and roasted above the flames, and the young man from the beach tore into a leg like a rabid dog. The midnight warrior ate nothing, sitting cross-legged on the cold hard floor next between the younger man and the older balding man. The woman in the gray hood ate solemnly from a bowl in her lap, fingers picking at small pieces of pork but only nibbling here and there.
Folkvar approached Erica, eyes glancing over his shoulder at the young man untrustingly. He stood before her, stature rigid and formal.
“They will not speak,” he said. “They have waited for you, and only you.”
Erica looked over their faces, each of them glancing up curiously at the young girl who ruled over these lands without a king. They had never seen a female sovereign before – no one in Scandinavia had heard of such a thing. She supposed the few travelers who’d passed through told tales but no one would believe them. Scandinavia was an androcracy, always had been since the lands had been settled nearly a thousand years ago.
She looked up at Folkvar and couldn’t help but smile. Somehow she saw him in a different light after her brief visit with Astrid and Calder. He wasn’t just a stiff, strictly commanding statue anymore, but somehow more human than she’d thought of him before. She saw his strange expression, looking nervous and confused by her scrutinizing stare and she laughed.
“I want to thank you for what you said to Calder,” she said. His starchy shoulders relaxed once he understood the context of her odd gape. “I think it was very sweet of you.”
“Sweet?” He furrowed his brow and straightened his back, chin held proudly high. “Sweet is for the weak; what I did was honorable.”
“Well then what you did was very honorable, and I’m grateful for it.” She couldn’t help the smirk on her lips and the giggle in her throat as he blushed and looked around, nervously. She patted him on his shoulder and put him out of his misery by moving on and approaching the group of outlanders in her home.
“Let’s start with who you are and where you’re from,” Erica said.
The young man stood first, fist over his chest and stature straight and boastful. “I am Rømann of Friesia.”
The balding man stood, head held shamefully low but eyes fixed on Erica. He almost looked afraid to speak, his hands fidgeting at his sides.
“I am Feigin, of Nornör,” he said. The two guards on the room sniggered and mumbled, pointing at the man with goading grins. Folkvar didn’t seem quite as amused, staring at the man with some deep sense of disgust and hostility. Erica opened her mouth to question him but the woman in the gray hood stood up and spoke.
“I am Ingen,” she said. Rising out of her seat and offering a gracious bow.
“Where are you from, Ingen?” Erica asked.
Ingen glanced up from beneath the hood that donned her scalp and then looked back to the floor. “I am from nowhere; I have no home.”
“What about him?” Erica asked, looking the man of muscle and onyx flesh from the ground up. Rømann looked at the warrior seated calmly on the floor and shrugged.
“He doesn’t speak, and when he does it’s nothing I can understand,” Rømann said. “I’ve been calling him Night Owl on account of him seeing things in the darkness that no one else can.”
Erica studied them all as they stared back, until she finally realized the predicament. “Please, feel free to sit.”
They did so with relief, Rømann’s a bit more exaggerated as he crossed his ankles and leaned back with a carefree grin.
“What are you all running away from?” Erica asked.
Rømann and Ingen seemed a bit surprised that she had guessed the reason behind their arrival; no one who washes up to shore in their condition could have been enjoying a trip on the high seas. With only four of them to man a longboat they were lucky to have found Nornör at all. They shared glances and then Rømann finally stretched, yawned, and sat up in his chair, staring into the fire.
“Demons,” he said. The two guards by the door laughed quietly, and Rømann looked up at them with a sneer, but his cockiness quickly lifted his lips. “I take it you don’t believe in the supernatural.”
The guards quieted in the face of his challenge.
“We’ve seen a thing or two,” Erica said. “What type of demons are chasing you?”
“The kind that turn a good man’s heart black. There was fire and ash and death in the end; we may be the only ones left,” Rømann said.
Ingen stood up and faced Erica, her eyes glossed by some ghostly fear haunting her mind behind her beautiful eyes.
“King Bersek of West Friesia has led his army along the coasts of Friesland, setting fire to villages and slaughtering every man, woman, and child. He kills without mercy and he will soon set sail for Denmark and Norway.”
“I know King Bersek – I’ve been to his lands,” Folkvar said. “He is a lord of sheep and goats, not of great armies. He is a peaceful man.”
“Well then you know not of King Bersek, Lord of the Berserkers,” said Feigin. He cowered in his chair, trembling at the sight of the fire that brought gruesome sights out of their hiding places. “The Berserkers are men of darkness; heartless and unyielding. They know no fear, they know no pain – and the sound of them ripping and slashing and tearing people apart by their limbs: chaos incarnate. But the Berserkers are only the first cloud of blackness King Bersek brings with him; the beast is what you should be afraid of, Folkvar – no earthly weapon can pierce its shadowy flesh and no man can slay it!”
“That’s enough out of you, deserter,” Folkvar growled, and Feigin shunned away into his chair.
“What is this beast?” Erica asked.
Folkvar grunted beside her, head cocked to the side as he stared into Erica’s face.
“You aren’t buying this crock of delusion, are you?”
“I possessed a dagger that proved anything is possible,” she said openly, her indubitable stare breaking through his arrogant disregard. He reined in his hostility and stood by, but not without one last nasty glare at Feigin.
Muffled thuds knocked through the thick front door. The faint words of one of Folkvar’s men rang through, stifled but clear enough to understand. “A black wolf has been sighted!”
Erica jerked her head toward the door as Gretta opened it and stood aside. A burly man with a great, wiry sun-bleached beard entered, bringing in a cold draft and a matted black shape behind him. He held a chain in his fists, jingling as links clinked against one another with his movement. Gretta closed the door behind him and Erica looked anxiously around his wide frame.
“The mangy beast even came willingly – he’s all bark and no bite,” said the man with a hearty chuckle. The wolf charily stepped around him, looking up and around at the many different faces present in the room. Erica’s heart fluttered, clapping against her ribs like the rhythmic gallop of a graceful mare. She looked over the short black fur and the long, lean legs that supported the dexterous animal, yearning to run her fingers through its hair.
But when its eyes met hers, the magic disappeared and she felt cold inside. Brown, like summer soil. Its tongue hung out of its mouth as it panted under its captor’s fingers scratching behind its ears.
“Let it go,” Erica said. “Give it a cut of swine and send it on its way.”
“But, er –” The man mumbled and sputtered but Folkvar patted the man’s shoulder and urged him to follow his orders. He unchained the wolf as Rømann raised the carving knife, cutting off an entire hind leg and tossing it to the wolf. It stretched out on the floor and began chewing the flesh and crunching on the bone.
“The four of you are welcome to stay here for the night. Tomorrow we can discuss what your plans are from here and whether you wish to stay or leave. Gretta will provide you with rooms and whatever you need.” Erica said no more, merely patting her leg and urging the wolf to follow her out the front door. It guardedly picked up the leg of the swine and followed her. She closed the door behind her and watched the wolf wander down the few steps and into the trees beside her home.
Still no sign of the black wolf with the marvelous green eyes. Having her hopes built up and then knocked down like that had taken its toll on Erica. Her body felt like a graveyard, filled with stale dirt and withered grass with a shadow heart hanging in the moonless sky. Her blood was the icy snow, her once strong roots brittle, and she needed some sign of hope to bring it all back to life.
The door behind her sucked cool air right past her as it swung aside, but warmth from inside quickly enveloped her in a balmy cloud. Folkvar stepped out into the young night air and gazed up at the sky, the moon a half-lidded eye on its side.
“I would like to retire here for the night, if you don’t mind; this Frisian business puts an uneasiness in the midriff,” Folkvar said. Erica simply nodded, not really listening to any word that flew by her concentration. Her eyes were focused on the tree line, watching the wolf until it faded away. She couldn’t help it; she was antsy and worried at the same time. It was an overwhelming feeling.
“You don’t really believe all of that nonsense of demons, do you?” Folkvar asked.
“We’ve had demons,” Erica countered.
“Trolls are one thing – you can find a troll anywhere in nature, if you’re unlucky enough to go searching for one. But these Berserkers they speak of, heartless men… It sounds like an ordinary band of raiders to me, and I’ve had my share of experience with them lot.”
“You say you knew this King Bersek?”
“Aye, before Úlfur and I came to Nornör. Bersek was a boy back then, having only just taken the crown of his king. Friesia had been in an uproar – stricken with poverty and famine. Bersek had an ambitious vision of the future of his people, one of peace and grace, not of violence and death. There are over thirty kings in Scandinavia and he was the only one I’d ever heard speak of expanding his kingdom by unity rather than conquering the weak and helpless. Úlfur, of course, did not share his vision. But Úlfur was a very traditional warrior.”
“I am sorry that you had to lose him the way that you did, Folkvar; he was a very dear friend to you,” Erica said. “He was a great king, and fair in all things, even when his heart was broken. You must feel very aggravated sometimes to follow my word after Úlfur’s lead.”
Folkvar gazed out across the house-tops of Nornör and the smoke pillars rising from the many dozens of homes around the mead hall’s hill with a look that was somewhat mournful.
“I have been enlightened only twice in my entire life. I saw greatness in him once, and swore a blood oath to follow him until my death or his. Sometimes you can see destiny in a person’s eyes and know that they are heading toward greatness. Perhaps it was just a guess, or perhaps the All Father granted me a glimpse into his all-knowing gaze, but when we touched the beaches of Nornör I had a walking dream of Úlfur as king, and Nornör glorious and prospered beneath his shoulders. And when he decided to settle here I made no protest. But he strayed from the path of glory that the All Father offered unto him, driven by the base desire to conquer.
“The day that you saved us all from the demon-witch and her brood was the day that I had my second glimpse; I saw you as a leader, and in the place of the corrupt man I once called friend I beheld a queen as beautiful as the sunrise and strong as the mountain beneath its light. The moment I presented Stoltleder’s sword to you was the moment that I knew that I had been given a second chance, and so has Nornör. I have sworn the same oath to you that I did Úlfur, and I will keep that oath upon pain of death.”
“You make it sound as though I am some valiant ruler chosen by the gods themselves,” Erica said humorously. Folkvar tilted his head and shared her simper, but there was no humor in his leer.
“I have hope for Nornör; hope that you will not make the same mistakes that Úlfur did. You were not raised like he and I, and it is that life that you bring to the crown that renews that faith.”
“I don’t know what to say,” Erica said. She was grateful that the pale moonlight couldn’t expose her blush.
“You needn’t say anything, just do,” Folkvar said.
The door opened. Rømann peeked out from inside the house, throwing a nod in Folkvar’s direction, who looked away with a grunt.
“I was hoping to speak with your queen,” Rømann said. Folkvar gestured his open palm toward Erica. “I was hoping to speak to her alone.”
“I’ll not give you the opportunity to –”
“It’s all right, Folkvar,” Erica said.
Folkvar muttered throatily, puffing out his chest as he passed Rømann. When he shut the front door, Rømann chuckled and rolled his eyes.
“Your guardian is a piece of work,” Rømann said.
“He takes his job very seriously,” Erica insisted, trying not to laugh at Folkvar’s expense. Rømann placed his hands on his hips and stared down at his feet as they dragged along the slabs of stone beneath them.
“I just wanted to thank you for your hospitality,” he said. He swept the fine, wispy strands of his hair out of his eyes and looked up into Erica’s face, leering into her features as though studying some strange creature. “It amazes me that you are a queen with no king, ruling over a land known for its brave warriors. And even more astounding, your people accept and embrace you. My father would never believe me if I told him.”
“Some days I can hardly believe it myself. But I focus on the work that needs to be done and the healing that my people need to nurture Nornör to what it used to be, before I was born.”
“I want to apologize for the way I reacted on the beach; it was disrespectful and I should have been more courteous before a woman, queen or not.”
Erica silently accepted his apology. She could understand why it had happened, and he couldn’t take all of the blame for being raised in a culture that held women only slightly higher than goats. There were men among the village who cast scornful glances up at Erica, but there were men like Folkvar, good men, who believed in the difference that a woman could bring to a wounded people living on a scarred land.
“I hope you don’t mind me asking this, but… Is it true that you singlehandedly killed a Troll?” he asked.
Erica thought back to that night – fire, fear, and chaos – and the thrust that brought the beast down. While at first she obliged to say ‘yes, I did’, she remembered the haunting dead stare of its eyes: one green, one blue.
“It wasn’t a troll, not really. It was once a brave man. I knew him. His soul was twisted and molded into the beast by the dark magics of a witch, and I was the one to plunge a blade into the depths of his chest, cutting into his heart.”
Rømann threw his head back and laughed. “And here I thought a woman would be above the trap of turning triumphs into tall-tales.”
“Tall-tales?” Erica faced him as he shook his head and chuckled.
“If a boy slays a wolf and retells the story as a man, suddenly the wolf will stand twenty-feet at the shoulder and have the swords of fallen heroes as teeth. It’s what men do – especially men of power. But you? You’d actually slain a troll as a girl. As amazing as that feat should have been, you took it a step further and added a witch into the equation.”
“I’m not making it up,” she said. “The man I killed deserves more respect than to have you laugh at his memory.”
Rømann stopped laughing and let it go, but she could still see the look of agnosticism in his eyes as he surveyed the circle of trees and the village within it. For some reason the thought of him judging her, calling her out to be a liar, burrowed underneath her skin and irritated her.
“What was so important about the wolf?”
Rømann’s question had snatched her attention right out of the trees. A shiver crept up her back.
“Since you don’t believe in witches, it would be pointless to tell you,” she said. She turned her back to him, ready to call it a night and hope for better news in the morning. “Good night.”
“Wait – I promise I won’t laugh if you tell me,” he said. “I don’t think you’re full of yourself or anything, I am used to hearing stories of monsters and magic, my father had plenty to tell me.”
Erica was hesitant – she wouldn’t enjoy hearing him laugh off Finn’s curse any more than she did Krieger’s fate. But his eyes were wide, apologetic, and his ears were open to hear her story. So she lead him inside to sit at the fire, and told him everything – about Finn, Krieger, and Paul, about the curse that Morgan had laid upon the land, and about the Fae dwelling just outside of the realm of Nornör, deep in the forest.
“That’s quite a fantastic story – one I’m sure will be remembered when they retell the tale of the first warrior-queen of Scandinavia.”
“But a story that you don’t believe,” Erica said. “You’re awfully critical of witches and magic after coming here, claiming to be running away from demons.”
“Demons take many forms, not necessarily supernatural in origin; sometimes a demon can be a darkness inside of a man, a memory or guilt that eats away at his soul from the inside until he’s become an embittered avatar of slaughter. What demons I speak of are men who lost their wives and children to sword and fire, and are forced to march for a king who will order them to do the same to the next unfortunate village they come across. This is what I have seen. That kind of demon can change a man into a monster as easily as any tale of sorcery and black magic.”
Rømann watched her intently as firelight slithered and danced along her skin, and in her eyes. His deepest thoughts were a mystery to her, and she wondered what he thought of her after hearing a story so hard to swallow without living it firsthand. But he sat back in his chair, relaxed, and folded his arms across his chest.
“Night Owl and I hunt at night… He prefers the cover of darkness. If we do venture into the woods, I’ll make sure not to harm any black wolves…”
“Thank you,” Erica said.
She rose from her seat and brushed right past him to retire for the evening, leaving him alone to his thoughts.
The night was cold and the air as dry as old firewood, yet Erica burned – her skin, her bones, her heart burned with a nightmarish fire that forced her out of a dead sleep. It was sudden, a feeling of black despair and terror, of inevitable hopelessness – dread in its purest form. She’d felt emotions similar to it, like the moment that Finn had changed from skin to fur, man to beast, beneath her very fingertips, but never a feeling as powerful as this.
She heard movement – the lightest brush of foot upon stone – and Erica peered through the darkness of the room. She held still, ears keen and senses sharp for any sound or movement in the spaces around her. One silent sigh sent her reaching for the hilt of the glorious sword Jörmungandr, sheathed beneath her pillow.
A gentle hand wrapped itself around her fist as she was mid-pull, the sword only half-drawn.
“Please, be still, dear queen, and do not fret,” said the voice in the darkness.
“Who stands beside my bed?” Erica asked, going for bold but instead failing to hide the startle in her throat.
“It is only me, Ingen – a harmless young woman, like you.”
“I am hardly harmless,” Erica said, regaining some assurance and rolling out of the warm furs on the bed. She crossed the room to brush aside the curtains and let the moonlight inside. Its pure winter-white luminescence burst inside and caressed Ingen’s delicate features in its brilliance, while shadows clung to her eyes in a way that kept Erica weary. Then her eyes fell to the charm hanging around the girl’s neck, and caution took the reins of her senses and reflexes once more.
“Ah, yes – the guards spoke of you. Folkvar in particular had only respect whenever your name was referenced. They say your honored warrior name is Dagger Heart, for the great sacrifice you made for your village,” Ingen said coolly, evenly. Her eyes, full and round like the moon, were somehow soothing, and Erica could feel each tensed muscle fiber in her limbs calm down, one by one. “You certainly are not harmless.”
“The charm around your neck tells me that you’re just as dangerous when you need to be, witch,” Erica said.
“I am no witch, and this charm is not an omen of blackness, if that is what you are thinking,” she said. She wrapped her fingers around it, closing her eyes and holding it close to her chest. “This is a symbol of protection. Those who wear this symbol pray to the moon goddess for protection, and if their intentions are pure in nature they receive her blessing. If you’d like, I could make one for you –”
“I have one, thank you, and I keep it locked away where I’ll never have to see it again. What are you doing in my room?” Erica demanded.
Ingen opened her mouth, but she reined back the breath that would have carried the words she’d planned to say. She closed her mouth and her eyes trailed along the floor for a moment until she finally gazed back up into Erica’s face. It seemed she had changed her mind and come to a decision.
“At first I had planned to lie to you – I had even anticipated every question and suspicious reply you may have had. But you are not a naïve young woman, so I will not insult you with them. That man, Feigin, told me all about the blade of power that you possess. The reason I am in your room is to take it off of your hands. It is why I convinced Rømann to allow Feigin to guide us here, to Nornör. It is the reason that your life is in the eyesight of a great threat.”
“If you think that I would let you anywhere near the Blackthorn Dagger, then let me clarify that it would only be after falling dead to the floor because I failed to stop you from touching it. Let me also add that I have no intention of dying tonight, tomorrow, or any other day, so long as this crown belongs to me.”
“My, my – Queenship suits you better than one would expect after having the crown for only a year,” Ingen said. “Perhaps you’ve grown too accustomed to luxuries and security to sense danger when it stalks you.”
“What would you know of me or my life?” Erica challenged. This woman had overstepped her boundaries and her welcome had officially worn itself out. “I will not allow the dark horrors of the past to be repeated because you desire more power, witch. In the morning I will have my men find a horse for you. You will be given enough food and water to last the journey to King Vildyr’s land, and there you may decide what you’ll do with your life.”
Erica stormed by Ingen to go back to her bed, but the woman grabbed her arm and spun her around to face her. Erica looked into those large hazy eyes – terribly desperate.
“Erica, this is not about a lust for power. This is not even about protecting your people, but all of Scandinavia. There is a man coming for what you hold, and he brings with him a storm of ash and death. The moment he arrives, he will blot out the sun and your people will die.”
“If King Bersek’s army arrives, I will deal with the situation. But I will not let the Blackthorn Dagger fall into the hands of humans again – especially not yours.”
Erica gripped Ingen’s hand and ripped it from her arm, throwing it to her side.
“Now get out of my room.”
Ingen nodded, and receded with a slight bow. She opened Erica’s bedroom doors and the firelight of the main room splashed a warm bronze glow upon her bed. When Ingen closed the doors behind her, Erica sat on her bed with a long, weary sigh. Too much had been happening around her village already. She was barely able to shoulder her own stress without having to worry about dealing with the threat of a possible invasion. The only relief that Erica had to rely on was that Ingen would never be able to find the Blackthorn Dagger. The dagger had been put in a place that no man or witch would ever be able to obtain it again. The only living soul who knew of its location was Folkvar, and she would take that secret to his grave.
Erica had a dream as the night reached its darkest hour and the wintry chill overpowered the hearth’s warmth. She was slipping, falling, sinking into a pool of icy black. It clung to her skin like oily blood, and the more she struggled the further in she sank. In one hand she held the Blackthorn Dagger, in the other, the sword of Stoltleder. And before her, hovering above the pool of darkness was a figure, a man with features so slick and fine that he appeared to be neither male nor female, but simply a beautiful creature from another world entirely. His hair was so golden that it gleamed, his cheeks and soft lips so round they seemed to hold onto the light around them and glow like stars.
“Who are you?” he asked.
Erica struggled against the pool, realizing that she was sinking faster and faster.
“Please, help me!” She begged. She dropped the dagger and sword just so that she could reach out to grasp at him, but he always seems to be just a hair’s width out of her reach.
“Who are you?” He asked again.
“I am Erica of Nornör,” she said. The freezing pool was swallowing her faster and faster, now enveloping her breasts and chest, seizing up the muscles in her chest.
“Yes, you are Dagger Heart, aren’t you?” He asked.
“I am Erica, no more and no less – please, pull me out of here!”
The ethereally beautiful stranger took her hand. He did not help her out of the sinkhole, but he had managed to stop her from sinking any lower. She could still feel the mysterious force beneath her pulling against his hold, and she held on even tighter.
“Your Lykke is… very powerful. I have not seen such a well of Destiny in the eyes of a human child in a very long time. But you are naïve in the ways of Fate, and therefore you are of no consequence.”
He finally pulled her out of the black pool and held her close. His fingers guided her chin, lifting her eyes up to look directly into the stranger’s eyes; dark liquid gold, like mead.
“If you step into my line of path, I will kill you.”
He threw her down, down into the abyssal blackness. It splashed all around her, and swallowed her so quickly that she could not have hoped to scream out to anyone before her voice had been stolen from her.
The morning started in the usual manner. Gretta, Erica’s trusted house servant, had her bath water ready for her. She then proceeded to comb out the tangles in her long, unruly flame-red hair, and then she ate breakfast. At her request, Folkvar updated her on what his men had reported during their night watch. There was still no sign of any black wolves in the area, and things were calm, as usual. Nornör was safe: no trolls, no ominous clouds of ravens, no witches or cursed daggers.
No Finn.
It had been six long months since she’d seen him, touched him, held and caressed him. It had been six long months since she had looked into his serene, magical green eyes. They stood behind his thick black lashes with such an inviting depth it felt as though there was an entire forest within them. Now, the solstice was upon them. The night of the big transformation was to take place when the sun set – one of only two occasions a year when Finn could shed the heavy burden of a wolf’s fur and walk the land as a man again. One day, one night.
After she’d eaten breakfast, she was promptly informed that she was to meet with the appointed delegate of King Gudrød, who’d arrived late last night and was there at the order of his king to negotiate the terms of their peace. As it turned out (and not surprisingly so) the negotiation talks were basically threats from King Gudrød, stating that his truce with Nornör was on the condition that Úlfur reigned as king of Nornör, out of respect from one great warrior to another, of course. And as Úlfur was no longer king, he wished to honor the king’s memory by inviting Nornör to become an integral part of his kingdom. At least, that was the way it was stated through a politician’s tongue. Folkvar had put it into perspective for Erica the moment the delegate had stopped speaking.
“What Gudrød means to say is now that Úlfur’s dead, he intends to acquire his territory by our surrender, or take it by force.”
“I assure you, King Gudrød means only to unite the lands of Nornör and Vestfold into a mighty kingdom – one that would benefit from the wisdom of his benevolent rule. He thought that a young woman, surely, would realize his ambitions and accept his guidance,” said the delegate, a pompous little man shaped like a squash with arms and legs poking out of it.
“By that he means that since Nornör has a woman as regent it will surely fall quickly in direct battle, and it would therefore be beneficial to strike now,” Folkvar said. “I say he stick this disrespectful snob in the stockade; it’s been a while since we’ve seen that used.”
“I remember it vividly,” Erica groaned. She was, after all, the one locked inside of its hold as Úlfur decided whether or not to kill her. Folkvar hadn’t missed the grumble in her throat, nor the annoyance in her tone.
“Apologies, my queen,” he mumbled.
Erica rose from her seat and waved the little man off.
“Tell King Gudrød that, as generous as his offer may be, I do not feel it in Nornör’s best interests to join his kingdom at this time. Also, tell him that, so long as I am the bearer of this crown, Nornör will never be interested in becoming another piece of land with his name stamped onto the maps. Now, should he wish to discuss a real truce, he will always be welcome under the roof of Nornör’s great mead hall.”
The delegate bowed respectfully, though he did not look particularly happy with the answer Erica had given him. He left her mead hall and the guards escorted him down the steps, and most likely all the way out of the village.
“I’d love to see the look on Gudrød’s face when he gets that message,” Folkvar said, the faintest traces of humor at the edges of his lips.
Erica sat down and took a deep breath, contemplating over what she may have inadvertently done. She had heard stories of the kings of Scandinavia – their bloody feats, their great prowess in battle, and, most importantly, their short tempers. Úlfur was the standard model of a Norwegian warrior-turned-king: he was stubborn, arrogant, battle-worn, and had a streak for being bloodthirsty. Make thirty copies of him and there you had all of Norway’s rulers. Norway had twenty-nine regents, Erica included, and all of them were eager to gain more territory. All of them save one; Erica cared not for expanding her kingdom or acquiring slaves. She merely wanted her own people, her own lands, to flourish on its own two feet, by the work of their own hands.
The problem was that this delegate had not been the first to come in the last few months. News traveled fast in Norway, and many king had now set their eyes on Nornör since learning that a young girl had taken Úlfur’s place as its ruler. And though bard tales of troll slaying could earn her some credit, she did not have a soldier’s training or a warrior’s experience to hold up her crown like Úlfur and the rest of her predecessors had.
“My queen, are you feeling all right?” Folkvar knelt before her throne and studied the pale shade that she had taken.
“Folkvar, do you think I said the right things?” She asked.
“To that messenger? He’s a milk-drinker! I’d bet he could hardly lift a sword, let alone come back and start trouble,” he said.
“But what I said will be relayed to King Gudrød. And if he really means to take Nornör by force, then can we really defend ourselves against him?”
“King Gudrød’s boys aren’t anywhere near as trained for combat as my men are; I accept no weaklings and take no shortcuts when I teach them the arts of war. If he does retaliate any time soon, you can bet that one hundred of our men could take on a thousand of his.”
Erica nodded, but she wasn’t entirely convinced that she may have just made a mistake for Nornör’s political future by being so hotheaded. Should something happen – whether it be an attack from King Gudrød, or even some mythical demon-army of King Bersek – she could do nothing but give the order to defend their home. But Erica could not fight alongside as effectively as Folkvar’s men, and she would have no idea what orders to give in order to gain tactical advantage over the invading armies. That made a world of difference; a warrior-regent could make the difference when it came to victory or death.
“Folkvar, walk with me.”
She pushed herself out of her chair and crossed the mead hall to the entrance. Folkvar, though curious, did as he was told and followed without comment. She glanced up into his strong, scruffy face when they began to descend the long path down the steps into the village.
“I want you to gather three of each type of weapon that we have in Nornör and meet me outside of the south road,” she said.
“Majesty?”
“Please, just trust me,” she said.
She ventured into the horse stables at the bottom of the mead hall and walked right up to her favorite steed of them all – a dark horse with a white spade upon its long face. She had grown accustomed to calling it Wind Dancer, due to its very elegant gallops and graceful strides. Riding atop this horse was what Erica had imagined riding atop a cloud on the wind would feel like, smooth and even. She mounted Wind Dancer, and Folkvar nodded as the horse set out at a light trot.
Wind Dancer weaved through people busy bartering and shopping in the marketplace for cloth, cuts of furs and other necessary materials, such as meats. Most smiled and offered kind comments to her. Those who still weren’t very happy about her being seated upon Úlfur’s throne chose to simply pretend as though they hadn’t noticed her at all, quickly averting their eyes. She spotted the girl in the ragged cloak, Ingen, speaking to the blacksmith, Deregsson. She picked up a few small iron items in his collection – the most notable being a dagger. Gerda, Deregsson’s young loud-mouthed obnoxious adopted daughter, and apprentice in smithing, seemed to be completely fascinated with this strange woman. Erica contemplated stopping and dropping into their conversation. She was particularly curious as to why Ingen would need a dagger in the first place. Sure, she could say it was for protection. But Erica didn’t trust her intentions to be so simple. She knew firsthand that if you gave a witch a dagger they can turn it into something blacker than the heart of Hel.
Erica pressed on, leading Wind Dancer through the winding rows of homes to find the one she’d been looking for. It was a small, poorly built shack of a home on the outskirts of the village made of simple sticks and draped wool, with animal skins there to provide warmth as well as hold the delicate structure together. Still, it looked as though the slightest gale could knock the entire thing to the ground. Honestly Erica had never seen anything quite like it, and she wondered just where Calder had come up with just an… innovative design. Astrid had inherited a perfectly good house that was big enough for two, but Calder had his pride and wouldn’t think of it until they were married, and that wouldn’t happen until he could support the two of them.
He crawled out of the tent-like home at the sound of Wind Dancer’s hooves clacking against gravel and pebble. He got to his feet and stood rigidly before Erica.
“M-my queen, it’s an honor to have you here – what brings you to my humble home?”
“Calder, you know me – you grew up with me,” Erica said, stifling the laugh that burned inside of her belly. “Just treat me like you use to.”
Calder nodded, though his shoulders didn’t seem to relax even slightly.
“What brings you here?” He asked again.
“You are going to meet me at the old cottage outside of town, and together we are going to spend the day together doing something productive – well, more productive than just sitting around inside,” she said.
“I’m sorry, I’d already made plans to see Astrid,” he said. “Tonight is the Burning Witch festival – your festival, celebrating what you and King Úlfur have done for us. She’s been looking forward to this night for months.”
“Are you saying no to your queen’s request?” Erica asked. The look of shock on Calder’s face was priceless to her as he stammered and fumbled his words into mere grunts of anxiety.
“But you – but you said to talk to you like the old days!”
Her laugh seemed to calm his nerves a bit (as well as annoy him as his shock became a scowl).
“I’m just playing around, don’t be so uptight,” she winked. “She’ll miss out on spending the day with you, but I’ll have you back in time to spend the festival with her, I promise. She’ll understand.”
“If you know Astrid, you’d know that she won’t understand as easily as you think she will,” Calder said despairingly.
“It’s good practice for talking her out of a temper tantrum when you’re married,” Erica said. Calder didn’t find that very humorous, either. I supposed I was going to have to work on my sense of humor if I was going to make him spend the next several hours with me.
The air today was frigid as winds brushed against the snow on the ground and carried mists from the ocean, creating a frosty breeze that clung to her dress, the dark brown bear fur over her shoulders, and her skin. Wind Dancer’s shoulders would shiver now and then, and Erica wondered if she ought to have some sort of fur draping made just for him. She’d never seen a horse dressed in any kind of coat before, but if she was going to have him out and about on a regular basis then she felt it a bit unfair to keep so warmly dressed herself and make him carry her around the land.
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