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      “Prince Ludwig, Duke of Miltenburg, has sent the queen yet another gift,” says Lord Louis, my most faithful knight, with a crooked smile.

      He bows as he offers a small silver trinket box in his hands. The sizable red-and-blue jewels encrusted on the box are rather lovely, but the prince should know by now that the bedazzling of ornaments won’t change my mind.

      “If there is a severed ear in there, I will not be pleased.”

      Louis muffles his laughter with a cough because this is hardly the time to be making jokes, especially when my ealdormen look on with sour scowls on their faces. But I cannot help it. The Prince of East Francia must accept the reality that I will not marry him—now or ever.

      However, I humor my court as I accept the box from Louis.

      My three ladies-in-waiting stand off to the side, attempting to conceal their hilarity as they remember the last gift Prince Ludwig sent. Just in case anyone has forgotten, I have left the monstrosity on display as a reminder that I do not need nor will I ever want a king to rule my kingdom, especially one who is rumored to stand at a miniature height of five-foot-one.

      The gift I speak of is a painting of Prince Ludwig and his beloved strapping black horse, Phillipe. He is depicted as robust and tall, leading his men into battle. However, the artist, I believe, had quite a wicked sense of humor because, looked at from a certain angle, it appears the prince is rather fond of his horse, or rather, Phillipe’s arse, because if I didn’t know any better, I would think the prince engaged in bestiality as he mounts the horse indecently.

      Prince Ludwig clearly asked for his manhood to be the focal point, as mayhap, an aphrodisiac for me? All it did was raise questions about whether he was aroused because he was about to ride his horse—and I mean that in every literal sense of the word.

      Poor Phillipe’s mouth is parted wide, eyes filled with fear.

      My heart bled for the dear horse.

      My mouth, however, was filled with laughter at Prince Ludwig’s attempts at “wooing” me.

      I leave this painting on display as a reminder that no one will ever rule my kingdom but me.

      Opening the box, I hold my breath as I pull away the white silk. Wrapped beneath are a set of pearl earrings. They are lovely. Too bad I despise pearls.

      Slamming the lid shut, I offer the box back to Louis. “Lord Louis, give these to Lady Clementine. I am sure your wife will have more use for them than I.”

      Gasps sound around the court. My ealdormen are horrified that I am defaming East Frankia this way. I would think they would be accustomed to their queen being defiant, but I do like to remind them every now and again.

      “My queen, if I may speak freely,” says Ealdorman Rufus, the weasel who once served my father, King Eanred, and favored my brother, Aethelred, before I cut off his head, that is.

      I smile at the memory of finally ridding that twisted smile from his monstrous face.

      It’s in battle where blood is spilled, and the guttural screams of victory vibrate in my loins do I feel most alive. This is hardly orthodox for a queen to behave, but bathed in the blood of my enemies is where I belong.

      The crown that sits upon my head, however, does not allow me to partake in battle any longer, as my children are too young to rule. My sacrifices will not have been for nothing, as ensuring the safety of Northumbria and my people comes first.

      If anything were to happen to me, I know rodent ealdormen like Rufus would seek out Aethelred’s children, whom I was not aware he had until after his death, and help them take the throne. They are the rightful heirs, but they have my brother’s blood coursing through their veins. Therefore, they are a danger to me and my kingdom.

      They are in the care of monks, but I know it’s only a matter of time before they come for my beloved and me in Northumbria. They will learn of their heritage one day, even if they are bastards, and when they do, I will be ready.

      But for now, I have other pressing matters to deal with, like Ealdorman Rufus.

      “What is it, Lord?” I ask, unable to keep the annoyance from my tone.

      “Prince Ludwig is a sensible choice of suitor. By selecting a foreign prince, we enforce our ties to the kingdom of East Frankia. This alliance secures Northumbria's future. We would be unstoppable in battle. Trade. Please, do not act with haste.”

      The court falls quiet because they know I do not take kindly to being told how to rule my kingdom.

      Straightening out my red dress, I take my time to reply because I wish to watch Ealdorman Rufus grovel on his belly like the serpent that he is.

      “Do you claim to know the future, Lord?”

      “No, of course not, my Queen!” he gasps, horrified because such talk is heresy. “But Northumbria would be stronger if ruled by a king…and queen.” His slip of the tongue has not gone unnoticed, for if he had it his way, only a king would sit on this throne.

      “If I choose a foreign prince, he will draw England into foreign politics for his own advantage. But if I marry a fellow countryman, I would be drawn into factional infighting. How does this make our kingdom stronger?

      “Are you questioning my ability to reign?”

      “My Queen, your words wound me. I was merely suggesting⁠—”

      But he has spoken enough.

      “I merely suggest you keep your philosophies to yourself then, Lord…before my words do more than wound you when I cut out your tongue. Dare speak to me on this matter again, and I will be sending Prince Ludwig my own gift…and that will be your head.

      “Understood?”

      He nods quickly, thankful he still has a head to nod with.

      “Tis most splendid then! Let’s never speak of this matter again.” I stand, bored by this conversation. “Let us go.”

      My ladies-in-waiting follow me as I leave my court, who are open-mouthed and frustrated with my stubbornness, but no man will ever tame me.

      However, I tell a lie as there is one man who ever could, but I’ve not seen that man for many moons.

      I do not know where he is.

      I do not know if he is alive.

      And this is the sacrifice I must make for my kingdom because a Saxon queen cannot love a Northman.

      But I do.

      I always have.

      I’ve loved him since I was twelve years old.

      A love fated in the stars…stars which I wish to set alight. For what good is love if you cannot embrace it with both hands?

      “Mother!”

      That word grounds me. It reminds me that yes, I am queen. But first and foremost, I’m a mother, which to me, is the reason I do what I must to ensure the safety of my children—half Saxon, half Viking.

      “I like your dress, Mother,” says Sune, the darling boy whose eyes are so like his mother’s—the mother who I killed.

      “Oh, thank you,” Cecily sobs, her chest heaving. “You are honorable, Emeline. You are a good woman who⁠—”

      But I don’t give her a chance to finish because I am neither of those things when I draw the blade across Cecily’s throat. Blood squirts from the wound, showering me in her blood. But I do not move. I allow myself to be immersed in her life force, for I was the one who took it.

      Her eyes widen, stunned that I would kill her when I said she would be spared. “M-my baby.”

      “Shh,” I whisper, cupping her cheek before stabbing the knife into her abdomen and cutting downward. “I intend to show mercy to your baby. You, however⁠—”

      My hand is soon saturated with Cecily’s warm blood as I slice through her flesh.

      “You made your choice, and now, I have made mine. And you chose wrongly.”

      Cecily’s chin droops forward, and she watches her final moments on this earth as I cut through her stomach. I intend to keep my word and save her child. I just never stipulated the terms.

      The moment the final breath leaves her, I reach into her split cavity and pull out her child. She was right—it is a boy. A boy who will hate me when he discovers how he was brought into this world.

      I clean the fluid from his mouth and whack him lightly on the back before a robust cry cuts through the still air. I sever the umbilical cord and smile. He will grow to be strong, like his father.

      Cutting through Cecily’s dress, I use it to swaddle her baby and gently rock him. “You are a miracle,” I whisper, instantly in love. “Never allow anyone to tell you otherwise. Half Viking. Half Saxon. You decide what legacy you wish to follow.”

      I shake myself from the memory because Sune is my son even though he didn’t grow in my belly. He is too young to know this at only nine years of age. But soon, he will wonder why his hair color is unlike mine.

      Or that of my other son—Loki.

      Loki is eight, but he is far wiser than his young years.

      I suspect he already knows that he and Sune are different. Sune is a skilled warrior with a rotten temper when provoked. Loki is the spitting image of his father through and through. But unlike Sune, he shows no interest in the ways of war.

      I am fearful for Loki’s future. He is carefree and spirited, and I know his name will be notorious in many moons.

      I just don’t know how.

      “Thank you, sweetling,” I say with a smile as I take Sune’s hand. “What did you get up to today?”

      Sune and I walk through the palace, looking for Loki in the only place I know he will be.

      “I practiced my swordsmanship with Lord George.”

      My heart aches, for I remember a time when I watched my brother doing the same thing with Lord Robert, my beloved friend who sacrificed his life for mine.

      “Nay, child…you live to tell your story. The story of a brave warrior who refused to surrender. Live for me. Live for the people of Northumbria!”

      Those words ring loudly when I need them, for Lord Robert is only one of many who sacrificed their life for Northumbria and me.

      “Did you display mercy to poor Lord George?”

      Sune’s jovial laughter is answer enough.

      We turn the corner and enter the green gardens, where I see Loki. He’s sitting cross-legged on the grass, peering into the heavens with his eyes closed tight. Birds circle high above him. He uses his finger to trace something in the air. I do not know what he does, but I’m certain he speaks to the universe, for the universe talks back.

      I remember the Vikings telling me that those who can see the future and interpret the wishes of the gods are called seers.

      Is this what my son is?

      The only person I can ask, however, has his own people and kingdom to protect. But what of his family? What about us?

      I cannot be angry with him, for am I not doing the same thing?

      “Mother, your heart is heavy,” says Loki, eyes still closed. “You mustn’t be burdened. The gods⁠—”

      “Loki!” I softly warn, rushing over to him. “You cannot speak of the gods.”

      Dropping onto the grass, I gently cup his cheek. “My love, please, do not say things you do not understand.”

      I trust my ladies-in-waiting with my life, but the palace walls have ears. If anyone were to uncover that my son is more Northman than Saxon, there would be war.

      “I understand them, Mother.” Loki finally opens his eyes, blue eyes that are of his father…of the man whose name lingers on my lips with every single breath I take.

      And that name is…Skarth the Godless.

      My boys know that their father is a great warrior, but I’ve not told them much more.

      Skarth saw his sons when they were younger, but it’s been years since he last visited. I know it hurts us more having him reappear when he can, so he has decided just to vanish, only for me to live with his memory, haunting my dreams.

      But both remember him, and both know who they are. However, I do wonder which path they’ll take.

      Saxon.

      Or Viking.

      “What is that you understand then, son?”

      Loki mirrors me and places his small hand on my cheek. “He will return. But it will not be a happy reunion. He leaves us over and over again, until one day, he will never return. His heart is heavy, but he does this to save you.”

      Tears instantly spring to life, but I need to be strong for my kin. “I have everything I want right here.”

      Sune nestles into my side as I embrace him warmly. Loki, however, doesn’t wish for cuddles. Although younger, he is far older than Sune. His soul is older.

      I worry for my, for our son.

      “Did Prince Ludwig send sausages again?” Loki knows I received a gift from the prince because he “saw” it.

      In the universe, mayhap?

      If anyone knew of this, we would all be found guilty of heresy. No good Christian would ever believe there is more than one God. To even think it…I do not wish to even dwell on the outcome.

      “Could you smell it?” I ask, tickling under his chin because the last time the prince sent sausages, the palace smelled of rotten meat for a week.

      He swats my hand away but cannot contain his laughter.

      Beneath his special abilities, he’s still just a little boy.

      “His desperation stinks rotten. What a dāræ.”

      My mouth gapes open because my son just spoke to me in Norse. “How do you know that word?”

      Loki arches his head to peer into the skies once more. I follow his actions and see three black ravens circling above us. “They told me.”

      There is nothing but happiness in his tone.

      Sune appears confused, but he doesn’t ridicule his brother for being different.

      “Come, Sune, let us pick some herbs for dinner,” says Lady Bianca, one of my ladies-in-waiting.

      She senses my panic, as I always knew this day would come. I just thought I’d have more time.

      Sune rises quickly as he adores being doted on by my ladies, but not before kissing my cheek. “I love you, Mother.”

      “And I you, my son.”

      I watch as Lady Bianca scoops him up into her arms and leads him toward the herb garden.

      When we’re alone, I brush the long hair from Loki’s face, the hair that he refuses to wear short. I know why that is when I think of Skarth’s hair, which he wore long and plaited—the hair of a true Viking warrior.

      Before I have a chance to speak, Loki smiles. “Forgive yourself, Mother. Sune will understand why you did what you did. If he does not, then I will protect you.”

      “Loki, what do you see?” I ask, unable to keep the terror from my tone.

      “I see him in another woman’s belly, but you gave him life. You were covered in his blood because it was your face he first saw.”

      I place a trembling hand to my mouth because I quickly realize my son’s life is at risk if anyone were to find out about his gift.

      “Why do you punish me, Lord?” I whisper under my breath, shaking my head. “Have I not sacrificed enough?”

      Loki frowns, and I instantly regret my words. “Loki, I did not mean it.”

      But it’s too late.

      He stands angrily, not wishing to hear my apologies.

      “You are not a punishment. You are my life. I love you with all my heart.”

      He doesn’t allow me to explain and runs from the gardens, wounded by my choice of words.

      Groaning, I massage my temples because I feel a headache looming.

      “My Queen, forgive me for interrupting.”

      “You never interrupt me, Lord Louis.”

      Louis is more than a guard; he is my friend. He is one of the only people in this kingdom whom I can trust.

      “We have visitors,” he informs me with a frown. “Spotted by our watches. Three miles from the palace. They carry the flag of East Frankia.”

      And just like that, my headache turns into a migraine.

      “Is it Prince Ludwig?”

      “I do not think so. Has he sent his council to try to persuade you to accept his hand in marriage, perchance?”

      “I think you may be right.”

      “On your call, I can prepare the archers.”

      I bite back a smile. “That will not be necessary…for now.”

      Coming to a stand, I take one last look at the three circling ravens overhead and hope this is not an omen of things to come.
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        * * *

      

      “Prince Ludwig once killed a bear with his bare hands,” says Lord Gunter, clearly not acquainted with dinner etiquette as he chews his meal with an open mouth.

      I barely avoid the projectiles of meat hurtling my way and hope my suitor has better table manners than his adviser.

      The fact that Prince Ludwig sent his adviser to Northumbria worries me because this demonstrates his persistence on the matter of becoming my husband. I wonder what extremes he will go to, to ensure I agree.

      “That is tremendously impressive, considering the prince is small in stature.”

      Lord Gunter inhales his food and dislodges it by thumping on his chest twice. Shame that, as this night could have come to an end with his death.

      “I can assure you, Queen Emeline, that the prince is anything but small.” His slanted grin, which is dripping in innuendo, has me curling my lip in disgust. “This alliance benefits both kingdoms.”

      I am unable to keep my discord at bay. “Northumbria is prosperous. There is no longer interference between the other kingdoms. King Raedwulf rules Wessex as it should be governed. His marriage to Princess Eloise of Frankia strengthens ties for England.”

      “King Beornwulf rules Mercia as he was destined to. Do you forget, Lord, that I am still the queen of Mercia, but King Beornwulf is not the king of Northumbria, as I do not need a king to rule?”

      “No one has forgotten your…unorthodox decision, Queen Emeline.”

      My spine straightens because, beneath his smile, I can smell his offense that I have changed England. Most can see the future is bright, but men like Lord Gunter and Ealdorman Rufus despise me for changing the outdated laws.

      We must move forward, something which I learned from the Northmen who adapted to this foreign land to better their lives. They are a nation to learn from because they continue to grow strong. There is peace between us because of Daneland—the area I set aside for the Northmen who wished to stay in England. We coexist happily for the most part.

      I know this is because the Northmen respect me and also know the father of my sons.

      Skarth is respected amongst his people, and tales of his bravery have no doubt spread far beyond England. We both have sacrificed so much for our people—just as every virtuous leader should. I have faced many battles and much retaliation for changing England, but I have won and overcome each war.

      “Prince Ludwig only wishes to rule beside you, not change your ways.”

      “Do you think I am a fool, Lord Gunter?”

      His mouth parts in horror as does Ealdorman Rufus’s, who is listening to every word.

      “My ways may not be conventional, but they’ve not failed me. I have sacrificed everything for Northumbria, and I will not allow a man to control me. Now or ever.

      “I know I have tested men just like you with my progressive thinking. But England is better for it. We are the strongest we have ever been as we are now united. We work together, not against, and that is why we are undefeated.

      “So this alliance with East Frankia will not materialize. I am sorry that you came all this way for nothing. But I must decline Prince Ludwig’s offer. You may lodge here for the evening, but come morning, I expect you and your men to be gone.

      “Hale be thou, Lord Gunter. Go thy way.”

      I stand, leaving the men with their gaping mouths as they clearly were not expecting this response. But Lord Gunter should be thankful he is leaving Northumbria with his head.

      My ladies-in-waiting follow as the court bows for their queen. But I cannot appreciate their servitude as I am livid.

      “Huglausi bacraut,” I curse in Norse under my breath. It’s out before I can stop myself.

      “My Queen!” gasps Lady Bella. “Please do not anger yourself this way.”

      I know she means don’t lash out and allow my court to hear me speak in a language which would have me hanged for heresy—queen or not. It’s one thing to accept Daneland, but another to bring Daneland within these palace walls.

      “I will ask for God’s forgiveness in prayer. Leave me.”

      My three ladies look amongst themselves, unsure what to do. I shouldn’t be left alone in this state because trouble looms. But I need the silence to regroup.

      “Please check on my sons. I will retire soon.”

      Eventually, they concede, but I know if I’m gone too long, they will seek me out.

      I do as I suggested and enter the small chapel, which my mother spent a lot of time in when I was a child. I thought she was doing so to honor our God, but I now know it was to be alone and find peace not within the Lord, but peace within herself.

      The chapel is simple, as I requested the ostentatious relics to be donated to the monastery. They have better use for it. I walk down the narrow aisle and come to kneel in the first pew. Interlacing my hands, I peer at the large wooden crucifix behind the white altar and say my prayers.

      However, my prayers are not that most would speak because they are not filled with penance or love.

      “I hate you,” I whisper, glaring at the sign of salvation. “You have done nothing but take from me. Now you punish my son? I have been your faithful servant, and this is my reward? How can you be merciful when you allow me to suffer this way?”

      I wear a gold crucifix around my neck for all to see. But beneath my bodice, I wear the relic that holds more meaning to me than this Christian God. Reaching beneath the high collar of my gown, I cradle the Mjolnir pendant. I have never taken the necklace off.

      It has always given me peace.

      “Oh, my Queen, forgive me. I did not know you were here.”

      I do not recognize this voice. And when I turn over my shoulder, I also do not recognize the face of a young man who must fight for Prince Ludwig.

      When he attempts to leave, I quickly stand. “What is your name?”

      “My name, my Queen?”

      I am not his queen, but the fact that he calls me it has me wondering why.

      When he sees I am waiting, he wets his full lips. “I am Jethro. Prince Ludwig sent me to protect Lord Gunter.”

      “It seems the Lord does need protecting.”

      Jethro attempts to conceal his smile, but I cannot deny that he is handsome. He is tall with long blond hair and eyes the color of the sky. I think of the blond hair of another, of a man who also has my heart.

      Ulf the Bloody.

      My heart aches once more for all the things I want but cannot have.

      The last I heard, Ulf was in Ireland with my faithful friend Aedan. How I miss both terribly. I miss a lot of things.

      I miss the old Emeline, the woman who didn’t bend to the will of a kingdom that has taken so much. Emeline killed those who wronged her because she is who she once was.

      This Emeline has the world upon her shoulders. And this Emeline is drained of the spirit that made her me.

      “I will leave you to prayer.”

      “Come here, Jethro.”

      He looks at me, eyes wide, but knows better than to disobey an order. So he walks toward me. I step out from behind the pew, and when he approaches me, he bows in servitude.

      “I am not your queen, yet you still bow?”

      “I bow because your beauty brings me to my knees, my Queen.”

      Sweet words are wasted on me, but when I think about Loki, and how the only man who can help him is nowhere to be seen, an anger washes over me, one which is sure to ruin me come morrow. I have been faithful to Skarth, and for what purpose?

      Has he returned to me?

      No, he has not.

      I do not know how to teach Loki the ways of the Vikings because I am not one. I fear for him immensely, and for that, I not only hate the Lord, but I hate Skarth the Godless as well.

      He abandoned his family.

      He abandoned me.

      I am holding on to a ghost, a memory of the man I loved because that’s all Skarth will ever be.

      A memory.

      “You wish to anger me, hugrekki?”

      A startled gasp escapes me as I’ve not heard his voice in so long. But now he decides to speak? He speaks because he knows what I plan on doing to spite him. If I had known this, I would have done so much sooner.

      “Let us make the most of it, then.”

      Before Jethro can ask what I mean, I lift the hem of my dress, exposing my bare womanhood to him. I don’t allow him to speak, for I need his mouth for other purposes. Gripping his long hair, I press his face to the junction of my thighs and make clear what I want as I thrust my hips.

      His beard scratches me just how I like, just how Skarth’s once did, but he can burn in the burrows of hell for all I care.

      Spreading my legs wider, I never let go of Jethro’s hair, which I use as reins to control the way he licks and sucks me. He is rather talented with his tongue, and as he grips my inner thighs, sure to leave bruises, I relish the feel of being wanted without an ulterior motive.

      Men can engage in sex for pleasure, but we women cannot, as we are seen merely for men’s pleasure and to carry their seed.

      This fact has me almost suffocating Jethro between my legs because this is sex without attachment. Something which a woman cannot do, especially when that woman is a queen. However, I can bed whomever I want because I cannot have the one I want.

      As I feel my orgasm approaching, I wonder if this may be the cure for my ailment of a broken heart. Sex without feeling is what most men do. It is time for us women to fuck like men.

      “Allow me to bury my cock inside you, my Queen,” Jethro says as he pulls away, his face slathered in my arousal. “I wish to serve you in every way that I can.”

      “Hugrekki, you will not!”

      And this is the reason I yank Jethro up by his hair and drag him over to the altar, where I bend over it and expose my arse to him. He enters my sex swiftly, and I gasp at the intrusion because it’s been so long.

      He is well endowed, but Skarth was always more man than I could handle—in more ways than one. Nevertheless, I enjoy the feel of a man inside me and lose myself to the depravities I commit in this place of worship as I peer up at the crucifix in front of me.

      Jethro is not gentle, but I want more. I am used to more, for not only was Skarth a passionate lover, but Ulf was as well. I remember the time we loved one another equally. I don’t think I ever felt more loved than at that moment.

      “Are you all right, ástin mín?”

      I nod, moaning when I feel Skarth’s lips trail down the middle of my back. He grips my hips, and I feel him align his manhood against me.

      Ulf smiles as he gently coaxes me to arch my head back. When I do, he slips his thumb into my mouth, hissing when I circle the tip with my tongue. He grips his manhood and moves his hand up and down, focusing on my mouth.

      I suck him deeper, my cheeks hollowing.

      While doing this, Skarth circles my entrance, and as he inhales, he pushes into me in one thrust. I exhale on his inhale as his size takes my breath away. But he doesn’t allow me to catch my breath as he moves inside me.

      I moan around Ulf’s thumb, rocking backward and forward with the speed of Skarth’s thrusts. Ulf is still pleasuring himself, but as I watch the way his big hand wraps around his manhood, I realize I want to be the one to please him—but with my mouth.

      Placing my hand over his, I draw him forward and soon replace his thumb with his member. He groans the moment he hits the back of my throat. Skarth and Ulf then begin to work in harmony, their movements perfecting the other as they work my body from the front and back.

      I am between both men, surrendering to this wicked ecstasy because for the first time, I don’t have to choose.

      Ulf grips my cheeks, and I take all that he gives, trying my best to please him with my mouth as he increases the tempo of his strokes. Skarth does the same.

      Gripping Ulf’s upper thighs, I arch my back, opening myself up to Skarth. A guttural growl leaves him as he punishes me with delicious, brutal strokes. He bends down and bites the side of my throat.

      Both men smother me as they are everywhere. I don’t know where I start and they end.

      I stroke Ulf as I can’t take him all in, and when he pulsates against my tongue, I know he is close to climaxing. A string of Norse spills from him, which excites me further.

      I never dreamed I would be the desire of two ruthless Vikings. That they would risk heaven and earth to save me. Most would look at this act as ghastly and immoral, but I have never felt closer to Skarth and Ulf than I do right now.

      Skarth pumps his hips wildly. Tears leak from my eyes as I gag on Ulf’s throbbing member. He attempts to pull out, but I hold on tight because I want both men to finish inside me.

      For the next few glorious minutes, I rock between Ulf and Skarth, feeling nothing but love and devotion as they own my body, my mind, and my soul. Skarth circles his hips, hitting me deeply, while Ulf plunges into me fiercely.

      The familiar coil begins to unwind low in my belly, and when Skarth and Ulf begin speaking Norse, I close my eyes because I want to savor this moment for the rest of my days. I don’t know what they’re saying, but it does sound like they have come to accept that no matter how hard we fight, we are connected, and nothing will ever change that.

      Only because of this memory, and not because of Jethro, do I crash into pleasure with a sated moan.

      Jethro is grunting, but he’s served his purpose.

      “You may go.” I’m being rather cruel, as he still has not finished.

      “My Queen?” he pants, his movements ceasing.

      “Are you hard of hearing?” I maneuver out of his clutches, thankful we are no longer one, but when I turn around and see the sly smile on his lips, I know I have made a grave mistake. “What have you done?”

      “I served you, my Queen,” he replies, his red erect cock only underlining the error of my ways. “You were fucked…in every possible way…you Viking whore.”

      He lunges for his dagger, but I read his motives and elbow him in the nose. Blood spurts from the break, but it merely fuels the bloodlust that has remained in a darkened slumber until now.

      Springing for the dagger on the floor, I deliver the punishment he deserves as I sever his cock in one swift motion. His eyes widen, before a guttural scream is born from his lips, lips which I slice off before cutting out his tongue.

      He gasps for air, but he will enter the bowels of hell, shamed and for all to see what a true cocksucker he is. I pry open the bleeding gash in his face and stuff his cock down his throat, shoving it deep down his gullet with two fingers until he gags on his own member.

      An impression of his cock is visible where his Adam’s apple is. I slap his cheek with a smile.

      I wish to make his death painful, but I know there is no time.

      So I do as Skarth taught me and deliver my vengeance as I draw the dagger across Jethro’s throat, ensuring his cock remains lodged deep. I am showered in his blood and watch the life drain from his eyes. He collapses onto the ground, dead, where I wish I could kill him a thousand times more.

      But I cannot.

      On instinct, I run from the chapel toward my son's chambers.

      “My Queen!” Lord Louis cries as I crash into him in the hallway.

      But I do not stop.

      I cannot because I have made the worst mistake of my life.

      Lord Louis’s footsteps sound behind me, but no one can help me now.

      When I open the door to my son’s chambers, there are no words for what I see. My three ladies-in-waiting lay in pools of their blood, with their throats cut and eyes forever wide. If this sight isn’t grotesque enough, the two beds where my sons should sleep lay empty, confirming my worst fears.

      I feel the blood drain from every part of my body and my heart. My heart will never be the same again.

      “No!” I scream, running over to where my ladies lie, their bodies arranged in the shape of a crucifix, positioned this way as some sort of offering to the Lord.

      Only one breed would commit such atrocities; a reminder of who sees all.

      Dropping to my knees, I grip Bella’s cheeks, begging that she speak, but she is no longer of this world. Julia faces the same fate, but when I hear a pained cough, I see Bianca struggling to breathe.

      “Bianca!” I cradle her in my arms, just as she did with my sons, but she does not have long. “Where are my sons?”

      Their beds are empty, which can only mean one thing.

      The flickers from the candlelight seem to add to the macabre scene. How I wish Bianca could see the sunlight just one more time.

      “Th-they took them,” she whispers so softly, I have to place my ear to her quivering lips. “I tried to fight.”

      Her eyes drop to her stomach, where her dress is stained red.

      “I am sorry, Emeline. I failed you.”

      “Shh, you did not. You’re going to be all right.”

      “Guards!” Lord Louis calls out, but I frantically shake my head. I cannot lose my composure, no matter how badly I want to reach for Lord Louis’s sword and join my ladies-in-waiting.

      “Do not alert anyone to this!”

      “My Queen?” he questions, baffled. “We need to find Sune and Loki. Those responsible must be held accountable for what they have done.”

      “And they will.” I will not talk of war, as I do not wish for Bianca’s final moments on this earth to be such. “Who ordered this attack?”

      I stroke Bianca’s bloody hair, wishing her nothing but peace. “It was…”

      Her eyes flicker shut, but I beg that she doesn’t surrender just yet.

      “Please, Bianca, please, I beg of thee this one final thing.”

      Bianca inhales, and her eyes open with clarity. “Lord Rufus.”

      All the saints above, I have been betrayed by one of my own men.

      A smile spreads across Bianca’s face. “I see the light, Emeline. It is so beautiful. I love thee.”

      And those are her parting words as she leaves this world.

      A guttural scream gets caught in my throat as I rock her in my arms. “I will avenge you,” I avow as I look at my ladies-in-waiting. “I will avenge you all.”

      Placing Bianca gently onto the floor, I arrange my ladies respectfully and take in the carnage I created because I was reckless for one selfish moment. My sons are gone, and I have no one to blame but myself.

      “My Queen?” Lord Louis is waiting for my command.

      “Lord Rufus will not risk his family and name. He is still here at court; I am sure of it.”

      “But Bianca said he was the one.”

      “And he was. But he is merely the messenger. He gave my children to someone, knowing what that would do to me. He expects me to retaliate. He expects me to risk the lives of my men as I order them to search for my sons, leaving Northumbria unguarded, which is when he, and whoever he is working with, will strike. They will overthrow me as Northumbria will be vulnerable.

      “I do not know who it is because Lord Louis, there are many who want my throne. We must find them.”

      “And we will.”

      I strip off my offensive garment as Lord Louis turns his back, but my modesty is the least of my concerns. Once I am dressed, I wipe the blood from my face and hands, which are shaking uncontrollably. I need to focus, for this is not how a queen would act.

      “Escort me back to the grand hall.”

      “Emeline.” Lord Louis addresses me this way only when circumstances are grave and he wishes me to listen. So I know he understands the dire situation we find ourselves in.

      “Please.”

      Lord Louis finally concedes. “Was Lord Gunter’s arrival a coincidence? Or a distraction?”

      Truth be told, it can be either.

      Were he and Lord Rufus working together, and when I laughed in the face of the proposal of marriage, they took my children as collateral, knowing I would do anything to get them back? Even accepting Prince Ludwig’s proposal.

      We exit the room, and I instantly fall into my role as queen. When we pass the chapel, I grip Lord Louis’s wrist. “Send your most trusted men in there. See if they can uncover who he was.”

      He doesn’t ask questions and merely nods.

      “I served you, my Queen. You were fucked…in every possible way…you Viking whore.”

      I was nothing but a fool not to pay closer attention to him. His armor bore no crests. He could be anyone’s man. The term he used, however, reveals that he knows more than he should.

      I have not divulged my past, and after a while, most forgot or perished. Only a remaining few remembered I once saved a Viking who was to be put to death, and the things I did to save him. And that I betrayed my fellow men to save the Northmen.

      I knew this time would come. I just thought Skarth would be with me when it did.

      We enter the great hall, and as expected, I see Lord Rufus sitting at my table, sipping my wine. A woman is sitting in his lap, whispering something into his ear. His fat belly wobbles as he laughs, and I vow to cut the tongue from his mouth before feeding it to him.

      We make eye contact, and I see that he is most surprised I am here. This merely confirms his guilt. But he soon recovers with a smile.

      It takes every shred of strength I have not to cut the head from his shoulders for all to see.

      “Lord Gunter remains,” Lord Louis says softly. “It is not him?”

      “He could have sent his men. I do not know. The man who does know sits at my table happily as he believes he has won, which is why we cannot kill him…yet. He is the only one who knows where my sons are. I suspect he has been in contact with the monks who care for my brother’s children. No doubt he wishes them to take the throne so he can control them, unlike how he can with me.”

      Lord Louis nods. “I fear you may be right.”

      “Send men to the monastery. Check on the children.”

      “If they are well, my Queen?”

      I know what Lord Louis asks. The easiest way to eliminate a threat is to kill it. But I cannot condemn my two nephews to death. They are nothing but children.

      “Even in death, my brother still haunts me. When will this end, Louis?”

      “It will end when you end his bloodline.”

      “I cannot do that, for then I would be no better than my brother.”

      Lord Rufus watches me closely. He knows something is amiss.

      “I will take great pleasure in killing Lord Rufus, however.”

      “Are you certain this is the right course of action?”

      “It is the only way to keep my children safe. Do you forget whose blood courses through their veins? They are half Saxon, half Viking. They will not cower in fear. They are smart and will bide their time until I find them.”

      “But we do not know where to look?”

      Lord Louis is right.

      I walk toward the table, eyes locked with Lord Rufus. “Aye, we do not…But I know who does.”

      Lord Louis gasps. “My Queen, no. If anyone were to see⁠—”

      “He is the only one, Louis, for they are his heart and soul as they are mine.”

      There is only one man who can help me. One man I trust with my life because he will sacrifice everything, just as I will, to find them, because they are ours.

      Time stands still, as does my heart, as I confess my sins aloud. “I must find Skarth the Godless.”

      I never thought I would ever say those words again. But something means more to me than my kingdom—and that is my sons.

      I steal a cup of wine from a passing guard and raise it high. No one seems to notice, for they are drunk on food and wine. But Lord Rufus watches me, which is why I salute him the only way I can because he needs to know I am coming for him…I will hunt him down and burn this kingdom I love to the ground if I must, because I love something else more.

      With a maniacal smile, I whisper, “Skol.”
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      I’ve not slept a wink.

      It may be a new day, but this all feels like one nightmare that will never end.

      The stables have always been my sanctuary.

      As a child, it was here that I learned to be a warrior. And it’s also here where I could be at peace with Skarth.

      I sit on the ground amongst the animals. They can sense my despair, as I have a little lamb sitting in my lap, trying to comfort me. But I do not deserve it. By acting out and attempting to hurt Skarth, I only hurt myself.

      “Emeline, you are nothing but a fool,” I mutter under my breath.

      I cannot cry. Tears escape me, but I deserve to feel pain. I deserve to be lying dead, not my three ladies-in-waiting.

      I reach for the crucifix around my throat, for it is nothing but a joke. The Lord is not my Shepherd, for He has forsaken me more times than he has offered me comfort.

      What sort of cruel God is He?

      “Emeline?”

      Catherine appears, nothing but worry etched on her young face.

      She is eighteen years of age, and although she’s had many offers of marriage, she’s refused them all. She insists on staying with me and helping to see Northumbria prosper.

      She is beautiful with her long black hair and piercing blue eyes, but looks mean nothing to Catherine, for she was wronged in this life, too. Her family was slaughtered, which is how I found her. She was only a young child, but her bravery has always shone.

      She is clever and thinks like a future queen should, for I know without a doubt that is what her destiny holds.

      “I want to help,” she says, dropping to her knees before me. “Sune and Loki are my family, too.”

      And she is right.

      I raised all three as if they were my own. And although I never wanted to step into the role of Catherine’s mother because hers was taken by force, she has always seen me as one.

      “I do not know where they are, sweetling.” I stroke two fingers across her cheek.

      “But you know who can help.”

      “Yes, I do. Skarth is their father. He is the only hope I have.”

      “I want to come with thee.”

      “It is too dangerous.”

      But she stubbornly shakes her head. “I have faced worse, and if the Lord decides now is my time, then let it be dying protecting my brothers and you…Mother.”

      She scarcely uses this term, so I understand the severity of her request.

      “I am faced with a dilemma. I cannot leave Northumbria unguarded. The people cannot know that something is wrong. If word spreads, then the vultures will swoop in, and our kingdom will be overthrown.”

      “I have an idea,” Catherine says, her eyes alight. “We ride to East Frankia on the ruse that you will accept Prince Ludwig’s proposal. Your mother can sit on the throne while you are gone, as she once was the queen of Northumbria, was she not?”

      Catherine is right.

      My mother was queen when my ghastly father was king.

      “This will appease the people, as some still believe Northumbria needs a king. We take only our most trusted guards with us, and then…then we find Skarth.”

      “Sweetling, you are far too crafty for your own good.”

      Catherine smiles. “I learned from the best.”

      “This is an excellent plan. I am proud of you for executing it. I think it may work. I cannot sit here and send my men to find Skarth, risking their lives for me. I need to fight this battle on my own.”

      “What plagues you?” Catherine reads my regret, one which will weigh heavily on me for the rest of my days.

      “I am at fault. I should have known something was amiss.”

      “You could not have known. Sune and Loki were in their beds, safe within their home. You were not to know that Lord Rufus is a lying arsehole. I wish for my blade to sever his deceitful head.”

      Lord Louis has told Catherine the tale, but I know he has omitted where I was and what I was doing, instead of protecting my children.

      “We go inside before Lord Gunter returns for East Frankia and inform him of the joyous news.” She smiles a full-toothed grin, wishing for me to reciprocate.

      All I do is groan. “You are right, but having to say those words asserts my failure.”

      “It’s not real,” she reminds me. “We are outsmarting them.”

      “They are rather thick, so that should not be a difficult deed.”

      Gently placing the lamb onto the ground, I stand, stretching overhead. I look a mess. And I smell atrocious. Jethro’s blood is beneath my nails. Or maybe it’s Bianca’s. I don’t know anymore.

      So much bloodshed has been spilled within these walls.

      Catherine and I make our way toward the palace, and it takes all my strength to put on a brave face. I cannot allow anyone to know the war that wages inside me. I look at everyone with suspicion because they are all guilty until proven otherwise.

      I don’t know why my reign has shifted this way. There’s been peace for many years.

      So why now?

      Who wants to overthrow me? It could be anyone.

      The palace is quiet, and the fact that my three ladies-in-waiting are not in tow does not go unnoticed by my court. However, no one says a word.

      I enter my chambers and quickly bathe and dress. As I peer at myself in the mirror, I no longer see the young woman who wished to change her beloved Northumbria. I was determined and believed that people were good.

      Now, all I see are the eyes of a woman scorned.

      I brush my long brown hair, wishing I could cut it off. I did that once and never felt freer. Placing the gold crown onto my head, I sigh, feeling like nothing but a fraud for what I must do.

      A knock on my door announces the time has come.

      I am wearing my best dress, made of blue silk and embroidered with yellow flowers. I slip into my role of queen. Beneath my dress, I wear my Mjolnir, needing the strength of the gods now more than ever. Even though they are not my gods, they are to my sons, and my God seems to have taken a sabbatical.
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