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Clzapter VA

It looked at the broken laody in front of It, and smiled. This one was still alive ...
alt}lough not l)y much. That was alright. 'Not l)y much' was still somet}ling , and Tt
wanted more entertainment before It continued. The fur on the grouncl was ]oreathing

shaﬂowly and with every sign of extreme agony. That pro]oa]oly had some’ching to do with
the remains of a horse, which had crushed the fur's lower Lody.

A few more minutes, and It would witness the fur die, but It wasn't in the mood to
allow that to happen.

Not yet. Pain was entirely too much fun to witness. Particularly pain this horrible.

It smiled and reached down, brushing hair out of the fur's face.

"You are dying," It said. Stating the obvious could be useful to make a point, after all.
The fur didn't answer. Blood flecked his lips and seeped down his neck.

"Who ... ah ... " the dying fur tried to wheeze. Not very successfully, either.

It looked disapprovingly at the dying creature. Admit’ce(ﬂy, the fur in front of It was a
strong, youth{-ul canid, but Tt didn't like loeing addressed as 'who'.

" think the word you are loolzing for ... is ' What'. Not "Who'."

"Then ... wh ..." the dying canid tried before more blood bubbled past his SWOHen, pale
lips. He couldn't complete the question. He was cholzing on his own life's blood and even

thinlzing about spealzing made the pain even worse.



Shalzing Its head, It Sighed in disappointment. "I'm an Angel of the Lord since you
must know. Look ... Wings! Big, white wings. They reaﬂy should be all you need to make
that out for yourself."

The canid looked terrified and con£use(1 at the same time. "['m ... you ... a ... punish L

"No you idiot, I'm not punishing you. What for? For some ridiculous sin you may or
may not have committed? I'm having ][un With a lower form of 1i£e, as it is. Just like you
cat a roast chicken or a fish without thinlzing of anything but your own enjoyment and
fiﬂing your stomac}l, regarcﬂess of what the chicken or fish might have fel’c, [ am enjoying
your pain without caring how it mig}lt feel for you. The only difference between you and
a chicken is that I'm having this conversation with you, whereas you wouldn't be tauzing
to your dinner,” It said in exasperation. ley was this so difficult for this canid to
understand? It was perfectly simple, and It made no attempt at hiding Its agenda. Why
should [t? Would a fur think twice before lziuing a ﬂy?

Harc”y.

It grinnecl and sat down. "The only question is," It went on, "whether to start with you

or the remains of your horse."

The canid on the grouncl tried to spealz, but his throat was full of blood. He should be
choleing. Drowning. Dying. But he wasn't. He 1ingerec1 in life ... and all he wanted to do

was to die and escape this.

#H#H#

"Baron Haralcl, the first rider has returned.”

Harald turned around and nodded. He was dressed in his finest. It was a clear clay,
pleasantly cool without getting chiﬂy and with a certain crispness to the air. The water in
the wide moat had been covered in mist when he got up, but ]oy now that had dissipa’ced.
N y]:)org castle was abuzz with activity already, and the surrounding city was coming to life

as well.
It was Sunolay.

Baron Harald had been on his way to church when interrupted }Jy the guarcl, caﬂing out
to him.

He nodded. His Grace was due to arrive the fouowing day, and while the fox was not

keen on missing church just before meeting with one of the most power{‘ul representatives



of Holy Mother Church in the entire country, he was also keenly aware of his
responsibili’cies to Her Majesty, and to the realm as such. Finding out what had
happenecl to the King was of paramount importance, and he knew that in the event the
assassin still hadn't made it past the borders, there was no time to lose.

Turning around, he headed towards the guarcl with a questioning expression on his face.
The guarcl stood up straight and pointed across the cour’cyarcl to the stables. "Over there,
M'lorcl," he said.

"How 1ong has it been since he arrived?"

"Oh, not 1ong. Just before the monks started chanting in the c}lapel," the guarcl

explained.

Harald nodded again and thanked the guarcl for his Vigilance, before crossing the
courtyard towards the stable. Mass would have to wait for certain. He could always go to
one of the smaller masses at the chapel later ... if there was time. That was no given,
however. There was work to be done. If the first rider was I)aclz, then more would lilzely
arrive in short order. Those who had gone the farthest wouldn't be back for several more
clays, but he had sent out quite a £ew, and more arrivals were no doubt imminent. He
flicked his long , ]ourguncly cape over his shoulder and stepped over a 10g of wood before
weaving between a few barrels of salted herring. He looked down himself and Sighed at
the outfit he was wearing. It always felt wrong not ]:)eing in armor. He'd spent so much of
his life fighting that he felt naked without the familiar weig}lt of at least some armor
distributed around his ]oody. Besides, current fashions made him look like a complete
idiot.

The sound of horses w}linnying escapecl the sta]ales, as well as the voices of a couple of
very agita’ced furs. From the sound of it, they were trying to put shoes on a charger, and

the beast wasn't cooperating.

Harald grinned to himself. A good warhorse had plen’cy of spirit and wouldn't quietly
stand Ly when someone tried to bend its 1eg up to shoe it. It could be quite entertaining
wa’cc}ling an inexperienced blacksmith trying to cope with that. Conversely, it was equany
impressive when a skilled blacksmith with years of experience would just walk up to such
a horse, glare at it, gral) the leg and shoe the stubborn thing and get away with it.

It was all about supremacy. Harald's own favorite warhorse was a monster to put shoes
on, but nonetheless , the blacksmith at the Baron's own estate always got away with it
without too much hassle. If anyone else tried it, they’d be kicked all over the place.



"You ’chere," he called out and poin’cecl into the stables , his finger set’cling on a young
feline. "How many chargers have you shod before?"

"A fair few, your Lorolship ... but this damnable beast just won't stand still!"
"A fair few, you say?"

The feline nodded. "I was at last year's Grand Tournament, but I swear ['ve never seen a
horse this obstinate before. I fear he might eat me if I went around his front!"

Harald chuckled. "Ah yes, the famous , flesh eating horses of the Danish 12nig}1thood.
I've heard horrifying tales of those. I hear even the moors dread them," he said and
entered the stables.

The feline fell silent. The irony in the noble's voice was unmistakable and there was no
excuse for a Haclzsmith to have this much trouble Wi’ch such a simple ’caslz. Finaﬂy he

Sighed and nodded.
"' figure it out, M'lord,” he said, ma’cter-of—factly.

"Do t}la’c," Harald said without 1ooleing his way, continuing further down the line of
horses. There was a figure seated on a stool further down the line. One of his riders.

He might not have any answers, but Harald still found himself hoping.

"Milord!" the rider said and jumpecl to his feet upon seeing the fox. "I'm sorry, I
thoug}lt you were a’c’cending Mass or I would have come straig}lt to see you."

The fox shook his head disarmingly, gesturing for the canid in front of him to relax. "I
was on my way there when a guarol told me you had come back alreacly. This is more
important than a’ctending Mass. I can do that later. What news do you Lring , if any?"

"Not good, I fear, Milord. The news of the King's death has struck His Majes’cy's

su]ojects with fear and worry," the canid answered.

Harald shruggecl. "That is as it should be. For the King to dic is a grave blow to the
Realm. But what of the assassin. Has anyone seen or heard anything?"

"I ’chough’c I wouldn't find anything useful, M'ord. No one had seen anything in any of
the villages I passed. It wasn't until I reached the belt and looked across it that I came
upon a fur with something interesting to tell. A young male bear who made a living

ferrying furs back and forth had something to tell."



The baron nodded for the rider to go on. The news would prol)al)ly not be what he
wanted to hear, but that was probably unavoidable. The news he wanted was that the
assassin hadn't escapecl, but if a £erry—£ur had any information to oHer, it was unlileely to
be that a suspicious fur came to cha’c, then left going back inland.

The canid rider searched for a word for a moment, before nodding to himself as he
decided on a way of explaining. "The fur in question said he lived at the Herring Fields
across the ]oelt, Milord. He said he made a hving going back and forth with anyone who
needed passage and he said he had taken across a cloaked fur who had paicl him in golcl.
This fur hadn't said a word the entire trip, he had been very sullen and he had been
armed. The ferry—fur said he had been quite nervous, but he had t}lought his passenger

was a no]:)le, except he wore no heraldry."
"Tha’c doesn"c say much. It could have Leen anyone."

"Yes Milord, but the bear also said that once they had crossed, the passenger insisted
that the bear swear to him never to tell anyone that he had sailed across."

Harald raised an eye]arow. "Why did he break this oath then?"

The rider shruggecl. "Firstly, because he thought it was all a bit too strange and
seconcﬂy ... and more impor’can’cly ... your Lordship had given me enough money to pay

for the information."

Harald looked Vaguely disgus’ced but nodded. "Fair enough. It's not much to go Ly
’chough, and besides, you said this bear lived at the Herring Fields?"

"Yes Milord."

"DO you 12now Wha't happened there some years ago?"

The rider shook his head. He was a fur from a simple ]oaclzground and while he was
relia]ole, Harald wasn't surprisecl that the canid didn't know the recent history of the
Realm in that kind of detail.

"When Her Maj es’cy's most Blessed Fa’cher, the late King Valdemar, of whom the angels
no doubt sing, was crowned, he ruled barely a sliver of the Realm. The rest had been
pawned off to German nobles. His Majes’cy received a very large dowry when he married,
and he used that to buy back some of the pawned off areas. The rest he either conquered
or ]oought back over the next years. These things you do 12now, right?"



"Of course, Miloxd. King Valdemar was sent by God, any Dane will swear on that!" the
rider said and nodded, enthusiasticaﬂy.

It pleased Harald to see that kind of fervor. He too was convinced that the old King had
been sent by providence, but he wasn't always sure if commoners knew that. Clearly this

one did, though. There was more to tell though.

"Some of the nobility, however, ’chough’c Jchey were better off with their German rulers,
where there hadn't been a 12ing for them to answer to. It was clisgrace£ul, but some of

them rebelled. Amongst them, the Lord of Hald,"
"What? The Bugge—family? T}ley are goocl, 1oya1 furs t}lough, aren't ’c}ley Milord?"

"They are now," Harald went on, otherwise ignoring the interruption, "He and several
other rebellious nobles were summoned 19y the King to parlay, and they were guaranteed
safe conduct. They came and listened but nothing came of the talks , and they left again.
Shortly therea{"ter, only a day or two after their safe conduct expirecl, they were murdered
while waiting for a £erry-£ur to take them across the small belt. The surviving rebels
accused His Majesty, but he swore an oath before twelve good nobles that he was
innocent, and so he was. Three fisherfurs from the Herring Fields were found to be
guilty of the deed soon after."

"I had no iclea, Milorcl," the rider said and nodded slowly, "I take it those murderers

n
were executed?

"No, that was considered too mild a punishment for causing His Majesty to be accused
of such a vile deed, and besides , the furs they had killed had been rebels. But they were
still nobles , SO instead the fisherfurs were fined £orty nine shiﬂings a year for as long as
Jchey lived, to be paicl in full. And once they died, anyone 1iving in their houses for all
eternity had to pay the same fine. Their families still pay it, every year."

The rider blinked. "For’cy nine shiuings? Good God, that's a lot of money,” he said.

Harald shrugged. [t wasn't a lot of money to a nol)le, but to commoners, it was a
£or’cune, and that was the entire idea. In his opinion, it was a most fit’cing and just
punishment, and at least the wretches had been allowed to escape with their lives.
Between them, they could come up with the money for the fine every year but t}ley would

be impoverished for 1i£e, and their families would never escape the debt of their horrible
cleecl, either.



"So you see, anyone claiming to live at the Herring Fields can't reaﬂy be trusted,"
Harald explained.

The rider nodded and sighed. "I'm sorry, Milord. I wouldn't have pai(l him for his

information had I lznown of this."

"You didn't know. I don't hold it against you,” Harald said and shrugged. "Anyway, get

a meal and some £I'GSI'1 clo’ches."

With tha’c, he turned and left the stables.
#H#H#

Waﬂeing wasn't comfortable p but Valdemar was determined not to remain bedridden
any 10nger. His 1egs felt quite unsteacly beneath him but he had gotten up and staggered
around the warden's home, getting used to his own Weight. The warden's daugh’cer, Pil,
hadn't returned yet, something which clearly caused her parents a lot of concern, and
Valdemar couldn't help but share in it. These furs had helpecl him in a most unselfish
manner and he was grate£u1 to them. Q]oviously it was their cluty to do so, seeing as he
was the son of the Lord of Slien ... in fact, for all he 12new, he was the Lord of Slien ...
but he was not s’cupid cither. Many furs would have left him to his own devices, but Pil
had ]:)rough’c him to safety and her family had nursed him back to some semblance of
Streng’ch.

He wanted to repay them for their kindness somehow. But first he had to stop the
world from spinning. For the third time, he staggered to the door and stuck his head out,
’chrowing up. [t was just clry heaving by now, but it was terribly uncomfortable anyway. At
least it felt like his stomach stopped churning. His head was thro]o]oing, but it wasn't as
bad as it had been when he first woke up. May]oe some fresh air would do him goocl.
Stepping outside, over the small pud(ﬂe of vomit he had created next to the door, he
looked at his surroundings.

[t wasn't hard to figure out where he was. There were trees here. Enough trees to be
called a forest. That meant he was at the very limit of his father's lands ... possil)ly his
lands. Through the forest, it would take most of a day to get back to Slien. It wasn't even
that his farnily owned a lot of land. Tt could be walked across in two hours, but Waﬂzing
from one end to the other would take over a clay. As much because of difficult terrain
and bad roads as anything else. This wooded area had been included in the Slien demesne
speciﬁcaﬂy because Slien was an inlet and because Valdemar's £amily had earned its
position Ly figh’cing pirates. A steady supply of timber for ﬂshing boats and small ships

was neeclecl.



The warden's home sat in a small clearing. There was no well Visible, but if memory
served Valdemar correc’cly ... which he wasn't sure it did, given the state of his head ...
there was a small lake or poncl near}Jy. [t was reasonable to assume there would be a small

stream as Weu, and that would supply the £ami1y with fresh water.

A couple of racks for drying fish and meat was placed on the opposite side of the
clearing. Valdemar couldn't help wonder how useful those were, considering the amont of
carnivorous wildlife in the forest, but the warden no doubt knew best. He pro]oably had
some trick up his sleeve to 1eeep piﬂaging pests at ]oay.

One no doubt learned a thing or two while hving in a place such as this.

He took a few steps. There were still a lot of dead locusts on the ground, but many of
them were already gone. Picked up and eaten 19y birds Wl’lO, if Jchey had been capal)le
’chereo£, would no doubt have crossed their wings and given thanks to providence for such
an ample feast. For his part, Valdemar just tried to ignore the disgusting crunching
sounds whenever he steppecl on some of the dead insects.

Waﬂeing was casier now. He felt like his 1egs were ﬂnding some of their old s’crength
again and he could move more easily. He was slightly cold, t}lough. He was wearing a
loincloth and a clean tunic in thin wool which reauy Lelongecl to the warden, but nothing
else. The warden's wife had taken his own clothes to wash Jchern, and he hadn't gotten
them back yet.

He looked at the small house. It was soli(ﬂy buil’c, with eigh’c solid oak pillars £orming
the supports. Four on either side of the house. The walls were made up of Whiclzerworlz,
’cig}ltly woven from grouncl to roof, then covered in thick clay which had dried up nice
and hard. It was a solid little house, with a roof made of birch and oak shavings, long
since gone green with moss It would lzeep the £ami1y cool in hot summers and reasonably

warm in cold winters , especiaﬂy with a good, solid hearth-fire.

Houses had been built like that for as long as there had been furs 1iVing at Slien as far
as Valdemar knew. Sometimes he wondered if such houses weren't more comfortable
than the stone 12eep he had grown up in, especiaﬂy at winter. His own home had been

impossi]ole to 1eeep warm at winter, at least.

"Alqh, so you're up already?" Pil's voice asked behind him.

Valdemar nearly jumpecl out of his loincloth. He hadn't heard the vixen arrive. Her
footfall had been completely undetectable.



"Blessed Vir in, you startled me..." he said and tried to catch his breath. "Yes, yes I'm
g, y y
up and able to walk as you can see. How have you been? Your parents have been

clreacHtu worried about you."

Pil nodded. "They should be. Valdemar, I...I don't know how to say this except to say it

outrigh’c..." she answered, loolzing uncomfortable.

Valdemar noticed she addressed him ]:)y his name. He liked that. Pil's parents still only
called him 'young Sir' or some similar honorific. S’ci”, the look on Pil's face gave him
pause and he didn't smile. Instead, he simply nodded for her to go on.

Alt}loug}l she wasn't quite sure how to explain what she had seen to Valclemar, Pil knew
he would want to know everything. The pro]olem as she saw it was that she hadn't
understood what she had seen when she looked down into the couapsed central lzeep. She
didn't know what to make of it. She had seen something , admi’cte(ﬂy, but it made no
sense, and she was still trying to figure out what it was. There was no reason to worry the

noble in front of her until she knew more, at least.

"There is nothing there but ruins and corpses. | looked everywhere. Inside the houses in
the Village, I)y the boats, in the 1eeep itself. T think some furs from the Viﬂage did survive.
[ think they tried to make a run for it and some of them may have made it, but most are
dead. The 12eep is just ... it's just gone," she explained. It wasn't a lie. Tt just wasn't the
whole truth either.

Valdemar nodded and hung his head. Despi’ce being drowsy and not fuuy with it because
of his injuries, he had heard what the warden and his family had said over the last few
clays , and he understood that Pil was teﬂing the truth. He didn't want it to be the truth,
but it was no less so for that.

"My family?" he asleecl, quietly. "Did you see any of them?"

Pil felt moved to sympa’chy. Valdemar was hur’cing , and not just physicaﬂy. In all
lileelihoocl, he had lost everything except his name and a claim to a title that was now
almost cer’cainly worthless. He had no money with which to maintain even his own

livelihood, let alone a 12eep full of £urs, and in any case ... the lzeep was gone.

She shook her head. "I wouldn't know even if I did. I think the only fur I would
recognize would be your £ather, and I didn't see him. But Valdemar ... it looked like
someone had placecl the central 1zeep on a pla’ce of ice and put a candle under it. There

was a huge hole in the ground. It had just fallen in on itself. Not two stones stood on top



cach other. Unless your £ami1y wasn't inside the 12eep A think ... I think Jchey are all

goneﬁ

When Valdemar had been told to forget his dream of crusading, he had gone to get
drunk. He had wanted to weep then but had suppressed it, despi’ce being drunk. Now, he
found it a lot harder to fight back his tears , but he still tried. Crying in front of a female
was not accepta]ole. Crying wasn't acceptable at all. His father had taught him that, and
now that his farnily was almost cer’cainly deacl, he was 12een1y aware of what he had been
’caug}l’c. Aware of his responsi]oility to honor his father and mother.

He hadn't always been very attentive to what his father had tried to teach him, but that
would change now! He would honor his family ]3y remem]:)ering what he had been ’caught.
And he would rebuild his father's lzeep. Stronger and better. How he would do it, he

didn't 12now, but he knew he would somehow.

The first thing he had to do was get in touch with his Liege Lord, the Baron of
Aggersleov. May]oe he would know what to do. Per}laps he would be wiﬂing to help. After
aﬂ, Slien was officiaﬂy part of his greater demesne and Valdemar was not to blame for
what had happenecl, and Baron Harald had a reputation for ]oeing a fair and just fur.

A hard fur, too ... but fair and just nonetheless.

But how Valdemar was to get in touch with a fur who, in all likelihood, was in Nyborg
at the King's court was a problem the young noble couldn't quite see a solu’cion to at the

moment.

Pil reached out, ’centa’cively putting a paw on Valdemar's shoulder. She knew that
Jcouc:hing a noble was going well ]:)eyond her social s’canding , but Valdemar looked
clespera’ce and 1ost, and while she had initiauy not thought highly of the drunk youth she
had hauled onto a cart to ]oring to safety, she couldn't help feel bad for him now. He
stood ’c}lere, in a loincloth and one of her father's woolen tunics, and that was it, and as
such, he looked like any other fur in need of help. How could she not feel moved }oy his
loss?

HOW COlll(J. she not I)e moved ]i)y her own family's 1OSS?

If the Lord of Slien was cleacl, her father was no 1onger the warden unless the new Lord
confirmed it. Her father was old and a younger fur would be more effective. Valdemar
was their only hope, and he looked like he had no hope for himself at the moment.

He didn't protest against the paw on his shoulder, at least. Pil took that as a goocl sign.



"I don't know how I can help you but ... Tl ’cry,” she oﬁered, gen’cly. "It's my family's

future on the line as Weﬂ in any case."

Valdemar nodded, clearing his throat. He swallowed repea’cecuy and forced himself to
stand up straight. He looked at the clearing again with fresh eyes and sighed. The house
that had sheltered him while he was ill was no different than a few moments earlier, but it
Jooked different to him now. The whickerwork and clay walls constituted his fortress now.
The stack of wooden logs against the wall all his eart}lly goods perhaps couplecl with
whatever dried meat the local wildlife hadn't run off with from the racks. And if he
claimed these things as his , he would take every’thing from the very furs who had saved
his life. He'd be worse than a thief then. He'd have forsaken his honor as well. So all his
Worl(ﬂy goods rightfuﬂy ]Qelonged to someone else, which in turn made him no better
than a Leggar with a title.

Suddenly, he envied the warden and his £ami1y their small comforts and their cozy little
home. Not a ha’ceful, nagging kind of envy, but a sort of 1onging he had never known
before. It was terri]aly uncomfortable and he looked back to Pil.

"I must get in contact with my Liege. He is the only fur who can help me now, short of
the King himself. And there's reaﬂy no chance I'd ever get to talk to the 12ing face to £ace,
especiaﬂy now that I'm no’c}ling but a pauper. But perhaps the Agger—farnily up at
Agerslzov will help me. They have always been goocl furs and my family has never failed to
answer a summons. | got 12nighted I)y the Baron himself."

"Tt's a long WaHz to Agerslzov though..."

"T know. But unless you have a horse running around in the woods somewhere ..."

Pil nodded. She could see Valdemar's point. "Tell you what we'll do. You take another

couple of clays to recover your strength. It won't do you any good to set out to meet the
Baron only to fall over from exhaustion every few dozen steps. In the meantime, Il see
about getting us some provisions and I'll make sure my parents have food in the house as
well. Then I'll help you get there. We'll go I)y the Village and the lzeep SO you can see for
yourself if you'd like.

Valdemar smiled a little. "Brother Rijlzaarcl was a lzin(ﬂy old soul, you know. He tended
the chapel at the 12eep. And even he would have used some very harsh 1anguage about
your way of dressing and the fact that you hunt for your family," he started and
immedia’cely made a calming paw-gesture to show Pil he wasn't finished.

"Go on," she Said, somewhat tes’cily.



Valdemar shrugged. "When I woke up and saw you, | ’chough’c you were either mad or a
heretic. But you're not. Your £amily has to make do and there are no sons to help out. |
can't ask you to leave your £amily here to help me get to Agersleov, and I cer’cainly can't
ask you to risk getting in trouble the first time a priest sees you. But I am deeply, deeply
grate£u1 for your offer to help me."

Pil felt her ire drain out of her.

"You're welcome. I didn't mean to get angry," she said and smiled reassuringly, "But as
for me running a risk ... Valclernar, my family is lost if you lose your rights and
privileges. A new Warden might arrive if a new Lord is installed at Slien, and what would
happen to us then? I need to come with you. | need to help you ... for my parents' sake."

Valdemar understood her point well enough, and deep down, he knew she would be
hel];){ul. But getting to Agerslzov wasn't going to be easy.

"The first ’ching we should do," he said after a moment of con’cempla’cion, "..isto go via
the Village. [ need to see if I can't find some clothes at least. And I need to see for myseH
what has happenecl. I need to be able to explain it and describe it to the Baron, in my

own WOI‘(],S."

Pil nodded. The young noble had a valid point. Turning up at the Baron's 1eeep,
wearing a loincloth and an old woolen tunic was unlileely to get Valdemar an audience.

And he Would, undoub’ce(ﬂy, need to explain the situation as he had perceived it, not as
she had.

"Then I suggest we leave tomorrow morning if you feel strong enough. You're still
Wealzened, so we should probably expect to spencl a full day reaching the keep. It took
that 1ong for me to Lring you here even thoug}l I used the roads."

Valdemar agreecl and he scratched his neck while nodding. "You know the 1ay of the
land better than me, so | have no doubt you're righ’c."

Pil smiled and reached out, patting Valdemar's shoulder gen’cly. "Then | suggest you get
as much rest as possi]:)le before then. T'll get some provisions for us and I'll find some of
my fa’cher's clothes for you to wear. Good ’ching you're al)out the same size."

Valdemar smiled. He could have drowned, face down in a puddle of mud, ignobly
passing on in a drunken stupor, and instead proviclence had led him here. His home was
gone. His famﬂy had been slain. A great injustice had been done ...

... and he was alive. Alive to seek revenge, to get even.



God had spared him for that purpose, of that Valdemar had no doubt whatsoever. And

he would rain down his anger on his foe like an avenging, heavenly fire.

He had been prevented from going on an armed pilgrimage. His father had forbidden it,
and at the time, he had not understood it. He had been hurt and upset, even oﬁended,
that his father would deny him such a chance of salvation. That had been a severe l:)low,
but it had made him leave the 1zeep to get drunk and the tavern, and that had saved his
life. So clearly, his father's denial of his request had been Gocuy and goocl.

Pil waited while Valdemar thought things over. Finaﬂy, he nodded to himself, as if

some great, internal debate had come to conclusion. Then he turned and without another
Word, he went back inside. Pil waited for him to close the door, before hanging her head.
Valdemar was a decent £ur, and he had a good heart, but all her family's hopes for the
future rested on his shoulders , and franlzly, as he had stood there, dressed in that old

tunic and little else, he hadn't been a £igure to inspire much confidence.

She looked up. She had to find some food for the journey. They could restock in the
Village, even if it would feel ghoulish to invade the homes of dead furs to take food from
their stocks and larders. There was little choice thoug}l. Mayl)e they could find a horse
there too. There hadn't been any when she had gone the first time, but they had proloably
been scared away. By now, some of them would probably have returned.

Not only would a horse make the load Jchey had to carry 1ighter, but Valdemar would

look more sta’cely if he arrived at the Baron's estate mountecl, rather than waﬂzing.

All in aH, there were too many 'ifs' to take into considera’cion, ’chough.

But what choice did she have?
#HH#H#

"Baron Harald Agger!" a voice called out.

Harald turned around. It was early evening and he was tired. He had attended a later
mass, and the priest had been the earthly embodiment of boredom and lack of
enthusiasm. It had been the least inspire(l mass the Baron could remember attencling in
recent years and he had strugglecl to stay awake. Not always successfully either. During
the Euc}larist, he had nodded off and only the timely intervention of a squire next to
him, nuclging him in the ribs, had preventecl an em]oarrassing scene from developing.

Just sometimes, Harald wondered what goocl the Church was. God surely couldn't find

much joy or enthusiasm in it at 1east, and while there were good furs in the service of



Holy Mother Church, there were a lot of bad seeds as well. Furs who at best paid lip

service to ANY of the ten commandments.

There were ferocious warriors in the Church as WeH, such as the Prior of Antvorskov
and his 1znights , but Harald still disapproved of the concept of armed monks. It seemed a
dangerous mixture of the ear’chly trinity, which clearly stated that there were to be three
classes in the world. Those who worleed, those who prayecl and those who fought. Those
who foug}lt were the no]oles, those who prayecl were priests and everyone clse made up
those who worked. It was a simple system, and because of its simplicity Harald held no
doubt that it was clivinely instituted. Furs were stupicl, and couldn't understand complex
plans anyway, so why would God, in His infinite wisdom and mercy, burden simple souls
with concepts Jchey had no chance of understanding anyway?

The Knights Hospi’caﬂer and the Teutonic Order both mixed those who prayed with
Jchose who fough’c and it irked Harald enormously. Even ’chough he had to admit the

An’cvorslzov brethren were a convenient asset in this par’cicular situation.

He shook his head to clear these thoughts from his mind and he looked to see who had
called out to him. An elclerly ]oaclger, dressed simply like a servant would ]oe, came
arn]oling towards him. Harald noted that the old male had a pronouncecl 1irnp and a dead
eye. Clearly, this oldtimer had seen his share of battles in his time.

"What?" the fox asleed, stopping and waiting for the servant to catch up.

"Beggin' yer Most Gracious Honor's pard'n, but 'is Grace is inna great hall an' mightily
peevish tha' Yer Most Gracious Honor's not there with 'is Grace, if'n yer Most Gracious
Honor catches me meanin, Yer Most Gracious Honor," the old fur said and bowed so

cleep Harald found himself worrying if he'd fall over on his face.
"How 1ong has he been waiting?" Harald asleecl, turning to face the servant {‘uuy

The old Ladger s’cayed bent over at the middle. "Long enough ’c'get mightily peevish, Yer
Most Gracious Honor. 'is Grace 'ad 'is Grace's dinner while waitin', Yer Most Gracious
Honor, an''is Grace di'nt like it much, neither. An' den a rider came back ... all sweaty
an' smeﬂy, Yer Most Gracious Honor. One o'dem riders Yer Most Gracious Honor sent
out. 'E'd ridden 'is 'orse ’c'dea’ch, Sah. Poor ’ching fell over an' refused t'get up. Frothin'
an' aH, Yer Most Gracious Honor. An' dat rider looked like 'e'd been lookin' sum'thin'
evil inna face, Yer Most Gracious Honor. | got'im some warm ale. Dey're both waitin' fer
Yer Most Gracious Honor inna great hall!"



Harald nodded while his brain digested the coarse 1anguage of the servant. Then he
straightened his jerlzin and removed his cape from around his shoulders, before heading
inside. He couldn't very well 12eep the Bishop of Roskilde waiting after summoning him.
Frowning, he headed towards the Queen's chambers. The news of the second rider
arriving was dire indeed. If his horse had been wrecked by the ride, it meant he had come
a good distance and at breakneck speecl.

He wondered what could have happenecl as he ascended first one, then a second
staircase, £incling himself outside the Queen's private chamber. Two guards barred his
way, but t}ley moved aside once they saw who he was. Knoclzing at the cloor, Harald
waited pa’ciently. Her Majesty was in, otherwise the guarcls would not be present.

"Enter," a voice said from beyond the door. It was muffled by the thick oalz, but Harald
would recognize Her Majesty's voice anywhere.

He pushed the door open and entered, lzneeling the second he was inside the door,
]oowing his head respect£u”y.

"Your Majesty, the Bishop of Roskilde has arrived and is waiting in the great hall. T
wasn't sure if anyone had informed you of this yet, but I t}lought it best to make sure."

The Queen, dressed sorn]oerly in black and seated I)y a 1arge oak table with stacks of
parchrnent in front of her, didn't look up or towards the fox who had just entered.
Instead, she dipped her quiﬂ in the inlz-pot again and continued writing for almost a

minute before she ﬂnaﬂy answerecl.

"I am aware of His Grace's arrival. One of the guards came to report it. However, since
His Grace has not yet seen fit to introduce his arrival to his Queen, | shall remain here

and wait for him to remember his manners and his o]oliga’cions a she said.

Baron Harald couldn't contain a grin, but he 1eept his head bowed. For a Church
dignitary of such influence and power as the Bishop of Roskilde to come and present
himself to a femme would be seen as a slap in the face ]oy the entire Church.
Nonetheless , Harald comple’cely supportecl the Queen's stance. With the King dead, she
was the sole surviving member of the Royal House. In egect, she was the new 12ing,
although na’curaﬂy that was impossible. The only al’cerna’cive, however, remained the late
King's German relations and they were a bunch of incompetent, self-obsessed im]aeciles,

as far as Haralcl was concerned.

"I shall inform His Grace that he is to pay his respects to the rightful ruler of
Denmarle, my Queen," he said, firmly.



"Do that, Loyal Agerslzov," the Queen responded, still without loolzing up from her

WOI‘lQ. "HOW gOeS the search £Ol' my SOH’S assassin?"

"I have some leads , Your Majesty, and I have reason to believe I will receive important

information when I spealz to His Grace. One of my riders returned while I was at Mass,

and he had ridden his horse into the ground to get back."

Finaﬂy the Queen looked up and towards the Baron, who in turn dared to raise his eyes
to meet her gaze. The sorrow that he had seen when she learned of her son's death was
still there, as strongly as before, but it was couplecl with the fiercest determination Harald
had ever seen on the face of any fur. He felt a shudder run down his spine at the mere

’chought of ogending this powerful femme. She was born to rule.
At that moment, Harald understood just how insignifican’c her gender was.

The femme in front of him would rule the Realm. And he would see it come to pass,
even if it cost him his life.

When she spolee, it was with the deepest gravity, and Harald quiclzly lowered his gaze to
the floor again.

"If you have possi]ole leads waiting for you in the great haﬂ, Baron Harald ... then why
are you still 12neeling by my door?"

Harald didn't waste time answering. Instead he bowed his head a little cleeper and got
up, ]:)aclzing out of the room and hurrying down the stairs.



