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Wolf and raven 
 
      
 
    Chapter 1 
 
      
 
    “Ho young wolf! Come on in, it is time for dinner.” He watched the young woman who practised with the sword. He had made it for her, and he knew it had been an indulgence. Women of the village were expected to know how to use a sword and axe but other duties called to them. Wife, mother, baker, crafter, all these and more were left to the woman whilst the men hunted, protected, farmed and looked after the village. Weapons were owned by the family to use, not by the individual. 
 
    Still, his daughter was gladness personified to him and when she had told him she was going to be a great warrior, known in story and legend he had laughed and held her and treated it like any other dream. Yet she had been determined, following her dream with a single-minded determination that surprised them all. 
 
    When the other village children had teased her, she practised harder. When the men had mocked her, she challenged them to fight and when she got knocked down, beaten and bloody; she got back up smiling from blood flecked lips. And when she had finally surpassed all in the village and was counted the best warrior they had, he felt pride. 
 
    Sunlight arced through the air as his daughter moved, her arm swinging and he smiled to himself once more. How could one not have joy at such a daughter? 
 
    “You have spoilt our child you know.” He turned to see his wife coming towards him with an equal smile on her lips. Although grey was beginning to show in his beard and the cold settled in his bones more frequently, the sight of her still lit a fire in his blood. “She will think she is destined for great things rather than the life this village can offer her. No good will come of it York. Mark my words.” 
 
    His wife was also gladness to him. She was strong and proud with hair the colour of winter hay. Snow settled in it now, but he loved her still. Strong and proud she was and he fought to win her heart, not with the strength of his arm but the strength of his love. On her finger still sat the betrothal ring he had made when he was still an apprentice. Purest gold with silver banding, it had her name inscribed around the inside. The letters of her name entwined with runes that had been brought together in a protection spell weaved by the village shaman. 
 
    He had presented it to her and while many warriors had fought for her attention he had won her heart many moons ago with the strength of his art. “We all train with a sword and axe so we can defend the village from raiders Isolde. No one is exempt from that duty, woman or man alike. It is no great shame to me if my daughter can wield her own weapon better than all the men in this village.” His grey eyes watched his daughter’s movements as she went through drills. “She is meant for more than this village. I am sure of it.” 
 
    “That maybe so but I worry York. She is past the age when she should be wed. Twenty-two summers she has seen and have you seen her with any boy? She practises each and every day and the few hours she is not practising or helping you in the forge she spends with that darkling Kari.” 
 
    Isolde frowned, “Much as I am proud of her, she sends every man that would pledge their troth to her away with sharp words and if need be a sharper edge. At this rate she will never know the love of family or,” her hand tightened on York’s arm “The desire in the dark of night.” 
 
    “She is still young, and you worry too much my love.” York turned to his wife and felt happiness in his heart despite her worried words. “When the right one comes she will know and she will know all we have and more. First though I suspect she has great deeds to accomplish.” 
 
    “Well, that is for the spirits to decide and not foolish old men who dote on their daughters.” York felt her hand on his arm pulling him away. “Come husband. It is time to eat. She will come in when she is hungry enough.” He looked down into her eyes as she spoke. “I remember well what it was to be that age. She will come in when she is tired of it.” 
 
    Together they walked back into the lone stone long hut in the village. Standing next to the forge it was a great honour to be the blacksmith he knew and he brought honour to the village as best he could. For fifteen summers York had been the blacksmith and had become well known for the finesse with which he crafted his goods. His hands seemed to work magic and his tools lasted longer, his weapons never seemed to break and his jewellery had caused traders to come from far and wide. 
 
    Yet with all he had created, he considered his finest work to be not the ring with which he gained the love of his wife, but the sword which he had made for his daughter. It was lighter than a normal blade and made to fit her then tall eighteen year old body it shone with the skill with which she wielded it. 
 
    Months he had searched for the right ores, the right materials. Silver to be added in the forging which normally would have made the blade brittle became stronger when he chanted the smith's songs. From the fire it came, reflecting the sun and glowing with the fire of its birth and when it was done had spent many more nights working on the blade. Inscribing, sharpening, chanting, it had been a labour of love and when finished he wrapped it in a clock of pure black to keep it from prying eyes. 
 
    At her age of adulthood ceremony, he presented her with the blade. “The blade is named Sun-fire,” he had told her “A named blade for a legend to be.” At her touch, the blade had blazed with light and in her eyes he saw that same light reflected. 
 
    Yes, he thought to himself as he walked back to the home he shared with his family. I may dote on my daughter, but I know she is meant for more. 
 
    The young woman smiled as she heard her father’s call. I am no wolf yet she thought as she went through the steps taught to her long ago by the village headsman. Maybe one day I will be worthy of that name but not yet. Still, the nickname made her smile and redoubling her efforts she strained to perfect her balance, her stance and her warrior skill knowing that one day the raiders would come again and if they did she would be there to stop them. 
 
    When she was young, she had dreamt deep and long, dreamt of a wolf with eyes of grey and a fight against shadows that she could not see. On awakening she knew that was her fate, to be a protector of the village, a wolf that would keep the darkness away. It was her everything and she had dedicated her life to it. 
 
    Moves that were known blended seamlessly with moves she had created on her own and she moved in a dancing rhythm known only to her. Her blond hair braided in one long rope swung around, sometimes gently and other times violently as she twisted and moved in circles. Grey eyes scanned the floor for enemies only she could see and muscles toned from long hours practising bunched and moved under her tunic. 
 
    “Yngrid,” She heard the low smoky voice of her friend and concentration breaking she turned too sharply. Losing her balance she fell to the ground and felt her ankle complain bitterly at her treatment. Looking up she scowled in pain as night dark eyes stared at her from feet away. 
 
    “Kari, you surprised me!” Where Yngrid was fair and bright with hair the colour of the sunshine on fallen snow, Kari’s hair was unique in the village. It was the colour of the moonless night and it flowed down her back like a waterfall of starless skies. Yngrid had her father’s grey eyes yet Kari had neither her mother’s nor father’s, being shadowy enough to keep secrets and covered with lashes both long and dark. Yngrid was toned and muscled like a warrior; Kari was thin and willowy like smoke. 
 
    They were as different as could be and yet Kari was her only real friend. They had grown up together, and Yngrid had watched Kari suffer for being different, had become fiercely protective of her friend. Now she felt out of place around the slight young woman knowing that compared to her she was big, clumsy and rough. 
 
    The men of the village unsettled her when they came sniffing around her skirts. She was no innocent, had seen others in their act of wooing and it was something that had not called to her. Yet there was a pull to Kari she could not describe. It felt like something just out of reach and for once in her life she was afraid. 
 
    Getting to her feet Yngrid slid Sun-fire into the scabbard made for her by her mother and rubbed her ankle. “You had better train harder. I doubt raiders would call out your name in warning. Not unless they wanted to pledge their troth to you.” There was no mockery in the voice that spoke to her, and she saw Kari’s mouth curve upwards impishly. “I heard you sent Wrolf the millers son away yesterday with a black eye. Do no men in this village meet your standards then Yngrid?” 
 
    She shrugged as if it were the smallest thing in the world. “He would not accept my decision and pressed his troth a little too hard. I had to persuade him otherwise. As for the rest of the men in this village,” she smiled, “Why would they want a warrior for their wife? I am not one for crafting cloth or leather into goods after all and will likely die in glorious battle.” 
 
    “Well, I can see why they come. You are certainly beautiful to look at Yngrid, like the sun on fresh snow.” Kari coloured and blustered “Well at least that is what I have heard the men say anyway.” 
 
    Yngrid laughed out loud. “Now that is both of us flustered Kari.” Then she shook her head “I am not beautiful. My mother is beautiful. I am just a prize to be plucked for some of them so they can have access to my father’s goods. Not one of them has ever made me feel like I was worth fighting for. I am my mother’s daughter though and I will not be an afterthought.” 
 
    Kari scowled “If they would treat you as an afterthought then they are truly not worthy of you.” Then she smiled and it looked like the passing of a storm cloud. “Anyway do you not remember the pact we made?” 
 
    Nodding Yngrid dusted off her leather clad legs. “Indeed. I was to protect the village, and you would protect me from death. We were going to have songs made of us.” Reaching out she clasped Kari’s shoulder, felt the young woman tremble slightly “I am older now. I know no one can save you from death if fate wills it.” Dropping her hand she stretched and felt her muscles protest “Now what can I do for you Kari? I doubt you came to see me to talk about the men of the village.” 
 
    Kari nodded and her face went serious. Yngrid suddenly felt hot and scratchy in her simple tunic as Kari took a step closer to her. “I have news. Raven has called me finally. I am to apprentice to the village shaman.” 
 
    “Well, this is good surely? One day you will be a woman of power, of influence in this village. You have already made a name for yourself as a healer of the body. Now you will learn to heal the spirit as well.” Yngrid felt excited for her friend’s good news and yet confused at her friends distressed look. “Everyone knows you are Ravens. You were born with his colouring after all. Why does this not excite you?” 
 
    “It is good Yngrid yet there are things I must say and yet find I cannot. I begin my training in two days time. Before that, I would like to speak to you in private. Can we meet tonight in our usual spot?” 
 
    “Kari, you know you can tell me anything. I am your friend. If you need to speak, then speak and speak plainly.” It was not an unusual request. They had met many times, using a spot they both knew to give themselves some privacy as they talked and played like friends did. Kari looked like she was about to be sick and suddenly Yngrid felt apprehensive. 
 
    Kari took another step closer and their bodies nearly touched. She could barely breathe as Kari stared up at her with eyes that bored into the centre of her. “Please, it’s important, and I think I will only have the strength to say it once. Meet me tonight when the moon is full in the sky and I will tell you then. Promise me.” 
 
    “Of course,” she promised in a whisper. Her heart beat like the shaman's drum in her chest as Kari nodded once and turned, walking away quickly. Her long dark hair seemingly fanning out into wings as she escaped and Yngrid felt a moment of relief before scowling unhappily. 
 
    “What was that about?” Speaking out loud she shook her head and turned towards home, limping towards dinner and accompanied by thoughts she could not escape. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 2 
 
      
 
    Kari sat on her stool and brushed her hair carefully. Below the loft she could hear her parents raised voices and sighed. They always argued, and it was always about her. Marked by Raven at birth her fate was sealed. She was different, other to the village children that she had grown up with and not even her parents could escape the fear of her. Tonight it was her mother’s spirit that was obviously broken, allowing Raven’s touch to mar his beautiful girl. Other times it was her father’s weak seed that allowed that touch. She tuned it out; tired of the arguments she had heard every day of her life. 
 
    It is just fear that makes them argue she repeated to herself yet again. Fear that I am not their little girl. Fear that I have powers and that I know things I shouldn’t. She could feel it in the air around her, taste it almost. It was the same fear that the children in the village developed as they grew up and realised the difference between them. The same fear she felt around everyone. Everyone that is, except her friend Yngrid. 
 
    At the thought of Yngrid, she blushed wildly and swallowed. Now she had to go into the wilderness and learn Raven’s ways. Ways that she had been born into. Before that, she had to do something that would push Yngrid away. Her hand moved as she pulled the brush through her hair once more wanting to make it shine like the moonlight on a quiet lake. With every stroke her hands shook, the brush causing tangles and she put the brush down. In and out, repeating the mantra she slowly breathed deeply and brought her pounding heart under control and started again. 
 
    The movement of the brush against her hair and the rhythm of her hand became hypnotic, and she fell into the trance, the moment between moments that had become so familiar to her. Slowly her heart beat fell and she daydreamed about tonight. She had wanted to tell Yngrid for so long, knowing that the warrior, her friend, was destined to be someone’s bride someday but wanting, no needing, to tell her all the same. 
 
    She needed to tell her how her face beautiful and fair as it was, haunted her dreams. Often Kari would wake from those dreams, her skin flushed and her body aching to be touched. Sometimes she touched herself, bringing that ache to fruition before immediately feeling shame that she thought of her friend this way. Sometimes she silently cried knowing as she did that Yngrid could not possibly be hers. 
 
    She needed to tell her why whenever she was near, Kari felt her heart beat so fast it felt like it would burst from her chest. How her blood ran with the same fire that lived in Sun-fire and how she wished to be by her side just as her blade was. How if things were different and Yngrid just held out her hand, Kari would weep with joy before throwing herself into her strong warrior arms and never let her go. 
 
    But they could not be together. She knew that. She was to be a shaman to the village, married to the Raven and not allowed any other distractions. Yngrid’s fate was either to fall in battle as a warrior like she dreamed or to be married raising a fine brood of children for the village. It was the wolf's fate; something they could not fight, should not fight. 
 
    So why did she have this need to tell Yngrid now? To try and explain how she felt now? Better to let it be and just forget about the fair-haired warrior and her face that reminded Kari of the sun. Yet she knew she could not. She had to go to Raven with an open heart and no fear she had been told. How could her heart be open when Yngrid ruled it? No. It was better to release that love and tell her friend. Better to go to Raven as he demanded even if her heart broke knowing Yngrid would not look at her the same way again. 
 
    Putting the brush down Kari felt her hair fall down around her shoulders. Donning a warm dress of woollen purple, she took another calming deep breath. Her eyes stared without seeing anything as she worked out her thoughts. 
 
    Remember, I want nothing from this but to confess. Ignore all hope for nothing can happen. I was Raven’s before I was born and now he has called, I am his. She told herself this over and over again and yet at the core of her, hope would not die. The thought that her friend may feel the same way was a foolish one she knew. Yngrid was a warrior, and she would need a warrior to tame her. What could she give her? She was not strong, not muscled. No, I cannot hope she told herself again. 
 
    Sighing softly she stood and walked over to the edge of the loft. The pallets where they all slept were arranged here and as her parents argued downstairs she climbed down the ladder that led to the main living space. As her feet touched the ladder she heard her parents fall silent and she turned to them. “Raven calls me,” her voice was soft and she saw the fear in the eyes of her parents like a knife. 
 
    “Of course, you must go then.” It was her father that had spoken, her father that sounded eager for her to go and she turned pulling the door open. Without a word she left her mother and father’s hut and slipped out into the night. Closing the door behind her, she heard them start arguing again and ran from them both. 
 
    The night for the village brought terrors that could not be seen. Spirits that inhabited the natural world were usually benign yet dark ones came out at night. Wight’s protected the ancestral mounds to the east and mischievous elves caused trouble to those caught out in the all-encompassing darkness. Yet Kari had never felt any fear of the night, never felt any danger from the dark. 
 
    Raven protected her, yet it was not Raven who ruled the night. She had been taught from a young age that Raven ruled the air, saw far and protected the dead and dying. Wolf ruled the warriors, hunted close and protected those who fought and lived by its song but it was Hare, Hare who ruled the land and the night time. It was Hare who ruled the darkness and those things that lived within it. It was shamans, such as she would become, that spoke for the three of them and as such she was sacrosanct for to attack another’s protected shaman would start a war and such a war had not been fought for a thousand years. 
 
    Yngrid had no such protections. The night would be full of terrors for her as she walked the distance to the tree and yet Kari knew the warrior would come. Anything Kari could do Yngrid had to prove she could do as well. She would brave the night simply because her friend had. It was that bravery that had stolen her heart so long ago, her bravery and her compassion. Smiling she walked along the path to their secret place. 
 
    It was a tree, far away enough from the village to be peaceful and quiet, close enough that they could run back if any trouble came quickly enough. An oak tree, it grew as they had done and standing next to it Kari could feel the ancient spirit within slumbering peacefully. If roused she knew it would release a tree spirit of frightening power for she had felt its spirit one night when she sought to escape the fear and the arguments. 
 
    Approaching the tree, she could see Yngrid waiting for her. She wore a simple dress of white that clung to her body and for a moment she looked like a spirit. Ethereal and beautiful in the night as moonlight kissed her hair and her grey eyes called to her. Kari felt her face flush and she looked at the ground as she walked before looking up and seeing the scabbard at her friend’s side she smiled. You never go anywhere without that blade. It is as much a part of you as you are of me. 
 
    “What is so important Kari? It is late and dark and cold and some of us are not made for the night.” The young woman complained but her eyes smiled where her face did not and Kari felt her heart beat faster. 
 
    The moonlight shone down and illuminated them both. Even between the dying leaves of the oak tree, it seemed to reach them so that they may see each other as they talked and Kari placed her palm against the tree, felt the spirit within and sent it a silent thought of thanks. Turning to her friend she felt her stomach twist into knots as she spoke. “I am going in a few days, leaving to begin my training. Raven has called for me and when I leave I will not be permitted to see anyone until I have become his shaman.” 
 
    Yngrid reached over and touched her arm. She could feel her friend’s fingers through the material of her dress, burning into her. “And I will miss you my friend but you will not be gone forever Kari. We will see each other again.” She smiled, “After all, I cannot be put into a song without my friend there to hear it.” 
 
    “I have given much thought to why Raven chose me.” She gazed at the ground, unable to face looking at her friends face whilst she spoke. “I wondered about it for a long time before I knew. He chose me because he knew in his wisdom that I would not be able to rear children for the village.” She looked up into those grey eyes of her friend and whispered “He knew I was to be different Yngrid.” 
 
    “You are not different!” The harshness of Yngrid's voice surprised her “Do not listen to the fools of this village. You are just the same as me, a warrior just with a different set of weapons.” Looking up she saw Yngrid lean against the oak. “Besides, I have seen you and you are good with the children. If they are hurt, they come to you and you treat them with nothing but love and compassion. You would make a fine mother.“ The blond haired warrior shook her head. “I am the one who will be terrible Kari. I only wish to feel the rush of battle, the dance of death. I have no wish for love play or the rearing of children, especially with the men of this village.” 
 
    Kari shook her head “You do not understand Yngrid. Being a shaman means I must treat all fairly.” Reaching out she took hold of Yngrid’s hand and pulled it to her chest. Placing the palm of her friend against her heart, she whispered “Yet there is one here who I cannot stop thinking of. There is one who haunts my nights and who I cannot stop dreaming of. There is one here who I would care about above the whole village.” 
 
    “Kari. Why are you being so strange? Who is this person that has stolen your heart? I have not seen you around Olaf the farmer’s son or Georg or Beorn. Which of the village men has taken the interest of my best friend? You do not leave yet so there is still time if you wish to be with them.” 
 
    Closing her eyes Kari shook her head. Why can’t you make this easy for me you dolt? "Yngrid you are not listening. I am different because my heart does not belong to one of the village men.“ Refusing to let go of Yngrid’s hand she pushed forward, leant up and before Yngrid could do anything she pressed her lips to the warriors. 
 
    Her heart pumped wildly as she felt Yngrid’s lips against hers. Soft and tender she felt an aching violence, power being restrained as a hand came up to her back, pulled her close. For one shining moment everything was forgotten. Her impending call to go to Raven, the fights of her parents, the way the village looked at her. Everything became secondary to the feeling of her love's body against her. 
 
    Then everything fell apart. The air became thick with fear and Yngrid stiffened, shook off her hand and pushed her away. “Kari what are you doing!” The warrior gasped it as she pushed Kari away. Looking into those grey eyes, she saw the same fear she saw in everyone else and her heart turned to ash. 
 
    Shaking her head she whispered “No, not you too.” Tears ran down her face; fear that was bright shone in her eyes before she turned to run. “I’m sorry,” she managed to gasp as she turned. “I shouldn’t have, I’m, sorry. You won’t see me again.” Legs moving Kari ran into the night trying to outrun her desire for the fair-haired warrior, her shame at the needs she felt in her breast. 
 
    Yngrid blinked as her own heart beat faster. Go after her idiot. She admonished herself and took a step towards the fleeing Kari. One arm raised, a finger reaching out towards her before she felt the fear she had felt before. Dropping her arm Yngrid turned for home. She will be alright she thought as she moved. I hope. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 3 
 
      
 
    Yngrid walked home slowly. Kari’s lips still burned against hers and she remembered the feel of the young willowy woman pressed against her. It was not unpleasant like the feeling of the village men who pressed against her. Her blood ran hot as she remembered the trembling breast against the palm of her hand as Kari’s hand pressed it there and for the first time in her life she wanted something other than the fight. No, she is to be a shaman. I cannot think of this. Yet some barely restrained violence made her muscles shiver. 
 
    Why does she feel this way for me? I am no one special. She knew the rest of the village treated Kari with respect but little warmth. Their lips spoke politely enough but even Yngrid had seen their eyes as they looked anywhere but at the strange young woman who would only try and help them. Only the young children or those who needed healing would seek her out she knew. Does she only want me because I am her friend when no one else is? 
 
    For the first time she wished she had someone to talk to but Kari was the only one she had ever felt comfortable opening up to. And now she had chased her away. Punching her leg in frustration, she sighed and exclaimed “Idiot!” out loud before lapsing into her thoughts once more. I will talk to her tomorrow. I will let her know I am not angry with her and am still her friend. 
 
    Still the kiss burned on her lips; still, her blood ran hot with something she couldn’t quite identify. She stopped walking, turned slightly. Should I go after her? Her eyes scanned the darkness for things she could not see. What would I do if I found her? She flushed as the memory of the kiss stole her thoughts from her and shaking her head she tried to clear the image. Words did not come easily to her. She had always been happier with her blade in her hand, letting her actions speak but in this, she felt as clumsy as any newborn babe. 
 
    The wind brushed her hair, made it move and scowling she stopped, her hand flying to the pommel of her blade. She could see the path she was on easily. The village path was lit by the moon high ahead yet her instincts screamed at her. The wind rushed past her, whispers that only she could hear on the air as it blew gently in the night. Whispers that rose to a voice that softly brushed her ear and quietly said “Beware,” 
 
    Yngrid felt her blood run cold. The spirits were supposed to warn the shaman of the village, not warriors like her. She could do nothing and with her heart pounding, she looked back the way Kari had gone. Kari why did you run away! Turning back to the village she began to run. There’s no time to fetch her. Raven take you Kari! As quickly as she could, she navigated the path to the village so she could warn Obon the shaman. 
 
    With every step closer she got to the village she felt more and more worried. Fear ran its icy fingers down her back and she had to fight to keep running. A soft light broke the cold ambience of the moon and she stopped as to the side of her from the undergrowth came something that made her heart quail. 
 
    Slowly a ball of light floated from the undergrowth and waited on the path. A companion to the dead, a wraith spirit! Her heart beat fast even as she tried to keep her breathing slow and gentle. Hand on the pommel of her blade but knowing it would do no good if the wraith decided to take her she stood still and quietly she waited for it to move. 
 
    A wraith spirit this close to the village was a bad omen she knew. The shaman was supposed to protect the village. They did the rituals and held the offerings. Had Kari’s reckless behaviour broken Raven’s protection for them? Shaking her head Yngrid dismissed the idea. It could not be that. Kari was not yet shaman and had not taken any vows to break. 
 
    The wraith spirit bobbed gently on the air as it came towards her and then bobbed away. It wanted her to follow it but she had been warned ever since she was young to ignore them. They would lead her to more of the wraiths and their dread touch would steal the life that they so desired from her body. Once again it came towards her and then away and once again she ignored it. I hope Kari is ok. Of course she is ok, she is Ravens. He will protect her. Yet she worried as she watched the light warily. 
 
    A soft sound, the breaking of a stick behind her and the wraith spirit moved, bobbing gently into the undergrowth once more. Looking behind her Yngrid could see nothing and called out “Kari?” Waiting for a response, she got nothing and ice formed in her stomach. With her back itching as she felt eyes on her, and scanned the darkness once more before beginning to walk slowly towards home. The night is alive with danger tonight she told herself. I have to be careful. 
 
    Arms wrapped around her as a hand came across her mouth cutting off any sound. Acrid smoke and sweat assaulted her nose as an arm wrapped around her body holding her tight. “You’ll make a fine prize girl,” The voice whispered quietly into her ear, “Carry me many young.” Terror flooded Yngrid’s body as her attacker began to pull her back into the undergrowth and with that terror there was a fire she had never known. Twisting her head she bent and bit down hard on his hand. 
 
    He grunted as salty heat filled her mouth and he snarled, twisted her around and back handed her. She sprawled to the floor, and she looked up to the shadowy figure. “I’m going to enjoy breaking you bitch,” he hissed and pulling a knife from his belt he walked towards her. 
 
    Terror gave way before the white heat that filled her spirit and she waited for him to come closer before her legs shot out. Kicking out Yngrid felt her feet connect with his knee and smiled as he let out a surprised gasp of pain. Scrabbling away she got to her feet, pulled Sun-fire and the blade’s light lit the night. Before he could act she swung, the blade arced through the air, light following in its wake and he went down with blood gushing from his throat. 
 
    As he dropped, she saw his weapons, his face and turned. Shadows seemed to flow past her towards the village, dark shapes that could only mean ill and her eyes went wide. Raiders! The thought fed her fire and the night turned red as anger gave way to rage. Running towards the village she screamed “Raiders! Raiders!” at the top of her lungs as Sun-fire in her hand glowed lighting her way. 
 
    Men came towards her in the dark and she saw the glint of steel in the red haze. Snarling she battered one blade away as another cut into her arm. The pain was fleeting, a moment only and then her hand struck out, punched the second assailant in the face. Bone crunched, and she saw the satisfying colour of blood. Parrying a thrust, she twisted, brought her blade up and let her momentum carry her around. Sun-fire caught in the man’s ribs and he fell to the ground with blood running from his mouth. 
 
    A second attacker ran at her and with no weapon she felt herself shouting meaningless words and ran at him. Before he had a chance to swing she jumped at him, wrapped him up in her arms and pushed his head to one side. Biting down on his neck, she jerked, felt blood spray against her face as they both went down and getting to her feet she felt a laugh bubble up from inside. Opening her mouth, wide Yngrid laughed loudly into the night. 
 
    Fire burst around them and harsh guttural war cry’s filled the air. Darkness became banished as men in leather and fur rushed the homes. Cowards, they would attack at night with no warning. They shall have no honour upon their deaths. I shall kill them all! 
 
    One of the raiders spotted her and ran screaming towards her. She ran laughing to meet him swooping down with her hand to pick up Sun-fire as she ran. At her touch its light glowed stronger, its edge glowing white with her rage. 
 
    In one hand the raider held an ugly weapon, a sword with a nicked edge and ill looked after. In the other a wooden shield which he held up to protect himself. Yngrid did not care, did not think. She only acted and with rage fuelling her muscles she brought Sun-fire down in an overhead chop. The sword cut through the wooden shield and the arm that held it and she saw them both as they fell to the floor. A keening sound made her look up and surprised she saw the raider holding his the stump of his arm, strange noises coming from him. She thrust, the point of her blade piercing his chest and cutting through his body to appear out of his back without effort. 
 
    She spat as he fell backward, unable to form the words she wanted, and she pulled out her blade. Eyes alight with battle she looked around and saw the village was awash with fighting. People she knew good people, were being cut down by the raiders and screaming she ran into the middle of the battle. Dancing from enemy to enemy, arms red with slaughter and her blade blazing with her fury she felled any raider who got to close. 
 
    “Kill her!” The shouts went up around her and as she watched a group of five rushed towards her with swords held high and screaming she took Sun-fire in both hands and cut sideways across them. Their blades shattered as Sun-fire met them and bits of broken metal fell to the floor before she was taken down to the floor. 
 
    The raiders used the broken bits of their swords to stab at her but she ignored the pain, ignored the blood that flowed as she bit and clawed and sliced with her blade. They were no match for her rage and soon they lay dead. Standing, covered in red from wounds too numerous to mention and her opponent’s blood Yngrid laughed joyfully. 
 
    Smoke from the burning buildings filled the air, mixed with the stench of death and she coughed as smoke filled her lungs. Around her lay the dead and dying and she moved on, looking for anyone she could save, anyone she could fight. Blood dripped down from her skin to join the blood that soaked the ground. It made the paths treacherous and slippery but the battle rage would not let her stop as she moved ever onwards in search of something to kill. 
 
    Breaking into the centre of the village, she stopped. She saw her home on fire, the forge destroyed as raiders ran from it, their arms filled with metal and items forged by her father. Raising her blade she screamed and saw them turn towards her with fear in their eyes. She took a step forward, her eyes on the raiders before her sight fell to the floor and everything stopped. 
 
    The battle rage fell from her as she collapsed to her knees. “Mother? Father?” The lifeless bodies of her parents stared at her from the ground, their lifeless eyes open and unseeing as the fire raged around them in the night. Raising her face to the heavens she felt the ice of grief fill her spirit, felt the pain of loss in her heart. 
 
    A pain, hard and fast erupted in her side. It blossomed into an agony that radiated over her entire body. Shaking she fell forward, her body suddenly weak and felt a sickening wrench as something was pulled from her side. Her hand closed tightly over her blade she laid on top of it as her eyes slowly closed. 
 
    Mother, father, I beg you forgive me. I have failed you. Her last thoughts ran through her head as darkness claimed her and with her last heartbeat she prayed Kari, forgive me. Raven, I beg of you keep her safe. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 4 
 
      
 
    Kari ran from the tree and her friend as tears ran down her face. Fear that she had pushed her friend away for good and shame that she had forced herself on Yngrid mixed into a terror that consumed her. She couldn’t face Yngrid, couldn’t face her parents knowing they would not care. Instead, she ran, ran into the darkness where she could be alone, where she could disappear until it was time for her training to start. 
 
    The sight of shock on Yngrid’s face haunted her and the taste of her fear was bitter in on the tongue. The look of confusion, of surprise and fear that had crossed Yngrid’s face twisted in her mind until it became anger, hatred and revulsion. Pain throbbed in Kari’s chest at that and she collapsed onto the cold dark ground. Gasping she desperately tried to suck air into burning lungs that could do nothing but cry their loneliness. 
 
    Finally, her cries stopped and she raised her head before looking around in shock. Around her bobbed lights, bright but misty, yellow and flickering blue they floated gently in the air around her as the barrow mounds raised above the ground and enclosed her in a valley of ice. I couldn’t have come so far she thought as the lights floated gently, it makes no sense. 
 
    The barrows were a place of death. Kari had been told this since she was a little child and had no reason to doubt now. The burial chambers of great heroes and evil men both they raised from the ground around her. Stone archways marked each one and led deep into the earth where they were haunted by wraiths, spirits like those which bobbed lazily around her. 
 
    However, wraiths were not the danger here she knew. Harmless creatures unless roused they would simply follow and watch. No, it was the other creatures that haunted this place. Creatures drawn to the dead and with evil temperament they would stalk you, driving you onwards. Eventually, when you were at your most terrified, they would lead you down to the underworld and feed on your spirit until you became a husk of yourself. A walking shell for them to inhabit so they may go amongst the warmth once more. 
 
    As she watched the wraiths around her weaved in a dance she could not decipher and her world whirled darkly. Pressing her hands into the dirt Kari tried to find purchase in this madness that she had run blindly into. Fingers spread across the ground and then sprung back, stung by something in the dim darkness. Curiosity battled with fear and the fear was strong but she was shaman born, chosen because she could face the darkness. Turning her head away from the wraiths she looked down at her hand. 
 
    Glinting in the darkness, silver metal with darkness attached and carefully she picked it up. A broach, in the image of Raven lay in her hand, its fastening still wickedly sharp and now coloured with a drop of blood from her hand. A grave gift but what is it doing outside of its barrow? Studying the object, she saw it was something that would have been buried with one of the great ones in the barrow and her heart beat in wonder. 
 
    It was a perfect imitation of Raven but reversed. Where Raven was black of wing, dark of feather this was bright and silver still. Where Raven had eyes of darkness that searched out the night the broach had eyes of light, a stone she did not recognise placed as an eye but for what purpose she could not gather. I should leave it. Years of teachings, of respect for the dead made her hand heavy and she wanted to drop the broach. 
 
    The wraiths around her moved towards her as if they had heard her thoughts and as their misty light touched her she felt their coldness on her skin. At their touch, she clenched her fist around the grave gift and felt the broach enclose in her hand, press against her skin. The wraith’s moved away again, and she nodded. “I accept this gift ancestral spirits. I thank you for it with an open heart and a glad spirit.” Feeling emboldened she stood, her hand outstretched and the wraiths danced around her. 
 
    She took a step and the wraiths moved with her, all except one side that refused to move. She remembered their touch, remembered the cold of death and instinctively she moved away. Instantly the wraiths moved to keep up, and corralling her like the sturdy oxen she found herself being led. 
 
    Led by the glowing balls of ancient spirits she walked deeper into the barrows. Paths long since abandoned were trodden once again as she was led and she felt a shiver of fear as she realised where she was going. The centre, they’re taking me to the centre she thought as she walked and at that thought her heart beat faster for she knew what was at the centre. 
 
    The largest barrow, the first tomb and the resting place of a long since forgotten hero waited for her and approaching it she heard a deep rumble. Slowly the large stone block that covered the entrance slid downwards, disappearing into the earth with a groan and she felt the sticky caress of powerful magic around her. Heart beating faster than it did when she was with Yngrid her chest heaved as the air closed around her becoming thick and urgent. 
 
    The wraiths crowded her, their cold mist touching her skin but here, under the earth, they no longer felt of death. At their touch, she felt a shiver of magic and could hear the song they moved to. Snatches of melody caressed her skin, wrapped her in wordless music and she took a step forward into the darkness of the barrow. Moving ahead of her, the wraiths in front lit the way for her whilst the ones behind urged her onwards with a command more subtle than any she had known. 
 
    In the darkness the wraiths led her as the entrance became a tunnel which sloped downwards. As she moved through the tunnel she carefully tread over bones that stuck out of the ground. They stuck out of the earth like gleaming white grave flowers, bones of barrow robbers no doubt. Raiders who would plunder the grave gifts for themselves and who did not honour the dead. Its rich earth smells filled her nose and down here, under the earth the cold of the wraiths turned to heat and she felt strangely safe. 
 
    The warmth that caressed her as the wraiths moved against her skin reminded her of fingers, reminded her of Yngrid’s lips. Tears threatened to fall at the memory of pressing herself against her friend and the song of the wraiths changed, from enchantment to sorrow as they shared her pain with her. They moved closer eager to take her pain away and their warmth spread throughout her entire body. 
 
    The tunnel opened up into a chamber under the earth and as she entered torches long dead blazed into life. Smokey light filled the chamber and Kari found herself looking at a long dead chieftain, sitting on his throne. Dressed in armour that was ragged and torn she could see glints of steel behind the worn and decomposing leather. A skull, bereft of hair and sight sat atop this pile of leather and its hands lay on top the pommel of an axe, broad and dull. 
 
    “Why do you sorrow daughter?” The words echoed in the chamber. Strong and dark they sounded, they had a lilt from a time before her own. The air was thick and heavy with expectation and as she watched the chieftain’s body seemed to become more solid, more real than the wraiths around her. Then their warmth moved away from her, obeying some unspoken command and she was left with the cold of the dead. 
 
    Turning she watched as the wraiths that had led her to this place crowded behind her, their pale misty light merging together as they moved across each other becoming momentarily stronger before moving onwards again. Turning back to the chieftain she felt Raven’s broach in her hand giving her courage and she addressed the long dead figure. 
 
    “My duty and my spirit belong to Raven, but my heart belongs to another. I cannot have both and so I sorrow for the one I must give up.” Her voice she wanted to be strong but it trembled in the chamber as she faced the figure. 
 
    “Why can you not have both?” The question surprised her and she frowned. “A leader must be one with their people yes, but to truly lead you must follow and who better to follow than the one who rules your heart?” The voice spoke as the long dead figure regarded her and Kari stared at it. 
 
    “Raven demands I treat all his people equally. I cannot give my heart to one for fear I would treat that one above everyone else. If I am to serve his people, my people, as a shaman I must remain aloof away from them. That is the way it is, the way it has always been.” 
 
    “Your desire to help your people is great but this price is surely too much? To remove yourself from the calling of your heart is a price too heavy to bear. No duty can be worth the sorrow you feel now.” 
 
    It’s testing me. Feeling a strength she never knew she had Kari took a step forward. “Spirit you will not get me to leave my obligation to Raven. I have his image here in my hand to remind me of whom I am. I hear his wings in my ears and see the sky in my dreams. I am his shaman, and I will follow his commands no matter how sorrowful they may be.” 
 
    “Yes, you are Ravens.” Her eyes went wide as the chieftain moved with creaking bones and crackling leather. Slowly it stood, dust and earth tumbling from its body as rose from its long slumber, its dirty white and ivory coloured knuckles gripping the axe shaft tightly. “You are his daughter, called to his service since before you were born. Watch and know what transpires in the world above for you have been betrayed.” 
 
    She stood open-mouthed and heart beating fast as the skeletons hand rose. Harsh words she could not understand escaped its decayed lips, and a ball of darkness grew at its fingertips. Slowly it widened until with a shout the chieftains skeleton sent the ball towards her. 
 
    Arms wide she felt the darkness enter her. Throwing her head back Kari’s eyes went black as Raven’s own and she saw images in her mind. Images that made her eyes widen in shock and then horror. She saw her village burned, her people slaughtered. She saw her place of birth destroyed and finally she saw Yngrid fall to the floor, a warrior taking his blade from her body and her eyes closing to the darkness around her. 
 
    At the sight of Yngrid falling to the ground Kari felt her knees buckle and fresh tears fall. The blackness disappeared as the corpse moved closer to her but she did not care. She could smell the rot, the death upon him and could taste the magic in the air but it was as ashes in her mouth. Kari’s only thought was the young warrior who lay on the ground of her ruined village. 
 
    “It was Obon who led the raiders to you. It is his shaman who has turned his back on his own people and his duty to Raven. Raven has looked into his dreams, into his heart. He turned from him and from you because he cut himself off from the people around him. He could not follow his heart and in his sorrow he allowed Hare to whisper to him at night. Slowly his heart blackened and now he is hers.” 
 
    Kari looked up at the skeletal figure, at the chieftain with tears streaming down her face. “And what should I do? Go to him and learn his ways? How can I serve my people and Raven when I no longer have a people to serve?” 
 
    “No” The king’s word filled the barrow with power. “You will not learn his ways. You will learn Raven’s ways, and I will show you things he does not know for the world is changing once more. You will learn the ways of power, of the wilds and of shifting and you will avenge your people on his traitorous shaman.” 
 
    The king’s eyes blazed with a light that filled the barrow. “I bring Raven’s words to you Kari Wolflover, Kari Ravensbride. Listen and obey for these are his words.” 
 
    The skeleton kings voice changed, became deeper with power that made her head spin “I give you my solemn oath daughter. Do this, and you will not be punished when the time comes for you to follow your heart. It is time for a new way, a way that does not keep you from your people. When all is done you will find a new people and teach them my lessons and you will not need to keep yourself apart from them.” 
 
    Slowly Kari raised her head and stared at the grinning skull. Ice ran through her veins as she shook her head. “Oh my lord you are wrong. I have no heart left to follow. I will gain revenge on Obon for what he did to my shining warrior but after that, I will have no reason to live anymore.” 
 
    She felt skeletal fingers touch her cheek and stared into the dark recesses of bony eye pits. “Keep my broach. It will allow you to travel safely between your realm and my own. Go into the wilds and learn what we have to teach. There will be tests and you may die but if you hold fast I promise you the power to revenge yourself.” 
 
    The sound of wings flapping filled the chamber. Louder and louder it became until Kari could bear it no longer and pressing her hands to her ears she fell to the ground, unconsciousness claiming her. 
 
    Once again the king’s voice changed “I will earn back your love my daughter.” The skeletal form slowly brushed a strand of dark hair away from Kari’s face as delicately and softly as any father. “You need a reason to go on, and I will give you that reason I promise. I will give you her back and when your heart is healed once more little raven, then we will both have our vengeance.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 5 
 
      
 
    Darkness and shadows were all around her as Yngrid stood. Dusk seemed to fill the air, and looking up she could see neither star nor the moon. “Mother? Father?” Turning she could see no bodies, smelt no smoke in the air. She held no weapons, could not feel Sun-fire at her hip and with panic setting in she tried to take a breath and failed. 
 
    The fluttering of wings filled the air. Heavy and thick they sank her to her knees and pain ripped across her shoulders. Screaming she was lifted up into the air and into eternal inky blackness. Dimly a voice whispered “Breath” and the heart in her chest ached as it began to heave. 
 
    Fire and screams filled her being with each tortured breath she took. Her senses returned, and with them her recent memories. She watched once again as her village was raided, the warriors killing and setting fire to everything. She watched once again as she moved through the attacking raiders, a spectre of death come to avenge those fallen and with each one that fell she heard a voice whisper “Protect her warrior.” 
 
    The villagers faces melted away and Kari’s face swam in her darkness. “Get up Yngrid. You have to wake up. You have to open your eyes for me, or you will never know why my heart is yours.” With a start, the young warrior’s eyes flew wide, and she gasped as pain, now free to be felt, made its presence known. 
 
    Lying on the cold hard ground the light of day made her groan and her side felt sticky and hot. Each small movement she made sent agony through her, as hot as the blade that began to beat against her chest in time with her heart. Pulling it from beneath her she saw the light that lived within still flickered and closed her eyes as its warmth slowly brought her skin to life. 
 
    As she looked around, she saw her parents, lying feet from her. Their eyes were closed and pressing her head to the ground Yngrid felt tears fall as the agony in her side was overlaid by an entirely different pain. Slowly she crawled towards them, each movement of her limbs ripping a groan from her mouth from between sobs that rose in pitch with each centimetre she moved. 
 
    Something ripped in her side. Pain and fresh heat spilled down her skin but she paid it no mind. Pressing her hand against her wound she moved to her parents and reached out a trembling hand to touch them. “Mother, father, I know not what to do. I am not strong enough to go on without you.” Weakness made her head swim and darkness threatened once again to pull her into its warm embrace. 
 
    “You survived the attack, survived being stabbed in the side and survived a night in the winter cold. You are strong enough to survive this.” The voice was male, dusty and ancient and Yngrid went cold as memories of raiders became urgent. Getting to her feet she turned, felt her side groan in fresh torment and hissed with the effort of it. Behind her stood a man, dressed in furs and carrying a sword against his hip. Hair black as night and eyes that followed suit watched her as she stumbled with unsteady feet. 
 
    Gritting her teeth against the pain, she held Sun-fire in her hand and raised it until the trembling point faced him. “You are no raider. What do you do here Shaman?” 
 
    “Peace.” The dark stranger held up his hand. “I saw the smoke from the road and only wish to help honour the dead.” His gaze never wavered as they faced each other. “I would help if you would allow me.” 
 
    She looked at him warily. Her head throbbed, and she could still feel the sticky red lifeblood of her veins as it slowly leaked down from the wound in her side with each panting exertion she made. These were as nothing to the pain in her heart but she held her hand as steady as she could as it held her father made sword. “You are not with the traders nor have I seen you before. Why should I trust you?” 
 
    He shrugged “Trust me or not it is your choice.” Nodding to her side, “We can wait until you die from your wound if you wish. Then I can honour you with your family, and you can be together once again and you will never know the why of it,” he shrugged “Is there nothing you can think of worth living for young warrior? No one who might need your help? No reason to go on?” 
 
    Once again she saw Kari run from her, away from the village before the attack. She could still be alive if they did not find her. She looked around, her eyes drawn to the bodies of her parents and a hunger that was so strong she was nearly overcome took her and her eyes flickered back to the stranger. They seemed to glow with a fire she did not feel. “Revenge,” she whispered. “I need to stay alive to get vengeance for my family, for all of them.” 
 
    He frowned and then sighed. “Take my advice young warrior. Vengeance will keep you moving when little else will, but it will not give you a reason to live when all is done.” 
 
    “I have little reason to live shaman.” The bitterness in her voice echoed loudly in the ruins of the quiet village. 
 
    “As long as you have desire in your heart, there is a reason to live young one.” He moved towards her, “Now, let me tend your wound so you can live long enough to realise that and together we will honour the dead of this village.” 
 
    Reaching for her dress he lifted it and she stiffened as he gazed at her blood covered skin. “You are fated to live young one. This wound and the cold of the night would have killed a lesser warrior.” 
 
    “I am no warrior. I could not save them when I was called upon to do so. I could not protect this village when needed.” She turned her head, refused to look at him as the guilt she felt filled her body. “That I am alive is just another cruel trick fate has played to me.” 
 
    “Another cruel trick? Was there a first then?” He murmured it as if not listening and then his hand pressed against her wound. She screamed in agony stronger than any before pulsed through her and the smell of burning flesh filled the air. She nearly fell to her knees once more and only the arms of the stranger around her held her up as her skin screamed. Then it was over and she was standing still as he let her go. 
 
    “What are you?” she whispered as the pain in her side subsided and she could no longer feel the wound bleed. “You are no shaman.” 
 
    “Tell me, what was the first cruel trick fate played on you young one?” His eyes bored into her spirit and refused to let go. She tried to look away but could not as the answer forced itself out of her throat. 
 
    “I was careless with someone’s heart and now I do not know if they are still alive. Even if they are, I do not know if I want the responsibility of someone’s heart. I am neither gentle nor beautiful. I am not like her. Not that it matters anyway for she is fated to be a shaman, aloof and separate. If that is not a cruel trick than tell me what it is.” 
 
    “Love is never a cruel trick young one. Even if you cannot love back, to know someone has you in their heart is a blessing some will never have. Do not be so quick to throw it away out of fear that you are less than they need.” He nodded to her side “How is it now?” 
 
    Gingerly she touched her side and gasped. Her wound had disappeared. A scarred patch of skin and the tender shoots of pain as she touched it was her only reminder that it had existed. Cautiously she got to her feet, stretched and felt her side catch as the skin tried to remember the supple moves she had spent so long to master. 
 
    “If you walk this path get used to the pain warrior. It is part of your fate, but you are strong. You will bear it.” She watched as he walked away from her and bent to effortlessly pick up one of the dead villagers. Holding the villager in his arms, he walked slowly to the empty space in the centre of the village where meetings were held and placed her down carefully, tenderly brushing a lock of hair away from the villagers face before turning to fetch another body. 
 
    Yngrid took a deep breath and walked slowly to her parents. Bending she reached for her father, found him too heavy to carry and felt her strength fail. “It is ok young one. I will take him with honour. Carry your mother.” The stranger’s voice was unexpectedly gentle and she nodded, tears falling once more. 
 
    She watched as he picked up her father as easily as if he were carrying a child and he took a step away before waiting for her. Bending she tried desperately to ignore the wound in her mother’s back as she picked her up and with faltering steps she followed the stranger as he took her father to the centre of the village. He gently laid her father down and stepped away, waiting for Yngrid to do the same. 
 
    Slowly she lowered her mother, placing her by her father’s corpse and placing her hand in his she stood. Looking down at them, she whispered “I will mourn you when you have your vengeance. I swear it.” Turning she looked at the stranger who nodded gently and together they began to collect the bodies of the dead villagers. 
 
    The raiders that had struck the village had been ruthless, and not one person had been spared. Not one but her it seemed and as the bodies began to increase she started to fear she would see the face of her friend amongst them. With each one she collected that was not Kari she felt a guilty happiness before tears that ran down her cheeks. Tears for people she would never see again and tears of relief that it was not her friend. 
 
    Single-mindedly they went about their task as they honoured the dead of the village. As she collected the dead the stranger began to collect wood from the ruined buildings, using it to build a funeral pyre around them all until finally, when night fell and she began to feel the cold once more they faced the huge pyre that held all the dead of the village. 
 
    “You were looking for someone? Did you find them?” He gazed at the dead bodies as she shook her head by his side. 
 
    “I was looking for my friend. She ran from the village before the attack. I pray that she is safe.” So that I may see her again and protect her like I could not protect these. Maybe then, I will know why she feels this way and if I feel the same. 
 
    “You were looking for the one who gave you their heart that you were so careless with.” He said it as a statement of fact and Yngrid shivered. “She is as fated as you are warrior and no doubt safe enough.” She was shocked by his words but he seemed to ignore her as his voice grew deeper, “Tell me, the people who did this seemed to know exactly how to hit you. Is there anyone else missing?” 
 
    His words made her frown and her eyes narrowed as she looked at the dead they had collected. “The shaman, Obon the shaman is missing. He should have been here to help protect the village. That is his duty.” 
 
    A hand alighted on her shoulder as a raven onto a branch and she heard the stranger say, “It was the shaman young wolf. Get your vengeance on the shaman, and I will not stop you if you wish to give your friend your heart. Know that she is alive, and you are fated to always be together but whether that is as friends or something deeper that is up to you both.” 
 
    Eyes wide for no one but her father called her young wolf she spun, her hand reaching for her sword but there was no one there. The stranger had gone and her skin shook with fear at the remembered touch of him. Instead, she found a lit torch, lying on the ground and guttering in the cold wind. 
 
    Lifting the torch, she turned and threw it onto the villager’s funeral pyre. The fire caught instantly and spread quickly until the entire pyre sent flames high into the air. The bodies cleansed of their pain and suffering would allow the villager’s spirits to rise to Raven’s mountain where they would spend their afterlife feasting away from the woes of the world. 
 
    It was the duty of the shaman to say the parting words but as tears fell from her eyes once more Yngrid spoke softly, unwilling to let them go without a parting prayer. “Raven,” she whispered “I am no shaman and have no words for this. Please, protect their spirit as they fly to your realm, let their bodies go back to the ground and give me the strength to track down those responsible for this and get vengeance.” 
 
    Then turning she began to scavenge through the remains of the village for anything she could use for in the morning she meant to leave and never come back. As she walked away she sent one last silent prayer skywards. Please, Raven, she thought as the fire rose behind her; keep Kari safe until I find her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 6 
 
      
 
    Kari woke in the burial chamber. No torch threw light into the underground cavern and yet she could see as if it were as light as day. Her eyes seemed to glow with a strange light as she sat up and turning she pressed her head to the floor in front of the skeletal figure. It still sat on its throne and all traces of movement or speech seemed as far away as her dreams yet she bowed anyway. 
 
    “Thank you for the gift of sight lord Raven.” Her voice was firm and yet inside she felt sadness as memories of what she had been shown crowded her head. She remembered the village burning, people she knew dying and felt nothing. She remembered seeing the children die and felt horror, remembered her parents dying and felt sadness but the pain she felt came from one memory and one memory only. The memory of Yngrid falling to the floor as one of the raiders stabbed her. 
 
    Her heart still beat for she felt it’s fluttering against her chest. Yet a wound within it had opened. A wound she did not know how to heal for it hurt with every drumming movement. The scent of damp earth filled her nose, and she longed for fresh air and the open sky, for the illusion of being able to run away. Turning she saw none of the wraiths that had brought her there waited and squaring her shoulders she nodded. Ok then, I will leave alone. 
 
    A crash filled the chamber, and she whirled around, her eyes wide and her arms ready to defend herself. The figure of the skeletal lord that had spoken to her last night fell apart. It had waited for years without incident and now, with its duty seemingly done it collapsed becoming a victim of time. Bones covered with armour fell to the floor, the sound of it ringing in her ears as the weapons it held scattered across the chamber. 
 
    Looking down at her feet, she saw the remains, a pile of bones and destroyed armour and rotten weapons finally coming to rest and amongst them, a gleam caught her eye. Moving forward she moved a bone out of the way, reached in and felt cold metal against her fingers. Pulling it out she found a knife, its hilt moulded to her palm perfectly and held it up to her gaze. 
 
    Its hilt was carved from bone, in the shape of a snake. The blade shone in the night, its edge blazed with a cold blue line and she could feel the knife want to strike, want to stab and rend. Nodding Kari smiled a cold smile as she held the knife. “Thank you lord Raven. I will use this knife to strike down our enemy.” 
 
    Pressure behind her eyes spoke to her. It blossomed into pain, grew into a pounding that would not let up. The chamber she was in disappeared around her and she was flying, flying so high and looking down upon the world. Her eyes alighted on a lonely cabin, high in the mountains and swooping closer she saw no one lived there for smoke did not grow from its chimney and no person walked outside. There, I must go there she thought as her sight flew high into the sky. 
 
    Just as quickly as it came the pain and the vision went and Kari found herself back in the chamber. “Go to the mountain. Find the cabin. It is there you will find your fate.” The voice whispered to her, its dark undertones caressing her skin and she shivered as the voice that had spoken to her last night spoke once more. 
 
    “Yes my lord.“ Turning she made her way out of the burial chamber and followed the tunnel back to the surface. As she moved she could hear the singing of the wraiths, distant and forlorn. They sang of sorrow and tears, of villages struck down and betrayal and just a moment later she realised she could understand the song completely. Shocked she stood still and listened. The wraiths had been the cause of so many stories of her youth, stories that told of them being evil, of bringing bad omens. Now she knew the stories were warnings only to those who were not chosen. 
 
    As quickly as the song had come, it departed and she smiled sadly before continuing her journey. As she emerged from the barrow, she saw it was night and smoke rose from the remains of her village. How long was I down there? It must have been at least a day and a night. The wraiths that had welcomed her were still nowhere to be found and the ground under her feet felt barren, empty of all energy. So, Raven has turned his face away from this place. A sob welled up in her chest and she forced it down. No, there will be time to grieve when Obon is dead. Only then will I allow myself the luxury of tears. Until then I will learn everything Raven has to teach me and I will use it to destroy the man who did this. 
 
    Kari looked towards the dark woodland that was an ever present feature in her land. It was where the men hunted, the woman gathered herbs and now it would serve her needs. If I am to learn the ways of the wild, I must be wild. 
 
    The air was crisp, cold against her skin as she walked away from the barrow and towards the tree line. She shivered for she was still dressed only in the woollen purple dress. It was warm enough for the village but it would not serve long in the harsh cold of the night. I should have worn something more fitting when I went to meet Yngrid she thought before tearing up at the thought of her friend, lying dead at the hands of the raiders. That too she pushed away as she angrily shook her head to clear her eyes. “I will avenge you to my love, I promise,” she whispered in the dark night letting her anger sustain her. 
 
    At her side was the knife she had been gifted and on her dress was pinned the broach of Raven. Lessons she had been taught by the village elders came flooding back and she ran through the tasks she had in front of her. Warmth came first for you could die of the cold easily, water came next but she could last a day and a night without it and finally food if she got the chance. Without those three things she could not survive but with them, she may live one more day to avenge her home and her love. 
 
    Continuing to walk she scanned the earth, her eyes moving rapidly over the ground. It was the dark of night but she could see as easily as day. The light of the moon and stars shone down illuminating the area but she knew it was Raven’s gift that allowed her to see so easily and that was good for what she was looking for was well hidden. A stone, deep black as the night and likely to be hidden by roots and flowers but she knew they were here. Yngrid’s father had used them and had taught her the ways of them when she had asked. It was a small kindness for a good friend of his daughter and she blessed him for that now. 
 
    The hours passed and still, she searched. The air became colder as the temperature dropped and shivering she plucked berries as she walked to eat, trying desperately to stave off exhaustion and the killing cold. Pushing undergrowth away with her foot as she walked her eyes finally found what she was looking for. Bending down she picked up the deep black stone and smiled. Holding it cupped in her hands she breathed upon it, sending some of the warmth of her body against it. As her breath caressed the cold black stone it began to pulse softly in her hands. 
 
    The stone drank in the warmth of her breath and her hands and released it back to her. What came back was not the warmth of her body however but the warmth of sitting near a small fire. Soon the warmth in her hands banished the cold she felt and holding it against her she began to walk again. The warm-stone would give her some small measure of heat she knew which was good for it would be awhile before she could camp. 
 
    She had no idea of where the mountain was that she had been shown. Yet her heart would only let her walk one way and she followed the route of it without fear. Single-minded and determined Kari walked onwards through the woodland. 
 
    If you had only wanted me as badly as I wanted you we would both be dead instead of my being here vowing vengeance for you all. It was you who wanted to be remembered in song my love, you that was the strong one. I took my strength from you. Now all I have is your memory but I promise you Yngrid, I will use it to push me onwards. I will not fail you. As she walked she talked to Yngrid as if she were still next to her, using her memory as strength to pull on. 
 
    She felt tired and knew that if she stopped to sleep now she may never awake. She would need more warmth for that for the cold of the woodland floor would leech the heat from her body, warm-stone or no. The image of Yngrid in her mind forced her onwards and every wild berry she came across she picked to eat for she had found no water and their juice would have to do. 
 
    Her eyes picked out animal tracks and bending to inspect them she saw what they were and smiled grimly. They were fresh, and they offered a chance for real warmth and food and looking around she broke several branches off of the berry bushes and found a good place to sit. Settling herself, she crushed a few leaves and waited. 
 
    Now she had stopped moving she realised how cold it really was and the warm-stone in her hand could no longer keep out the cold. Setting her will against her shivering body she waited, listening to the sounds of the woodland around her and hoping. It was not yet winter and the animals would not be hibernating or migrating to better grounds and this was a track well worn. Everything she knew told her there would be game nearby, but the cold and the pushed away grief threatened to overwhelm her. 
 
    There, a rustle in the bushes before a deer’s face peeked out, its nose searching out the scent of berry leaf. Carefully she moved the branch in the air, wafting the scent and letting it reach out to the deer. It watched her, nervous and skittish and she simply sat, waiting as her heart beat rose in her chest. 
 
    The deer was nervous she knew, liable to run at any instance. The cold night air made her muscles tremble and fighting to keep the tremors from the branch she held Kari stayed silent and waited. Nervously the deer came towards her, its nose twitching as it searched for danger with every step it took. Breathing slowly Kari sat still, her hand holding the fragrant berry branch with its leaves waiting to be eaten. Second by second the deer came closer until it was over her and she could feel the heat from its body. 
 
    Carefully she raised her hand, brought the leaves up to its head and watched as it began to eat them, its mouth moving docilely even as its nose and eyes never stopped. Alert to the danger she could feel its boundless energy waiting to be unleashed if it sensed anything amiss. Careful she thought, you only get one try at this. 
 
    Her hand moved quickly and the deer jerked away. Not quick enough her knife slid across its throat and it staggered away, shock throwing its legs into movement. Diving for it she wrestled it to the ground and it kicked out, hit her in the stomach. Kari gritted her teeth and held on, as the deer’s struggles became less and then finally stopped. Panting she got to her feet, saw the blood spreading from its throat on the ground. 
 
    Kneeling she placed her hand on the deer. “I ask you raven, take this spirit into your presence and grant it rest.” Then looking down she whispered “I thank you for your sacrifice forest one. May your spirit soar high with Raven. Go with honour and know nothing will be wasted. “ 
 
    With that she raised her knife high and taking a deep breath plunged it down. The deer would give her meat, and its pelt would be warm. She would survive one more day, and that was one more day closer to her vengeance. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 7 
 
      
 
    She ran through the village, her arm swinging Sun-fire in a never-ending arc of death. Raider after raider fell before her and as each one did she heard the villagers she saved thank her. Finally, she got to her home to see her mother and father waiting for her with open arms. “Yngrid,” they called to her “Kari is waiting inside for you. Come.” 
 
    Raiders appeared behind her parents their faces snarling in rage and she tried to call out, to warn them but her voice would not work. Her feet moved slowly, too slowly as her parents smiled lovingly unaware of the danger. “NO!” she screamed as the raiders lifted their weapons only to bring them down spilling bright blood onto the ground. 
 
    She fell to the floor, large sobs escaping her as her parents stared lifelessly. Their cold blank stares assigned blame that she took on with every breath. A hand came down, stroked her hair. “It’s ok Yngrid. You couldn’t have saved them.” Kari’s smoky voice whispered to her, “Just like you can’t give me your heart.“ She looked up into Kari’s dark lashed eyes and saw nothing but disdain in them. “How could you when you’re scared and weak, just like a child." 
 
    “No,” Yngrid moaned it as Kari left her and she was in the village surrounded by the dead. “No,” shaking her head she smelt death, rotting and corrupted around her and saw the villagers being to rise. “NO!” She screamed as they reached for her so that they may become a village once again. 
 
    “Yngrid,” Her eyes snapped open and her hand speed to the pommel of Sun-fire. Another hand, older and male came down upon hers stopping her. “Easy girl, you were shouting in your sleep again.” 
 
    Panting with the strain, she stared into the grizzled face that stared down into her own. “I’m ok Benne, just a bad dream.” Sitting up she threw off the furs and got to her feet. Stretching she twisted and felt the pull of the healed wound in her side. Slight enough to not be a hindrance but enough to be noticeable. 
 
    “Just a bad dream is what you have been saying every day for the past week since we picked you up Yngrid. I allowed you to travel with us because an extra fighter is always useful on a trading expedition but a tired warrior makes mistakes and gets them and everyone around them killed. I want no one’s death on my conscience, least of all my own.” 
 
    Around her the woodland that they travelled through was dark and wind made the branches sing. The cold of night bit into her skin but she welcomed the feeling. Anything was better than the feeling of emptiness she felt when she closed her eyes. “No, you don’t Benne.” Looking over to the fire, she saw the other guards that were awake studiously looking anywhere they could to avoid her gaze. Sighing she turned to the trader “If you wish I will leave your service and make my own way.” 
 
    “No. These are dangerous times, and honest folk should keep together. But whatever is haunting you, you need to deal with it if you are to be of any worth to this expedition. Who is Kari? And why do you shout her name? Is she a sister you lost or your mother?” 
 
    Yngrid stared at the grizzled trader who stared back arms crossed waiting for an answer. The silence grew between them with neither giving way. A wolf howled in the distance and they both ignored it before another howl joined it, and then a third. Together they created a chorus that the trader could not ignore, and scowling he whispered “Get your sword and try not to kill anyone,” before turning to the camp and shouting “Up you lazy slugs. There’s evil in the night around us, and it’s time to earn your money!” 
 
    The howls erupted around them getting closer by the second as she belted on Sun-fire to her hip and walked to the fire. Guards waited there along with the trading expedition and she heard the horses shy nervously in the dark. “We need some men with the horses,” She looked at the guards, saw them ignore her and sighed before bending to pick up a faggot of lit wood from the fire. “Tell Benne I’ll be guarding them then.” 
 
    Wolves howled around them, so close they could almost hear the panting of their breath and the guards stood with weapons drawn. “This isn’t right,” one of them muttered. “Wolves don’t attack a trading caravan like this. The fire puts them off.” The howling came louder, nearer, and the guards nervously took a step closer to the fire. 
 
    “If food is scarce the wolves here will come up to your door and howl outside until you throw some meat at them. These are not the tame wolves of Arvonfell or Morvalake but the wolves of forest and snow.” She turned and began to walk to the horses. “Maybe you should try throwing them some of your rations.” 
 
    Yngrid walked to the horses and heard them whinny. The horses were a welcome surprise for Yngrid for her village had owned none. The feed required to keep them did not grow easily in the cold ground of her home. Oxen had pulled their ploughs and their wagons. Only the traders out of the capital of Arvonfell or the seaport of Morvalake used horses. When hunger struck the wolves however, it did not matter if you used horses or oxen. They were both meat for the wild. 
 
    But Yngrid had liked the horses as soon as Benne had pulled alongside her on the lonely road she walked. Patting the neck of the horse Benne rode Yngrid and Benne exchanged pleasantries before she had seen an opportunity and offered her services. He had looked strangely at her then, but a warrior was a warrior and tales of raiders had not gone unnoticed in the capital. 
 
    Walking towards them she held the guttering torch away from them with one hand and stroked the powerful neck muscles of the horse next to her. “It’s ok; I won’t let them hurt you.” Faces of her village swam before her eyes and shaking she pulled her blade and waited. “No one else,” she whispered softly as her eyes took on a glassy look. 
 
    Growling, low and fierce erupted near her and the horses began to whinny and shy away. At the sound of them so close she felt a bolt of anger rush through her and the blade at her side flared in the torchlight, seemingly drinking in the light. Holding the torch in one hand she kept her sword steady and scanned the dark surroundings for the wolf. 
 
    Behind her, she heard the guards shout “Ware!” as snarling erupted behind her. The wolves charged into the trading camp barking, growling and spitting fury. Still, she stood her ground, her nose wrinkling as the scent of animal came to her nose. Harsh and acrid is rose above the smell of the horses, a smell she had got used to, and her arm tensed as anticipation quivered in her heart. 
 
    All the warning she had was a rustle of leaves and a patch of shadow that moved and yet muscles she had spent long hours training reacted. Turning she met the charge of the wolf with her sharp blade and fire as she moved to put herself between the beast and the horses. Behind her, the horses panicked at the scent of the wolf and the sight of fire and she had to move forward to escape their roughshod hooves. 
 
    The wolf was a large beast standing to her hip and covered with coarse dark hair. Eyes the colour of sickly yellow stared at her with hunger and its maw snarled at her with drooling fangs that would crunch through her bones with ease if she gave it the chance. 
 
    Screams filled the air behind her and as she stared into those animal eyes she felt herself drift. It would be so easy. Just a moment of pain and then I could be with them all again. As if sensing her detachment the wolf moved. Its muscles tightened and time slowed for Yngrid as she saw it begin to leap. 
 
    Kari’s voice seemed to shout at her in the night. No! You can’t leave me again Yngrid, not again! With a shout her arm moved, coming round in an arc and everything became fast as instincts took over. The wolf slammed into her, sent her sprawling to the ground and pushing the torch between its slavering jaws she dropped her blade and pulled a knife. Over and over she plunged the knife into its side and red hot heat spurted over her in a waterfall as the wolf tried to rip out her throat. Claws speared her legs and ripped through her leather leggings and tearing into her flesh and still she stabbed until finally it fell silent. 
 
    With a groan, she pushed it off and reached for her blade. Snarls and screams still filled the night and with weak legs she began to move back to the campfire. As she approached she saw dark shadowy shapes running through the camp, biting, snarling and ripping at anything that moved. Several guards were on the floor, their blood soaking into the ground and their eyes staring at her listlessly. 
 
    At the sight of them, Yngrid felt rage course through her body. Not again. I won’t let this happen again! The words repeated over and over as her world span around her. A shape came at her from the side, jumped and she moved on instinct, her arm thrusting and she felt Sun-fire bite. Not again. With a scream she began to move, running towards the nearest wolf that raised its maw from the guard it was feasting on and snarled bloodily at her. 
 
    With a kick, she sent it sprawling before hacking at it furiously. The wolf dodged and moved nimbly but it was not enough, never could be enough against her fury and as her blades edge bit into its neck she pulled it free and snarled looking around for the next target. 
 
    A guard was trying to defend himself from two wolves that harried him from both sides. Running towards them she hacked, split apart the spine of the first and without thinking twisted to spear the second in the side and then moved one, ignoring the look of fear in the eyes of the guard as he whispered “Wolf blessed,” at her back. 
 
    A shattering splintering sound shattered the night and the wolves fled from it, running through the camp and ignoring everything in their way as they went. Yngrid, hungry for more turned towards the sound as trees were pushed apart and splintering wood sent cracks like thunder across the dark. Gasps erupted from the camp as the source came into view, gasps that soon turned into cries of fear. “Troll! Wood troll! Beware!” 
 
    Yngrid only saw the fight and ran towards the monster that stood twenty feet high. With arms ropey and thick with muscle, it moved slowly towards them all. Brown skin that was covered in moss and patchy wood gave her a target and as she ran she felt the rage in her blood stoke higher. Sun-fire blazed in her hand and running to its side she slashed, cutting into its skin and releasing a torrent of muddy black blood. 
 
    It roared, swiped with its hand and caught Yngrid in the back sending her flying through the air. She hit a tree with a crash to fall to the floor dazed. The fire in her blood would not allow her to rest, would not allow the pain to stop her and scrambling to her feet she saw the troll reaching for the camp. 
 
    Screaming her battle madness Yngrid ran at it from behind and jumped. Plunging her blade two handed into the back of the creature she held on as it reared up, reaching for her with its thick, gnarled fingers. “Give them back,” she screamed. “Give them all back,” and planting her feet in its back she twisted Sun-fire opening the wound and causing more damage to the fleshy beast. 
 
    Fingers found her, pulled her off and she pulled her blade with her. As it brought her up in one meaty fist she cut at its wrist with her sword and became covered in its blood. The Wood troll dropped her as she cut deep and falling to the floor she landed with a bone bruising thump. Its foot raised she saw it look down at her as its foot slowly came down and she rolled out of the way as it landed with an earth jarring thud. 
 
    Her body ached and her lungs wheezed with effort but she could not stop. Reaching for the troll she gripped a piece of mossy skin and climbed up its body as if it were a tree. Holding on with one hand she grabbed Sun-fire with the other and plunged it deep into the body of the troll. It howled its pain, and it slowly fell to its knees. With a heart rending crash, the troll slipped backward, its large eyes closing as Yngrid plunged her blade over and over again into its flesh. 
 
    As she came to, she saw the trader Benne and his guards staring at her. Some looked at her in wonder, some looked in fear but in the traders face she could see only worry. “Are you clear?” His words made no sense and she frowned. 
 
    “Is your mind clear? Has the Wolf gift left you?” he tried again and she nodded as the rage slipped away. To weary to stand she slipped to her knees as the pain and aches her body had pushed to one side could no longer be put off. 
 
    “Karl, get food and water now.” Carefully Benne came to stand by her, his eyes on the troll. Slowly he placed his hand on her shoulder and patted it. “You saved us all today. We only lost two when the wolves and that beast would have slaughtered us. Whoever Kari is, she would be proud.” 
 
    “Kari was my best friend.“ She whispered it as the guilt over the two dead guards washed over her. “She’s out there somewhere and I need to find her.” she looked into Benne’s craggy face and smiled sadly “She gave me her heart and I threw it away.” 
 
    Falling over onto the ground, she let the exhaustion of battle and too many sleepless nights wash over her, and darkness claimed her as she fell into unconsciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 8 
 
      
 
    Yngrid stood panting, her limbs trembling from exhaustion as the wood troll lay on the ground. An old man came up behind her, his grey beard streaked with red and his blade stained with the blood of the wolves. “Kari was my best friend. She’s out there somewhere and I need to find her.” Turning she whispered, “She gave me her heart, and I threw it away.” 
 
    Gasping Kari woke her eyes wide and startled as she gulped down a lungful of air. “Oh Raven, that was the cruellest dream yet.” Grasping her raven broach in her hand she whispered “I saw her fall. Why do I still dream of her?“ Closing her eyes, she begged the air as tears ran down her face. “Please, Yngrid, leave me be. I will avenge you I promise.” Pulling the furs around her she wept bitterly before her tiredness lulled her back to sleep. 
 
    The dreams had begun the four nights ago. Each night she would dream of Yngrid and each night she would jerk awake. Each dream was different, following the warrior as if she were alive. She dreamt that Yngrid was with a trading expedition, lending her arm as a guard for a safer passage across the wilderness. She dreamt of the young woman, saw her rebuff the advances of other guards and saw her shout in her sleep. 
 
    This last one had been cruellest of all though. Dreaming of Yngrid as she had wanted to be, a warrior blessed by Wolf with a battle rage that allowed her to slay a beast rarely seen. A danger so fierce that she would be made into song just as she always wished. She ached to be by her side, to be there when her love heard the song sung for the first time. Yngrid Trollslayer they would call her as they slapped her back and offered her mead. But it was just a dark dream, for her love was dead. 
 
    Fitfully she tossed and turned under furs that kept her warm. For the past week she had been travelling, following a pull on her that would not let go. It had taken her through woodland and plains to villages and small settlements. Now the mountain grew tall, and she was nearly at her journey’s end. 
 
    In the first village she had come to, she had traded the deer pelt for a good warm cloak. In the second she used her knowledge of herbs to heal a small child. That gained her much goodwill and provisions for her journey. They had asked her to stay, but she could not. Raven pulled her ever onwards and he would not let go. Still, she left with a promise to return when she could for they were good people who sorely needed a healer. Finally, she had traded her warm-stone for two good fur blankets, knowing they would do her more good where she was going. 
 
    Slowly, day by day, village by village, she made her way across the land towards the mountains and the largest one where Raven awaited her. Skyroost they called it and it was there she would either survive to gain her revenge, or die trying. 
 
    As she travelled, she heard news that troubled her. Raven was becoming lost, unable or unwilling to protect his people from raiders that struck in the night. Hare is taking over the villagers whispered quietly their eyes moving furtively as they spoke. Hare was tricky they would say, able to be anywhere at any time and they would eye their neighbours fearfully as they spoke. 
 
    Other’s more willing to talk openly, or those who still held faith with Raven would say Hare was behind the attacks, no longer willing to be part of the triumvirate of the northlands but wanting it all for herself. Kari could not believe this and shook her head silently at their words but in her heart, she was troubled. 
 
    But nothing had troubled her as much as the dreams for they were relentless and attacked when she was least able to repel them. Her eyes closed slowly and her heart stopped thumping against her chest as tears slowly cooled on her cheek. Tiredness called to her and she fell backward into the darkness of sleep once more. Almost immediately Yngrid’s face swam in front of her and she turned fitfully under her fur blankets. “No,” she moaned, “Please no.” as the young woman she had dared to love looked around tiredly at someone. 
 
    Control the dream young shaman. The voice whispered across the landscape and destroyed every other sound. Yngrid spoke but she could not hear what she was saying as her mind rebelled at the command. Tossing and turning under her blankets she whimpered “I cannot,” 
 
    Her dream changed then, became a mountain top that she stood upon. “You who braved the wraiths and heard their song now cower at a dream? I thought you had more strength than this shaman.” The words were dusty, ancient and twisting she faced a darkness that slowly resolved itself. Rent patches of armour covered the skeleton king that faced her, its eyeless skull staring at her without pity or compassion. 
 
    “You are destroyed. I saw you fall to pieces.” Kari faced the figure. “This is just a dream. That is all it is, just another cruel dream.” 
 
    “Dreams can be a divide between death and waking shaman.” The dead king raised its arm, swept it around to encompass the mountain. “This is a place of waking; it exists on your side of the wall. I am long dead, taken by her caress many years past and on the other side of the wall. Yet we are both here.” His bony skull faced her “Be not so quick to throw your dreams away Kari Ravensbride.” 
 
    “Why are you here dead one? Surely there are better things to do in your afterlife than to talk to me. Why am I here for that matter?” Kari challenged the figure. “Why are my dreams so important? They are just dreams after all.” 
 
    The skeletal figure glided closer to her, its feet seemingly refusing to touch the ground. “Once, the shaman ruled these lands young one. Once, they had power and knowledge to hold everything they could see in the palm of their hand. But they grew vain and selfish. They warred in their lust for power and many of his people died. That was the first age and the triumvirate of Raven, Wolf and Hare banded together to stop their own shaman before they lost all their worshippers.” 
 
    “The second age began when Raven culled the knowledge he had taught his shaman. He stopped the shaman taking wives and husbands insisting that they look to the entirety of his people, not just those close to them. Now this too has failed, and Hare looks to take advantage. Raven can never be destroyed for he is a part of the land itself, but he can be weakened and it is this that Hare seeks to do.” 
 
    “Now the third age begins. You will not lead, but you will not cut yourself from the tribe either. You will be the middle ground with power and compassion combined. To have power, you will need to know the outcome of such and to that end, I will teach you the skill of dreaming young one. Dreams can show you the truth. Dreams can be controlled, made to serve you. Dreams are your link to what is, was and can be. You will need this skill if you are to become what Raven and this land needs.” 
 
    “Then teach me this skill and be done with it for I am ready.” Kari watched as the bony figure’s shoulders moved and she realised it was laughing. 
 
    “There are tests to be passed, shaman. Nothing is given for that is not nature’s way, only taken by those willing to sacrifice for it.” Slowly the king walked forward, its bony hand reaching for her. “What are you willing to sacrifice Kari Bleakheart?” 
 
    Steeling herself Kari faced the skeleton. She could not feel the cold of the mountain, the crispness of the air in her nose or the warmth of the sun against her skin yet she felt a sliver of cold deep inside. I must not fear. Raven chose me, I must trust to him. With stammering voice she whispered “Take what you will dead king. I will not fail Raven.” 
 
    The grinning sightless skull, covered by rotting leather and broken steel came close and dusty air whispered across her face. “You failed your shining warrior.” Her eyes went wide as the king spoke and quicker than she could comprehend his bony finger came up and touched her forehead. 
 
    Instantly the mountain top changed, disappeared and she was back in her village. Around her the huts burned, and villagers she knew lay dead on the ground. Raiders charged to and fro before they turned at the scream of rage and she saw Yngrid charge forward, Sun-fire in her hand blazing furiously. 
 
    At the sight of her, Kari blinked her eyes at the threatened tears and in her sleep her cheeks became wet with water. “Do you know why you are here shaman?” Kari shook her head, and the figure shook its head. Pointing to the dead villagers, it whispered “Why do you feel nothing for these and yet grieve so for your love? Were these villagers also not part of your life and worthy of grief?” 
 
    “They never wanted me there.” Kari’s voice was tinged with bitterness as she spoke. “Even my own parents argued over me. Being chosen by Raven is a blessing no one would choose for it is a curse for everyone around you. Growing up I was always Ravens, always other, never just Kari, never me. The only person who ever treated me with kindness was Yngrid’s parents, and the only person who ever really saw me as myself was Yngrid. How could I not grieve for her?” 
 
    She walked forward and knelt by the body of one of the villagers she had known. “This was Georg. I was ten summers when he threw stones at me. I would run and weep and he would laugh. It wasn’t my parents who stopped him though; it was Yngrid. Even then he would whisper behind my back and speak ill of me,” she sighed. “Yet I hold no ill will even now for him. I would have treated them all with respect, served them and Raven faithfully for that was my life. I had known it since I was little and was resigned to my fate.” She looked back at the skeletal figure and shook her head “I would have been their shaman and treated them with the respect they did not give me but do not ask me to grieve for them for I cannot.” 
 
    You are balanced on a knife edge shaman. Colder than any dead wind your spirit blows and yet your heart beats with all the heat love can give you. Lose that heat and you risk falling like Obon did. Are you strong enough to keep that heat even when all around you is ice?” 
 
    She heard a shriek and the clashing of blades against one another. Behind the skeletal form she saw Yngrid run forward only to fall to her knees and a raider run in, knife in hand. “Look out!”Kari screamed it even as the knife came down and she saw Yngrid fall to the floor, blood pouring from the wound. 
 
    She stood shaking as Yngrid’s body lay still. Blood ran freely from the wound, and she watched as the warrior she loved grew still and cold and the fire in her sword went out. She watched and felt her heart shatter again as ice began to creep over her limbs. 
 
    In shock, she watched as the air swirled and moved and the scene reset. Once more she saw Yngrid run forward and once more she saw her fall. “Stop this” she moaned as her body thrashed under her blankets. Over and over again she watched as her love fell to her knees and the knife plunged into her side. Over and over again she saw the woman she would never have gasp in pain, fear and agony crossing her face before she fell to the floor and went still. 
 
    In her heart, she felt the coldness of rage reach for her and felt the skeleton figure as it stood by her side. Closing her eyes, she tried to block out the sounds, the sights of her love dying. What had he said? Dreams can be controlled, made to serve you. She heard Yngrid grunt as the knife entered her side once more, heard the splatter of bright blood on the ground as she fell. No, I don’t want this. Remember her as she was, not as she is. 
 
    Desperation pushed her as the thud of Yngrid hitting the ground threatened to overwhelm her and she dived deep within herself. Memories of the young warrior swam through her, of watching her practise, of sitting under their tree talking and the sun warming their faces. Sounds disappeared and she smelt the fresh scent of spring rain and the giggling of young girls. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she saw herself and Yngrid standing under their tree as spring rain fell around them. “This was the day I fell in love with her,” she whispered walking forward unseen in the rain. “I was twelve and had just been in a fight.” The young warrior was tickling her, getting her to laugh as a bruise on her cheek began to form. “Yngrid saved me from a beating and then we ran here. I was crying and she wanted me to laugh so she started to tickle me. It was the first time anyone really touched me with anything other than fear.” 
 
    “Keep that heat in your heart shaman.” The dusty voice whispered in the wind and turning she saw no sign of the skeletal figure. “And never let it go.” 
 
    Under her fur blankets Kari slept soundly, an unseen smile creeping over her face as she slept peacefully for the first time in days. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 9 
 
      
 
    “Ho Troll slayer, come sit by the fire with us.” Yngrid stretched, her muscles aching and sheathed her sword. The expedition had stopped for the night in a small farming village, just six families and still too small to be named. Sitting with the rest of the expedition and the farmer's families in the communal long hut, she had used the relative safety as an opportunity to lose herself in long needed practise. 
 
    Around her shoulders lay a cloak made from wolf pelt. Its dark bristly hairs shining as she moved. It was one of many gifts she had been given by the guardsmen as well as the trader Benne. As she lay in an exhausted sleep, her battle rage and fatigue draining everything from her Benne had given orders. The wolves were skinned and as they were doing that the heads guardsman Erik had washed and bound her wounds. 
 
    Upon waking she had found herself in the back of one of the trader’s carts. The rocking swaying motion was so alien she felt sick and with a groan she sat upright, pushing furs aside to vomit over the side. 
 
    At that Erik, the head guardsman had come up to her and leaning over the edge of the cart from his horse he slapped her on the back making her feel even worse. “Good to see you up and around troll slayer! That was a hell of a fight. I’ve known those blessed by Wolf before but never have I seen one fight with such utter disregard for their life.” Holding up his hand she saw that dangling from it was a large pointed tooth. It had been hastily attached to a cord, and he presented it to her. “A trophy of your kill troll slayer,” Then he grinned, “It’s good to have you with us. Next fight we get into I’m just going to let you go and stand back and watch!” 
 
    She had taken the necklace and as she did she could remember the guards cheering and blushing furiously Yngrid had slid it around her neck. Now as she sat around the fire pit within the meeting hall, her body aching from practising and the farmers and trader talking she felt more at home with the guards then she did with the farmers. The life she had in her village was as gone to her as Kari was. 
 
    “You know if you wanted a permanent job Benne would take you on in a heartbeat. Give it a couple of years you could even have my job. I’m getting restless just travelling from place to place over and over again. I need a real challenge, a fight I can tell Wolf when he takes me. You though, he likes you and you’ve proven yourself more than capable of protecting the goods.” Erik raised his mug to her “I’ve been with him for ten years. He’s fair with pay, and the job is not too dangerous, barring the last attack. I tell you, you could do a lot worse lass.” 
 
    She stared into the flames. “I was a villager playing at being a warrior before I met Benne Erik. Now I’m a story to tell people when we stop. I’m not sure I want that story without someone to share it with,“ she sighed softly, “And even if I wanted to stay, I could not. I have a claim on me already, a promise I have to keep.” 
 
    Looking up from the flames, she saw the villagers around her staring at her strangely. “Is it true you killed a wood troll?” the village headman spoke, and she felt the guards shuffle closer. I’ve become their figurehead, their good luck charm. How can they die when they have the troll slayer with them? How fickle their hearts are she thought bitterly before nodding just once. 
 
    “Aye, she killed a wood troll the lass did. If I had not seen it with my own eyes I wouldn’t have believed it.” Erik drained his mug of beer before putting it down. “I tell you truly; she is blessed by Wolf and twice as dangerous. Wounds that would have ended any normal warrior were as snow to her, to be shrugged off in the winds of battle. Furiously did her blade swing and with it, she brought light into the darkness of despair.” 
 
    “Are you looking for a replacement, so you can leave and become a poet?” Yngrid pinned the warrior down with her stare who simply shrugged. 
 
    “Battle is poetry lass. It has its own rhythms, its own rhymes. Our lines are made of our movements, and our words are created by our actions.” The room was silent as he spoke and then with a bellowing laugh he leaned over and slapped her on the shoulder hard. “You’re young yet lass. Trust me, be in a couple of fights and when the cold wind blows and darkness falls and your sitting in safety your mind will start to think about these things.” He shrugged “Plus our songs should be written by someone who saw our deeds. Why shouldn’t I write yours?” 
 
    The children looked at her with wide open eyes even as the farmers and their wives held them by arms and shoulders so they could not get to close to her. “I am only here until I find my friend Erik. After that, you will just have to go on without me and write your own song.” 
 
    “Love is grand lass. A roll in the hay with your beloved is fine, but it doesn’t heat the blood like a good fight. Not for those like us.” Yngrid felt her face blaze with heat and Erik laughed once more good-naturedly. “You soon learn there isn’t anything that can go on in camp without everyone hearing. We all know you’re on a quest to find your lost love lass. There is no shame in that.” 
 
    A woman gasped, “You are a blessed warrior travelling the land looking for their lost love. That is worthy of song.” There was a pause and the sound of a slap of hand on chest. “Husband, go and fetch your drum so we may honour our guest appropriately.” 
 
    Yngrid shook her head. “Please do not trouble yourself. I have done nothing worthy of a song.” She saw a man disappear from the circle of farmers and frowned. I had no control over what I did. Wolf's rage was upon me. It wasn’t brave or honourable. I just wanted death. 
 
    Erik reached over and lifted the troll’s tooth that dangled from the cord around her neck. “This tooth says different lass. Let them have their fun and what warrior does not relish hearing their deeds in song.” 
 
    “I just acted Erik. The battle rage took over, and I had no control. I do not deserve a song.” She hissed it quietly and saw Erik shake his head softly. 
 
    “Wolf does not choose cowards lass. You may not have had control to begin with. But you chose to fight when the wolves attacked. You forget we saw you practise. You chose to pick up a blade and hone your skill with it all those years ago. Consciously or not, you fought that troll, Wolf only leant you his power.” He spoke just as quietly as she did before a voice broke into their whispered conversation. 
 
    “These are dark times lass. There is need of song.” One of the farmers spoke, and she looked at him with a frown. 
 
    “Dark times? Do you mean the raiders? Do you have news of them?” She looked at the farmer suddenly animated and he shrank back at her look. 
 
    “You are not the only travellers we see nowadays.” The village headsman spoke. “People come by and speak the blackest of rumours. They speak of villages being put to the torch and villagers being taken as slaves whilst others are slaughtered where they stand. Men, woman or children it matters not. Raven is no longer the protector he once was. Hare has taken his place, and Hare wants everything that was his. “ 
 
    The camp went quiet as this was taken in. “Wolf still looks after his chosen. We make the sacrifices and the offerings and we are still alive.” Erik’s voice broke the silence and the farmer nodded. 
 
    “Wolf does not bother with villages, only individuals.” Benne broke into the conversation. “Raven was always the protector of settlements. Hare always the protector of the wilderness. If Hare no longer cares about the wilderness it would explain why we were attacked by a wood troll. The balance of the triumvirate is no longer maintained.” He sighed, “This is troubling news indeed but news that is too big for the likes of me. I will relate it to the king when I get back to Arvonfell.” 
 
    “What say you troll slayer?” A guard that had spoken little looked at her. I wonder if this is how Kari felt. People looking through me to what I have become rather than at what I am. 
 
    “I think by the time you get back to Arvonfell this will be over.” She stared into the fire “My village was destroyed by raiders. Our shaman Obon had turned from Raven and if he now serves another that would explain the why of it. The why of it matters not to me though only the deed of it. I will find my friend and then have my revenge on our traitorous shaman.” She looked deep into the fire and stared at the flickering flames. She could almost see the spirits squabbling in the flickering orange and yellow dance of warmth. “And if Hare gets in the way, I will show her how hard Wolf can bite.“ 
 
    “You should speak softly warrior. Blessed or not Hare is tricky and she could be anywhere.” The farmer moved closer and spoke in a soft voice. “I have heard of dark rituals being performed by those loyal to Hare. It is said she binds them to her with sex and blood.” A woman slapped his arm and he snapped “You know what I say is true wife. Hare means to rule this land and if that means destroying the balance then she will.” 
 
    “I have heard of this Obon” the headman of the village spoke up and the others looked at him. “Do you remember the trader who came from the mountain a week ago? He had rough implements and spoke of their shaman, a man called Obon who spoke Hare’s words and acted as their ruler. Under him, they had grown strong and powerful.“ 
 
    Yngrid felt her muscles jump at what the headman said. “Do you know where this trader came from?” 
 
    He nodded. “He came from Skyroost Mountain. There are villages dotted around its base that mine the ore and crystals found there. He claimed to have come from one of them.” The headman shook his head, "I could tell his words were false, but not false enough to be a total lie. I would search on the other side of the mountain for your vengeance warrior.” 
 
    She nodded her eyes dangerous. The mountain is a week away if I travel fast. I can forage as I go, sleeping only when needed. 
 
    “Then it looks like our way lies together for a little while longer troll slayer.” Benne looked at her and he looked strangely unhappy. “I am on my way to Roosthaven to trade for metal. They are the biggest mining settlement at the mountain. If anyone knows of your shaman, they will." 
 
    She nodded once more, her mind distracted and barely listening. And if I am lucky, they will know something of Kari. 
 
    A drumming beat sounded as one of the farmers began to beat his drum and soon they were singing her exploits with crude words that spoke of the deed. Clapping along the farmers and guards both let loose with their cares but Yngrid could not. Staring into the fire, all she could think of was arriving at the mountain. So engrossed was she that she did not notice when the song ended. 
 
    “Warrior, may I talk to you?” The woman who had sent her husband for his drum stood over her and broken from her reverie she nodded silently. 
 
    Quietly the woman walked over to one of the feasting tables and sat down. Getting to her feet Erik looked at her with a question and she shrugged before walking over to the woman. Sitting down opposite her she asked, “What can I do for you?” 
 
    “Did my husband’s song meet with your approval?” The woman stared at her and Yngrid shrugged. “Well if it didn’t, I would not be surprised.” The woman turned her head to look at the villagers. “Look at them, farmers and cowards all. Not strong, vibrant and beautiful like you.” 
 
    Then she turned back and her eyes were red. Yngrid watched open eyed as the woman’s nose sniffed and she whispered “You stink of death warrior, your own and others. Does Raven really think the twice born can stop me?” 
 
    Reaching out she placed her hand on top of Yngrid’s and a wave of pleasure ran over her. “Tell me warrior, what do you fight for?” 
 
    Opening her mouth Yngrid could do nothing but gasp silently as the pleasure increased. “I will tell you what you fight for. You fight for the thrill of it. You fight for the rush of blood and death like all predators. Join me, and I will allow you to keep Wolf’s ways for he and I are natural partners in the wilderness dance.” 
 
    Shaking her head Yngrid tried to pull back her hand but the woman kept a grip on it. “Does the pleasure disturb you? Is it because you never allowed yourself to feel, to want? Tell me warrior, who do you think of when the nights grow dark and the fire grows cold? Who do you think of when muscles ache and still your blood runs hot?” 
 
    Pleasure increased even more and she balled her hand up until her nails dug into her palm and blood slowly dripped onto the table. Red eyes stared at her with amusement and smiling the woman increased her grip. Nerves that she never knew she had sung and blood pounded in her ears. 
 
    “Kari,” she gasped, “When I can't control my head I think of Kari,” The name was torn from her and as she said it and the woman released her grip. Pulling her hand back with a groan Yngrid watched the woman get to her feet. 
 
    “Of course you do, because you are curious even if you do not want to admit it. You want to know if the rush of heat can match the rush of battle. Come and join me warrior and I will show you tricks your Kari could never know and you will find out. Come and join me, and I might even let you show me how hard Wolf can bite.” Slowly the woman’s eyes turned, changing from red to blue and a confused look appeared on her face. “What am I doing here?” she asked frowning. 
 
    “I do not know,” Yngrid got up and walked out into the darkness. Her blood still sang from Hare’s touch and taking deep breaths she whispered: “Raven help me.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 10 
 
      
 
    Kari pushed through the cold wind and felt the chill of ice in her veins. The wind howled around her as she walked onwards and snow stung her face as she huddled within her cloak. She no longer bothered looking anywhere but down for the terrain was treacherous. Feet stumbling over snow covered rocks left blood on the driven white snow but it did not matter. She could not feel her feet anyway. 
 
    Pulling her cloak around her, she shivered violently. One more step, just one more step. The sentence had become a refrain, a charm against lying down and dying on the mountainside. Every step she took she repeated it to herself, watched her bloody feet move one more time, and spoke the words in her head. She couldn’t stop now she knew. She had come so far and now on the actual mountain, she felt a pull on her heart so strong that it defeated all other purposes. 
 
    She had stopped to wait out the snowstorm within the lee of a large rock formation. Yet within moments, Raven’s irresistible call had pulled her into the storm. Every time she stopped, the call became too powerful to ignore and it moved her onwards towards an uncertain fate. There will be tests and you may die. That is what Raven’s messenger had said and a part of her longed for that peace, that surcease from the cold. Yet she walked onwards, the flame of her will refusing to let her give in. 
 
    The sun was high in the sky, the light barely breaking through the clouds and the snow. She had been walking since dawn and knew she still had a ways to go. Staying overnight in a village at the bottom of Sky Roost Mountain she had bartered her skills as a healer for food and a warm bed. Even then she only slept enough to gain some measure of strength and slipped out of the village before anyone awoke. 
 
    Her back ached as the leather sack she had bartered for, rubbed against cold and aching shoulders. The cord of it wrapped tightly around her fist brought pain, a welcome hot relief from the cold of the snowstorm. Every hour that passed had become a fight between exhaustion and continuing onwards. Finally as dusk appeared, she saw a small wooden hut, on a ridge above her and she struggled with waning strength towards it. 
 
    The sight gave her strength and pushing through the snow she got to the door and used her shoulder to force it open. Stumbling inside she saw it was large enough for her but little else and shivered as the cold of the snowstorm crept inwards. Furs waited on the floor and the fire pit was stocked and ready to be lit. A small table held a few utensils, a knife, water bucket and other meaningless day to day materials. It looks like someone is already living here she thought and yet the pull had stopped as she crossed the threshold. This was a hut meant for her. 
 
    Tiredness overcame her and shivering once more she felt the strength leave her body. I have to get dry and warm she thought before thinking became too difficult. Blinking eyes that drooped she swayed before dropping her pack and pulling off her wet and cold clothes. Naked and shivering with every breath she stumbled to the furs that lay on the floor and dived underneath. Everything became heavy, became laboured and as she breathed out her chest rattled and her eyes closed. 
 
    Her dreams were confused and deep in an exhausted sleep she had no awareness, no control over them. Images and vista’s she did not know paraded in front of her as she coughed in her sleep. The skeletal figure of the ancient king, her guide in this journey hung from a tree. Men came towards him, men she did not recognise and as they pushed his body it swung in time to their mocking laughter. The skeletal face turned to her, its jaws opening and she heard “This is your tree, your place. Remember it,” but the words became forgotten before they had even finished tumbling from the skeletal mouth. 
 
    With the croaking sound of a raven, she rose through the air seeing land underneath her. Villages across the land gleamed brightly before being covered in clouds both dark and stormy. The clouds blotted out all sight, all sun and the influence of the sky. Shouts and screams floated in the air, barely audible over the crash of thunder and the crack of lightning. From the villages flew birds, scrawny and weak they flew across the land but they could not land for the clouds spread beneath them stopping their rest. One, weaker than the rest, dropped down too close to the clouds and a flash of light burned her vision. The bird dropped from the sky, dead and disappearing as it went into the clouds. 
 
    Her vision changed, and she drove down through the black clouds. As she touched them, fear filled her being and in the hut she tossed and turned as animalistic moans escaped her mouth. Sweat covered her brow and her breath rattled with the quick rise and fall of her chest. 
 
    Under the clouds, she saw the villages, filled with warriors all bearing the symbol of Hare. They clutched their weapons as the villagers with fearful looks in their eyes went about their business. One villager, a woman carrying a basket of bread, was pulled to one side by one of the armed men and a villager ran towards them only to be cut down. Crying the woman was thrown to the floor and taken, the villager’s dead eyes staring at the sky. 
 
    Singing filled her senses, singing that reminded her of springtime and the rutting of animals. Slowly the village disappeared and she saw nothing but strange mist all around her. The mist was cold, wet and felt unnatural as it closed in. Then it cleared to reveal a woman sitting on a throne. She was beautiful with long brown hair and eyes that were large and round. Dressed in the finest deep green clothes she stared at Kari as if measuring her. 
 
    “The old ways are dying Shaman. These will be my lands, and it will be my laws that are obeyed. Shaman will no longer be just teachers, intermediaries between spirits and man only. They will become kings and queens once more. Join me, and I will give you all the love your heart desires. You will be accepted for what you are and adored.” The woman leant forward, “You will be a queen.” 
 
    “No,” she moaned into the hut and the woman laughed. “No,” she cried again, her voice weak and feeble against the woman. “No,” she whispered as her tongue lay from her mouth, dry and placid. 
 
    “So be it Shaman. If you survive know, we will meet again before the end.” Getting off her throne the woman walked towards her. Kari wanted to run, wanted to scream but she was paralysed and her heart raced with fear. Slowly the woman moved, seeming to jump between spaces until she stood next to her and lips touched her cheek before she heard a whisper. “Goodbye Shaman.” 
 
    With a start, Kari awoke. Her head ached and her body was hot. Sweat caked her skin and her bones screamed in pain every time she moved. Around her, she could see movement in the air, as if something swam across it and groaning she closed her eyes once more. Her blood pounded and she could feel her heart beat fluttering against her chest as her breathing rattled loudly in the silence of the hut. 
 
    Softly, so very softly, she felt nails rake across her skin sending pain across inflamed nerves. Blearily she opened her eyes to see a hovering green mist above her. Moving it reminded her of the lights in the night sky as it flared and undulated. Slowly it descended, its outer edges touching Kari and at its touch she felt the cold of death. 
 
    “Illness spirit,” She muttered it even as her brain shut down and closing her eyes she whispered, “Need to banish it.” As her eyes closed once more the mist moved downwards and hovered above her face. Kari’s dreams became green, and she felt her stomach roll as the mist sought to enter her. Her mouth, her nose, her ears and her eyes all became ways in as the spirit began its work. 
 
    As the mist drained into her Kari’s body jerked as it spasmed. Ice colder than the snow crept over her hands and feet and slowly began to creep towards her heart. Even though she was sweating all heat left Kari’s body and she shivered violently before she thrashed under the furs. The pulse in her neck jumped rapidly and then fell as her heart sought to fight away the cold. 
 
    Let go. There is nothing in life worth living for. You are alone and tired and the blessed darkness calls for you. Let go and join us in peace. She heard the whispering voice in her head and shook her head from side to side. Heart beating feebly Kari felt the life drain from her and she lay silent as her body began to shut down. 
 
    That’s it. Just sleep little one. Sleep the sleep of eternity and join everyone that waits for you. You tried but it was too much. Sleep now. The ice covered her limbs and reached out its cold clawed hand for her heart. Good, just a little more. There is nothing beautiful in the world for you. Just let go. As the spirit spoke of beauty, Yngrid’s face swam in front of her and the spirit continued to whisper inside her. Do not fight it. She cannot save you, cannot look after you. Just let go. 
 
    Fight Kari. I fought for you growing up. Now I need you to fight for me. Yngrid’s teasing tone made her smile in her sleep and then she frowned as her heart struggled to beat onwards. 
 
    She is dead. Sleep and join her. Come to the darkness with me. The spirit continued to whisper to her, continued its tirade as the cold continued to battle with her heart but Yngrid was too vital, too commanding. The warrior had captivated for her so long, had been in her thoughts every day since she had been pushed away she could not refuse her. Yngrid had been strong; Yngrid had looked after her growing up. She could not give up on that and slowly she began to fight back. 
 
    Deep in her unconscious mind, Kari built a wall around her heart. Each brick made from a memory of Yngrid, each section created from the desire to live she still had. It surrounded her heart with warmth, with heat and against the ice that clawed its way up her body it became the defence she needed. 
 
    NOOO! The spirit screamed its rage as it reached for her heart and found it blocked. She cannot save you. She battled the illness spirit that tried to take her, heard its screams as it failed time and again to break the wall she had created. Each minute that passed became a battle, each hour a victory and each breath that came from her body was tinged with green as she expelled the spirit from her body. Finally, dawn broke and her eyes fluttered open. 
 
    Above her, the green misty illness spirit floated. Tendrils reached for her and then bounced away as it met the blazing radiance of her heart. “You have lost spirit. Even when dead, Yngrid will protect me.” Her body felt weak and with each breath, she took she felt tiredness come upon her once more. Yet her spirit was strong and with blazing eyes, she commanded the illness spirit, “Now leave my hut and never come back.” 
 
    The atmosphere in the hut became heavy and tinged with rage as the illness spirit reached for her once more. “GO!” she screamed and with a soundless shriek the spirit slowly disappeared and Kari closed her eyes. She felt weak, exhausted yet clean of illness and as she lay quietly sleep came quickly. This time her dreams were bright and happy and filled with the warrior that had protected her once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 11 
 
      
 
    “That isn’t right” Benne nodded towards the wooden gates that lay on the ground. The wooden walls they had been attached to showed no damage. Only the huge metal hinges that lay twisted and broken spoke of disaster hitting the town. “Roosthaven is known for keeping its buildings well maintained. I doubt they would have let the gates fall into such disrepair.” 
 
    “Not when the walls are ok.” Erik nodded to the walls wordlessly. “I’ve been here before. They are miners, hardy people, not easily frightened.” Shaking his head, he looked over to Yngrid. “I hope your blade is sharp troll slayer. There is trouble ahead of us here.” 
 
    The three of them stood on a forested hill. The town stood not far away and using the trees as cover they could stand and inspect the damage without fear of discovery. A column of smoke wound its way up into the sky and Yngrid felt a sliver of ice run through her veins. “Raiders, it has to be. The town is under attack. We have to help them.” 
 
    Benne narrowed his eyes as he looked at the town. “Erik, if this town has fallen can we afford to get involved?” 
 
    The two men looked at each other and then Erik’s mouth twisted as if he had just bitten something sour. “No.” shaking his head, he muttered, “Any force able to rip the gates from the walls and set fire to this town would easily break us.” He looked over at Yngrid and spat on the ground. “I’m sorry lass. I won’t send the men under me to their deaths needlessly.” 
 
    Yngrid nodded her eyes dead. “Then this is where we part ways.” Nodding to the town, her eyes scanned the open land for hiding spots. “Someone down there knows about Obon and possibly Kari as well. I have to go down.” Nodding to the two men, she began to move “I wish you luck Benne. Keep your sword arm strong Erik. May we meet further down the road.” 
 
    Walking away before they could speak her face was blank but her eyes spat fire. I’m coming for you Obon. Now you’re going to feel the pain I feel every day, see me in your nightmares as I see you. Breaking into a run, she felt her blood begin to pound. 
 
    It did not take her long to make the open ground in front of the town. She could see no guards, no raiders anywhere and bending low like the wolf she was she ran for the destroyed gates. Now she was closer she saw the walls were indeed damaged. Large scars marred them and wood splinters lay everywhere yet she could see no war engine, no sign of boulder or battering ram. Frowning she entered the town and crept onwards silently. 
 
    The buildings near the wall were untouched. Stables and pens for animals they stood upright still despite the obvious distress of their occupants. Boars charged wildly, their eyes rolling and she could hear the ox’s grumble. Smoke was heavy in the air, and she could see the lick of flames from houses and buildings farther on. 
 
    A flash of dark leather and bright steel caught her eyes, and she moved quickly to the side of the stables. Working her way around she saw a raider washing something in the animal trough and with a steady quiet tread she came up behind him. With her sharp knife to the throat of him, she hissed “What are you doing here? This is too big a force just for a raid.” 
 
    “Obon demands we capture a shaman that has come this way and Obon is the voice of Hare. We must do his bidding.” The raider spoke carefully, and she saw his hand begin to move. Tightening her grip she allowed her knife to nick his skin and he stopped moving. 
 
    A shaman? Kari? “What shaman? Does the town have one? Is that why you are laying waste to it? To destroy any possible chance it could resist.” She pushed the knife harder against his skin and felt her hand tickle as something wet and sticky rolled slowly down over her fingers. 
 
    “Obon had a vision, saw a young woman here. A shaman that Hare wants capturing. That is all we know I swear it on Hare’s spirit.” The raider hissed it urgently and Yngrid nodded to herself, her eyes blank as she thought. 
 
    It has to be her. It has to be Kari. Why does Hare want her captured? She looked at the back of the raiders head. And this is one more raider after her, one more raider who can take a life. Her eyes flashed as her heart thumped wildly in her chest. I couldn’t protect them. I can protect her. I can stop him going after her. She stood trembling, arms tight around him as she fought for clarity in her head. He could capture her, he could kill her. Panic made her muscles tight as she thought, I have to protect her. 
 
    With a jerk, she pulled her knife across his throat and held him still as he struggled for air. Her hands became slippery with blood, and she closed her eyes feeling tears threaten to fall. No, I can’t weep. He is the enemy. He could have been one of those that attacked my village. Kicking the raider tried one last desperate attempt to outrun death and she gripped him tighter before letting him fall to the floor silent. 
 
    May Wolf and Raven both forgive me. Wiping her knife on her trousers, she sheathed it and moved onwards. The wall curved around the town and she could see fire jumping from house to house. Shouting came from up ahead and moving towards it she saw men from the village cut down by raiders as they tried to fight back. With a snarl, she ran towards them and as she did she saw more raiders come from between huts that blazed with fire, from between small shops and fiery destroyed ruins. She was surrounded, and raising her blade she smiled as the cold killing rage tightened in her gut. 
 
    “You won’t have her.” The words tumbled from her mouth as her blood raged within. She could feel the rage within her, bright like the sun, sharp like a blade. It begged to be unleashed and as she turned, her eyes scanning the raiders she felt it grow like the fire it was. 
 
    “Hold.” A voice rang out and the raiders parted. A man walked forward, a man carrying neither blade nor shield and around his neck a hare’s foot dangled. Dressed in ragged skins and with greasy dark hair he mocked her with his presence. 
 
    “This is the fighter that Hare warned us about,” He sneered at her and she growled in return. Turning his head he barked orders at the raiders that surrounded her. “Go and finish our orders. Kill everyone that resists and find the woman. Hare demands her sacrifice at the ritual.” Turning back to Yngrid the shaman raised his hands. “I’ll take care of this one myself.” 
 
    Before she could move he crossed his arms and started to bark words that made her wince in pain. A whirling column of white smoke erupted from the blazing fires around them and as the raiders melted away it advanced towards her. Inside she could see patches of gauzy white, heard shrieking voices as the shaman laughed loudly. “Take her,” he cried and the column of smoke blew apart and three hazy dark figures were revealed within. 
 
    Spirits of warriors who died in the fire they moved like smoke as they came towards her, wavering as the breezes shifted and their eyes were red as bright coals. Their clothes were dark and their weapons edged with night and as they came closer she could smell smoke and fear and gripped the pommel of Sun-fire tighter. Heart beating fast she could feel her blood sing with adrenaline, could feel her muscles twitch with joy. Rage burned within and reaching out with her heart she let it loose. Opening her mouth, she laughed, loud and long and then let loose with a war cry before charging the smoky figures. 
 
    Their weapons met and clashed in the air. This close to the figures she felt the fierce heat of a burning home and combined with the fires that raged around them her skin stung. The shaman stood watching, his face concentrating and his body unmoving as the smoke creatures battered at her. With a horizontal cut, her blade cut through one of her attackers, only for the smoke to reform and the creature struck back. She howled as the blade bit solidly into her arm and burning pain blistered her skin. 
 
    Snarling she attacked, again and again, easily breaking their clumsy attacks and cutting through them. Every time she did the creatures simply reformed, attacked back and she could not stop them. Each hit from their weapons became a blistering burn on her body but her rage would not let her stop. Weaving, dodging she moved in the fight like a woman possessed. 
 
    “The shaman, kill the shaman!” Erik’s voice rang out and the trading expedition guards charged into the fight. They battered the smoke creatures away, blocked every attack from getting through and gave Yngrid time. Without thought she turned, took her blade in both hands and with a mighty throw she sent it spiralling end over end towards the shaman. 
 
    Unable to break the spell in time the shaman’s eyes went wide as the blade came through the air. With a sickening crunch it sent him flying through the air, Sun-fire embedded in his chest until he came to rest on the ground. As his eyes closed one last time the smoke creatures dissipated, becoming one with the smoke of the fires and as Yngrid pulled her blade from the ruined chest of the shaman she heard Erik come up behind her. 
 
    “Well met troll slayer. It seems the men and I didn’t want to let this one go. With you on our side some of them reckon we cannot loose. I am not so stupid but if there is no one here, who will add to your song?” She looked at him with eyes that barely noticed him and he nodded with understanding even as his face scowled with worry. “I vowed to Benne you would get us through this without casualty. Do not make me a liar troll slayer. So what’s your plan?” 
 
    Dimly she heard Erik’s words and knew they needed a response. Raising her blade above her head Yngrid felt the shaman’s blood drip down from its coloured steel onto her head. The rage that kept her pain at bay and gave her the strength she wanted so badly sang in her blood and with a scream she exploded. “We kill them all!” As laughter bubbled from her mouth she ran, towards the centre of the town and the enemy that waited for her. 
 
    “Well, you slugs. Do you want the wolf blessed to do all the work? It’s time to earn our songs!” Erik’s voice rose above her laughter and with a wave the trading caravans guards charged forward following her deeper into the town. 
 
    Heart raging Yngrid ran onwards. The raiders saw her, with face and hair bloodied and knew their shaman was dead. Some ran, fear in their eyes as they saw her murderous intent. Other’s came against her but fell to her blade as it carved its way through their ranks. With each slash blood covered her and with each kill, she felt the satisfaction of the kill in her blood. 
 
    As her sword arm fell she neither noticed the guards were there, nor cared. Her only goal became the destruction of the raiders. Her only joy was their blood on her blade. The guards following her kept her back clear. Inspired by her they fought alongside battling the raiders and finally when all was done they stood whilst the ground was littered with the bloody remnants of Hare’s forces. 
 
    She walked towards the centre of the village; saw the meeting hall in the centre and the closed door. Words had left her and thumping on the door she screamed, heard the panic in the air behind the door and punched the wooden door in frustration. 
 
    “Easy troll slayer,“ Erik’s voice was gentle, and she turned to see him walking slowly towards her. Arms raised and holding no weapon he spoke softly to her. “It is done. They are dead. Let the rage go.” Reaching for her arm his fingers touched her, “Yngrid let it go.” 
 
    She hit out at him and he ducked, swung her around and held her tightly so she couldn’t move. “Easy my friend easy, the rage does not control you, you control it. Let it go.” 
 
    Slowly the rage drained from her and she sagged against him. He held her there a moment longer before letting her go with a nod and standing back he nodded to the door once more. Covered in blood and cuts she looked as fierce as any raider and staggering to the wooden door she shouted, “Please. The raiders are dead. I just want to find my friend.” 
 
    Holding her sword woodenly she sagged against the meeting hall wall and closed her eyes as her body was hit with fatigue. “I mean you no harm. I need to find her that is all. Has she been through here? A woman, not tall and hair like the night, willowy of frame and eyes that you could drown in. I need to find her.” wetness streaked her cheeks. “I need to protect her.” 
 
    The door opened and slowly the crowd inside came out. They held weapons and raised them threateningly. “They will not be needed.” Erik held his hands out to show he held no weapon. “I come with a trader and this lass, she needs to find someone. Have you seen her?” 
 
    An older man in the crowd nodded. “Aye, she was here. She healed some of the children who were suffering from an illness. We even asked her to stay, but she couldn’t.” 
 
    At the mention of her, Yngrid opened her eyes. “Was she ok? Where did she go?” Moving towards the crowd, she saw them flinch back and the children looked at her in fear. Closing her eyes against their looks, she whispered: “Please, where did she go?” 
 
    The old man pointed up the mountain behind the town. “She went up old Skyroost. Said something important was up there for her. There isn’t anything up there but death and cold though.” 
 
    Yngrid looked up the towering mountain that the town rested against. “You’re going to look for your friend aren’t you?” Erik stood by her side. He had cuts on his arms and blood on his leather jerkin but looked happy. Nodding, she felt him reach out to her and grip her shoulder. “Luck be with you troll slayer. Do not lose yourself in the rage. Go too far, and you might not ever let it go. I won’t be there next time to call you back.” 
 
    “I have to find her Erik. She’s the last of my village and if I don’t protect her then I couldn’t protect anyone and my entire life will have been a lie.” She turned and gripped his arm warrior to warrior. “Luck be with you, Erik. Don’t let the wolves take you.” 
 
    Turning she walked away from the people who had become her friends and through the devastation of the town. Alone for the first time in days, she smiled. “I’m coming to you Kari, and when I find you; I’m never leaving your side I swear.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 12 
 
      
 
    Kari tossed and turned under the furs that blanketed the sleeping pallet on the floor. Dreams filled with images she could not control nor understand she moaned softly as fear began to take hold. Growling filled the air and became all she could hear as silence reigned in the little hut. Fur, white as winter covered her eyes and fangs that dripped hatred snapped at her. Awaking with a start Kari heard the flapping of wings, saw the shadow of wings against the wall of the hut and swallowed dryly. 
 
    An image arrived in her head. Bones, cleaned and gleaming with strange marks carved upon them. They glowed with a strange power and as suddenly as it arrived, it left her. “I hear you Raven. I will do as you command.” Yet her heart beat fast as Kari realised what was being asked of her. 
 
    Throwing the furs of off her rough shift covered body she stood and felt the chill in the air. Even in the hut the cold wind still managed to find a way to get in and the air was frosty. Taking a rabbit carcass down from some string above the fire pit where she was smoking it she nodded. It would need to do and with luck, she would be able to replace it with other meat soon enough. 
 
    Gathering her clothes about her, she gathered the things she would need and with a rabbit in hand Kari opened the door and braved the mountain winds. The sun was low in the sky, and the wind moved the mountain snow into billowing clouds. Moving forward she walked surely for she had become used to the snow underfoot but inside she quailed for she knew what she had to do. 
 
    For an hour she walked until she found the place she had in mind. A gathering of rocks she could hide behind it would offer some shelter from the wind as she waited. Weathered shards of bone spoke of a feeding place of the beast she wanted and placing the rabbit carcass down upon the ground she let the swirling winds spread the scent of it. The beast she hunted would soon catch its smell she knew and settling behind the rocks she shivered as she tried to ignore the chill in her flesh. 
 
    Time moved slowly and she felt the sun move above her as its warmth shifted from arm to head to shoulder and still she waited. Eating snow staved off thirst and she ignored the hunger pangs in her stomach. Hunger would keep her alert she knew and she could afford no mistakes on this day. 
 
    A winter wolf the dream had shown her. Sharp of fang and claw it roamed the mountain taking what it needed to survive and would kill her without mercy or thought. The fur would keep her warm and its meat, although bitter would keep her fed. But it was the bones she needed, bones she had seen in her vision. Glowing with fire as the figures carved upon them called to her. 
 
    In her hand, she held the knife from the barrow. Its bone hilt fit snugly in hand and its blade shone with darkness. She could feel it, a straining in her muscles as it sought to strike out, to find flesh. Its edge was sharp and she knew without any fear that it would cut true. One swift push into the beast’s throat and the deed would be done. Still, her heart beat fast as she kept a look out knowing that she could easily die here this day. 
 
    There. Her dark eyes, shadowed by sleeplessness spotted the animals gaze. Brown in the white of fur and the swirling snow the lone snow wolf stared at the rabbit carcass. Sniffing the air, its head turned to her. Stupid she thought. I forgot the scent. Freezing, she knew that if it chose her instead of the rabbit she would lose the element of surprise and possibly her life. Raven protect me she prayed as the wolf took a step forward, its nose twitching as the scent of her body and the scent of the half smoked rabbit competed for its attention. 
 
    The beast made its choice and as she watched it walked forward, bent its head and began to rip at the rabbit carcass. Powerful jaws pulled the rabbit apart, and the crunching of bones filled the air. Studying it, she saw it was not large, for food was always scarce on the mountain. It stood only half her height but it had powerful muscles that bunched under its skin as its jaws moved. She had seen bigger wolves below the mountain line but here in the rarefied air of the mountain where Raven ruled, the wolf was as dangerous as any she had faced. 
 
    Carefully she moved creeping closer towards the feeding beast. Hungry brown eyes kept her in sight even as its mouth worked and its throat swallowed bites of the rabbit. It was alone she knew for she heard no howl, no accompanying whisper of a soft pad on snow. She took another step closer, and it growled a warning, its teeth bared and bits of flesh hung from its mouth. It was strong enough to kill her without a thought and her heart fluttered with fear. Nearly there she thought and then she leaped. 
 
    Landing on its back the beast underneath her instantly reacted with strength that she could not prepare for. The beast’s muscles bunched underneath her hands and she tried to hold on desperately. The knife in her hand moved rising up and then flashed down but the animal moved and she missed the killing blow. The wolf howled in pain and together they rolled across the ground as Kari tried to stay away from the killing teeth. 
 
    The wolf was an animal of killing fury and twisting its claws ripped down her arm. Blood hot and sticky ran down her arm and made her hand slick. She lost her hold on the beast, and it wriggled away from underneath her straining body. Disorientated and in pain, she turned to try and find it and the wolf, enraged by pain and the smell of blood leaped at her, knocked her down and lunged for her throat. With a scream of terror, she pushed the dagger deep into its neck over and over again; felt the hot heat of its life rain down upon her and its struggles became weaker and weaker until it lay still. 
 
    Pushing the snow wolf off of her Kari lay on the snowy ground panting with exhaustion. Blood ran down her arm and grabbing a handful of snow she pressed it against her wound. The cold numbed the pain and slowed the bleeding, but it would not stop the bleeding entirely. It will have to wait she thought. I have other things to do now if I want to keep my kill. 
 
    Getting to her knees Kari knelt by the corpse of the dead snow wolf. With a silent prayer sending the wolf’s spirit on its way, she pushed her knife into its stomach and split it open. Instantly blood and innards spilled onto the ground and the air was fouled with the smell of death. Her stomach recoiled and turning her head she fell away, vomiting bile and acid onto the blood spattered snow. 
 
    Control, I have to keep control. Taking a handful of pure snow, she wiped her mouth with it and spat before turning back to the corpse and the steaming innards. The strong death smell would attract more predators she knew and taking the wolf carcass in both hands she began to pull. It left red tracks in the snow, but it was the blood on her that worried her more. The scent of the wolf would put off some, but not all she knew and she had to get home as quickly as possible. 
 
    It had taken her an hour to get to the rocks, but it took Kari three to get back. Each moment that passed the wolf got heavier and she had to stop and rest more than she would have liked. Her feet were numb and the day had gone but pushing open the door to the hut she pulled the wolf’s partially frozen carcass inside knowing there was still more to do. 
 
    Moving to the fire pit, she saw there was little wood in her stores, but it would be enough for what she needed. Shivering she used flint and steel to make sparks, coaxing a small fire to emerge. As the sparks turned to flame and flame turned to heat she stood allowing that heat to reach out to her. Extremities groaned at the sudden change in temperature and gathering her strength she turned and then got to work. 
 
    Using her knife, she skinned the carcass carefully. The fur when treated would be warm for the beast was conditioned to the mountain. It would make a fine blanket or could be used for trade. The meat she carved into slabs and hung them over the fire to smoke so that they may last longer. The smoke would also disguise the strong wolf smell when finished and hopefully make the meat more edible. Then she turned her attention to the bones. 
 
    The vision of the bones had shown her what to carve but she had no idea of what bones to use. Unsure of what to use she looked at the butchered wolf with a critical eye. Taking a stone she broke the teeth from the jaw and placed them to one side. She had seen warriors wear a necklace of teeth from kills they had made. Perhaps they would become trade goods. 
 
    Remembering stories that Obon had shared with her as she grew up she took the small bones, the bones that could be sharpened and placed them with the teeth. York had given the village good iron needles, but she remembered the tales of using bone for such things and needles were always useful. 
 
    Taking the skin from the animal’s paws, she saw the joined bones and nodded to herself. They looked about right for what she had to do and quickly she cut the small paw bones from the cartilage and laid them to one side. Then she looked down one final time. 
 
    The carcass lay on her floor, bloody and in pieces. The smell in the hut was iron and smoky, rich and heavy with both scents. She sighed wearily and gathered together the remaining bits of the snow wolf. Pushing open the door she walked out onto the mountain once more. The wind howled around her but she kept walking, wanting to take the carcass as far away as possible before leaving it for the other animals and walking back. Then she slept. 
 
    When she awoke, she took snow from the ground outside and cleaned the hut. The blood would attract beasts she knew, and she had no desire to face more danger. Then she used her meagre supplies to treat her arm. It ached when she touched it and dried blood had to be rubbed clean making it bleed anew once more. It bled bright red, but she used some spare cloth to bind a poultice of crushed herbs against it and tying it tight she looked to the animal bones. 
 
    Placing a pot over the fire, she boiled the bones, letting the boiling water clean them as best they could before taking them and inspecting each one. When she was happy, she took the small paw bones and placing them in front of her she picked up her knife. The strange runes she had seen in her vision waited for her and yet she hesitated. “Raven” she spoke into the silence of the hut. “I am unsure.” 
 
    The fluttering of wings filled her ears, and darkness took her vision. Eyes filled with night as her orbs went completely black and then with head bowed her hand moved. The point of the knife inscribing each bone with a different symbol until eventually, she dropped the knife and her hand. The darkness passed, and she stared at the bones. What happened? Did I do that? 
 
    Reaching out with a trembling hand she picked up the bones to look at the runes. They were small, perfectly inscribed and as she looked at each she sensed a message there. Throw them. Raven's voice echoed in her head commandingly and Kari felt her hand jerk. The bones went scattering across the wooden floor with a clatter. Look, the voice came again and without thinking, she looked down at the bones she had dropped. 
 
    The white yellow of the bones pulled her in as she looked and certain runes seemed to glow to her sight. She smelt the acrid smell of wolf as she whispered out loud “Someone is coming, someone important. A warrior,” 
 
    Yes. Raven spoke to her and she shook her head trying to understand. Keep them safe. Without them, you will die. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 13 
 
      
 
    Boots crunched the crisp cold white snow as Yngrid hiked upwards. Exhaustion dogged her every step and she barely had enough strength to raise one foot in front of the other but her eyes were clear and bright. Kari, the name resonated in her head, a prayer against the cold. She had no idea whereabouts her friend was on the mountain, only that she was up here. 
 
    Her foot caught against a rocky outcrop and she stumbled but it did not matter. She could no longer feel her flesh anyway. Ice had formed a skin around her as snow covered her leather clad frame and the wind attacked viscously. Only her heart remained warm, sending blood around her body with every fierce beat. This close to her goal she would not be stopped. She would not fail again. 
 
    Leaving the town she had not paused had not stopped to say goodbye. Single-minded she climbed the slopes and now with the sun setting the cold became fierce. She refused to stop, to seek shelter. Kari, the word, drove her onwards and she knew with each stumbling step she took that she was one step closer to her life’s meaning. 
 
    Kari. Since the attack on their home and the maelstrom her life had descended into, the young shaman had been the one constant. She dreamt of her in the night, felt her gaze on her during the day, had been told she was alive and had searched for her. Now fate had brought them close together once more. Everything will be better when we are together she thought, everything will be good Kari I swear it. 
 
    But you pushed her away. What if she does not want you there? What if this time she sends you away? The thought snuck past her prayer, past her defences and she stumbled to her knees. Pressing her hands against the cold snow she pushed herself up once more and shook her head trying to clear it. The air was cold and breathing in a giant lungful of air Yngrid’s limbs shook but still, she took the next step. What if Raven was lying and she doesn’t need your help? 
 
    “NO! She will not send me away. She loves me!” Her shout startled a snow fox which barked at her as it ran past and she looked up into the deepening gloom at the stars above. “No,” she whispered as her eyes blinked back water that trailed ice down her cheeks. “She will not turn me away. I will stay with her and protect her and when Obon is dead we will stay together.” Shivering she moved once more. “She will want me here. She will.” The words calmed Yngrid’s beating heart as she took another step up the mountain. 
 
    Why would she still love you? You sent her away. Do you think she would forget? The wind whispered to her, the silent voice all around her. “I was scared. She will understand. She is my friend.” Sweat broke on her brow and instantly formed ice. Eyes glazed over as she walked and lethargy pulled at her limbs. “I just need to see her, explain to her. She will forgive me, and I will stay and protect her.” 
 
    The wind sent snow billowing and her sight was obscured. Like you protected your village? The wind screamed at her and she spun around. She could see nothing but white, hear nothing but mocking laughter on the wind. Placing her hand on the hilt of her blade she felt the heat from the blade on the pommel and it burned. Heart beating fiercely she stopped in the snow as she tried to understand what was happening. 
 
    “Who is there? Show yourself, coward.” She felt tired and her voice quaked in the air before it was snatched away by a howl of the wind and snow. Yngrid felt hands on her as she was pushed and twisting saw nothing. Icy fingers snatched at her hair and laughter that was deep and mocking erupted around her. “Show yourself if you have the courage,” she screamed as ice crept up her leg and the cold became biting. In the gloom of night, a shadow fell over her and she looked up. 
 
    “Father?” She wept even as her tired confused head tried to make sense of it. In the snowy gales, her father stayed just out of reach as he faced her. “Father is that you?” She took a step towards the figure, and he moved backward out of the way. “Please Father, how can it be?” With every step she took towards him he took two away and Yngrid pleaded with him. “Father, please stop. I cannot catch you up.” 
 
    A blizzard erupted around her. Swirling snow and howling wind converged to blind her and falling to her knees once more she shielded her face. Like a thousand bees the ice and snow stung her with every second that passed. 
 
    “You left us to die Yngrid. You were supposed to protect us and you left us alone. Where were you Yngrid? Why did you leave your mother and me?” Her father’s voice echoed from the blizzard. His voice was full of pain as he spoke and the words pained her far more than the snow could. Her heart crumbled as the words hit her for she heard the truth in them. 
 
    “Kari. I had to go and meet Kari. I did not know the village was going to be attacked. I would have stayed and protected you if I had known I swear it father.“ She raised her face to the wind and from half closed eyes she saw the figure of her father ahead of her. “Please father, forgive me.” As she watched, the figure took a step backwards into the billowing snow and she lost sight of him. The gloom deepened into true night and she tried to get to her feet but could not. The strength was not in her. 
 
    “Why did you do it Yngrid?” Her mother’s voice whispered to her and turning she thought she saw the shadow of her mother behind her. “Do you know what they said they were going to do to me? I had to die to stop them. How could you leave us? Are we nothing compared to her?” The words were bitter, full of hurt and they slapped her like a physical blow. 
 
    Yngrid beat her hands against the snow. “I wanted to. I fought, but I came back too late. I found you dead. I would have died myself if not for Raven. Did you wish me to die as well?” A dark shadow of her mother stared down at her tear streaked face with a look of shame and disappointment. 
 
    “Better that you had died than be this.” The shadow of her father joined her mother and together they looked down at her. “You call yourself warrior but you are nothing but a child. You left us to die just so you could meet your friend. Now you run after her once more. You abandoned friends, good people who would have treated you well but they are nothing compared to your desires. A warrior puts aside all desire for the good of their people. You put your own desire above everything else. You are no warrior Yngrid Selfishheart, Yngrid Cursedchild. Your life is a lie.” 
 
    “No,” On her knees, she felt the cold reach for her heart. Eyes closed she felt the ice touch her as it burrowed into the warmth of her body. “Kari.” She spoke the name and felt her heart beat stronger. “Kari, help me please,” she begged. 
 
    The frost spirit circled around her. A creature of ice and snow and darkness it was immune to the cold of the mountain but the sword that brought sunlight worried it. As it reached into Yngrid’s mind and plucked images from the woman on the ground the spirit kept away from the fire within her. It could feel the anger; the rage and slowly, carefully it built a wall around that fury as it attacked, cutting Yngrid off from her power. The name of Kari brought many images to its prey’s mind and taking them it attacked once more, swamping Yngrid with sorrow and darkness. 
 
    Her mother and father slowly wavered and through the wind and the snow, a shadow came towards her. “Kari,” Yngrid whispered and the winds around her died down as the shadow smiled at her. Yngrid felt her heart leap, felt strength return to her limbs as the shadow bent down to speak to her. 
 
    “Why would I help you Yngrid?” Yngrid saw the look of confusion on the shadows face and her heart broke. The winds redoubled around her and the snow fell around her thickly. 
 
    “You pushed me away. I ran crying into the night. You could have stopped me, you could have called for me, come after me. You could have done something, but you did not care. So why would I?” The shadow leaned closer and the breath on her cheek was as cold as frozen water. “I do not love you Yngrid. I never really did.” 
 
    The cold surrounded her heart, and Yngrid closed her eyes. “I’m sorry Kari.” Falling forward with a graceful slowness Yngrid fell into the crisp mountain snow. Breath rasped from her chest as the dark of sorrow came to claim her and each beat of her heart became slower than the one before. “I’m so sorry.” 
 
    Rolling onto her back snow began to cover her and she felt its bitter caress on her skin as it settled on her body. Around her shadows appeared people of her village with eyes that stared at her bitterly. “Why did you not save us?” shadow after shadow leaned over her and their words showered blame upon her. “Why did you leave us for her? We trusted you.” Over and over again she felt their words bite like the ice in the air. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” she whispered as she fought to keep her eyes open. “I couldn’t do it,” Laugher filled the air and she wept rivers of ice. “Kari,” Even now she could not let her friend go and as the shadow of Kari leaned over her she tried to speak. Her words would not come out; she had no more strength left with which to speak. Forgive me. She could not speak but her heart ached with the question and her eyes screamed the question as Kari knelt by her side. 
 
    “No.” the shadow shook her head. “Why would I Yngrid? You are weak. I fell in love with a warrior, not a squawking farmwife playing at being one. You let me go and now I live on this mountain, alone and fearful. You were gifted, you had the rage. You could have saved us all but now they are all dead and I will die soon enough. How could I forgive you for that?” 
 
    The words were spoken without malice, without bitterness and in her frozen heart, she began to believe them. Kari’s face moved closer until she could whisper into Yngrid’s ear “Give up Yngrid, give up and maybe Wolf and Raven will take pity on you for I will not.” 
 
    Closing her eyes Yngrid felt her heart beat slower and the snow against her face. She did not want to bear anymore of Kari’s scorn, did not want to hear the villagers blame or her parents disappointment. Please let me die she thought as guilt and blame washed over her in never ending waves. I can take this no longer. 
 
    The frost spirit watched as the woman stopped moving in the snow. Only the barest rising of her chest gave away any sign of life and as it moved closer the spirit could feel the sorrow in Yngrid’s heart. The blade at her side lay dull and nearly lifeless, only the smallest glimmer of sunlight revealed that it was anything other than the blade of a dead warrior. 
 
    As the winds blew and the snow fell about them the frost spirit moved in and prepared to feast upon the woman’s remaining life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 14 
 
      
 
    Kari sat cross-legged, naked upon furs in the small cabin. A small fire blazed in the fire pit as she dipped two fingers into a small bowl full of crushed herbs and water. Bringing her fingers to her mouth, she tasted the concoction and spat it onto the fire. Bitter, like death she thought but again she had been shown this and had been told which herbs to use in her dreams. Picking up the bowl she raised it to her mouth and drained it. Immediately her stomach revolted and tried to bring it back up and she fought with her body to keep it down. 
 
    Pain, as bright as any blade made her double up and she clutched her stomach as it ripped through her. With a scream she collapsed as her heart raced, beating against her chest painfully. With each beat, her breath became as light and with each breath of light, her spirit became as the wind. The light hurt her eyes and closing them the light mixed with darkness and spiralled out of control. Desperate for water she lurched to her feet with a gut wrenching feel. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she saw mist had invaded her cabin. Thin in places and heavy in others it moved as if it lived. Like a gentle tide, it moved in and out in time with her breath. The wind that had been howling outside sounded muted, far away and as she turned she gasped. Her body lay on the floor, its chest barely moving and its eyes still behind closed eyelids. As shock hit her she moved without thinking and found herself standing by her own body. Panic began to make her heart race even if her body seemed still. 
 
    “Peace young shaman. You are your spirit and your body will remain safe as long as you get back to it before daybreaks.” The words entered her head directly and turning sharply she saw a raven, large winged and with yellow eyes staring at her from the floor. 
 
    “Raven?” she whispered, and the bird cocked its head. Yellow eyes bored into her own as it regarded her before opening its wings wide and shaking its head. 
 
    “No, I am simply one of his messengers. Raven heard your words that you would live no longer after your vengeance but you will be needed. Therefore, Raven gave you a reason to live. He gave her who carries your heart back to the world, but in her recklessness to give your heart back she is now in mortal danger. You must go to her,” The rave hopped forward. “I was sent to guide you.” 
 
    Kari shook her head. “You are a lie spirit. My heart is dead, left back in the village with the one I loved. Raven never gives the dead back for to do so would have terrible consequences. I will keep my word. Raven will have his vengeance and the traitorous shaman Obon will die. After that, my life is to do with as I please.” 
 
    The mist thickened around her and the raven croaked. “The times are changing, and Hare is intent on breaking all the laws of balance. Raven gives you this gift in the hope of stopping a greater evil.” The raven hopped closer and cocked its head quizzically. “Tell me, foolish child. Is the second death of the warrior who carries the sun worth your vengeance? Will you die happy knowing she was your blood price?” 
 
    It cannot be, she thought. Yngrid could not be alive. I saw her fall, saw her lifeblood drain from her body. Yet her heart leapt at the thought of her. I cannot take the chance it is a lie. 
 
    “Take me to her,” she whispered, and the raven took to the air. Flying through the cabin’s wall and out into the world of spirit beyond it moved and she moved to the door. Reaching for it her hand passed through it as if it did not exist and closing her eyes she moved forward. Her body felt a moment of pain and then she was through and into the wild outside. 
 
    Opening her eyes, she stopped amazed. The sky was full of light. The stars seemed brighter and as she watched the clouds that moved in the sky flared with gold and silver. She saw the winds swirl around her, lines in the landscape of a new reality and glowing like silverfish in a river. There was cold here, but it was not the cold of icy wind but the cold of death. She felt it intimately inside as the raven’s form flew through the air away from her. With a thought she found her body following it quickly. This must be what it feels like to fly she thought as the ground passed quickly around her. 
 
    With a speed that would not be possible in her body, they moved down the mountain. With each passing moment, she felt the link between her body and her spirit become less and less important as this new landscape fascinated her. Bright forms moved around them, some small and some larger. She could not see their features for they looked like bright pillars of flame and as she moved past they turned to look at her. Land spirits she thought, the spirits that inhabit the land. They are part of life and blaze with it. People would look like that as well surely. 
 
    The raven she was following stopped and circled a mound of snow and as she moved closer she saw a hand, fingers jutting from the edge of the mound and a strand of golden hair lay on the snow like a vine breaking from the ground. “Oh,” Quickly Kari moved closer. “Yngrid, no, please no,” Her friends head lay buried as the treacherous mountain weather swirled around them. 
 
    She did not blaze like the spirits of the land and kneeling on the snow Kari reached out with her spirit and touched the hand of her friend. At her touch, she saw Yngrid’s forlorn spirit standing next to her body and as she looked at it, the figure began to weep. “I’m sorry Kari,” the words tumbled from Yngrid’s spirit as the flame of her life wobbled in the wind. 
 
    From beneath the mound of snow, Kari could make out a small glow, beating slowly, so slowly. Like a fragile flower it huddled under the snow and fought to keep the killing cold at bay and like a flower, it was a battle it could only lose. Around them, the wind blew and something dark approached her, a pillar of shadow that sent a feeling of wrongness across her nerves. 
 
    Turning Kari faced Yngrid’s spirit. “Do not give up my Yngrid, my warrior, my heart. Stay here, with your body, and I will find you.” Then she faced the shadow as it came closer and with it, she could see the wind and snow in the natural world become harsh and cruel. Deep down in the depths of her Kari felt its evil and knew this was what was taking her friend's life. 
 
    The frost spirit looked like a tall shadow in the spirit realm. Darkness with a blue core it looked like a bruise on the world and relentlessly it came. Sending its cold winds and killing snow toward her Kari felt the forces go through her for she could not be touched by those here. Strong and curious the shadow drifted closer and in the shadow, she could make out faint features. A face twisted from a dead man’s sorrow and ice crystals. “She is mine,” it hissed it like a scalded cat and in its words, Kari heard its pain. 
 
    “No. You cannot have this one. She is promised.” Kari stood firm as she faced the shadow. At her words, it recoiled and then went into a frenzy of anger. Forsaking the winds and the cold, it reached for her with shadow, its body coiling around her form like a snake and at its touch, she heard sorrows words. 
 
    “You left us to die.” Her parents appeared out of the mist, reached for her and at their touch, she felt the ice of winter. “You were our blessing, a gift from raven to help the village and you ran,” Their words stabbed at her like knives but broke apart on her. 
 
    “No,” she shook her head at them. “I was not your blessing. I was your curse. I am sorry you are gone but I will not feel sorrow for this. I could not have left you for I knew of no attack. I was just one tired, scared, desperate young woman who could not go home to her parents.” Kari smiled sadly, “I know it was hard on you having me as I was. There is no blame in this for either of us.” 
 
    The shadows disappeared and other villagers appeared. They surrounded her. “You left us,” the shouted it at her “You should have known about the danger. That was your duty.” Again the words struck her but she did not feel the sorrow that others would. 
 
    Again she shook her head. “It was a duty I neither wanted nor was consulted on. Still, I would have been your shaman and treated you fairly even though you feared me. But I could not have known about the danger. I was not trained and it was our own shaman that betrayed us. Take your blame elsewhere for I will not accept it.” 
 
    She faced the shadow as it coiled around her, its face close to her own. “I will not take the blame for this. They are dead, and their deaths are upon the heads of those who killed them. Not one frightened young woman. I do not hold onto them spirit. I let them go to their afterlife.” 
 
    Reaching out she touched the face of the spirit and understood. It was human once, long ago and she felt it wanting to blame everyone but itself for its death upon the mountain. Yet it was its own fault for like Yngrid it had come out without being prepared and had paid the price. Only its desire to live had not let it pass into Raven’s care. The spirit had stayed on the mountain, becoming cold and rage filed as time went by and praying on the warmth of the living. 
 
    Taking her hand back she shook her head. “You should not be here spirit and I cannot let you take her or anyone else. This sorrow I will take on my shoulders for this is squarely upon me.” Thrusting her hand into the chest of the shadow she reached for the pulsating darkness within and closed her hand about it. 
 
    The frost spirit shrieked with fear as she clasped its heart and closing her hand she pulled back and brought with it the small broken black thing that kept the spirit alive. “I will not take your misery from you. No one can. So go and meet your fate for you are frost spirit no longer.” The heart in her hand crumbled as she clenched her fist and the spirit screamed with pain. 
 
    The power contained within flashed brightly and she felt it wrap around her as the spirit grew smaller and smaller. Finally, with one last shriek of pain it disappeared, merging with the snow and wind, the mist and air around them and as it did the power she held within her hand wrapped around her. Her dark eyes glinted like ice at night and her breath smelt of snow as she understood everything the spirit had known. 
 
    Kneeling she touched the pale nearly lifeless body and let her power flow. “What can bring death can give life my love,” She whispered it as the ice and snow of the mountain blizzard melted away under the feeling of bright sunlight on fresh snow. Slowly the mound of snow disappeared, melting beneath her power and she saw Yngrid’s face, cold and frozen as the glow in her warrior's heart beat slowly. 
 
    “Hold on my sweet golden warrior. Fight one last time for me and I will come for you. I swear it.” Getting to her feet Kari thought of her body and disappeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 15 
 
      
 
    Ice, colder than the darkest night filled Yngrid’s body. She lay still, numb, as ghosts that would not pass on to their rest walked around her. They spoke but she could not hear, touched her skin but she could not feel. Alone and laying on the edge between life and death she could do nothing, be nothing. Only the small beat of her heart, the gentle flame of life within her kept death from claiming her. 
 
    Hands, human and gentle moved her but Yngrid did not notice. Lost in her own sorrow she was insensible to everything. Yet, at that touch, her heart strengthened, beat a little faster and the warmth held within slowly began to spread outwards once more. 
 
    Her throat barely moved as she whispered “I’m sorry,” only for her words to be lost in the wind. Eyes closed she fell in and out of consciousness and did not register that she was moving. “I’m sorry,” she whispered again and tears slipped from eyes only to be lost in the sweat that ran down her face. Winds swirled around Yngrid but refused to touch her as she was moved along the ground. 
 
    “You have nothing to be sorry about Yngrid.” Kari said the words from between gritted teeth as she pulled her insensible friend along the ground on the wooden frame. “Raven save me, I never imagined you would be so heavy.” Slowly she pulled the injured woman towards the safety of her hut. “You’ll soon be better my love. I’ll look after you. Just rest,” 
 
    “I failed you all.” Guilt, sorrow and pain, they became Yngrid’s whole world as she fought off the cold and the remains of the frost spirits magic. Lapsing into unconsciousness she dreamt but even in her dreams, she could not escape. 
 
    Shades of the dead crowded around her. They stared down with shame, pulled at her body as they tried to pull the spirit from her body. She thrashed and tried to escape and Kari felt her friend toss from side to side. Threatening to fall off the frame they stopped and kneeling by the side of her friend Kari placed her hand on her brow. Heat burned her skin and she frowned. 
 
    “Mother, forgive me!” Yngrid wept in her sleep, whispered as strength left her and hands pushed her down as she tried to move. 
 
    “You are poisoned Yngrid, poisoned by the frost spirits guilt and sorrow. I will help you but you need to survive until we get back.” Kari placed her hand on Yngrid’s brow once more and whispered words she did not truly know. They slipped out her mouth and made her gasp as she felt strength leaving her and moving into Yngrid’s poisoned body. Dropping her hand she struggled to her feet and together they began to move once more. 
 
    The frost spirits poison though would not be denied. Ice touched her once more and with eyes flickering she saw the shades of her dead once more. They would not let her escape, would not let her be. “Why did you leave us?” Their voices rose from a whisper to a cacophony, a symphony of blame and guilt that fought to quench her spirit. 
 
    “What could I do?” With a sudden strength, she shouted it out loud raising birds to their wing as she was pulled over the mountain snow. Her sweat slicked brow tossed from side to side as her spirit warred with the poison. “I had no choice in my life.” Body shivering she whispered, “I wish I had died with you all.” 
 
    The movement stopped once more and a voice she did not hear whispered to her “No you don’t Yngrid. It is only the poison and you must fight it. You’ve fought everything in your life so far, do not stop now please.” 
 
    Opening her eyes she saw Kari looking down at her but only saw the shade of her friend that pointed an accuser’s finger at her. With blood pouring from her mouth and hatred in her eyes Kari’s shade spoke. “Why did you not love me Yngrid? You were my friend, my heart and you chased me away. The raiders found me, used me, killed me and you could have stopped it. Now I wander because of you. You pushed me away once. Do not push me away now. Give in and be with me forever.“ 
 
    “I’m sorry Kari, so sorry.” The words spilled from her mouth and Kari turned her head, brow frowning. “I’m sorry I couldn’t be what you needed then. Everything I have touched turns to violence. It is what I am.” 
 
    “I needed to feel heat and life and love. I needed you, my friend, my heart and you turned your back on me. It is your fault I am dead and you are still too much of a coward to admit you need me.” The shade came closer and she felt fire coming off it as strong as any blacksmith forge. 
 
    “Kari, please forgive me.” The shades darkness spiralled around her, hit her like a sword blow against her heart as she felt the loneliness that her life had become and in her poisoned state she smiled. “I can’t do this without you anymore. I give you my life,” 
 
    “Yngrid no, please!” Kari turned as Yngrid’s body jerked and a horribly twisted smile crossed her face. Once, twice she jerked and then lay still. Her chest remained still and eyes that were closed no longer moved. Falling to her knees by her friend Kari lay her hands on the still chest of her friend and spoke words of power. With all her love she sent strength spiralling into the body and then with a two handed thump she crashed down against Yngrid’s chest with her hands. “Live damn you,” tears fell from her eyes “I can’t lose you again now I know you live!” 
 
    Gasping Yngrid’s eyes snapped open and she saw light shining down upon her. In a moment of clarity, she looked into the worried face of Kari as she knelt over her. “Fight for me,” she heard her friend hiss it as a look of fatigue crossed her face and with all her strength she nodded, once, barely as her strength failed her and her eyes closed once more. 
 
    She understood she was moving but yet she lay still. The snow of the mountain cooled the air around her but fire filled her veins. Furs covered her as she moved keeping her warm yet when the furs touched against her skin it felt like she was being flayed alive by sharp knives. Eyelids struggled to open as she felt unconsciousness reaching for her once more but it was a battle she could not win as once again Yngrid’s strength left her. 
 
    As she lost consciousness once more one thought resounded in her head. I found you. Dark shades reached for her once more but she was armoured against them now and their words became meaningless. Even Kari’s shade could not reach her for she knew the truth now. Kari was alive and she was with her. 
 
    “Yet you refused her.” The voice surprised her and in her darkness, she saw a face she knew come close. “You who were on the warrior’s path were already marked as being different. You who were chased by everyone wanted no one. Men wanted to touch you but you shunned them and the only woman who got close you pushed away. Why?” 
 
    Yngrid faced herself in the darkness and felt fatigue in her bones. “They did not want me. They wanted my father’s forge; they wanted the prestige of bedding me. Not one of them saw me for who I really was. Not one of them knew what I needed to do.” 
 
    “But Kari did because you told her didn’t you. You could have told anyone about your dreams, about your desires but you only told her. The one person you protected throughout your lives, the one person who always looked to you.” Her own shade came closer and as it did she saw an ill green glow to her eyes. “The one person you wanted to need you.” 
 
    Yngrid shook her head “No. I only wanted to be her friend. I only wanted to keep her safe.” She watched as her shade threw her head back and laughed. 
 
    “You only wanted to keep her safe,” the shade mocked her with its words. “She came to you and told you how she felt. She came to you and opened her fears to you and you pushed her away without a thought. You knew she was running into the night, into the dark and you should have chased after her but you left her alone. Did you want to keep her safe? I call you a liar.” 
 
    “I was surprised,” her eyes rolled wildly as her dark other self stared with scorn in its eyes. “I was not sure what to do.” 
 
    “No, you were scared. How can you hope to protect her when she scares you so much?” Slowly Yngrid’s dark shade walked around her in a circle, throwing words like knives at her. “One small kiss was all it took to make you afraid. One small show of love and you collapsed. You thought of her as a friend and yet in truth, when she kissed you, you held her tight and didn’t want to let go. Only shock at your feelings made you release her. You wanted the feeling of her against you once more and yet you let her run. You are weak.” 
 
    Yngrid’s breathing increased quickly and Kari stopped to check her heart. Frowning she felt the poison in her friends system moving as she fought against it and knew one way or the other it would end soon. Kari pulled Yngrid onwards praying to Raven as she did. 
 
    “She was to be ravens. I could not touch her no matter how much I wanted to,” Yngrid shouted wildly at her shadow. “I could not be what she wanted.” 
 
    Nose to nose Yngrid and her shadow stared at each other. “She was not Raven’s yet and all she wanted was one small touch, one small show of affection to help her through her own fear. She took a step, chanced your reaction and in return you couldn’t even admit your feelings for her,“ The shadow raised its hand and its fingers reached for Yngrid, “It would be a kindness to take your life so that she may find someone who will love her.” 
 
    A maelstrom of feelings over took her and Yngrid reached out, grabbed the shadow’s wrist and stopped its hand before it could touch her. “She has someone who loves her.” Pushing her shadow away she snarled as anger blistered through her. “I made a mistake when I hurt her. A mistake I will make up for but I love her and I will fight for her every single day of my life.” 
 
    Yngrid screamed and Kari turned to watch as her friend exhaled an ill green wind into the air. It hung above them swirling with nowhere to go before being swept up in the wind and vanishing. Bending to her friend she saw a difference in her friend. Her chest rose and fell steadily and although she still ran with sweat the colour of her skin was natural. Smiling she turned and continued dragging Yngrid towards her hut. 
 
    She slept through her journey and even the bumping as she was taking inside her friends hut did not wake her. Taken from the wooden frame she was undressed by hands that were sure and her wounds were washed with a care that would have embarrassed her if she had but known. Wrapped in furs she lay dreaming as Kari cooked a broth and only in her dreams did she remember being fed. 
 
    Dreamless she slept as Kari kept the fire high and tended to her as carefully as any mother would their child. Silence filled her world for the shaman did not speak as she went about her tasks. For a day and a night she slept, until on the third day her body, cleared of poison and her mind healed of sorrow she awoke. 
 
    “Hello my friend,” Kari’s smoky voice spoke to her and she turned her eyes to the young woman who stood holding a bowl of something that steamed. At the sight of her face, Yngrid felt a burst of love as her heart lightened. 
 
    “I’ve been searching for you.” With a dry throated voice, she watched the dark eyes of the shaman as they watched her. “I’ve missed you.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 16 
 
      
 
    Kari watched as her friend carefully swallowed the meaty broth she had made. The illness had been hard on her she could see. She was weak and dark smudges lay under eyes that looked both haunted and certain. Whatever she had gone through at the hands of the frost spirit, it had weakened her body and hurt her spirit. Some internal battle had been fought but what the outcome of that would be, Kari did not know. 
 
    Putting down the spoon Kari reached out and wiped Yngrid’s brow. “It is ok my friend. You are safe here. The illness has gone, and you will soon reclaim your strength. Soon you will be practicing your steps, just like the old times.” 
 
    “No.” Yngrid shook her head. “I am no warrior like in the sagas. I have fought to get to you, and I have killed without thought. When I fight, I let rage take me and it is that rage that gives me strength, not discipline or technique. I am a tool of that rage, not a warrior.” She shook her head “And yet when I needed that rage to defend the village it did not. It failed me and I failed them.” 
 
    Slowly Yngrid’s shoulders began to shake and she fought back tears. With a strangled voice she whispered “I failed you as well Kari. I am sorry.” Lying down, Yngrid turned on her side away from Kari and her shoulders started to shake. 
 
    Reaching out she stroked the crying young woman’s hair letting her cry silently. Slowly her sobs subsided and she lay still. What do I do? She was always the strong one, the one that protected me. I admired her for her single minded purpose. Now she is hurting and I don’t know how to heal this. 
 
    “Yngrid” the young woman lay still, refused to turn around. “You were poisoned and it attacked your spirit. It showed you the worst of you so that you would give up. You cannot believe what you went through. It was the poison, not you.” 
 
    “That cannot be true Kari,” Yngrid whispered nearly silently and Kari had to strain to hear. “Because if what I learned is wrong then what I feel right now is wrong and that cannot be. I could not bear it to be true.” 
 
    Kari looked at her friend and shook her head. Speaking quietly she hoped Yngrid heard her words as she spoke. “I do not know what you have been through Yngrid. My heart is glad you survived the attack and I am sure, surer than anything I have known so far, that you tried to defend them. But one warrior could not hope to hold them off. You take too much blame for no purpose here.” 
 
    Placing her hand on the warrior's shoulder she squeezed it. “I have your armour and Sun-fire safe ready for when you want to don them again. You do not have to do this alone anymore. I promise you.” 
 
    Still, the warrior refused to look at her and so she got to her feet. “Rest now Yngrid. Your spirit was sorely battered and your body needs time to heal. I need to go out for we need firewood and more water. I will be back soon.” 
 
    Walking to the door she picked up her cloak and put it on. “Kari,” Yngrid’s voice crossed the hut powerfully and the shaman turned. “I was in darkness and you saved me. I would be dead now if not for you. I do not know if that is a good thing or not but thank you.” 
 
    Smiling to herself Kari opened the door and closed it behind her. The crisp coldness of the mountain side met her but she felt no cold. She had taken the frost spirits power when she had defeated it and with it came an understanding of the cold and biting winds. No longer would she feel the cold from them, but her flesh was still human, still needed protecting. And Yngrid would need the fire though and they both needed food and water. Stay safe my heart she thought as she walked away from the hut. I will be back. 
 
    The hour she spent collecting meagre scraps of wood went far too slowly for her mind would not leave her friend. Something worried her, something that she could not understand. The battle for Yngrid’s spirit had hurt her friend more than she had first thought. Sighing she carried the few branches back to the hut and collected snow for water. Then opening the door once more she went about fixing them something to eat. 
 
    That night as they sat eating, Yngrid feed herself. Kari nodded as she watched the warrior noticing the slow way she moved but content nonetheless. “It is good to see you getting stronger.” 
 
    She nodded. “This is good. Better than the food I eat on the road with my companions.“ Yngrid gave a small smile, “You would make someone a good wife if that is what you wished to be.” 
 
    Kari shook her head. “There is no point thinking about it. I will never be anyone’s wife. Even if we get revenge on the shaman Obon Raven will need me to remain a shaman. If we succeed and Raven allows me to choose someone to be with there is only one person I could give my heart to.” She looked up and their eyes locked, “But that is to be spoken off another time.” 
 
    “I am scared, Kari.” Yngrid placed her spoon down and Kari felt a tremor of shock at the admission. “When I fought at the village I felt myself taken over but could still control it a little. Then the people I travelled with were attacked by a wood troll and,“ she shrugged, “I’m sure you found my necklace. I slew it Kari. The rage took me over and I killed it but there was a part of me that was still me. Then we came to Roosthaven and it was being attacked I lost all reason. I killed raiders but do not remember doing it. I am losing myself a little each more every time I go into the battle fury. One day I might not come back. “The warrior looked up and their eyes met. “I am afraid.” 
 
    “I will be here to pull you back. You do not have to be afraid.” Reaching out she grasped the leg of her friend and squeezed. 
 
    “And if I lose control again. If I hurt you?” panic pawed at the edges of Yngrid’s voice. “What if I kill you Kari? I could not bear that guilt.” 
 
    Kari moved closer and took her friend's hand. “If you hurt me then that is the fate that has been chosen for us and we cannot escape it. But I do not believe you would hurt me. I do not believe we have gone through all this only for you to hurt me.” 
 
    “Why? What makes you so certain?” She watched as the warrior put the bowl down on the floor. “I spent so long trying to find you with the hope I could protect you, that my life’s calling wasn’t all for nothing but I cannot protect you from me. I am no warrior Kari. I am nothing but a threat to you.” 
 
    “I do not believe that.” Kari stared at her, “I do not believe that and I will never believe that. You may be a killer Yngrid but you are not evil. You are not someone who would kill without a reason like a rampaging troll. You are the winter wolf with the sunlit blade, the wolf that protects her pack with bright claws. It is your path and nothing will change that.” 
 
    “I think I was dead and I think Raven brought me back. If that could be changed then my path can be changed as well.” The air above Yngrid’s body moved quietly and Kari watched the air currents with worry. Her senses were becoming more attuned she knew, up here on the mountain and so close to Raven’s sky and what she saw had a feeling of wrongness to it. 
 
    “Yngrid,” Standing she went to the small fire and took the medicine that she had been creating. Pouring it into a small rough cup she brought it over and gave it to her friend. “No matter what you think right now I want you to know. I am gladdened you are here with me and as much as you fear you would hurt me I know you would not, could not.” 
 
    The warrior lost in her own worries nodded and then drank the medicine down. Pulling a face she handed the cup back to Kari who laughed. “You never liked taking medicine, even when we were growing up you would pull a face like that. Trust me my friend, it will help you sleep.” Together they sat, words unneeded in the small hut until Yngrid’s eyes began to fall and Kari got to her feet. 
 
    “I should have known Yngrid, I should have realised that the spirits take their own toll on a person unused to such things. You beat away the poison but you cannot beat away the spirits attracted to your sorrowful state. The shades raised by frost spirit are with you still but you will feel better soon I promise you. As soon as I have cleared the evil shades the frost spirit raised you will feel less afraid.” 
 
    As Yngrid slept Kari left the hut in the darkness of night and walked a trail she had become well used to. Her food came from snow rabbit and a few mountain vegetables and roots. Now she checked the rabbit snares she had placed in the hope that there would be one caught. For half an hour she walked and checked the traps near the hut, finally finding what she needed in the last one. Taking it by its ears she held it tightly and began walking back. 
 
    “I am sorry little one but your sacrifice will be honoured.” Taking the rabbit she entered the hut quietly. Yngrid did not stir and holding the rabbit in one hand she collected a knife and a small bowl. Sitting cross legged by the furs on the floor she quietened her racing heart and held up the rabbit above her head. 
 
    “Shades of night, spirits of darkness I offer you this sacrifice.” In her hands, the rabbit squirmed and she could feel the air in the hut grow cold. “Raven, protector of the dead, guide these spirits into this vessel. Aid this warrior, faithful of your people and remove from her the darkness that clouds her heart.” 
 
    She did not know the words of any ritual for she had only been taught the herbs of the earth and the healing arts. Yet she spoke the words that came into her heart and the space around her grew still. The air above Yngrid grew darker before her eyes swirling in a tempest of anger and rage. Slowly she began to make out the shape of the shades, dark wisps that swam in the air, darting away from Yngrid towards the rabbit and then darting back as if afraid. 
 
    “Shades of night and darkness come to me. Take this sacrifice and be done!” she whispered it quietly but her tone was commanding. The dark swirling mass of spirits moved rapidly in and out of each other, fighting the pull of her command as they desperately tried to remain with their prize. 
 
    The thought that they would not leave Yngrid alone angered here. Standing she held up the rabbit high and spoke out loud no longer caring if she woke Yngrid up. “I command you, in the name of Raven and my power. Leave this warrior be!” 
 
    A tremor ran through the shades and slowly they swam the air between Yngrid and the rabbit. One by one they entered the rabbit she held and when the last one had disappeared she steeled herself and held the rabbit over the bowl. Whispering “I honour your sacrifice,” Kari slit its throat. 
 
    “What’s going on?” Yngrid raised her head, her voice sounding sleepy. With eyes that looked clearer and more alert than before she looked at Kari and then at the rabbit. 
 
    “It is nothing my friend. I just have to go out and pray to raven and give him this offering. I will return within moments.” Striding to the door she pushed it open and went out into the night. It was snowing but she moved quickly, taking the rabbit away from the hut and heading towards an outcropping of rock she had found. 
 
    Placing the rabbit down Kari knelt in the snow. “Raven, accept this sacrifice and accept its death. Show the shades within the path to the otherworld so that they may find their rest.” Getting to her feet she left the rabbit on the rock, knowing it would be eaten by Raven and his flock. 
 
    “Now my love maybe you will let go of that fear and become who I know you to be. The warrior I fell in love with all those years ago.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 17 
 
      
 
    “Kari” Yngrid spoke gently as her shaman friend lay next to her. “Are you awake?” she knew she was for she could hear her breathing under the furs that made up the bed. Night had fallen, and they shared the warmth of the furs as she regained her strength. 
 
    “Yes, I am awake.” The shaman’s smoky voice whispered back and it reminded her of the times they had played in the village. There was something about Kari’s voice that called to her Yngrid knew, something she could not escape. 
 
    Escape was not what she wanted anymore. She could no longer hide from what she wanted. If she had not hidden when they had first kissed they would have been together at the tree when the village was attacked. She would have been with her every day as she learned how to be a shaman and she wouldn’t have had to lose herself in the battle rage that scared her still. 
 
    “Why me?” she listened as her friend turned, could feel her breath as it lightly tickled her cheek. “Why did you kiss me? How did I gain your heart?” She wanted to speak, to tell Kari how she felt but the fear was so strong, too strong and as she fought for calm for her beating heart she tried to understand. 
 
    Silence greeted her question, and it grew to fill the hut as she waited for the shaman to speak. “Please Kari, talk to me. I need to know. It is important to me, to us.” 
 
    There was a soft sigh and then Kari said quietly “Do you remember when we were children and Bori, the farmer’s son, pulled my hair and pushed me over into the mud. He started to kick me and the other children jeered and spat at me. Do you remember what he said to me?“ 
 
    Yngrid thought back to when they were younger, thought back to all the days they had spent growing up together. “He said you were cursed and that you were ugly and no one liked you. He said it was good you were going to Raven for no man would ever love you.” 
 
    “And do you remember what you did?” she could barely hear Kari’ voice as the words were whispered and yet at their touch, she could recall things as clearly as if they happened yesterday. 
 
    “I pushed him over and told him if he every hurt you again I would take a knife to between his legs and geld him.” 
 
    “And then you took me to the tree and tickled me. We were twelve Yngrid. Twelve and yet even then you were protecting me. I know what the village thought of me. Only those born with the dark colourings can become one with Raven and be his shaman. I was marked from birth, and I felt the stares of the village every day. Even my parents were afraid of me and I thought I must have been so very ugly for no one wanted to be near me.” 
 
    There was a pause, and Yngrid acutely felt the shaman’s body next to hers. The furs on top of them were forgotten, the space in-between them might as well have been nonexistent. “Yet there was always one person who treated me as normal, one person who would step in and protect me. There were times when the stares of the villagers shattered my spirit, sent it plummeting to the ground and there was always one person who would make my spirit soar once again. One person who would hug me, touch me and tell me it would be ok and make me feel special. How could I not give that person my heart Yngrid? I would have given you everything if you had but asked. I would have left my path and damned myself for one smile.” 
 
    Yngrid closed her eyes and felt an ache in her chest. “I am so sorry Kari. I have been thrice a fool afraid of everything around me.” 
 
    “Do not be sorry. I do not blame you for not feeling the same way. I do not blame you for not being the same as me. You are a wolf; I am a raven. I taste your fear in the air around you and hope I do not cause it. We live in different worlds. I only hope you will continue to be my friend.” There was sadness in that voice, sadness that made her heart ache and Yngrid shook her head in the darkness. 
 
    “Oh, Kari you are so wrong.” She reached out, found Kari’s hand on the ground and held it tightly. “When we kissed I held you tight and I knew what I wanted but I was afraid, so very afraid. I thought I was wanted because the men of the village chased me but it was you I told my dreams to. You I told my hopes and fears to. You I followed across this land. It was you that I dreamed off and you that I prayed for as I lay dying. It was you I wanted to see one more time, to hear one more time, to hold one more time. It was your smile I wanted to see, your voice I wanted to hear and your side I needed to be by.” 
 
    She could feel Kari freeze but plunged on throwing caution to the wind. “I am sorry I was so blind. I am sorry I never gave you what you needed. I am sorry I turned you away.” The air seemed thick and she found it hard to breathe. “I am sorry I didn’t chase after you and hold you and love you like I needed to do but I was afraid. I’ve been afraid of so many things Kari.“ 
 
    She moved closer, felt her friends breathe on her cheek and her heart pounding in her chest like a drum. “You took the chance and told me how you feel all those days ago. I was afraid then and afraid now. Afraid that it is too late, that you no longer want me but I can no longer deny my own feelings. You own my heart Kari and shaman or not I ache to hold you, kiss you and spend my life with you.” 
 
    “I cannot,” Kari gripped Yngrid’s hand in her two. “Raven told me that only when my task is done and the village is revenged can I have my heart’s desire. Only then can the new age start and his shaman can give their hearts to someone. If that time comes, you hold my heart but until then I cannot. Forgive me.” 
 
    Shaking Yngrid reached up and cupped Kari’ face, stroking the cheek with her thumb. I’ve been so used to the hardness of the sword in my hand I never stopped to feel the softness of skin. Spirits above what have I missed. “There is nothing to forgive my shaman, my Kari, my love.” At the admission of it, Yngrid felt a great weight lift from her. “Until that time I will be whatever you need me to be and when the time comes I will pledge my life to yours, if you will have me.” 
 
    “My heart will always be yours my bright wolf.” Yngrid felt hot, felt like the sun burning and wanted more. Trembling she breathed deeply trying desperately to control herself, felt a hand on her hip, holding her still. It did not touch her skin, only her shift but it was enough to make her want more. 
 
    A new madness threatened to overtake her as she yearned to pull Kari into her arms, to hold her, to feel their skin press together. The rage she had known so intimately that lay at the core of her no longer held sway as she reached down and entwined her fingers with Kari’s and felt the soft skin against her hand. Breath came closer, the sweet smell of herbs filled her senses and she knew that if they kissed it would not stop until they were both damned. 
 
    Kari whispered “Raven help me,” as the shaman moved closer and Yngrid reached for her with a trembling hand unable to control this madness that was upon them. 
 
    A loud crash filled the room and they jerked upright as the door to the hut splintered. Shadows and the cold entered the room and a guttural male voice shouted: “Get her.” Men swarmed the furs and pulled Kari from them and all Yngrid heard was the scream she gave out as she was pulled from her side. 
 
    Rage, white hot and burning returned and she screamed her fury as the love she felt was snatched from her. With a snarl, she threw herself at the men, fingernails reaching for skin and eyes. In the darkness, they appeared as shadows but she knew shadows, had battled them before. They did not frighten her anymore and as she punched out she felt the satisfying break of bone against her fist. 
 
    Anger at Kari being taken from her, anger at the shade that had nearly broken her, anger at the men who would attack them in the middle of the night like cowards all combined as she fought. A blade sliced her shoulder, but it was a pain that she had grown used to, a pain that could be ignored and twisting she kicked out and heard a howl of pain. 
 
    More hands reached for her and she squirmed away, reached for something to hit them with and found a piece of firewood. Taking it she lay about her hitting flesh and blade without care. “Kill her,” she heard one voice say and Kari’s screaming “NO!” before a knife caught her in the back, sliced her skin and sent her to the floor. 
 
    Blood poured from her wound but it did not stop her. Looking up she saw Kari pulled from the hut into the cold mountain night, saw her arms reaching out to her, heard her screaming her name. “Kari!” the shout torn from her throat before a kick caught her in the side and she went tumbling away. Blows rained down on her but she felt none of them. Her hands found a knife, its edge cutting her hand and she started thrusting out with it, rage giving her blows power. 
 
    A man howled as her knife found purchase and ripping it across flesh she turned in the darkness. “Give me her back!” she screamed it as the shadows converged upon her. Stabbing she aimed low, went for legs and balls whilst her fingernails searched out eyes and neck. A scream high pitched and then gurgling filled the air as hot liquid splashed against her stomach. 
 
    At its touch, she lost control and became one with the rage within her. She heard screams and felt her attacker’s blows as raindrops against her skin. Another stab and the knife were torn from her hand as it became lost, stuck within an attackers flesh. A knife flashed towards her and as its point scoured her shoulder she caught it in her hand, the blade cutting her palm deep. With a wrench she took the knife from her attacker and plunged it him once more, covering herself with hot blood. 
 
    Pain, hot enough to break through the rage caught her leg and with a howl, she kicked out, felt bones crunch under her foot as something sliced her legs. Twisting like a rabid animal her she pulled her attacker down and bit into his throat. Her mouth filled with blood as he screamed and then he was being pulled off of her as his companions sought to get in a killing blow. 
 
    “Kari!” She shouted as the last vestiges of humanity left her. “I will come for you!” A blade stabbed downwards, hit above her heart and pushed into her skin before leaving her back and pinning her to the floor. 
 
    “No, you won’t wolf bitch. Now you die.” Smiling up at her attacker with bloodied teeth she snarled as the boot came down and pulling the blade from her chest she stabbed out, caught him in the thigh and as he fell she stabbed him in the heart. 
 
    Getting to her feet she looked around the hut. Carnage and dead bodies greeted her gaze, but she did not care. Staggering to the door of the hut, her vision dimmed, and she fell to her knees. The wound at her chest was too much, her other wounds too costly and with a roar of anger, she lost consciousness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 18 
 
      
 
    “I do not say this often warrior. I made a mistake in bringing your spirit back.” The light made her eyes ache as they fluttered open at the sound. It felt like her back was on fire and she could only feel pain radiating from her legs. Blood surrounded her and as she moved crusts broke open and wept red anew. Groaning with pain, she fought to sit up. 
 
    “Wolf’s gift brings death. You have tasted that death yourself and Wolf’s gift knows this. It feels it within you, and the gift strives to bring you back there. Each time you let the gift lose it takes a little more control, takes more extravagant risks in an effort to gift you death. I do not know if you can survive one more battle.” 
 
    She coughed and blood splattered her lips. “Raven, she is one of yours, meant to carry your word. Why did you not protect her? Why did you not protect us?” Fighting off dizziness Yngrid placed her hands on the floor and pushed up only to fall to her knees again. Groaning with pain, she whispered, “What use are you?” 
 
    “There are rules girl!” He shouted it and she winced at the bitterness in his voice “Rules you would not understand! I pushed them once giving your spirit back and now I risk more coming here again. Do not presume to judge until you have faced the decisions I have had to face.” At his words, she turned her head, looked at the dark stranger that she had met after the attack in her village and saw the pain on his face. 
 
    He looked older she saw. Older with more lines upon his face as if years had taken him in the days since they had last met. He wore armour that was rent and torn, broken and battered and it was covered with dried blood. As she watched he pulled the blade from the scabbard at his side and presented it to her. “Tell me, warrior. What does this blade tell you?” 
 
    Her eyes travelled to the blade. It was battered, worn and had seen better days she could see. Yet inside the metal it gleamed as if the sun shone within. “You have seen battle, many times since we last spoke. The sword, it looks like mine yet how can that be?” 
 
    “Who do you think sent the dreams that gave your father the skill to make your blade? There were signs the age was ending. I moved my pieces against it, and I failed. Now only my last shaman is left, and she has been taken.” He looked down at her “And her protector cannot follow for she would not survive the next battle without her gift driving her to death which would kill the heart within my shaman and see her die as well.” He shook his head “Hare has outplayed me. When my last shaman goes my tales will not be told and I will pass from this land. Forgotten and left to wander powerless and alone.” 
 
    “Kari is strong, stronger than I am. She will go on if I die.” Once again Yngrid tried to get to her feet and failed. The many cuts on her body burst and she dripped blood on the floor. “Help me, Raven. Help me, and I will not let her die even if it costs me my life.” 
 
    “You will die if you go after her. You know this and still would go? Even if you get to her she will be guarded and you will have to go into the rage to save her. And the rage will never allow you back. You will join the dead once more.” He knelt by her side, and his raven black eyes caught hers. She saw the desperation in them, and she gripped his arm. 
 
    With gritted teeth, she pulled using him for leverage until she stood on trembling bloody legs. Reaching for the wall she leaned against it before moving to the water pail and splashing cold water on her face she gasped in shock. “If I do nothing she will die. If I do something I will die.” Turning to him she refused to back down from his gaze. “Tell me though, can I save her?” 
 
    Raven stared at her and then delved into a pouch at his side. From it, he pulled bones that were ancient and carved with delicate golden figures. Throwing them onto the floor, she watched as they landed in blood and became red as they soaked up the liquid. “I know not.” Raven’s voice became strange, far away, “The future is difficult to see for it is clouded by decisions yet to be made. If you go there is a chance, she will live.” He looked up at her “But there is equally a chance both of you will die.” 
 
    “I failed to protect my village, but I know now I could not have hoped to succeed and I know that my fear of my life’s purpose is wrong. I pushed Kari away when she needed me but that was my fear of the love I held for her speaking.” Unexpectedly she laughed and then smiled sadly at Raven. “My father used to say it was ok to fear, as long as when you realised it was fear talking you did not listen to it any longer. I will gladly exchange my life for hers if that is what is needed. Just tell her after I die that she was my beautiful night and I did this for her with a smile on my face with no fear in my heart.” 
 
    Reaching for her armour she began to pull it on over her wounds wincing in pain with every movement. “So say what you have to say, do what you have to do. Help me or hinder me, but I must go and I must go now for my love is in danger and I will not turn from her now.” 
 
    Reaching for her sword she took it and then fell to her knees with a groan. Dizziness and darkness threatened to overwhelm her, and she felt as weak as a newborn kitten. Taking deep breaths she forced her body to stand once more and carefully she buckled the blade to her waist. Each step she took became a battle but she was used to battles and knew this one she would not lose. 
 
    “It will happen at the full moon,” Raven spoke to her and she leant against the wall marshalling her strength as he spoke. “That is when the shaman that betrayed us all and Hare will do what they are planning. They will take her power and in doing so they will kill her. She will be at Hare’s village on the other side of this mountain. They will want to do this in front of everyone to show them Hare’s power.” 
 
    She nodded and turned before he whispered: “I can help you but the price, the price will be high and I cannot see where the price will end.” 
 
    Yngrid looked at the power her village had venerated, the power that had been brought low by this battle she could only dimly understand. Tiredness washed over her and all she wanted to do was sleep but Kari needed her and her spirit would not let her body fail. “What price?” 
 
    “You are Wolf’s. You bear his gift and it gives you your strength in battle, links you to your blade. For me to help you, I will need to give you my gift as I gave Kari but a person cannot have two gifts for they would tear at each other driving the person mad. You would have to sacrifice his gift for mine. Sacrifice his strength, his rage, his power but with or without his power you will die if you go into Hare’s village. Are you willing to do that girl? Are you willing to give up Wolf’s gift and take the certainty of death for the chance of saving my shaman?” 
 
    She took a faltering step towards him. “Tell me truly Raven. Did Kari speak right? Did you tell her she could have her heart’s desire when our village is revenged and your traitorous shaman lies dead? Do you mean to keep that word?” 
 
    He nodded. “It is time for a new age. My shamans are not meant to live apart from their hearts but equally, they should not rule with power and fear. It is time to bring them together so they can peacefully live serving those they love and through them everyone else. If Hare is defeated here, Kari will be the first of a new time for my shaman.” The smile that crossed Raven’s face was deep. ”If she survives she will no longer have to be apart from people. She can choose to love someone with all the fierceness her heart brings and I have looked into her heart. She loves fiercely.” 
 
    “Take my gift then and aid me in saving her. I do not need Wolf’s gift to be a wolf for that is what I am inside. Take my gift and give me yours, and I will show you fierce.” 
 
    He nodded. “Very well then, this will hurt but then you are used to pain are you not.” He gripped her arm warrior to warrior and pulled her close. Bringing his hand up he held a small silver blade and her eyes opened wide but she held steady as he placed the knife on her wrist. One last look at her with a question in his eyes and she nodded. 
 
    “Do it.” Raven’s hand flashed up, silver blade held tight and then it came down and bright silver crossed her wrist cutting it open easily. Blood poured from the wound, spattered onto the floor and agony shot up her arm. Still, she stood, willing to take this pain for Kari and as she watched he raised his own arm and slashed again cutting his own wrist. 
 
    Placing his cut against hers, she felt his blood mingle with hers. “Blood to blood I take your payment.” He intoned the words, and she felt the fire in the pit of her stomach, the rage she had become so used to move through her blood. It lit up her insides and she screamed as she became as a flame but still, she held still. Hair, once the colour of sunlight now became streaked with the night and eyes, greyer than the clouds became dark and full. 
 
    “You are Wolf’s no longer but now are mine. You will no longer feel his rage in battle but the night will hold no fear for you will see as clear as day. No longer will you be a warrior of the sun, a protector of the people. Now you are a warrior of night, defeater of the dark things that threaten all of life and death.” He gripped the back of her head and pulled her close. “And this is my final gift for I can give you no more. Never again question my duty to my people.” 
 
    His voice was harsh and strained and as their blood mingled she began to feel strength pouring into her. She could hear the beating of wings, the caw of the raven and the cold of spirits as they passed from this life into the next. She smelt the fresh air and the night time clouds and when he released her she watched as the wound on her wrist closed. “You are my warrior now. Got to her, go and if by some strange quirk of fate that I cannot see you survive know this. I charge you to protect her always as she teaches my ways to those hare has corrupted. Do not fail me, warrior. Do not fail her.” 
 
    Drawing Sun-fire from its scabbard she held it up. At her touch, the fire within the blade went out and she closed her eyes. “I am sorry father,” she whispered before opening them once more and facing Raven. “So be it. I pledge my life to her now and always. Even if I die, I pledge my spirit to watch over her from the land of the dead.” 
 
    She moved, felt the strength in her legs and the wind beneath her feet. Turning to say farewell to Raven she saw the hut was empty and laughed. “I’m coming, Kari. Hold on my love.” Taking a step outside of the hut, she saw ravens everywhere. They perched on the top of the hut, hopped on the ground, stood on rocks and as she appeared they all turned towards her. With a shriek they leapt into the air and as one flew away from her. She watched them as they turned, came back and as one flew again in the same direction. Smiling she followed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 19 
 
      
 
    “Yngrid!” She screamed it as hands pulled her from the furs and towards the splintered door of her hut. She saw her love go down beneath a pile of the intruders and reached out to her. “Yngrid,” she screamed again as she heard her name called and felt deep within for her power. The cold and ice came at her call and she turned to the men holding her with rage as frost filled and bitter as the winter winds. 
 
    Pain blossomed across her face as a fist landed on her cheek. Head snapped back she came back dazed and before she could do anything, think anything a gag was thrust into her mouth and her hands were tied behind her back. She tasted something fragrant on the gag but behind it, there was a sourness that made her stomach roll. But she needed no words or hands for her power and reaching down she sought it once more. 
 
    Kari looked up alarmed as she found nothing waiting for her. The space within which held her power was as dark and black as cloudy night and she sought to spit out the gag. “Don’t try any of your tricks Raven bitch. Your gag is soaked in something Obon gave us to quieten your power but if it looks like it is not working I will spit you like a log.” The warrior who spoke to her was frighteningly large, and she nodded. 
 
    “Good. Obon wants you alive but he said nothing about being whole or unmarked. Understand?” She nodded once more and he looked to the rest of his men. “Let’s go. We have two days of travel to get back down this forsaken mountain.” 
 
    As he spoke she looked around at the ground and saw that the band who held her was five strong. Some of them looked back at the cabin, and a lone voice asked, “What of the rest of us?” She remembered seeing other’s swarming over Yngrid as she was pulled away. She remembered seeing blood on her face and felt her heart skip a beat. 
 
    “They’ll catch up when they're done. That bloody one fights like Wolf himself but she can’t win against so many. They are probably just having a little fun with the Wolf spawn.” He looked at her “Drop any thoughts of being rescued. You are the property of Hare and the shaman Obon. Your friend is dead.” 
 
    At those words, she felt tears prick her eyes and angrily she shook them away. No. I won’t believe it until I see her body. She came for me through death and pain, trolls and raiders. You will not stop her. Her eyes sharpened as she looked around at the band. And any pain you inflicted on her I will give you back tenfold. 
 
    The warriors marched away pulling her along with them. She was kept always in the middle and although the cold did not bother her they still wrapped her in furs as she walked. Going down the mountain, she saw places she recognised from her time in the hut but soon they passed and she entered new territory. She watched the sky and tried to get her bearings by the stars and soon realised they were walking down the opposite side of the mountain from which she had come up. 
 
    They walked for the rest of the night and a full day before stopping and during that time she had become exhausted. When they stopped she dropped to her knees and with a snarled warning her gag was taken away so she could drink. Then the gag was replaced and five minutes later they were moving again and she was pulled along. Her bare feet became cut and bruised on the rocky ground and with strength failing her she fell often until she was roughly picked up and thrown over the shoulder of one of the warriors. 
 
    His shoulder bore into her midriff and she found it hard to breathe as they moved tirelessly away from Yngrid and with every step she felt a sense of hopelessness take hold. Always she had felt something within, some inner sense of purpose that comforted her in the darkest night when even Yngrid’s smiling face would fail. Now she could not feel it and could not reach for a hope of a better time. 
 
    She saw the land around them withered and dying as they travelled. Down the slopes of the mountain, she saw the trees with brown ragged leaves and spotted animals, thin and desperate running through the broken undergrowth. This is so different to the other side of the mountain. Is this why they are raiding? Hare looks after the natural world. She has driven them to desperation. 
 
    Midway through the day, they stopped once more as their faces betrayed their exhaustion. She was allowed another small drink of water and a bite of bread before being marched behind a tree and made to do her toilet under the watchful eye of one of the warriors. Shamed and angry she was pushed back to the band before being gagged once more. 
 
    Every rest stop she looked for an escape. Every moment of the journey she thought about how to do it but there was no way out she could see. Finally, on the early morning of the third day, she saw a village in the distance and the raider carrying her grunted “Hare’s rest,” as they walked onwards towards it. 
 
    As they got closer she examined the village and her nose turned up in distaste. The buildings were run down, and parts were broken. Larger than the village she had grown up in it still was not as big as the mining town of Roosthaven. Yet from what Yngrid had told her they had managed to overwhelm it easily. Warriors walked around aimlessly and she saw no woman, nor farmers, builders or menders. 
 
    She needed to escape she knew and yet she had no chance as she was taken into the middle of the village and thrown unceremoniously to the ground. Her breath left her body and pain echoed through her shoulder as she hit the ground. Head bouncing off the hard icy soil she cursed behind the gag and fought for breath. Looking up Kari saw Obon, the shaman that had started this all, the shaman that had turned his back on Raven staring down at her. Anger took her then, and she struggled to pull her hands free, tried to spit curses from behind the gag, feeling its soiled material against her tongue sourly. 
 
    He looked old did Obon, older than she remembered. His hair was dishevelled, and the dark of it was flecked with white, as was his beard. She remembered strength in his bearing that was now lost for he bent and looked wizened and pained. He used to dress simply when he taught her and now he dressed like a king. Yet his clothes were ruffled and stained. 
 
    “It’s been a long time coming little raven.” He stared down at her with brown eyes that glittered. “I’m glad you were not slaughtered with the rest of the village. Instead, you can help usher in a new age, the age of Hare. Here you will find no one who will treat you unkindly for being different. No, here you will find everyone is treated the same. You are all my servants as we bring knowledge of Hare’s teachings to the entire land.” 
 
    He bent over her and she saw madness in his eyes. “You will give your power to me girl. At the next full moon in three days time, I will take your virginity and with it, your power. Then you will spend your life breeding fine brats for my forces, so I may bring Hare’s vision for the future into every part of the world. No longer will she be constrained to live in the northlands but will instead have the entire world to rule.” Reaching out he stroked her long black hair longingly, and Kari felt her skin crawl. Her nose wrinkled at the rawness of his smell she shook her head in denial and he threw back his head to laugh loudly into the sky. 
 
    “You are nothing but a plaything to me Kari, worthless but for one thing. Your body does not appeal to me, but I will suffer it for Hare’s vision. Then you will join the others and breed for us and you will do it whether you want to or not.” Bending closer still, she felt his mouth at her ear as he whispered “There was that girl you always mooned after wasn’t there Kari. The one who thought she was a warrior. It is a pity she had to die but never mind. You know I would have raped her in front of you to show you the penalty for disobedience. Now you will have to suffer that alone.” 
 
    Kari shook with fear and she felt bile rise in her throat. Swallowing against it, she looked for any sign of her old shaman in Obon’s gaze and found none. What happened to you old man? The Obon I knew would never have hurt someone like this. She struggled to her knees and then to her feet in front of him and stared him in the face. 
 
    “Oh, do you wish to say something? Well, you will have your chance soon enough. First, we must make sure you cannot make trouble. Hare has shown me so much Kari. Now you can have a taste of it as I bind your power.“ The old shaman began to chant and she heard the evil in the words even if the assembled warriors around them did not. Looking around wildly she winced as the sounds hurt her ears and pulled at her body. 
 
    Her heart raced as a few feet away a smoky darkness rose from the ground. It looked wormlike as it moved over the ground, questing slowly as it moved around her in a circle and she tried to run away from it only to receive a boot in her side from the warriors for her efforts. 
 
    The smoke creature raised its head and weaved from side to side as if sniffing her. Please, Raven, help me she cried out in her head but did not hear any reply and as Obon’s chanting words got louder the worm made of smoke moved closer and circled around her tighter and tighter. A snake of smoke it rose from the ground, surrounding her, constricting her and with a shout the old shaman sent his minion at Kari. The young woman gasped behind her gag as the smoke hit her body and disappeared. 
 
    At its touch, she felt sick, emotionally bereft and yet unsure why. Anxiety and worry filled her thoughts and inside she could feel the smoke creature still moving, still circling her. “You can remove the gag from her now. She will not be able to do anything.” Obon’s voice gloated and her gag was torn from her mouth. 
 
    What would Yngrid do? She would go into a killing rage and not let anything stop her. Spitting onto the ground, she tried to make her voice sound brave. “I’m going to kill you Obon.” With no gag, she had hoped the herbs in her mouth would be gone, that her power would return but all she could feel was the smoky writhing of the old shaman’s creature. 
 
    With a strangled cry she sprinted towards Obon and kicked out at him, only for him to backhand her and send her to the floor once more. She heard blades being drawn, and he raised his hand. “No. I do not want her harmed in any way before the ceremony. Take her to the hut and keep guard.” 
 
    As her arms were gripped and pulled behind her back painfully, as she was pulled away, her feet dragging along the floor she saw Obon laughing with his men. “Raven will send help. You will not succeed you, weak old man. You have betrayed him and betrayal is never forgiven!” 
 
    “NO,” Obon shouted it and the violence in his voice sent fear through her body. “He is no longer the power here. I am the power. Me. He will do nothing for his is nothing but an old spirit who does not realise his time is done.” Glaring at his guards he shouted “Take her away,” and turned walking off towards the largest wooden house in the village. 
 
    “Obon!” she called his name and watched him stop as she was dragged away. “There is a wolf coming for you Obon. A wolf made of sunlight and fire and you will burn for her rage will never be sated. Tremble in fear old man because she’s coming for me!” A fist came down and hit her hard snapping her head back and darkness took her. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 20 
 
      
 
    Snow fell around her and at times she felt like she was walking in clouds. The white of snow and the cold of the biting wind became a part of her world that was as intimately familiar as the hilt of a sword in her hand. Fog escaped with each breath as she struggled through snow and wind. Each step was a struggle against the elements that arrayed against her. An enemy she could not see and could not fight and still, she resisted as one foot pushed in front of the other. 
 
    Resistance was something she was familiar with. Her path had become one of loss and battle, pain and blood. Death had touched her intimately, and she had suffered and ridden it out. She had become used to them all and faced them with a strength that had been given to her since the day she was born. 
 
    Strength pushed her through the barriers the mountain threw up. But it was a strength she was unused to. The boundless strength of the warrior she knew well, but as her limbs trembled from fatigue she realised that strength had been taken from her. What had been given though was the strength of the shaman, a will that allowed her to keep moving her feet, to keep her on her path. For the first time, she understood a little more, appreciated the strength Kari held and smiled at the thought of her. 
 
    The ravens had long since disappeared, and tracks were wiped out by the snowfall but as long as she had a direction, she would follow. It was what she had always done. Wolves were warriors, and warriors needed leaders to follow. It was what the shaman was in this country of roles and spirits. She had followed her parent’s rules and when she needed to leave she had followed Benne the trader, choosing his orders over having to choose her own path. 
 
    She had followed Kari’s trail and when she had learned the young shaman was nearby she had followed once more. Now she had been taken she followed again. Do I follow Kari because I love her, or because she is a shaman and I need a leader? As she walked her thoughts, unused to thinking of such things made her head whirl. 
 
    But I am no longer a wolf. The thought made her shiver. I am Ravens yet I am no shaman, no leader. I fight and I die. I do not have it in me to tell people what to do. Long blond hair with black streaks fell over her shoulder, and she glanced at it. I follow Kari because I love her. Somehow I am something between a follower and a leader, between a warrior and shaman. I am a wolf still, but now I am a lone wolf, choosing my own path with only my heart to guide me. 
 
    Inside of her, she could sense that place where her rage had lived, where her anger boiled and rolled like a snake. Where once it was red it now lay dark and still. No longer a river of fire she could call upon but a placid lake of ink that gave nothing she could understand but took everything she had known. 
 
    It will be a lonely path, without the comradeship of warriors or the certainty of a shaman’s orders. She shrugged. I will be dead soon enough for it not to matter. Maybe that will be enough to tip the balance in this war I cannot see. Going willingly and choosing my own fate. 
 
    Hiking the mountain trails Yngrid walked ever downwards. Sometimes she walked along ridges and sometimes she dropped down sudden snowdrifts but always she made her way downwards. As she walked she kept her hand on the hilt of her blade. Sun-fire no longer for it was cold, the heat of its forging and her father’s love blown out at her choice to give up her wolf gift and follow Kari once more. Does he watch from beyond the wall? Do my choices disappoint him so much? 
 
    “What could I do?” she shouted out it loud into the snowfall. You could have refused. She shook her head. No. Without this gift, I would not have the strength to keep going. I would have to stop at night. This way I can find her quicker and I only have to the full moon to do so. 
 
    Silently she walked onwards. Hours passed by and she felt tired, hungry, yet her body kept moving as if it could not refuse her will. Soon the snow stopped and the daylight began to fade to gloom. The trees that were sparse up in the high mountain became more and more numerous and soon the mountain side became covered with green and brown. The occasional scream of a hunting bird gave way to the buzzing of insects and the movement of small woodland animals. 
 
    Ahead of her, she saw a shape, a shaggy form sitting on a rock. Snowfall had given way to falling dusk and yet she saw as clearly as any day. As she got closer she saw it was a man, covered in furs and bearing an axe that was large and dangerous looking. Long white hair sparkled with ice yet he sported no beard. “Ho young warrior.” The man sat on the rock surrounded by tall trees that reeked of pine and scattered needles on the snowy ground. “Sit awhile and ease an old warrior’s burden.” 
 
    “I have no time old one.” Yngrid looked at him wearily and inched past. “I wish you well but I cannot stop for I have to save someone.” 
 
    Around her the air seemed to thicken and as she watched small buzzing insects seemed to crawl through the dusk. Yngrid felt her heart beat slow down to a crawl and then stop but felt no pain. The blood in her limbs slowed to become nothing and around her, the air had taken on a strange orange light. “Time is something you have if I wish it wolf no more.” 
 
    Turning she gazed at the figure once more. There was savagery in its eyes that was mixed with restraint and around her howls went up into the frozen dusk. Panting breath filled the air and sleek furred forms ran from the trees to surround her. “Wolf” she uttered his name and his eyes became bright. 
 
    “Once you called me lord, Yngrid Twiceborn. Once you accepted my gift, my dream and took it as your own. Tell me Yngrid Giftleaver why did you throw this away?” His face gave nothing away as they gazed at each other. 
 
    “My heart mate was taken and is going to die. I was sorely wounded and when Raven came to me and offered his help I took it and I took it gladly.” She took a step towards the large hulking warrior figure and heard growling around her but ignored it. “I did not give your gift away lightly; I gave it away with a warrior’s heart, willing to do what needed to be done to win this fight.” Shrugging she smiled “The tales of you greeting your warriors are rare at best. I suspect there is more to this than you let on and it is Raven’s change in me that allows this to happen. So tell me what you need to Wolf and let me be on my way.” 
 
    “Your heart beats strongly warrior, but you are rash.” Wolves surrounded her, and she could feel their gaze on her, judging her as they panted loudly. “You follow your fate and will die, but I would wish you to understand the lessons of your path before you find out the end of your fate.” 
 
    “And what lessons are those Wolf? Are they lessons of loss, of pain? Are they lessons of having everything taken away from me?” With each word, her voice rose until she was shouting. Her face red with anger and her body trembling she cried “Is it a lesson on facing death? I assure you I will die soon and it will not be a warrior’s death. It will be a trade, my life for my loves so tell me, my lord, what lesson do I have to learn for this to end?” 
 
    Surging to his feet Wolf moved forward quickly. His hand rose and before Yngrid could stop him he had gripped her throat. With fingernails sharper than wolf's teeth he closed his hand and she felt her words stop. “Do not forget who you talk to. I could crush you with a word and leave your bones to my wolves.” 
 
    Snarling he shook his head and dropped his hand, his anger disappearing as quickly as it came. “You think you are alone in your suffering. Do you think yours is the only village to suffer such a fate? Does your heart mate not suffer as well? Does not the land suffer at Hare’s plan? Does Raven not suffer at his loss? Do I not suffer at losing warriors to her ranks?” He shook his head “You are not the only person who suffers Yngrid Selfishheart. You are not even close.” 
 
    “So what would you have me learn then Wolf, that others in this battle suffer as well? Maybe you should fight then. Fight for those who cannot fight for themselves. Fight to stop Hare’s madness.” She rubbed her neck and took a step back from Wolf who stared at her with raging red eyes. 
 
    “I cannot. We all have our assigned roles to play.” A calculating look came over his face then and he reached out and grabbed her arm pulling her close. This close to him she could smell animal musk and anger, the sourness of sweat and the iron of blood. 
 
    Looking her in the eye Wolf gripped her arm with one tight hand. “This is the lesson you must learn. A wolf never fights alone, always as a pack. You may have turned from my gift but do not think the wolf will ever leave you. It will always be there, it is what you are. But you are no longer a wolf that follows. Now you are a wolf that leads. Now you have to make your own pack to fight against Hare.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I am no leader. I may make my own choices now, free of the need to follow but I do not have it within me to give them. I am no leader to send warriors to their death.” She shrugged "But it matters not. I will be dead soon." 
 
    “Maybe you will be and maybe not. Yet Yngrid Wolfraven, maybe in time you may be called upon to be a leader. The world is turning, and a new age is beginning and who knows what it will bring. Maybe you will die rescuing your heart mate and maybe you won’t.” The hand on her arm gripped tighter and his nails dug in, drew blood that wept sluggishly. “Raven has interfered as is his right in this battle. He, however, took one of my warriors, and that must be answered with something he could not see.” His hand came up and a finger pressed against her forehead. “When the time comes you may call upon the wolf within you one last time. Use it wisely to rescue your heart mate and to survive Yngrid Fatefollower.” 
 
    Dropping her arm, he turned and walked past her into the trees. The wolves that sat and growled around her began to disperse as his voice floated on the air back to her. “One word of truth young one,” Wolf stopped in the trees and his image seemed to waiver. His back seemed to arch and he seemed hunched and bent over. “Never forget the roles we play in this land. Raven leads, Hare schemes and when the land cries out in pain, wolf answers. You were a wolf and had my gift. You could fight with the strength of a wolf pack, so you could answer the cry of the land that sustains you. You may be of Raven now, but you will always feel that cry, always feel the evil that feeds upon it.” 
 
    Hunched over the figure of Wolf flared bright white and in his place sat a large silver wolf. Raising its head it howled and then ran away into the dusk. 
 
    Her heart began to beat once more and her limbs tingled as blood rushed around them. The air became thick as she breathed again and looking around she could see neither man nor wolf. Dusk still waited for her and breathing heavily she turned and began walking again, Wolf's words ringing in her ears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 21 
 
      
 
    Sitting cross-legged on the stinking furs Kari closed her eyes. Breathing deeply she slipped into a trance and reached for the spirit world. Like a silverfish, it slipped past her and she tried to grab it. Eyes snapped open and her hands went to her head as pain ripped across her brow and she went to the floor sobbing. 
 
    Rocking backward and forwards she prayed out loud. “Raven, give me the strength to gain my revenge and if that is not to be my fate give me the strength to face my death with dignity and honour.” The face of her heart swam in her head and the pain eased. I’ll see you on the other side, my sweet Yngrid. With Raven’s blessing, we can finally be together. 
 
    Food lay on a plate to the side of her, but she refused to eat it. Drinking some of the water they had given her she sat in the middle of the small hut that doubled as her prison and sighed. “How did Hare do it? How did she get Obon to betray his duty and go down such a dark path?” She mused aloud for the question bothered her and she tried to work it out. Could I go down that path? She wondered. If it was a choice between death and Hare’s service, would I choose the same way Obon did? 
 
    The air in the hut turned cold. The temperature raised goose bumps on her arms as she sat. Senses that were not dependent on her power showed her darkness entering the hut and breathing in slowly she tried to calm the rising tide of panic that she felt coming. Yngrid would not be this silly Kari scolded herself as her heart beat faster. Yngrid would be strong and then kill whoever threatened her. I must be like her. 
 
    She felt her ears become full as pressure built within the hut and the scent of woodland, grass and something acrid filled her nose. A patch of darkness rose before her and she smiled. “I know you are here so there is no need to hide. Or are you that afraid of me?” 
 
    The pillar of darkness shrank and transformed into a rabbit that hopped across the floor. Its nose twitched as it moved and she saw it watched her as carefully as she watched it. “I will not change my allegiance like Obon did. I am not so faithless” It stopped at her words, its bright red eyes staring at her with large white ovals. 
 
    Kari felt her skin itch as the rabbit began to grow. In front of her, it transformed, growing, standing, changing form until the rabbit had disappeared. In its place stood a woman, tall and proud, strong and whole with long white hair and eyes of red and white. She stood regally, and stretching her arms above her head her whole body moved. Kari swallowed as she watched, growing uncomfortably hot. “Your nakedness will not sway me, Hare.” 
 
    “Are you ashamed of my nakedness child?” the woman spoke, and her voice was like spring. It sent longings through Kari’s blood that she had only ever felt around Yngrid, thoughts into her head and Kari closed her eyes against the sight. Still, her voice wormed its way past her eyes and sent a fire into her blood. “Am I not beautiful? Do you not wish to reach out and touch me? Do you not wish to feel the softness of this skin, to lick the heat from its surface? ” 
 
    “I will not turn from Raven,” she whispered and felt a hand on her cheek. Opening her eyes, she looked into the eyes of Hare and saw red orbs staring back at her. “I am his and I am Yngrids and I will be no others. Take your temptations away Hare for I am not so easily swayed.” 
 
    One perfectly thin eyebrow rose at the challenge and the power smiled. Her lips were red and thin but promised so very much. “Do you know why his shaman is not allowed to touch another in love? It isn’t to make sure you treat everyone equally. It is to limit your strength so that you will not disobey him. There is a power in love, in physicality that you cannot imagine.” 
 
    Kari felt a hand slide behind her neck and fingers pulled through her long dark hair making her shiver. “Give me your allegiance,” Hare bent her head close to the shaman’s and whispered into her ear. Lips brushed Kari’s skin and sent electricity running through her body. “I will show you everything, Kari. Every fantasy you have. Every longing you feel and every desire that sends your blood hot with need. I will allow you to indulge every single one, and I will show you the power they hold.” 
 
    Shaking her head Kari pulled away and felt her breath catch at the loss of the sensation of Hare against her. “No,” she whispered in the dark hit. “I will not be yours. I cannot.” 
 
    “Cannot is not for shaman Kari. You are gifted and powerful. You should be ruling these lands not serving the useless children who inhabit them. You should have legions of lovers willing to indulge your desires, hordes of warriors obeying your every word. You are a born ruler, a leader of men, not a follower of the mewling hordes. Children follow their parents Kari, a woman like you makes her own decisions, her own destiny. Is your destiny to be killed at Obon’s hands?“ 
 
    Kari looked at the floor. Raven, please help me! She screamed it in her head and Hare laughed. “Oh, my brother will not help you. He has played his pieces, and I have taken every piece, every piece but you and the one who holds your heart.” Walking towards her Kari watched her hips sway from side to side hypnotically. “Shall I give you the one who holds your heart? She is blessed by my brother Wolf and will no doubt be a brutal and inept lover.” 
 
    Hare laughed and it was a series of delicate notes against the cold. “I can give her to you in any way you want her. I can make her bend to your wishes no matter what they are. She will want you so completely that she will throw you to the ground and take you, or need you so badly she will fall to her knees and worship you as a goddess.” 
 
    At the mention of Yngrid, Kari narrowed her eyes. “How dare you! You sent your men to kill her. For all I know she is dead already and if that is so you cannot give her to me.” 
 
    Again Hare laughed. “Do not be simple Kari. It does not become you. She has been given life once before. To do so again would not be so difficult. With Raven out of the way, the dead will be easy to control. I could call her spirit back across the wall. I could place her back in her body. I could make her love you as you wish it with heated blood and fiery lust. All you have to do is say yes.” 
 
    “She loved me anyway.” Kari’s long black hair shivered as she felt Hare’s presence so very close to her. “She loved me and wanted me without any tricks, without any coercion. You cannot offer me what I already had.” 
 
    “Yet she is not here. If she had just surrendered she would have been captured for young woman of breeding age are precious to me. All she had to do was give in, and she would have been safe. But she was too proud, too haughty to think she would lose. In that moment she thought of you not at all. Is that the mark of someone who loves you?” 
 
    “I tell you now shaman; the warrior is dead for she did not love you enough.” Shaking her head Kari backed away and Hare followed. Grabbing her hand Hare brought it to her lips and kissed Kari’s slender fingers one by one. “I will offer you something far more valuable than the warrior shaman. For too long have I searched for someone to share my existence with, be mine and I will offer myself to you.” Dropping Kari’s hand Hare walked away and spun with arms out wide. “Is not this form pleasing? Am I not worth this?” 
 
    Bright red eyes stared at her from the dark as she shook. Yngrid I know you are not dead she thought as Hare’s voice whispered to her. “Let there be truth between us shaman. In you, I sense a kindred spirit. You understand want, need and desire. You know loneliness and the darkness that lies in the land and the people’s hearts. Join me and I will love you as completely as your warrior ever could. Join me and I will be yours as completely as any mortal woman could be.” 
 
    But you are not her. They had been so close, Yngrid and herself. As they lay under the furs, they had been together in body and spirit and she had felt a desire that was more powerful than anything Hare offered. Yngrid had not fought because she did not care about Kari. She fought because that was what she was. A warrior who wanted to protect those she loved and she loved Kari fiercely enough to give her life for her. 
 
    How can I do anything other than what you did Yngrid? My love is not so shallow. Taking a step back away from Hare, Kari shook her head. “I will not give Raven up. I will not sully the memory of my Yngrid with your body. You say you would love me, but you know nothing of love, only want. You know nothing of the sacrifice of it, only the desire for it.” She shook her head once more. “No, I say no.” 
 
    “Then I give you one final offer child. You are powerful, stronger than Obon. Give yourself to me and I will make you my shaman. You will take his power at the full moon, and you will rule this land in my name and he will die.” Grabbing Kari’s hand she brought it up to her face and rubbed her cheek against it. “Think of what I offer shaman. Power beyond anything you have thought off. Pleasure beyond your wildest fantasies and your vengeance as Obon lies dying at your feet.” 
 
    Kari pulled her hand away as if scolded. Shaking her head she trembled and fought to keep Yngrid’s love in her mind, her only defence against Hare’s powerful pull. “No,” she whispered and then stronger, “No.” Standing tall she faced Hare. “Those under you destroyed my village, murdered my parents and attempted to kill my love.” she turned her back on hare and store holes into the wall of the hut. “I will die as I lived. I will die a child of my people, a lover of my shining warrior and a shaman of Raven.” 
 
    Turning she spat on the floor. “You say my Yngrid is dead, but I say to you I do not believe you. She is coming for me. She will always come for me and even death will not stop her. My bright warrior will come, and she will strike Obon down and kill anything that gets in her path. Take your presence from my sight Hare. You choose a form that is lovely, but you cannot hide your ugly spirit. I refuse you. I refuse your love and I refuse your power.“ 
 
    Hare snarled at her and the darkness returned covering her form. From its depths, a voice that was neither male nor female but both hissed at her, “I will take your spirit and give you an eternity of pain shaman bitch,” before disappearing and leaving Kari alone. 
 
    “I was strong Yngrid. You would have been proud.” A single tear rolled down her cheek as Kari sat back down on the furs. “So hurry up and get here because I need you, my beautiful warrior.” Closing her eyes, she awaited her fate. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 22 
 
      
 
    Yngrid crouched in the trees and stared at the large village ahead of her. The full moon was tonight, and this was the only village she had seen for miles around. This has to be it she thought as she knelt next to a tree in the dawns early light. This is where they are holding my Kari. 
 
    By now she would have expected the farmers and labourers to be out for feeding and maintaining a village, even of a few people, was a heavy task and yet she saw no one walking with any desire towards the fields that lay overgrown and barren. Instead, she saw only warriors, figures walking in the distance with glinting metal armour and weapons. Sometimes they pushed other figures in front of them, other times they wandered aimlessly. How are they eating? The thought raised all kinds of grim thoughts. Even if the whole village is on a war footing they need food. What are they up to? 
 
    As she watched she rested her body. Whatever happened she would have to enter the village come night fall and try and rescue Kari. She wanted to be ready for that and the thought of the death that she would probably find mattered not at all. She was a warrior, made by Wolf and blessed by Raven. Death was the only fate she could have. 
 
    Eyes that were now dark saw movement at the village’s boundary and she watched as warriors entered the woodland with their bows in hand. They hunt for meat. But I saw little game as I was coming down the mountain, only decay, and sickness. They cannot possibly hope to find enough meat to feed everyone. Still, she watched and waited, moving her watching post to be as far away from the hunters as possible. 
 
    Hours later she saw a train of oxen pulling carts towards the village. Eyes narrowing Yngrid saw the carts were laden with goods, food and grain, weapons and shields. Behind the carts came prisoners trudging dejectedly. Their arms roped behind their backs and warriors on either side so that escape was impossible. Some of the men looked beaten, some of the women horrified but all had a look she had not seen on faces of the people of her homeland before, hopelessness. 
 
    This cannot stand! She saw and felt nothing but revulsion. Once she would have felt anger, let rage flow and charged unheeding towards them. Now she could not for that explosive killing rage no longer existed. Now she knew if she went in without the cover of darkness she would die and Kari would die with her. Raven! What have you done to me? Taking deep breaths to calm the revulsion in her stomach she closed her eyes. Kari will come save you when I have saved her. I know she will. 
 
    As afternoon slipped towards dusk she watched the hunters come back from the woodland. Their hands were empty of meat and by the dejected look on their faces, Yngrid knew this was not the first time this had happened. This is what happens when the natural order is disturbed. Now I see why Wolf is needed to react to the lands cry. Order must be kept for all our sakes. 
 
    Dusk fell into deeper darkness and looking up into the sky she saw the clouds gather. This is good she thought as the night turned bright with Raven’s blessing. I can see but they cannot. Her eyes that saw through the dark watched the guards as they moved and noticed where they stood and looking up to the sky she whispered: “Raven, if I succeed watch her for me when I am here no longer.” 
 
    Pulling her knife Yngrid slipped from the trees and moved quickly across the ground. She ran on feet that were leaden and tired but this close to her love she would not be denied. Bent low to the ground in the dark of night she moved invisibly to the point she had chosen and slipped between fences that were broken and huts that were ramshackle and dilapidated. 
 
    She entered the outskirts of the village and moved quickly and quietly. It was big this village, bigger than her own but she knew they all followed similar lines. The main meeting places, the communal feasting hut, and drinking hall, would be in the centre of the village, and radiating outwards would be the more important places. The smithy, shaman and healers huts and from there would come others still in a radiating wheel pattern. 
 
    Peeking out quickly from behind a wall she saw warriors walking away leaving houses and huts unguarded and she frowned. Then she heard the roar of warriors shouting in the distance. They are getting ready for the ceremony she thought. I must find Kari quickly and get her out of this place. 
 
    Each step she took in the village Yngrid expected to be found. She had seen a lot of warriors in the village but now she could see none. Is everyone going to be at the ceremony? Bolder she looked around at the buildings. There were the long huts she had been brought up in and the squat storehouses that were locked securely. Yet like the fences and outer buildings, they all looked in states of disrepair. Frowning she looked around and saw other signs that spoke of neglect and war. 
 
    With the fields outside the village barren and overgrown she had expected the ground within the village to be home to some food. Snow marrow vines or Ice berry bushes were easy to grow and her village had planted some nearby for times of need. Here though she saw no patches of ground given over to such contingencies, no herb gardens for medicines or patches of greenery with growing things. Hare had given up on the land and concentrated entirely on conquest and now the land was giving up on Hare’s people. 
 
    Suddenly the cry of a woman weeping and a thump against the side of a door broke the air. At the thump more women screamed and a harsh guttural voice shouted “Keep quiet in there or you’ll all feel the back of my hand. I’m already missing the ceremony for you.” 
 
    She moved closer moving silently along the barren ground. Her Raven blessed eyes picked out every detail and as she got closer to where the sound had come from Yngrid saw a large long hut. She glimpsed movement, a warrior standing idly by the door, his weapon by his side as he leaned insolently against the wood built building. “Maybe I should come in there and pick one of you to enjoy myself with. It’s not fair that the shaman gets his choice of the women and we have to make do with the dregs.” 
 
    She watched as he turned to the door, his hand reaching for the handle. “Hare tells us we have to breed warriors for her army. Maybe one of you will bear me a fine brat for the war.” 
 
    Coldly Yngrid watched the warrior. This is a place they keep the woman. Maybe Kari is in here waiting to be called for this ceremony. I cannot risk him taking her. Moving close she bent closely to the ground and came up to the side of the building. As the warrior started to pull the door, she moved with slowness, letting her feet find the quiet places as she crept closer. Knife in hand she waited at the edge of the wall of the hut, her heart racing and forcing her muscles to become loose she took a deep breath and stepped around the side. 
 
    The warrior gasped as he saw her, his hand dropping from the half open door to his weapon that hung at his side. Yngrid’s arm moved, the knife slicing the dark of night as it struck true. The point entered his neck, and she drove it onward with tired muscles before pulling it out. 
 
    She watched as his eyes blinked madly and his hand went to his throat. Blood spurted from between his fingers and fell upon her. Legs weak he collapsed in a heap and she looked at him. I would have felt something for him once. Where did that go? Shaking her head Yngrid stepped over his body and pulled the door completely open. 
 
    Peering inside she saw there were no lights, no candles for the inhabitants, just darkness. The atmosphere was hot with fear and hopelessness and quickly hushed screams broke the silence as her eyes picked out a crowd of women huddling together. Moving quietly inside Yngrid whispered “Kari? Are you here?” 
 
    Silence greeted her for a moment as she scanned the woman, hoping for recognition and then one woman spoke up. “There is no one of that name here.” 
 
    Yngrid nodded her face oddly placid. “There is no one between you and the outside. If you wish to stay, then you can stay. If you wish to go then you can go. But you are free to decide for yourselves.“ 
 
    Turning she began to leave, felt a hand on her arm and turned her head. “Warrior, you must help us. We cannot escape without help. They will track us down quickly and then beat us for daring to try and escape. Some of us will be killed as examples.” 
 
    Yngrid smiled a grim smile. “Death is not that bad, certainly better than this. To be used as breeding hogs for Hare’s mad schemes.” Still, the look on the woman’s faces made her ache. “Run to the woodlands and hide in the tree line. I am here to rescue my shaman. She has not and will not go to Hare. If I succeed in rescuing my shaman then she will come to you and help you get to safety for there will be no one to follow you. If I fail then it will not matter because we will both be dead. All I can promise is that I will take as many of them as I can with me.” 
 
    “How will we know if you have succeeded? How long do we wait for?” Questions flew at her that she did not have time to answer. 
 
    “You will know for there will be screams and blood and death now run if you are going to.” So saying she slipped from the doorway and moved towards the shouting warriors in the centre of the village. 
 
    The clouds had moved, and the moon was large in the sky. It illuminated the area creating a shadowy interplay that she used as cover as she moved. With every moment that passed, she heard the shouting of warriors and there, above them all was a voice she had not heard since her village was destroyed, Obon the traitorous shaman that she owed a death to. A grim smile passed her lips, and she moved and the revenge she had promised pounded in her head fighting with her need to rescue her love. 
 
    A warrior came around the corner, saw her and took a gasp of surprise. Pulling the dull bladed Sun-fire from her scabbard her hand whipped around and he jerked out of the way from the killing blow. The blade caught his face, cutting his cheek deeply, and he shrieked loudly into the sky before she caught him with a backhanded blow that sent Sun-fire across his stomach. He fell to his knees, his hands desperately trying to keep his entrails from falling and she turned as running feet sounded loudly in the night. 
 
    Above her, the moon turned from silvery white to blood red as it shone down and she shook her head not believing what she was seeing. Two more warriors came into sight, the first of many she was sure and dropping into her warrior stance she delved deep within. Not for the rage that had fuelled her so but for the lessons she had spent long hours learning. 
 
    Kari, hold on. I’m coming for you. She whispered it in her head before moving up to meet the first of her two opponents and arm moving quickly she began to battle her way to her love. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 23 
 
      
 
    The door to her hut opened, and Kari opened her eyes. She had been sitting resting; marshalling what little strength still remained to her. In the doorway stood to warriors who stared at her with barely concealed revulsion. “It is time Raven bitch. Obon commands you to appear for him. Taste your last of life and be afraid.” 
 
    I will not be afraid. It is what Obon wants, and I still believe. I believe in you Yngrid. I know you will be here. Getting to her feet she stared at the warriors; saw the shadowy figure of Hare standing behind them. Her eyes sought out Kari’s and soft and gentle Hare’s voice in her brain. You could still be mine shaman. You could still have all the power instead of Obon. You could still have me. 
 
    Shaking her head Kari smiled and faced the two warriors. “Obon commands nothing but fear and I will not fear him or my fate.” Walking to the door she felt her life slipping away as each moment passed and vowed to use what little she had left if given the chance. 
 
    Outside the hut, she looked up and saw the moon in the sky. It was full and bright, and it illuminated the entire village. Fingers gripped her arm roughly, and she pulled along the ground towards the centre of the village. She could already hear the roars of the crowd, the shouting words of the shaman who led them and shook her head. 
 
    “Why? How is this better than what you had? How is this greater than the freedom you had under Raven?” She looked at the warriors and saw nothing but lust in their eyes. 
 
    “They will not turn from me.” Hare walked naked by her side and laughed her tinkling musical laugh. “I give them what they want where Raven only gives them what they need. Why do you think Obon forsook his lord and came to me? I gave him what Raven could not. I gave him permission to rule and he, in turn, gives them permission to indulge in every desire they have, as long as they do what he says.” 
 
    Kari shook her head. “There has to be more. There has to be more than just a lust for power. He was good, he treated everyone with kindness and we held him in respect.” 
 
    “Oh Kari, have you learned nothing.” They walked on through the village, and she heard the roar of the warriors coming closer. “Did you feel respected living alone in your hut up on that mountain? Did you feel anything but loneliness until your lover came to you? That is what Raven does not understand and I do. You are not meant to be alone. Two people together are far more powerful than one apart. Obon may have had your respect. He never had your love. He treated you all with kindness but never had the touch of another person to comfort him. Can you say you blame him, you who have felt the press of lips and the tightening of hands around you?” Hare shook her head and then they stopped. “All you have to do is say my name and give yourself to me, and I will stop the ceremony and make you my shaman. This does not need to happen.” 
 
    Ahead of them, she saw a raised dais and Obon stood upon it waiting for her. Around them stood warriors waiting for the ceremony to begin and the shaman laughed loudly. “Here is our guest of honour my faithful warriors. With her power, I will bring the kingdom of Hare to fruition! Finally, we will all have what we desire!” 
 
    Someone will come. Raven will not desert me. She kept repeating it as she was shoved through the crowd towards Obon and the raised platform. He wore a simple robe she saw, adorned with animal skulls and other bones and his beard was covered with spittle and drool. Hair the colour of night streaked with snow was matted and untidy and she shook her head unbelieving. 
 
    “Obon, look at what has become of you. You adorn yourself with symbols of death, and your body is slowly destroying itself. Magic the like you wield is not meant for us Obon. It will destroy you utterly. Give it up, give her up and come away from death.” 
 
    His eyes blazed as he looked at her and she saw madness bright and deadly within. “Come back to being nothing. No Kari, Hare has shown me the secret Raven did not want us to know. Life and death are the same existence, Kari. There is no wall separating us, only time. Living and dead there is no difference. Those that were living are now here dead. What do you think the wraiths and the spirits are Kari? They are us, just the strongest of us that can be seen.” 
 
    He took a step closer to her and she smelt the rank smell of sweat and smoke. “I need your power so I can bring us together. You have spoken with the dead; you have been to their places and are attached to that place. Yet you love and have tasted life and are attached to this one as well. You are the key Kari that will unlock them both and I will bring them together so we can share this land under Hare’s rule.” 
 
    “You cannot!” she shouted it and he laughed. “You cannot bring the dead to this land. Let the dead rest for they have earned that right! The spirits that linger here linger for a reason. They are angry and sorrowful. They will overrun the living and take everything until this land becomes a barren land of the dead only. Do not do this Obon I beg you.” 
 
    “I CAN!” He roared it, and she saw there was little she could do.”The natural world of Hare and the unnatural one of Raven and I will rule it like a king. That is what I fight for Kari. That is what your power will help me to achieve.” 
 
    “You are mad,” she whispered it horrified as he began to chant. This close to him she heard his words and they hurt her ears and filled her brain with blood. Filled with sibilant hisses and guttural stops he chanted songs and prayers she had not heard before and above her the moon that shone with such silvery might slowly turn blood red. 
 
    “Stop,” she cried and wriggling from her guards she rushed at Obon. “You will destroy everything.” Her hands scratched at his face and she raised weals down his skin but all he did was laugh. “You cannot,” she pleaded and as the guards pulled her away she saw his face turn into a skull. 
 
    There is still time to stop this. Hare’s voice whispered to her. Give yourself to me body and spirit and I will stop this and together we can rule this land without the dead being here. That was his desire, not mine. I just want the land. Agree to help me conquer it and I will help you. 
 
    “NO!” she screamed and Obon laughed as one of his warriors punched her fiercely in the stomach. She dropped to her knees as the air left her and looked up at him with eyes that leaked. 
 
    “Yes, Kari. There is nothing to stop me. I have power and now with yours added to mine I will break through the barrier between life and death and bring them together. No one will have to be alone ever again.” 
 
    Again he began to chant and the chant spoke of evil and of things that should not be. Around him, the ground itself groaned and the brown of earth turned to the grey of ash. “Obon you can stop,” she tried once more but he ignored her. I’m sorry Raven. I have to give myself to Hare otherwise everything we love will pass. Opening her mouth she whispered “Hare, I” 
 
    A shout of warning broke Obon’s whispered chant and then one of pain and Kari turned her head to the sound. The blood red moon shone down with little light and with her powers blocked by Obon’s magic Raven’s gift of sight was blocked to her as well. As clearly as her heart beat she knew of only one thing that would cause the distress she heard and her hopes soared as she stood. 
 
    “My protector comes for me Obon. My shining wolf, my bringer of death, my Yngrid and she will stop you, and you will die. Face your death now shaman and know you have failed.” Another scream, high-pitched and painful filled the air, and she laughed. “How many men can you afford to lose Obon? Save some small scrap of honour and give up now.” 
 
    Snarling at her he contemptuously looked to the guards that flanked her. “Get everyone and find out what’s happening.” The nodded and he turned to Kari. Drawing his knife he held it towards her. “Nothing will stop your death, Kari. Hare is fated to take this land, and I will have my rule.“ 
 
    In the red light of the moon, she listened out for Yngrid’s screaming battle cry, looked for her blade that shone like the sun but could not see or hear either. Where are you Yngrid? What is happening? 
 
    Still, men cried out in pain as the sounds of clashing weapons and panic came closer. She felt Obon stand behind her, felt his hand on her shoulder. “You cannot win.” His voice was almost gentle, even if the knife he held to her throat was not. 
 
    Out of the corner of her eye, she saw blond hair turned red and black under the blood moon. In her hand raised a blade that shone with the night and she moved with a grace Kari had never seen. Open mouthed she watched her love fight and whispered: “Raven, what have you done to her?” 
 
    Yngrid fought with silence Kari saw. No war cry or scream of rage filled the sky from her, only the intense silence of concentration and desire. Her movements were precise as she moved in a dance of death that only she knew the steps to. Her blade flashing it hit where it would do the most good and with each flick of her arm, it came away bloody with another warrior falling to his knees. 
 
    She watched as Yngrid kept to the shadows. She always seemed to see the warriors who swarmed around her in time to dodge and slowly but surely she made her way into the centre of the village. More warriors swarmed out of the huts she saw and ran towards the commotion, their blades, and axes raised in the night sky and holding her breath she watched her love fight for both of them. 
 
    But it was too much she knew. She had seen how many warriors Hare had and they were all in this village for the ceremony. They came pouring from the long huts and swarmed her warrior love. She did not see the blow that felled Yngrid but she felt it with every pore of her being and as she went down her hand went out and she cried “Yngrid!” 
 
    Where is her strength, her fire? She did not understand and moved towards her only to be pulled back by Obon and the knife at her throat. 
 
    “Oh Kari, it looks like your protector is failing.” He laughed loudly, and it sounded her doom in the night “I told you. Hare is fated to take this land. Nothing can stop me. Certainly not a warrior who is no longer blessed by the Wolf,” 
 
    Kari shook her head but Obon continued. “Oh yes. I can feel it from here as you would if I gave you the chance. She is no longer Wolf’s but is now Ravens and he has gifted her with some power. And after I take your power, you can watch as I take hers. Then together you will die. Is that not a fitting end for lovers like you?” 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter 24 
 
      
 
    Yngrid fell to the ground, her legs bloody and weak. Blows battered her body but she ignored them as her hand reached out to claw the earth, to pull herself one final step towards Kari. Desperately she reached for the rage inside her, the rage Wolf had promised her she could use one last time and her head whispered no, not yet. Get closer. 
 
    “Yngrid!” she heard Kari’s scream and looking up their eyes met across the village centre. She saw the knife at her throat, saw Obon standing there laughing as her love cried “Don’t let them take you too. Run. Get away. Do something.” In Kari’s eyes, she saw something that she had not seen since that first kiss in the village. She saw fear. Glistening they were wild, the night shattered apart, a ravens wing torn asunder and as she knew Kari realised they were both going to die. 
 
    A boot hit her in the back and she went sprawling forward as mocking laughter filled the air. “I was surprised when you survived the attack on the village. I guess Raven saved you as he saved Kari here. Then I heard reports of a wild-eyed blond haired warrior who fought with a blade made of the sun at Roosthaven, and I knew it had to be you. Were you chosen to be her protector? A woman who plays at being a warrior,” He laughed loudly once more and she closed her eyes as tears began to fall. 
 
    “Why?” she whispered it and then louder “Why? You had them all killed. You broke your vows and destroyed them. They looked to you.” Looking up at the face of the person she hated most in the world she shouted: “Why did you kill my family!” 
 
    “Why? Because I was offered more Yngrid, I was offered real power. Raven demanded I look after you all with no one to look after me. Hare demands only that I look after her and I can do whatever I want after that. It does not matter if I kill these, my followers. There will always be more. We breed like rats after all.” 
 
    “Now you will watch as I rape your love and when I take her innocence I will take her power. I will slit her throat as I fill her with my seed and as her blood falls her power will transfer to me. Then I will take you, and the gift Raven gave you.” He removed the knife from Kari’s throat but held it close to her side. “Do not worry though Yngrid. When I am done you will both be back here, to spend eternity together if that is your wish, under my rule.” 
 
    Yngrid pressed her forehead to the barren earth and felt the cold there. “Father,” Gripping her sword tightly Yngrid whispered as her face pressed to the ground, a boot against her neck and her blade against the ground “Help me. I could not save you who I love when they attacked. Give me the strength to save her who I love now I beg you.” Raising her head she screamed “Wolf I call upon your power as you promised. Help me!” 
 
    A sun blazed inside her, chasing the cold night away. A fire raged through her blood and the rage within her erupted. It was not the cold killing rage that she had become so used to but the clean burning fire that came from a need to protect and using the last of her strength she reared up throwing the boot of her neck. Getting to her knees she heard the men coming for her but she did not care. Reaching for the strength within Yngrid drew her arm back and screamed “Kari,” before throwing her blade towards the stunned young woman. 
 
    A foot kicked her in the face and she went down once more as blood erupted from a nose broken by the sudden violence but her eyes refused to leave the blade she had thrown. Another kick caught her in the ribs and pain flared with each breath but she pushed it to one side. More blows rained down upon her and she felt the blinding pain of steel as it entered her body but she watched her blade and smiled. 
 
    She smiled as Kari knocked Obon away desperately. She smiled as Kari reached for the spinning blade and caught it. She smiled as it blazed into life sending sunlight into the dark and in the shadow of the night she saw with Raven’s gift Ravens dark wings spread from Kari’s back as smoke fled from her loves body. She smiled as darkness reached for her for she knew Kari would survive. 
 
    A cold wind blew into the village and with it came the snows. “NO!” she heard the shaman scream and the men that rained blows upon her stopped, shuffled nervously as the air turned thick with power. Looking up she saw Kari, her blade shining like the sun in one hand and her long dark hair flying wildly in the buffeting winds as she walked towards the shaman. 
 
    Obon’s voice erupted into whispering chanting and she watched as shadows appeared in a circle around the young shaman. Yngrid raised a hand, tried to call out Kari’s name, to warn her but she could not speak. The entire village was quiet as the two shamans faced each other, bound by some fate they could not understand. Swiftly the shadows moved towards Kari, growing clawed hands as they did. 
 
    With a scream, Kari stabbed Sun-fire into the ground and sunlight blazed brighter than fire. Where it touched the shadows the light erupted burning them to a crisp and Kari stood by the blade, untouched by its power. “You destroyed our village. You’ve destroyed lives, and you’ve broken faith with Raven.” Then her voice went very quiet, but everyone in the village heard her whisper “And you hurt the one I love. You wanted us to be rulers. Then I sentence you all to death.” 
 
    “Kill her,” the Obon screamed his eyes full of anger and as if some spell was broken the warriors of the village ran screaming their battle cries towards her. 
 
    Yngrid watched. Left alone and her body aching and in pain, she watched feeling her life slowly leech away into the ground. “I saved her Raven.” She whispered it as Kari, eyes darker than any moonless night looked to the sky. “Now look after her damn you.” She watched with eyes that slowly began to close as Kari raised her arms as if she could touch the moon and heard her smoky voice shout a word of command that brought the skies to life. 
 
    Clouds gathered impossibly fast and the wind began to howl. The warriors of the village stopped as the winds howled around them. “I learned shaman,” Kari’s voice was loud over the cry of the wind and the biting cold that came with it. “Oh see what I have learned.” Snow began to pelt down and the warriors looked around as they lost all sense of sight. In the dark of the night and the blizzard, they stumbled around looking for shelter. “See and enjoy what happens when life and death are brought together.” 
 
    A warrior screamed, “You're dead.” And then cries of shades filled the air as dark shadows flittered through the snow. “No!” cried another and screams filled the night as the shades of everyone the warriors had killed came alive in the blizzard. The warriors screamed as the shades began to take the life force of the village warriors and as Yngrid lay on the ground she felt a foot step by her head. 
 
    In the middle of a blizzard that did not touch her, with life running from her wounds Yngrid struggled to open her eyes. Above her stood Raven, who knelt by her side and reached out to touch her. “Already she goes to the night with the power she wields. I call upon you again Yngrid Balancekeeper. Your duty to me is not done yet wolf that would fly with the raven. You still have a vow to keep, to protect my last shaman.” At his touch strength filled her body and she gasped as she felt her wounds close. “Now do so and keep her to my ways. Teach but do not rule, lead but also follow, be part of the village, not apart from it.” 
 
    Obon’s voice screamed from the blizzard “You ruined it all!” Yngrid looked around before looking back for Raven but he had gone. Shaking her head she stood and waited as the blizzard refused to touch her. 
 
    “Where are you?” The shaman screamed it into the blizzard, and she saw the winds die for just a moment, just enough for her to see Kari rise up behind him. 
 
    Yngrid watched as Kari thrust with all her might sending Sun-fire though his back and out of his chest. Blood sprayed from Obon’s mouth as her blade jutted from his chest and slowly the shaman fell to his knees. “I’m behind you Obon. Like Raven always was if you but bothered to look. I send you to your doom shaman. May your shade never find peace until it atones for what you did,” Then with a strength, Yngrid did not know she possessed Kari twisted the blade and the shaman fell slowly forward to the ground. 
 
    Slowly the screams died away as spirits of the guilty, called by Kari and the frost spirits power hunted down the men and Yngrid smiled as her shaman, her Kari walked towards her. “I saved you,” she whispered and then louder “I saved you and we’re alive.” 
 
    “Yes, you did,” Kari dropped the blade and the light went out as it touched the ground but it did not matter. Hands pulled her into an embrace, and Kari whispered “So what now my dark warrior? What has Raven done to you?” 
 
    “He gave me what I needed to save you and what I needed to be with you.” Tilting Kari’s head up she looked into eyes that enchanted her and whispered “And now I pledge myself to you. As my shaman, my love, my Kari,” Then all words became meaningless as they kissed and this time Yngrid felt no fear. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Excerpt from Banshee 
 
      
 
    Mary walked along the upstairs landing. A central wide staircase led up to the first floor and an upstairs landing that led away in two directions. One direction had five bedrooms and a bathroom whilst the other had three bedrooms including the master bedroom and it’s on suite bathroom.  High ceilings were fitted with old lights that were covered by seemingly antique shades giving the whole house a gloomy feel. 
 
    Yet there was something about it she couldn’t deny. Moving gently her footsteps echoed on the wooden plank floor and reverberated throughout the house. It filled the empty space with sound, suddenly creating an atmosphere that spoke of parties of years gone by and intrigues not spoken of, of secret assignations and of darker things still. Placing her hand on the wall she felt the smooth varnished wooden walls and wondered just what they had seen in their time here. 
 
    She looked out a window and saw the rolling fields that surrounded the house. Away from the village it belonged to, she could barely see brick chimney stacks peeking out from behind trees. As she watched she saw a deer nervously make its way out of the tree line, seemingly staring up at her before turning and bounding back into safety. Everything about it screamed solitude and age and there was a part of her that craved that. 
 
    It had been six months since that night at Phillipas when she had first seen the house. Six months of paperwork and sorting things out before her company had finally been sold. She had also sold her apartment in London, determined to do away with her old life completely. All her furniture, all her things were in storage just waiting for the right place, the right fit, to arrive. 
 
    During those six months, she had thought of this house often. She knew she should be looking at more than this house, that she wasn’t really looking for a grand stately home, a statement piece of a house. In her heart, she wanted something she could be happy in, something with a history that connected her to better times. This house screamed of both melancholy and dereliction but there was something about it she couldn’t deny. It called to her like Steven did and she could no more fight it than she could fight him when they first met. 
 
    Her soft brown eyes looked out from under lashes that were so long she often felt them move as she took in wooden first floor landing once more.  As she did she let her fingers trail against the wood, almost subconsciously caressing the grain as if she wanted the house to open up to her, to speak its hidden secret’s. 
 
    What would happen if I brought someone back here? She had been single for six months and was beginning to understand what Phillipa had been hinting at. For the past two months, she had been especially turned on at the strangest times. At first, it had been a shock for she had never really felt a huge amount of sexual desire with Steven. Now it was becoming a nuisance. 
 
    And how much opportunity is there for love in a place like this? I’m unemployed but independently wealthy which I suppose makes me a catch. Looking around at the house walls she imagined bringing someone back there. Would this house be off putting? A house this large would indicate she didn’t need them to be the breadwinner and some men were so wrapped up in that notion of masculinity she mused. Would they need whispered words and kisses to make them want me? Would I be good enough for them to overlook this house? 
 
    Her fingers trailed the wood once more and she felt the warmth there that seemed to welcome her. She could imagine the atmosphere of the house taking them as soon as they entered. With no need for words, no need of confessions of secret passions. They would make the first move, the house demanding it of them as it looked for another story to add to its history and she, the lady of the house would capitulate. Everything would be perfect surely? 
 
    She heard footsteps coming up the stairs and turned her head towards them. Her blond hair twitching sending strands around her like a curtain of golden sunlight as she watched the estate agent climb the stairs.  She belongs here, not me. The thought came sudden, unbidden and she wondered if even the house knew who the real owner here was. 
 
    It wasn’t that the estate agent was rude or condescending. Indeed just the opposite could be said for she had tried to put Mary at ease when they met earlier that morning. It was that the agent moved like a cat hunting a mouse. She climbed the stairs with absolute certainty she belonged there, her thighs bunching with almost raw power under the short business skirt she wore. She didn’t even seem to be breathing deeply as she climbed for her chest rose in a steady rise and fall of the powerful beast that ruled the jungle. No, this house was hers and Mary, Mary was an interloper who risked unleashing the beast that waited. 
 
    She knew she should move closer, meet the agent at the top of the stairs. She longed to move but time seemed to slow to a crawl as eyes darker than night pinned her to the wall and dared her to move. White hair, long and whiter than snow topped mountains lay in a pony tail as a striking young face followed, lips painted a bright blood red that stood out starkly. She felt her muscles tremble slightly as she waited for the agent and as the agent got closer she felt her body begin to shiver which she desperately tried to stop. 
 
    “How do you like the house, Miss Wainright?”  The estate agent smiled but Mary saw that smile did not meet her eyes. No, something else lurked in those eyes, a hunger that she couldn’t understand. Staring into them she shivered once more as they became more intense, darker and purer than anything she had ever seen before. She felt like she was looking into the starless night sky and knew it was looking back at her. 
 
    “It certainly is nice. It’s warm and welcoming. I could feel myself living here.” She looked around the hallway “It’s almost like it draws you in. You can almost hear the history of the place whispering to you.” She saw the agent’s bright red lips smile and wondered if it was because of the commission cheque she would get on this huge old house or if she had heard the slight quiver in Mary’s voice. 
 
    “Oh you don’t choose old houses like these, they choose you.” Mary watched as the estate agent turned, her eyes suddenly losing their intense look as they swept the place. “They become like a pet, a part of the family who if you treat it right will look after you. Treat it badly though and it might bite back.“ Her questing moving eyes turned back to Mary and shrugging she smiled “Well at least selling houses keeps me in work.” 
 
    The agent pushed past Mary and she felt a tingle as their arms met as the white haired woman looked out of the window.  “Lonely though, out here on the hill, as you are. I imagine all sorts of things could happen here without anyone hearing a thing.” Again Mary felt the estate agents eyes staring at her and the woman moved a step closer to her. “Are you sure you wouldn’t want something a little more local, a little more sociable?” There was a trace of Scottish accent there, just enough of a lilt to make the voice hypnotic and Mary felt herself fall into it. 
 
    A hand settled on her arm and she felt a jolt of electricity blow through her. Blinking rapidly her head shook from side to side trying to break free. “No this house is just what I wanted when I decided to move to Scotland. I do have to wonder though why it is on the market at such a steal.  An eight bedroom seventeenth- century mansion with ten acres of land in this part of the country should be more than a million and a bit surely.  So what’s the story?” 
 
    The agent laughed then, a musical lilting laugh that promised so much to the right person and Mary felt herself shiver once more. It wasn’t the laugh of Steven which promised mockery and pain. This was the laugh of someone who had felt that pain herself and was still here. A mixture of experience, happiness and bitterness blended into a cocktail that if drunk would either burn or rise you to heights unheard of. 
 
    I wish I could laugh like that she thought. That’s a laugh that has seen life, experienced joy and pain, love and hate. “Interested in history are you?” The estate agent’s voice broke through her thoughts and demanded an answer. 
 
    She nodded quickly. “My family originally came from around Strathaven.  Moved away at some point in the eighteen hundreds and now I’ve come back to see if I can uncover my roots. I guess you could say I have a little Scottish blood in me and it called me back.” 
 
    “I guess we’ll see.” The comment caught her, made her wonder if she had heard it right. “Well I should, in the interest of full discloser you understand, tell you that it is so cheap because the last owner simply disappeared. Vanished like a will o the wisp in the dawning light.” 
 
    “Disappeared? From here?” The warm daydreams she had of assignations long past changed, turned to bloody plots and terrible acts. She could almost hear the screams of pain and anguish resonating from the walls as she looked around anew, could almost see the front door fly wide as the bloody murderer booted it open. A hand alighted on her arm, squeezed it and brought her back to solidity and she looked up into that bright blood red smile. 
 
    “No need to worry. I can tell you it was fully investigated and no trace of foul play was ever discovered. It is assumed by the estate that he simply suffered some sort of mental break and walked off by himself.  This was thirty years ago and he has been declared legally dead and the estate wants a quick sale so they are selling the place for whatever they can get.” She laughed once more “There is no mystery, sorry. No bloody murder and no local cult sacrificing the unwary. It was just a poor soul who found the loneliness too much to bear.” 
 
    Mary must have looked crestfallen in some way for the agent winked suddenly. The gesture was so unexpected, so at odds with the raw sinuous power Mary felt coming from the estate agent that she smiled nervously. “Of course the locals think the place is haunted. You will find a surprising amount of people still believe in the old ways here, the shining ones and such like. Any and all calamites and catastrophes can be blamed on them you will find.” She shrugged “You know what we local people are like. We never let the old stories die as long as they can still be told.” 
 
    Mary shook her head “I’m fascinated by old stories. Maybe I can find someone to tell me them all.” She looked around the house “But I wasn’t brought up to believe in ghosts so that’s all they will be. Tales,” No she thought bitterly, that would have meant allowing me to have some imagination. We couldn’t have that when I had to be so practical. 
 
    The agent smiled predatorily and possessively before leaning closer and whispering conspiratorially “That’s ok. The ghosts still believe in you,” Then she laughed once more “Let me show you around. The bedrooms have some fascinating history and I’ll fill you in as we go. I’m sure you will find it quite stimulating.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Contact Me 
 
      
 
    If you liked this story and want to e-mail me feel free to contact me at dallasjessicaowen@gmail.com 
 
      
 
    A lot of this story first came about when I was trying to get rid of writers block. Trying something different I wrote an epic old English poem about a warrior and a shaman and the love that arose between them. From there, this story grew. In the original poem they both died and were raised to the stars together. So this at least has a happier ending.  
 
      
 
    Other influences were various pagan friends and my own pagan leanings. Special thanks go to a certain Siberian shaman I knew who took me through many of his teachings. I also see parts of the mythology and legends I grew up reading here and there.  
 
      
 
      
 
  
  
 cover.jpg
‘Dalleﬂls 4| essicatdweﬁ





