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Introduction

 


Sometimes a character grips a writer and
won't let go. Such was the case with Daenali.

When my daughter, Nicole, and her husband,
Greg, got married, they chose to retain her surname. I got
thinking about what would happen to such a couple — and more
specifically such a woman — in tribal cultures. The answer wasn't
pretty.

But it was captivating, at least for me. It
prompted me to write "Remember My Name" and then, because I wasn't
finished with this compelling character, "Daenali." I wouldn't be
surprised if sometime in the future she takes hold of me again and
tears from my heart yet another story about her.

~~~

 





Daenali

​


Snow crunched beneath Daenali Vaeringjar's
feet, her thin boots offering little protection. Icy winds sliced
through the trees and whipped against her face. Shivering, she
wrapped her arms about herself, trying to retain her body's meager
remaining warmth even as it poured through the thin, white fabric
of her clothes.

The familiar path became more overgrown as
it wound through the dense forest, trees on both sides extending
their branches, blocking Daenali's way. As she brushed one aside,
another would snap back into her face with a sharp sting.

She had always loved the forest's smell, had
stopped so often to drink it in, cold and clean. But not now. She
looked over her shoulder. Her pursuer was not yet in sight, but she
could sense the malevolence drawing ever closer, about to overtake
her soon. She pressed onward, crying out when snow cascaded from
the uppermost branches and fell onto her neck and down her back.
The wind whistled through the swaying trees. Birds chattered. She
pressed on up the hill, over its crest, and down into valley,
making no effort to cover her tracks. She reached a stream on the
far side, its chilled waters gurgling beneath a thin coat of ice.
Daenali bent to one knee and as shards of ice and crusted snow
drove beneath her jagged fingernails, pried loose a rock the size
of her foot.

In the distance far behind her, a branch
snapped. Her back to the stream, she scanned the forest, shivering,
the pounding within her chest roaring in her ears, but saw
nothing.

She raced over to a felled tree that spanned
the stream, its splintered base blackened and charred. Careful with
the slippery, snow-covered footing even as cold sweat broke out
upon her brow, she planted step after step across to the other
side. She jumped onto the bank and flew up the sparsely wooded
incline all the way to the top of the ridge where she reached a
great boulder more than twice her height.

Be with me, Oh Great Gray Wolf.

Huddled behind the boulder, she shivered
anew, unsure if it was from fright more than the icy chill that had
seeped into her bones. Plumes of her breath billowed in the air
before her as she gasped for air.

When she smelled the damp fur and feral
breath, Daenali closed her eyes. The great wolf materialized, no
larger than in the old shaman's paintings but majestic, ancient.
Patches of blood covered its wide muzzle. Its golden eyes glowed.
It rested its forepaws upon the boulder, looked upward, and
howled.

And then was gone.

It took only a moment for Daenali to
understand. Of course. Surely she would have thought of it herself
if not for her exhaustion, her panicked fear, and the mind-freeze
of the frigid cold.

Wedging the rock beneath her chin, Daenali
flexed her fingers, cramped and shaking, then felt for the
boulder's handholds just above her head. Upon finding them, she
thrust her fingers in, lifted her right foot into the foothold she
knew would be at knee height, and hoisted herself up. She fumbled
for the next handholds and footholds in the craggy face and
continued on up, her neck cramping with the effort to hold the rock
in place, until she pulled herself over the edge and atop the great
boulder. As she had done so many times as a girl, she lay flat and
observed the valley below.

Tensing and holding her breath, Daenali
sensed the bloodlust on the far hill before the tree branches shook
and then parted. Torvald Guldbaek, furs clad all about him, broke
through the wooded cover.

 


***

 


"Every man of this village must take her,"
Torvald Guldbaek had said to the other eleven council members
seated cross-legged upon their furs in a circle about the roaring
fire. In the darkness, the flickering flames illuminated his long
blonde hair, broad shoulders, and set jaw. Outside the circle stood
Daenali, her father, and Erland, who had been her betrothed. Ropes
of braided vines were bound about Daenali's hands and feet. Torn
cloth was tied about her mouth. Shame flooded the faces of the two
men beside her. They refused to look at her, staring only at the
ground.

Torvald Guldbaek pointed to Erland. "She
bewitched this man into a promise to take her name in
marriage instead of his own, betraying every custom of our people."
He pointed Daenali's father. "This man must take her last to remove
his shame for not teaching her our ways and allowing her to adopt
those of witchcraft."

Daenali looked to him. In her youth, her
father had often said with a laugh, "Listen to me? My daughter
listens to no one but the Great Gray Wolf himself. And if you hear
his howl in the woods, she is arguing with Him and He can stand it
no more." All who had heard this joined his merriment. But now, no
mirth filled his downcast eyes.
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