
    
      
        
          
        
      

    


Stolen from her wedding. Claimed by a berserker. Bound by fate.
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ULRIKA, DAUGHTER OF a Viking chief, is promised to a rival in a loveless alliance. But before vows can be spoken, Arne the Wolfborn strikes. Feared for his berserker rage, he carries her away, declaring her fated to be his shieldwife.

Furious and unbroken, Ulrika resists. But Arne is not the brute she imagined. Beneath the wolf lies a man tormented by the curse of his fury, and a heart that beats only for her. When war comes, Ulrika must decide to return to her family or fight at Arne’s side as lover, shieldmaiden, and bride of the Wolfborn.

Their passion could unite them—or shatter the north in blood.
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THE SMOKE HUNG THICK as battle fog in the great hall, weaving through wooden rafters blackened from countless feasts before this one. Ulrika’s nostrils flared at the competing smells—roasting boar dripping fat into the fire, spilled mead fermenting in the rushes, and the sour stench of warriors who considered battle grime a badge of honor. She sat rigid as a shield wall on the dais, the elaborate bridal gown scratching at her skin like an enemy’s blade. Gold threads caught the firelight, sending glimmers across her lap that reminded her of sun-touched waves, and the freedom she would soon lose forever.

Her father had spared no expense. The hall overflowed with bounty. Each table bore platters of meat, wheels of cheese, and endless streams of mead poured from carved horns. Musicians competed with drunken boasts, their melodies nearly lost beneath the cackling laughter and pounding fists. The fire pit stretched the length of three men, flames licking upward, casting the revelers in an orange glow that made them look like demons from the underworld.

Ulrika’s fingers tightened around her drinking horn, her knuckles blanching white against the polished bone. The ceremonial headdress pulled at her braids, each tug a reminder of the trap closing around her. The gown, her mother’s, altered to fit her taller frame, constricted her chest with each breath. Warriors who had once respected her skill with a blade now gazed at her with appraising eyes, as though she was a prized mare at market.

“To the shieldmaiden who will bring peace between our clans!” shouted a red-faced warrior, raising his horn. “May her beauty tame Styrkar the Beast!”

Calls of agreement rippled through the crowd. Ulrika forced her lips into what she hoped resembled a smile, though it felt more like baring teeth at a threat. Her jaw ached from maintaining the expression.

“The gods blessed Asbjorn with a daughter fair enough to bind our bloodlines!” another called, stumbling slightly as he gestured toward her with sloshing mead.

Ulrika’s gaze slid sideways to her father. Asbjorn the Unyielding sat content as a well-fed cat, his massive frame draped in finery, his silver-streaked beard gleaming with oil. His eyes, which were so like her own, crinkled with satisfaction as he watched his political masterpiece unfold. Not once did those eyes turn to read the rigid set of her shoulders or the storm brewing behind her facade.

A roar of approval drew her attention across the hall. Styrkar Eiriksson stood among his men, a head taller than most, his broad shoulders wrapped in a cloak of wolf fur. The silver clasp at his throat, crafted to resemble a snarling wolf’s head, caught the firelight as he threw back his head in laughter. The sound cut through the din like a blade through flesh, sharp and without warmth.

“Another!” he commanded, tossing an empty drinking horn to a cowering thrall who scrambled to obey.

Ulrika watched him as one might watch an approaching storm, wary, calculating the damage to come. His pale eyes swept the room with the cold assessment of a man who saw people as either tools or obstacles. When those eyes landed on her, something flickered in their depths, not desire, but satisfaction. The look a man gives not to a woman, but to a new sword or strip of land.

“Your husband brings twelve ships and fifty warriors,” her father murmured, mistaking her attention for interest. “His wealth grows with each season. You will want for nothing.”

Except choice, Ulrika thought bitterly. Except dignity.

She nodded dutifully and took a small sip from her horn, the mead tasting of ashes in her mouth. Her gaze drifted to the women who’d accompanied Styrkar’s party, the quiet, shadow-eyed wives of his warriors who moved like ghosts around the edges of the celebration. One bore a yellowing bruise beneath her eye, poorly concealed beneath her hair.

“They say he beat his last thrall to death for spilling wine on his boots,” came a whispered voice from behind her.

Ulrika didn’t turn, recognizing the voice of her father’s serving woman, Helga, who had been refilling cups along the high table.

“His ship is called Widow Maker,” Helga continued, her voice barely audible as she leaned forward with the pretense of adjusting Ulrika’s furs. “Not only for the men it’s killed in battle.”

A chill that had nothing to do with the draft seeping through the hall’s walls crawled along Ulrika’s spine. Across the room, Styrkar grabbed a serving woman’s wrist, pulling her against him with a laugh that made his men join in. The woman’s face remained carefully blank, a mask Ulrika recognized from having worn it herself too often.

“He’ll treat you well,” her father said, following her gaze but seeing only what he wished to see. “You’re no thrall but the daughter of a chieftain. This union brings him status he craves more than gold.”

For how long? Ulrika wondered. Until the alliance is secured? Until I bear him sons?

The ornate knife at her father’s belt caught her eye. It was the same blade he’d used to teach her to defend herself when she was young. “A chieftain’s daughter must know how to fight,” he’d said then, before politics had become more important than her happiness. Before he’d decided her greatest value lay in her marriage prospects rather than her sword arm.

In her mind, she saw another path, one where she stood shield to shield with warriors, respected for her skill rather than her beauty. She imagined the weight of a sword in her hand instead of a drinking horn, the satisfaction of earned victory rather than this hollow celebration of her surrender.

Someone struck up a marriage song, its hopeful lyrics about fertility and happiness scraping against her ears like nails on stone. Styrkar’s gaze found her again, this time with a possessive gleam that made her skin crawl beneath the heavy fabric of her gown.

Ulrika looked down into her cup, watching the amber liquid ripple with each tremor of her hand. The reflection that stared back was a stranger, adorned, polished, and stripped of everything that made her who she was. Around her, the feast continued its inexorable march toward midnight, each passing moment bringing her closer to a future she had never wanted.

She sat still as stone while the hall filled with songs about her beauty, her virtue, her duty. Not one word about her strength or courage. Not one mention of the times she’d bested her father’s best warriors in training. Those stories, like her dreams, would be buried beneath the weight of tradition and political necessity.

Ulrika drank deeply from her horn, no longer tasting the mead, seeking only the blessed numbness it might bring. The celebration swirled around her like a current pulling her under, while she retreated deep within herself to a place they couldn’t reach...at least not yet.
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THE FURS ON ULRIKA’S bed felt like stones pressing against her skin, each one a separate torment that matched the weight in her chest. Moonlight cut a silver path across her chamber floor, too bright for sleep, too dim for comfort. She shifted, the wooden frame beneath her creaking in protest, while distant laughter filtered up from the great hall...warriors who would celebrate until dawn, heedless that they toasted the death of her freedom.

Ulrika kicked away the heaviest of the furs, her legs tangling in the linen shift she wore. The air in the chamber hung close and stale, carrying the lingering scent of the wedding finery that now lay draped across a chest, a ghost of tomorrow’s chains. Her hair, freed from its elaborate braids, spread across the pillow like a pale battleground, each strand a reminder of hands that had touched, arranged, and presented her like a prize mare.

She rolled onto her side, then her back, then her stomach. No position offered relief from the thoughts that circled like carrion birds. Styrkar’s cold eyes. Her father’s satisfied smile. The bruises on the serving women’s wrists. Her own future stretching before her like a long march to an unmarked grave.

“Streð mik,” she muttered, throwing her legs over the side of the bed. The wooden floor chilled her bare feet as she paced the small confines of her chamber, five steps one way, five steps back, like a caged wolf. The moonlight traced her shadow against the wall. She was taller than most women, and strong-shouldered from years of secret sword practice. A warrior’s body being sold for political gain.

A particularly loud burst of laughter from below made her flinch. Were they telling jokes at her expense now? Crude wedding night humor to amuse her future husband? The thought sent her back to the bed, where she sat with her head in her hands, her fingers pressed against her temples as if to squeeze out the unwanted images.

Her hand slid beneath the pillow, finding the small knife hidden there. It was a blade no longer than her palm, with a handle of polished bone. A poor weapon against a warrior like Styrkar, but it was something. Something that was hers alone. Her fingers curled around it, drawing strength from its solid presence before returning it to its hiding place.

Eventually, exhaustion won over anxiety. Ulrika lay back, her eyes growing heavy despite her resistance. The moonlight blurred, the sounds from below faded, and she slipped unwillingly into sleep’s embrace.

The dream came swiftly. 
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THE SKY STRETCHED ABOVE her, not the blue of summer or the gray of winter, but a black so deep it seemed to swallow light. Against this darkness, they appeared, ravens, their wings spanning wider than any birds she’d ever seen. They circled in a slow, deliberate pattern, their black feathers somehow visible against the black sky, as if they were cut from a different kind of darkness.

One, then two, then nine. Their cries pierced the silence, not the familiar caws of forest ravens but something older, something that resonated in her bones like the horns of war. They called her name, not the one given by her father, but some other name, ancient and powerful.

The ravens descended, spiraling closer. Ulrika stood on what felt like solid ground, though she could see nothing beneath her feet. The lead raven’s eye caught hers, yet not a bird’s eye at all, but something human, something knowing. In its depths, she saw battlefields and blood, glory and death, choices and consequences.

The largest raven swooped low, its wing brushing her cheek with a touch cold as steel and soft as fur. Its beak opened, and from it came, not a bird’s cry, but a man’s voice, deep and resonant with age and wisdom.

“The path you fear leads to the path you seek.”

The ravens converged, their wings beating in unison, creating a wind that tore at her hair and clothes. The sound grew from a whisper to a roar, the birds blending into a storm of feathers, beaks, and knowing eyes...

*
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ULRIKA JERKED UPRIGHT, a gasp tearing from her throat. Sweat plastered her shift to her skin. She was cold and clammy despite the room’s warmth. Her heart hammered against her ribs like a prisoner beating against cell walls. The dream clung to her, more real than the chamber around her, and truer than the life she’d been living.

“Huginn and Muninn,” she whispered, recognizing the ravens of the All-Father, Thought and Memory, who flew across the world to bring knowledge back to Odin. Her grandmother had taught her their names in secret, passing down the old knowledge when Ulrika was barely old enough to speak.

A sign.

It could only be a sign.

The realization pulled her from the bed. On unsteady legs, she crossed to the small window, where moonlight still poured through like silver water. She gazed at her reflection. The light bathed her face, turning her skin to marble, her hair to spun gold. Ulrika sank to her knees before it as she might before an altar, her hands gripping the rough wood of the window frame.

“All-Father,” she whispered, her voice barely audible even to her own ears. “You, who values courage above all, You, who rewards the bold...” Her voice caught, a warrior’s pride warring with desperate need. “I do not ask for peace. I do not ask for comfort. I ask only for a chance to forge my own fate.”

Her fingers dug into the wood until splinters threatened.

“Break these chains that would bind me to Styrkar. Show me a path worthy of a shieldmaiden’s courage.” A tear slipped down her cheek, surprising her with its heat against her cold skin. “I would rather die with honor than live as a possession.”

The night air carried her words away, a silent witness to her plea. Ulrika remained kneeling, her forehead pressed against the wooden frame, unaware that high above, two ravens circled the hall’s roof before flying away toward the north.

Chapter Two

––––––––
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DAWN BROKE BENEATH a sky the color of tarnished silver, streaking the horizon with grudging light. Ulrika stood outside her father’s longhouse, straight-backed and still as the wooden idols that guarded their threshold. The wedding gown enveloped her warrior’s frame in layers of costly fabric that whispered with her smallest movement, a constant reminder of the finery she’d never chosen. Her fingers, hidden within the folds of her ceremonial cloak, curled into fists then released, the only outward sign of the storm raging within her breast.

The gown had been sewn by twelve women working day and night for fourteen days. It was made of crimson wool embroidered with gold thread, with panels of imported silk that had traveled across treacherous seas to adorn a bride who would rather wear armor. Her wheat-blonde hair, washed in herbs and mead to make it shine, had been plaited into intricate braids that wound around her head like a crown, woven through with ribbons and small golden beads that clinked softly when she moved. Heavy gold bangles encircled her wrists and upper arms. Their weight was unfamiliar and restrictive, like the shackles of a thrall rather than the adornments of a bride.

“Stand tall, daughter,” her father murmured as he emerged from the longhouse to take his place beside her. “Today, you bring honor to our name.”

Ulrika said nothing, knowing her voice would betray her. Instead, she inclined her head slightly, the proper response of a dutiful daughter. The ravens from her dream lingered in her mind, their cryptic message echoing beneath the mundane sounds of the gathering. The path you fear leads to the path you seek. But what path remained when all choices had been stripped away?

Across the open ground before the longhouse, the wedding procession began to form. Her father’s clan assembled to her right, cousins, uncles, and warriors who had known her since childhood, men who had once admired her skill with a blade now regarding her as merely a beautiful object to be traded. To her left, Styrkar’s warriors gathered, grim-faced men with hard eyes who stood apart, their hands never straying far from their weapons despite the occasion’s supposed peace.

Between these uneasy factions, priests moved with measured steps, their white robes stark against the drab colors of early spring. They circled a stone altar where kindling had been arranged for the sacred fire, murmuring blessings that would sanctify the union. One priest cast handfuls of herbs onto the wood, sending up fragrant smoke that curled toward the somber sky.

“The omens are favorable,” the eldest priest announced, his weathered face creasing into what might have been a smile. “The gods bless this union.”

Liar, Ulrika thought. If the gods had spoken at all, it had been through the ravens of her dream, not these tame priests who bent their interpretations to please whoever paid them best.

Guests began to gather in a wide circle around the altar, merchants who traded with both clans, minor nobles seeking to curry favor, and families hoping to secure their own alliances through proximity to power. Ulrika noticed how their gazes lingered on her, then darted away when she met their eyes. She recognized the emotion they tried to hide...pity, quickly masked behind congratulatory smiles.

“Such a fine match,” a merchant’s wife said, approaching with hands outstretched in blessing. “May your union bring prosperity to both houses.”

“You honor us with your presence,” Ulrika replied, the formal words falling from her lips like stones, heavy and lifeless. “May the gods smile upon your generosity.”

The woman’s eyes flickered briefly to something behind Ulrika, and a shadow passed over her face before she stepped away, making room for others to offer their well-wishes.

“Such beauty wasted on—” a voice whispered nearby, cutting off abruptly when the speaker realized they might be overheard.

Ulrika didn’t need to hear the rest. She knew what they said of Styrkar Eiriksson. Styrkar the Beast. The man who had widowed more women than winter sickness. The warrior whose ambition was matched only by his cruelty.

As if summoned by her thoughts, the crowd parted, and Styrkar stepped into the circle. He stood a head taller than most men, broad-shouldered and imposing in a cloak lined with wolf fur and fastened with a silver brooch shaped like a snarling wolf’s head. His dark hair was bound back from his face, revealing sharp, angular features that might have been handsome if not for the coldness of his pale blue eyes. Those eyes surveyed the gathering with the calculated assessment of a man counting his possessions, lingering longest on Ulrika.

When their gazes met, he offered a thin smile that never reached his eyes. His movements as he approached were precise and controlled, each step measured, each gesture deliberate. Here was a man who never acted without purpose, who saw the world as a game board where people were merely pieces to be moved or sacrificed.

“My bride,” he said, his voice carrying across the hushed gathering. “Fair as the morning sun.”

His hand reached for hers, and it took every ounce of Ulrika’s will not to recoil. His fingers were cold as they closed around hers, his grip firm to the edge of pain. It was a subtle reminder of his strength, and a warning wrapped in a caress.

“My lord,” she responded, the words scraping her throat like broken shells. “You do me great honor.”

“The honor is mine,” he replied smoothly, though his eyes said otherwise. They spoke of acquisition, not admiration. Of hunger, not desire. “Come, the priests await us.”

He led her toward the stone altar, where the sacred fire now burned, flames reaching toward the sky that had darkened with the promise of rain. The smoke stung Ulrika’s eyes, giving her an excuse for the moisture that gathered there. Her fingers trembled slightly beneath her ceremonial cloak, and she curled them into fists once more, digging her nails into her palms until the pain cleared her mind.

The assembly formed a ring around them, faces blurring into a sea of expectation. Her father stood nearby, pride etched into the lines of his face as he watched his political masterpiece reach fruition. Styrkar’s men formed a solid wall behind their leader, their hands still on their weapons. Trust was a luxury they could not afford, even at a wedding.

“We gather before gods and men,” the chief priest began, raising his arms toward the leaden sky, “to bind these two bloodlines as one, to forge peace where there was strife, to build strength where there was division.”

Ulrika felt the weight of destiny pressing down upon her shoulders. The priest’s words washed over her like cold water, numbing rather than cleansing. Styrkar stood before her, his presence overwhelming. In his face, she read the future stretching before her. It would be a life of submission, of careful words and cautious steps, of watching for the moment his controlled façade would crack to reveal the violence beneath.

“The bride comes willingly,” the priest intoned, “bringing with her the strength of her father’s house, the wisdom of her mother’s line, the promise of children to continue both bloodlines.”

Willingly. The word landed like a slap. There was nothing willing in her presence here, nothing chosen about the chains being forged in the sacred fire. Yet what choice remained? What path could open before her now, with her father’s warriors at her back and Styrkar’s men closing the circle?

The priest extended his hands to take hers and Styrkar’s, preparing to bind them together with a cord of braided wool that would symbolize their union. Ulrika felt herself moving forward as if in a dream, her body responding to the ritual while her mind searched desperately for escape.

The sky darkened further, clouds gathering thick and ominous overhead. A bitter thought ran through her head. A fitting backdrop for the death of my freedom.

The priest’s hands were reaching for the ceremonial cord when the first rumble shook the ground. It wasn’t thunder from above, but from the earth itself, the pounding of hooves, many and fast, bearing down upon them from the north. Ulrika’s head snapped up, her warrior’s instincts cutting through the fog of resignation. The guests turned as one, confused murmurs rising as the rumble grew to a roar, and then they appeared...riders cresting the nearby hill, their forms dark against the leaden sky, cloaked in pelts that streamed behind them like gray smoke.

“Weapons!” someone shouted, and the cry echoed immediately by others as recognition dawned.

Wolf pelts.

Wolf riders.

The mark of only one warband in the northern lands.

“Arne.” The name rippled through the crowd, spoken in hushed tones tinged with fear. “The Wolfborn comes.”

Ulrika felt the blood rush to her head, her vision sharpening as battle-readiness surged through her body. The name was familiar from tales told around winter fires. Arne the Wolfborn, found as a child among wolves, leader of a berserker clan, and touched by the gods with rage that could turn the tide of any battle. Some said he could shift his skin like the wolves that raised him. Others claimed he merely fought with a wolf’s savagery. All agreed that to stand against him was to court death.

The riders descended upon the gathering like a storm breaking, their weapons glinting dully in the gray light. Their mounts, shaggy northern horses with wild eyes, foamed at the mouth from the hard ride, adding to their fearsome appearance. At their head rode a figure larger than the rest, his massive frame seeming too great a burden for even his sturdy horse to bear.

He drew closer, and Ulrika caught her first clear glimpse of Arne the Wolfborn. His face, half-hidden beneath a helm crowned with wolf fangs, was weathered and scarred, framed by wild dark hair streaked with premature gray. But it was his eyes that seized her attention. They were penetrating gray like the winter sea, flashing with an intensity that seemed to pierce through flesh to soul. He rode with a predator’s confidence, his movements fluid despite his size.

“To arms!” Styrkar’s voice cut through the chaos, cold fury giving it an edge sharp enough to slice through the panic. “Form ranks! Protect the bride!”

His warriors responded instantly, unsheathing swords and axes, forming a wall of steel between the approaching riders and the wedding party. Ulrika’s father’s men hesitated only a moment before joining them, ancient rivalries temporarily set aside in the face of this greater threat.

Arne’s warband hit the hastily formed shield wall like a wave breaking against rocks, with a force enough to shatter stone. The crash of bodies and metal rang out across the wedding ground, drowning the screams of fleeing guests. Women gathered their skirts and ran, merchants abandoned their dignity along with their goods, and priests clutched sacred symbols as they sought shelter.

Through the chaos, Ulrika remained rooted in place, her warrior’s heart responding to the battle even as her mind struggled to make sense of the attack. The gown that had felt so constricting now seemed a prison, preventing her from moving freely, from reaching for a weapon, from doing anything but stand and watch as men died around her.

Arne dismounted in a single fluid motion that belied his size, his war axe already swinging as his feet touched the ground. He moved through Styrkar’s men with terrible ease, each blow calculated and deadly. This was not the mindless fury of a berserker’s rage, not yet, but something more controlled and therefore more frightening. He fought with the patience of a predator who knows his prey cannot escape, his movements economical despite their devastating effect.

“The Wolf takes what he wants!” one of Arne’s warriors shouted, his voice rising above the din as he cut down a man who had been at Ulrika’s father’s right hand for as long as she could remember.

The sacred fire, forgotten in the chaos, was kicked over by stumbling fighters. Sparks scattered across the trampled ground, smoke billowing up to mingle with the dust raised by dozens of boots. The ceremonial altar cracked beneath the weight of a fallen warrior, the carefully arranged symbols of fertility and prosperity crushed beneath death’s heavy hand.

Through the swirling smoke, Ulrika saw Styrkar fighting his way toward Arne, his face a mask of cold rage. Three of his best men flanked him, their coordinated movements speaking of long practice fighting together. They closed in on Arne like wolves themselves, seeking to overwhelm him with numbers.

Arne turned to meet them, and something shifted in his stance...a loosening, a surrender to something wild. His next roar was not entirely human, the sound reverberating through the clearing with primal force. His eyes, visible even through the dust and smoke, flashed with an unnatural light, and Ulrika understood suddenly why men whispered of wolf-blood and god-touched madness.

He met Styrkar’s men with renewed fury, his axe cleaving through the first man’s shield as if it were parchment. The second managed to score a glancing blow against Arne’s arm before a backhand strike sent him sprawling. The third, seeing his companions fall, hesitated just long enough for Arne to bury his axe in the man’s chest.

And then it was just Styrkar and Arne, circling each other like rival predators, their weapons raised.

“You dare,” Styrkar spat, his carefully controlled demeanor cracking under the weight of his rage. “You dare come here, to my wedding, to challenge me?”

“Not challenge.” Arne’s voice rumbled, deeper than Ulrika had expected, rough as stone grinding on stone. “Take.”

His warriors had formed a circle around them, keeping Styrkar’s remaining men at bay. They were a fearsome sight, these wolf-warriors. Their cloaks, made from the pelts of massive northern wolves, hung from their shoulders, the empty eye sockets of wolf-skull helms lending them an otherworldly appearance. Blood spattered their furs and faces, some of it their own, most belonging to the men who’d tried to stand against them.

One of them caught Ulrika staring and grinned, his teeth startlingly white against his blood-smeared face. The expression held no mirth, only the satisfaction of a successful hunt.

A woman screamed as one of Arne’s men grabbed her, then released her with a laugh when she proved not to be the one they sought. The terror on the faces of the wedding guests was palpable...their earlier pity for Ulrika transformed into fear for their own lives.

Through the smoke and chaos, Ulrika’s eyes found her father. He stood with his sword drawn, surrounded by his remaining warriors, his face a study in disbelief and rage. This was not how his political masterpiece was meant to end...in blood and smoke rather than alliance and advantage.

The clash of steel drew her attention back to Styrkar and Arne. Their weapons met with a force that sent sparks flying, the impact jarring enough to make lesser men drop their blades. Neither gave ground, their faces inches apart as they strained against each other’s strength.

“You have no claim here, Wolfborn,” Styrkar hissed. “No right.”

“I claim by older laws than yours,” Arne replied, his voice carrying despite its low pitch. His gaze shifted, finding Ulrika through the smoke, locking onto her with an intensity that made her catch her breath. “And by higher powers.”

The moment stretched taut as a bowstring, as those gray eyes held hers. Something passed between them. It was a recognition Ulrika couldn’t name but felt in her bones. Then Arne shoved Styrkar back with a surge of strength that sent the smaller man stumbling.

Before Styrkar could recover, Arne turned fully toward Ulrika, his purpose clear in every line of his massive frame. Her heart hammered against her ribs, the blood rushing in her ears drowning out all but the approaching footsteps of the Wolf of the North.

He moved toward her with the inevitability of fate itself, without breaking stride, cutting down the two warriors who threw themselves in his path. The space between them shrank with each step, and Ulrika found herself unable to move, pinned by those storm-gray eyes as surely as if he’d driven his axe through her feet.

Behind him, Styrkar regained his footing, his face contorted with rage as he realized Arne’s true purpose. “Stop him!” he shouted to his remaining men. “Protect what is mine!”

But it was too late. Arne had reached her, his massive form blocking out the gray sky, his presence overwhelming every sense. Up close, the scars on his face told stories of battles survived, of pain endured and overcome. His breath came in controlled bursts, not the panting of exertion but the measured breathing of a predator preparing to strike.

“Ulrika Asbjornsdottir,” he said, her name sounding strange in his rough voice.

And then the world tilted as he moved, faster than she could have believed possible for a man of his size.

The world spun as Arne swept Ulrika into his arms with a force that drove the breath from her lungs. One moment, she stood frozen before the sacred fire. The next, she was hoisted against his chest, her elaborate wedding gown crushed against the cold mail and leather. His arm locked around her waist like an iron band, immovable despite her immediate struggle. The scent of him filled her nostrils...sweat and leather, blood and something wilder, like forests after rain. Her feet kicked uselessly in the air, the heavy wedding gown tangling around her legs and robbing her of leverage.

“Unhand me, you oath-breaking dog!” she snarled, her formal speech patterns abandoned in the heat of fury. Her hand found his face, her nails raking across his scarred cheek, drawing fresh lines of blood alongside old wounds.

Arne didn’t flinch, didn’t loosen his grip. His only response was to shift her weight, securing her more firmly against him as he turned to face the stunned wedding guests. Her elbow drove into his ribs with all the strength she could muster, a blow that would have doubled most men over. He absorbed it with nothing more than a grunt.

“Witch-daughter,” he muttered, so low that only she could hear. “The gods warned you would fight.”

The words struck her like a physical blow. The gods? Her dream of ravens flashed through her mind—the All-Father’s messengers, the sign she had taken as answer to her desperate prayer. Confusion momentarily stayed her hand, but only for a heartbeat before rage returned, redoubled.

“I will cut out your heart and feed it to the crows,” she promised, bringing her forehead down toward his nose with the intent to break it.

His hand shot up, catching her chin before the blow could land, his fingers pressing into her jaw with careful strength, enough to control, not enough to bruise. “Save your fire for our enemies, Shieldwife,” he said, the ghost of amusement darkening his voice. “You’ll need it where we’re going.”

Shieldwife? The term echoed strangely in her mind. Not bed-warmer, not thrall, not even the more dignified wife alone, but shieldwife...a partner in battle as well as life, a term from the old tales of warrior queens and their chosen champions.

Before she could process that, Arne turned fully to face Styrkar, who stood with his sword in his hand, blood seeping from a cut above his eye, his careful composure shattered by raw hatred.

“Before gods and men,” Arne roared, his voice rolling across the battlefield like thunder, “I claim Ulrika Asbjornsdottir as my shieldwife, bound to me by fate and the will of the All-Father himself!”

A shocked silence fell across the battlefield, broken only by the groans of the wounded and the crackle of scattered embers from the overturned fire. Even Ulrika stilled in his arms, the audacity of his claim momentarily overwhelming her fury.

One of Arne’s warriors approached the stone altar where moments before the wedding ceremony had been proceeding. With a savage kick, he toppled it completely. The sacred objects arranged upon it scattered across the churned earth...the ceremonial hammer, the bride’s crown, the arm rings that would have bound her to Styrkar. Sparks from the sacred fire, knocked over in the melee, danced across the ground like fleeing spirits.

“The bargain is broken,” the warrior called out, his voice carrying the formal weight of witness. “The Wolf has claimed what the gods have guided him to take.”

Styrkar’s face contorted, the mask of civilization falling away completely to reveal something feral and hateful beneath. His pale eyes, usually cold as winter ice, now burned with a rage hot enough to scorch. He stepped forward, his knuckles white around the hilt of his sword.

“I will hunt you to the ends of the earth, Wolfborn,” he said, each word precise and cutting despite the emotion behind them. “What is mine remains mine. When I find you, and I will find you, I will take back what you’ve stolen and feed your entrails to pigs while you watch.”

“Try,” Arne replied simply, the single word carrying more weight than Styrkar’s elaborate threat.

Ulrika renewed her struggles, all dignity forgotten in the need to free herself from this impossible situation. She was a pawn being passed from one player to another, her own will disregarded by both men who claimed to want her.

“I am no man’s to claim,” she declared, her voice ringing clear across the battlefield. “Not yours, Styrkar Eiriksson, nor yours, Arne Wolfborn. I will never bend to either of you, never submit to being traded like a prized mare or stolen like plunder. I am Ulrika, daughter of Asbjorn, and I belong to myself alone!”

Her declaration brought a strange hush to the field. Even the wounded seemed to quiet, as if the force of her words had power beyond their meaning. She felt Arne’s chest rumble against her side, not with anger, but with something that might have been approval.

“Hear her,” he said, not to her but to the gathered witnesses. “Hear the voice of a true shieldmaiden. This is why the gods have chosen her...not for her beauty, though she shines brighter than Sunna herself, but for the fire in her heart that will keep our people strong through the dark days to come.”

His words confused her further. This was not the speech of a man who had stolen a bride for her dowry or her body. This was the language of prophecy, of destiny...the same strange certainty she’d felt after her dream of ravens returned.

When she tilted her head to look at his face, intending to spit more curses, the words died in her throat. His eyes, storm-gray and intense, held something she had never expected to see. Not the heat of desire or the cold calculation of political advantage, but reverence. He looked at her as one might look at a sacred idol or the first light of dawn after the longest night...with wonder and something approaching worship.

For a heartbeat, their gazes locked, and Ulrika felt a strange recognition stir within her, as if some part of her soul had been waiting for this moment without her knowledge. Then pride reasserted itself, and she looked away, unwilling to acknowledge the strange connection.

“Mount up!” Arne commanded his warriors. “We ride for the north before they can gather reinforcements!”

His men moved with practiced efficiency, securing their wounded and mounting their horses. Two warriors fell in on either side of Arne as he carried Ulrika toward his waiting steed, which was a massive, shaggy beast with a wild look in its eye that matched its master’s.

“You will regret this day,” she promised as he hoisted her onto the saddle before swinging up behind her, his arm once again securing her against his chest.

“Perhaps,” he acknowledged, surprising her with his honesty. “But the gods rarely grant us easy paths to glory.”

With a shout, he urged his horse forward, and the warband began their retreat. Ulrika, trapped against Arne’s chest, caught a final glimpse of the ruined wedding over her shoulder. Her father stood with his remaining warriors, his face a mask of helpless rage. The carefully arranged feast tables lay overturned, the food trampled into the mud. The priests huddled together, their white robes stained with dirt and blood.

And in the center of it all stood Styrkar, alone amid the wreckage of his ambition. As if sensing her gaze, he looked up, their eyes meeting across the growing distance. His pale blue eyes narrowed, his face settling into something beyond rage, a cold, implacable promise of retribution. In that moment, Ulrika knew with bone-deep certainty that he would never stop hunting them. That whatever fate awaited her with the Wolfborn, Styrkar’s vengeance would shadow it like a curse.

The warband crested the hill, and the ruined wedding disappeared from view. Ahead lay the northern forests, dark and deep, their shadows promising both concealment and peril. Ulrika felt the beat of Arne’s heart against her back, steady and strong despite the battle and hard ride. His breath stirred the loose strands of her hair, warm against her neck in the cool spring air.

“The path you fear leads to the path you seek,” he murmured, the words sending a chill down her spine. They were the exact words from her raven dream, words she had shared with no one.

Before she could demand an explanation, he urged his horse to greater speed, and they plunged into the forest’s embrace, leaving behind one destiny for another no less uncertain.

Ulrika, daughter of Asbjorn, stolen bride, closed her eyes against the sting of wind and unshed tears, clinging to her anger like a shield against the confusion that threatened to overwhelm her.

Behind them, carried on the wind, came Styrkar’s final promise, fading but no less deadly for the distance,

“Death follows you now, Wolfborn. As do I.”

Chapter Three

––––––––
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THE FOREST SWALLOWED them whole, great pines rising like sentinels on either side of the narrow path. Ulrika’s body pitched forward as Arne’s mount navigated a particularly steep descent, the jarring motion sending fresh pain lancing through her left leg. The old training injury, a badly healed break from years ago, had chosen this day of all days to announce itself with vengeful persistence. She gritted her teeth, refusing to give voice to her discomfort. The Wolfborn would hear no weakness from her, not even as the cold seeped through her wedding finery, turning the once-proud garment into a sodden prison of ice-stiffened fabric.

Snow began to fall, fat flakes that melted against her hot cheeks before freezing again in her eyelashes. The elaborate wedding braids had come half-undone during their flight, the golden beads now tangled painfully in her hair, each tug a small reminder of the ceremony she’d been ripped from. Whether that was a blessing or a curse, she had yet to decide.

“We cross the river ahead,” Arne’s voice rumbled against her back, his breath warm against her ear. “The ice should hold, but prepare yourself for the crossing.”

Ulrika said nothing, her silence a shield between them. She had expected chains, rough hands, the treatment befitting a captive. Instead, she sat astride Arne’s own mount, his massive frame behind her as a bulwark against the biting wind. One of his arms remained securely around her waist, not crushing or restrictive, but steady...as if she was precious cargo rather than stolen goods.

The forest path narrowed further, branches hanging low beneath the weight of snow, scraping against her shoulders. Her wedding gown, designed for an indoor ceremony and celebration rather than a winter flight, provided little protection against the elements. She shivered involuntarily, a single violent tremor that betrayed her discomfort.

Without comment, Arne shifted behind her. One-handed, he unfastened his heavy wolf-fur cloak and brought it forward, wrapping it around her shoulders without breaking the horse’s stride. The fur still carried his warmth, the scent of smoke, pine, and something uniquely him that she refused to acknowledge as not unpleasant.

“I don’t need your pity,” she hissed, even as her fingers betrayed her by clutching the edges of the cloak closer.

“Not pity,” he replied, the words matter-of-fact. “Necessity. A frozen shieldwife serves no one, least of all herself.”

The warband moved in formation around them, ten warriors spread in a protective pattern that spoke of long practice. Ulrika studied them through narrowed eyes, her warrior’s mind automatically assessing strengths and weaknesses despite her circumstances. They were hard men, scarred and weather-beaten, their weapons and armor well-used but meticulously maintained. Not the undisciplined rabble of common raiders, but a true warband with purpose and code.

When one rider drew alongside them, his eyes flickered to Ulrika then away, not with the averted gaze of a man avoiding his leader’s wrath, but with the subtle nod of respect one might offer to a jarl’s wife. The respect confused her more than any chains could have.

“Halvor reports no pursuit yet,” the warrior said to Arne. “The storm will cover our tracks soon enough.”

Arne nodded. “We make for the old hunting cabin and should get there by nightfall.”

The warrior’s gaze slid to Ulrika again, this time with something like curiosity. “She is as the seer described,” he murmured, before urging his horse ahead once more.

Ulrika stiffened. “What seer? What did he mean?”

“Later,” Arne replied, his tone brooking no argument. “The river first.”

The frozen water appeared through the trees, resembling a white snake cutting through the forest. Ice coated its surface, snow dusting the center while the edges remained darker, warning of thinner coverage. The warband spread out further, testing the strength with spears before committing to the crossing.

As they approached the bank, Arne’s mount stumbled suddenly on a hidden patch of ice. Ulrika pitched sideways, her balance compromised by the unwieldy wedding gown and numbed limbs. Arne’s hand shot out, steadying her with a grip firm enough to prevent the fall but gentle enough to avoid bruising. His other hand controlled the horse with practiced ease, murmuring low words that calmed the beast immediately.

“My thanks,” Ulrika said stiffly, the courtesy automatic despite her circumstances.

His only response was a slight tightening of his arm around her waist as they began the river crossing, the ice creaking ominously beneath the horse’s hooves. Each step sent vibrations through her body, aggravating her injured leg. She bit the inside of her cheek until she tasted blood, determined to show no pain.
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