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Chapter 1: The Last Winter Feast
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Snow drifted across the rooftops of Skjaldheim like white ash carried by the wind.

The winter had lasted longer than anyone could remember.

Even the oldest fishermen who gathered along the frozen harbor shook their heads whenever the subject arose. The sea should have begun to thaw weeks ago. Small cracks should have appeared in the ice. Seabirds should have returned from the south.

Instead, the cold only deepened.

The people whispered that the gods were displeased.

Others blamed bad luck.

A few spoke of darker things.

Yet on this particular evening, no one wished to discuss omens.

The great city of Skjaldheim was alive with celebration.

Torches burned along every street.

Long banners decorated with silver wolves fluttered from wooden poles.

Children raced through the snow while merchants sold roasted fish and honey cakes from crowded stalls.

For tonight was the Night of the Last Winter Feast.

The most important celebration of the year.

And perhaps the last feast King Harald IV would ever attend.

Inside the royal fortress overlooking the harbor, servants hurried through wide stone corridors carrying platters of food and barrels of mead.

The fortress had stood for nearly five hundred years.

Its walls were built from dark mountain stone.

Its towers overlooked the endless northern sea.

At the center stood the Great Hall.

The heart of the kingdom.

Massive wooden doors carved with ancient runes guarded its entrance.

Above them hung the symbol of House Haraldsson.

A silver wolf beneath a northern star.

Prince Eirik Haraldsson stood near one of the hall's windows, watching snow swirl outside.

At twenty-two years old, he was taller than most men in the kingdom.

His dark blond hair reached his shoulders.

A short beard framed his jaw.

Though born a prince, he wore simple clothing beneath his fur-lined cloak.

He preferred practicality over luxury.

His reflection stared back from the frozen glass.

Not yet a king.

Not yet ready.

At least that was how he felt.

"You're hiding again."

A familiar voice pulled him from his thoughts.

Eirik turned.

Astrid Ravensdottir approached carrying two wooden cups.

She wore a dark blue cloak over leather armor.

A bow rested across her back.

Even inside the fortress, she rarely traveled unarmed.

Her red hair caught the light of nearby torches.

A playful smile crossed her face.

"You should be inside greeting nobles," she said.

Eirik accepted one of the cups.

"That sounds terrible."

Astrid laughed.

"It is terrible."

They stood together by the window.

For a moment neither spoke.

They had known each other since childhood.

Astrid's father had once served as captain of the royal guard.

After his death, she had trained as a shieldmaiden and scout.

Many believed she was among the finest archers in Skjaldheim.

Eirik certainly did.

"The city seems happy tonight," she said.

"It does."

"But you're worried."

Eirik sighed.

"Everyone keeps talking about my father's health."

Astrid's smile faded.

The king had grown weaker during the past year.

His hair had turned completely white.

Walking across the hall now required a cane.

Some days he struggled even to rise from bed.

Despite that, Harald remained respected throughout the kingdom.

Many called him the greatest ruler of the age.

"He'll make it through the feast," Astrid said softly.

"I know."

But Eirik wasn't entirely certain.

A horn echoed through the fortress.

The sound rolled across stone walls.

The feast was about to begin.

Servants opened the massive doors leading into the Great Hall.

Warmth flooded outward.

So did noise.

Hundreds of voices.

Laughter.

Music.

The smell of roasted meat and spices.

Astrid nudged him.

"Come on, Prince."

He groaned.

"Don't call me that."

She grinned.

"Then stop acting like one."

Together they entered the hall.

The Great Hall was magnificent.

Rows of wooden pillars stretched toward a ceiling hidden in shadows.

Each pillar was carved with scenes from ancient legends.

Wolf kings.

Sea dragons.

Battles against giants.

Thousands of candles illuminated long tables crowded with nobles, warriors, merchants, and honored guests.

At the far end stood the High Table.

And upon a raised platform rested the throne of Skjaldheim.

Behind it, protected by six royal guards, sat the kingdom's greatest treasure.

The Wolf Crown.

Eirik glanced toward it automatically.

Everyone did.

The crown rested upon a stone pedestal covered in blue velvet.

Silver and black metal twisted together in the shape of wolves.

Small runes glowed faintly across its surface.

Legends claimed it had been forged by gods.

Others believed it was far older.

Whatever the truth, every ruler of Skjaldheim had worn it during coronation ceremonies for nearly a thousand years.

The crown symbolized unity.

Strength.

The right to rule.

Without it, a king could not truly become king.

Eirik looked away.

He had spent his entire life knowing that one day the crown would become his responsibility.

The thought never felt comfortable.

A sudden roar of applause erupted across the hall.

Everyone stood.

King Harald had arrived.

The old ruler entered through a side doorway supported by a carved wooden cane.

Despite his age, his presence remained commanding.

Silence followed him like a shadow.

His white beard reached nearly to his chest.

Blue eyes still burned with intelligence.

Years had weakened his body.

Not his spirit.

Eirik felt pride swell inside him.

The king spotted him.

A small smile appeared.

Then Harald climbed the steps toward the throne platform.

Every movement looked difficult.

Yet he refused assistance.

The hall watched with respect.

When he finally reached the top, he turned toward the crowd.

"My friends."

His voice remained strong.

The hall fell silent.

"We gather once again beneath the roof of our ancestors."

Cheers answered him.

Harald raised a hand.

The room quieted.

"For many winters we have stood together."

His gaze swept across nobles and warriors alike.

"We survived storms."

More cheers.

"We survived war."

Louder cheers.

"We survived hardship."

The loudest cheers yet.

A smile touched the old king's face.

"And tonight we celebrate not what we have lost... but what remains."

The crowd erupted.

Mugs slammed against tables.

Voices echoed from every corner.

Eirik found himself smiling despite his worries.

This was why people loved Harald.

The king understood them.

Understood their fears.

Their hopes.

Their pride.

Harald waited patiently.

Then he lifted his cup.

"To Skjaldheim."

"TO SKJALDHEIM!"

The roar shook the hall.

Music began immediately afterward.

The feast truly started.

Servants carried endless dishes between tables.

Roasted boar.

Smoked salmon.

Honey-glazed vegetables.

Fresh bread.

Cheese from mountain villages.

Mead flowed freely.

Stories became louder.

Laughter spread.

For several hours, the kingdom forgot its troubles.

Even Eirik relaxed.

He shared meals with warriors he had known since childhood.

Listened to merchants exaggerate their adventures.

Lost three rounds of a drinking contest against a fisherman named Olaf.

Astrid laughed the entire time.

Eventually, Eirik escaped the crowd and approached the High Table.

His father sat alone.

Watching.

Thinking.

The king looked tired.

Far more tired than before.

"Enjoying yourself?" Harald asked.

"A little."

"A little?"

Eirik smiled.

"The fisherman cheated."

"Of course he did."

Harald chuckled.

Then his expression softened.

"Sit."

Eirik obeyed.

For a moment they simply watched the feast together.

Father and son.

King and prince.

Finally Harald spoke.

"When I was your age, I thought ruling meant winning battles."

Eirik listened carefully.

The old king rarely shared personal stories.

"I believed strength solved everything," Harald continued.

"And did it?"

"No."

The answer came immediately.

Harald stared toward the distant crown.

"Strength wins wars."

He paused.

"Wisdom keeps peace."

The words settled heavily between them.

Eirik sensed deeper meaning.

Perhaps even a warning.

"You'll be a good king someday," Harald said.

The prince looked away.

"I'm not sure about that."

Harald laughed quietly.

"Good."

"What?"

"The men most eager for power are usually the ones who should never have it."

Eirik considered that.

Perhaps his father was right.

Perhaps doubt wasn't weakness.

Perhaps it was necessary.

A sudden movement caught Harald's attention.

His eyes shifted toward the entrance.

Eirik followed his gaze.

Several important nobles had just arrived.

Among them stood Jarl Sigvard.

One of the wealthiest men in Skjaldheim.

Tall.

Broad-shouldered.

Gray-haired.

His expensive cloak displayed symbols of northern clans loyal to him.

Many respected Sigvard.

Some feared him.

The jarl noticed the royal family and bowed politely.

The gesture looked perfect.

Almost too perfect.

For reasons Eirik couldn't explain, he had never trusted the man.

Harald's smile faded slightly.

Only for a second.

Then it vanished.

Interesting.

Very interesting.

The king rarely showed dislike toward anyone.

"What do you think of Sigvard?" Eirik asked.

His father remained silent.

Too long.

Finally Harald answered.

"I think every man desires something."

"And?"

Harald's eyes remained fixed upon the jarl.

"The wise ruler learns what that something is."

Before Eirik could ask another question, a servant approached.

"My king."

Harald nodded.

The servant whispered something into his ear.

A strange look crossed the old ruler's face.

Surprise.

Concern.

Perhaps even fear.

It disappeared almost immediately.

Yet Eirik noticed.

"What is it?" he asked.

"Nothing."

The answer came too quickly.

Harald stood slowly.

"I need some air."

"You shouldn't go alone."

The king smiled.

"I'll survive a short walk."

He placed a hand on Eirik's shoulder.

A simple gesture.

One Eirik would remember forever.

Then Harald left the High Table.

Disappearing through a side corridor.

Eirik watched him go.

An uneasy feeling settled in his chest.

As if winter itself had suddenly become colder.

As if unseen eyes were watching from somewhere beyond the light.

As if tonight's celebration was standing at the edge of something terrible.

Something waiting patiently in the darkness.

And somewhere deep within the fortress, hidden behind ancient stone walls, fate had already begun to move.

The feast continued long after King Harald left the High Table.

Few people noticed his departure.

Those who did assumed the old king simply needed rest.

The celebration remained loud and cheerful.

Musicians played traditional songs from the northern fjords.

Warriors challenged one another to contests of strength.

Nobles exchanged stories while servants carried fresh barrels of mead into the hall.

Yet Eirik could not shake the feeling growing inside him.

Something was wrong.

He stared toward the corridor where his father had disappeared.

Minutes passed.

Then more.

The king did not return.

"You're thinking too much again."

Astrid appeared beside him carrying another cup.

Eirik accepted it without drinking.

"My father should be back by now."

Astrid followed his gaze.

"The king knows this fortress better than anyone."

"I know."

"And he has guards everywhere."

Eirik nodded.

Still, the uneasy feeling remained.

The prince had spent enough years around soldiers to trust his instincts.

Tonight those instincts whispered warnings.

Not loudly.

Not clearly.

But enough to be noticed.

A sudden burst of laughter erupted from one of the nearby tables.

Several warriors were competing in an arm-wrestling match.

The crowd cheered.

Coins exchanged hands.

Someone fell backward from a bench.

The hall roared with amusement.

Normal.

Everything looked normal.

Which somehow made Eirik feel worse.

His eyes wandered across the room.

Observing.

Studying.

Searching.

He noticed Jarl Sigvard standing near one of the great pillars.

The noble was speaking with three men Eirik did not recognize.

That itself was unusual.

Most guests attending the feast were known to the royal court.

These men were strangers.

All wore heavy cloaks despite the warmth inside the hall.

Their hoods remained raised.

Their faces hidden.

Astrid noticed Eirik watching them.

"Friends of Sigvard?"

"I don't know."

The strangers said little.

Mostly they listened while the jarl spoke.

Then one by one they drifted into the crowd.

Disappearing.

Almost as if they wished to avoid attention.

Eirik frowned.

Perhaps it meant nothing.

Perhaps not.

His father often reminded him that rulers must learn to observe before acting.

Tonight he decided to follow that advice.

"I'll be back."

Astrid raised an eyebrow.

"Where are you going?"

"Just looking around."

"I know that tone."

Eirik smiled slightly.

"No, you don't."

"I absolutely do."

She folded her arms.

"That is the exact tone you use before getting into trouble."

"Then it's fortunate I don't plan on finding any."

Astrid sighed dramatically.

"Famous last words."

The prince left before she could argue further.

Moving through the crowded hall proved difficult.

Guests filled nearly every corner.

Music echoed from the rafters.

Shadows danced along stone walls.

Eirik passed tables overflowing with food.

Passed warriors telling exaggerated stories.

Passed merchants loudly negotiating future business deals despite the celebration.

The atmosphere felt warm.

Alive.

Yet beneath it all lingered something else.

A tension he could not explain.

Eventually he reached the area where he had seen the strangers.

No sign of them remained.

Only Jarl Sigvard.

The noble stood alone near a carved pillar depicting an ancient wolf hunt.

When he noticed Eirik approaching, he smiled.

"My prince."

"Jarl Sigvard."

They exchanged polite bows.

The prince studied him carefully.

Sigvard appeared calm.

Relaxed.

His gray beard was neatly trimmed.

His expensive rings gleamed beneath candlelight.

Everything about him suggested confidence.

Perhaps too much confidence.

"Enjoying the feast?" Sigvard asked.

"I am."

"Good."

The jarl glanced toward the crowd.

"Your father has always known how to unite people."

There was something strange about the way he said it.

Not quite admiration.

Not quite criticism.

Something in between.

"You sound surprised."

Sigvard chuckled.

"Not surprised. Impressed."

His eyes shifted briefly toward the pedestal holding the Wolf Crown.

Only for a moment.

Yet Eirik noticed.

Everyone noticed the crown eventually.

But Sigvard's gaze lingered just slightly longer than expected.

"As impressive as the crown itself," the jarl added.

Eirik followed his gaze.

The ancient artifact rested where it always had.

Guarded.

Untouched.

Safe.

Or so it appeared.

"The crown belongs to the kingdom," Eirik said.

Sigvard nodded.

"Indeed."

For a brief moment silence settled between them.

Then the noble smiled once more.

"Enjoy your evening, my prince."

Before Eirik could continue the conversation, Sigvard walked away.

Disappearing into the crowd.

The exchange left a sour taste in Eirik's mouth.

Not because anything specific had been said.

Because nothing had.

The jarl always seemed to speak around his true thoughts.

Like a man hiding pieces of a larger game.

A game no one else could see.

Eirik continued through the hall.

Eventually he reached one of the side corridors.

Unlike the feast chamber, these passages were quiet.

Dimly lit by scattered torches.

Cold air drifted through cracks in the stone.

The sounds of celebration became distant echoes.

He followed the route his father had taken.

Past storage rooms.

Past servant quarters.

Past old tapestries depicting ancient kings.

At first he saw nothing unusual.

Then he noticed footprints.

Fresh footprints.

Several sets.

Pressed into thin layers of melted snow near a side entrance.

Eirik crouched.

Studying them.

One set belonged to boots worn by royal guards.

Another appeared smaller.

Lighter.

The remaining tracks were unfamiliar.

Very unfamiliar.

The prince touched one of the impressions.

Still fresh.

Whoever made them had passed recently.

A voice echoed from farther down the corridor.

Eirik froze.

Someone was speaking.

He extinguished the nearest torch.

Then moved silently toward the sound.

Years of hunting in northern forests had taught him how to move quietly.

His boots made almost no noise.

The voices grew clearer.

Two men.

Perhaps three.

One sounded nervous.

Another sounded angry.

"...too late now."

Eirik pressed himself against a wall.

Listening.

"...the king suspects something."

That voice he recognized.

Jarl Sigvard.

The prince's pulse quickened.

"The plan continues," another man replied.

The voice was unfamiliar.

Deep.

Cold.

"If we delay, we lose everything."

A brief silence followed.

Then Sigvard spoke again.

"What about the prince?"

The third voice laughed softly.

"A boy."

"Do not underestimate him."

The laughter stopped.

Eirik's heart hammered against his ribs.

What plan?

What were they discussing?

And why mention him?

He edged closer.

Carefully.

Slowly.

A thin beam of torchlight stretched across the floor ahead.

The meeting appeared to be taking place beyond a nearby doorway.

If he moved another few steps—

A board creaked beneath his boot.

The sound seemed deafening.

Silence followed immediately.

Complete silence.

The conversation ended.

Eirik cursed inwardly.

A second later the door burst open.

The prince stepped backward instinctively.

A cloaked figure emerged.

Tall.

Broad.

Face hidden beneath a dark hood.

For a brief moment they stared at one another.

Then the stranger moved.

Fast.

Far faster than expected.

A knife flashed beneath torchlight.

Eirik twisted aside.

The blade missed his throat by inches.

Steel struck stone.

Sparks exploded.

The prince drove his shoulder into the attacker.

Both men crashed against a wall.

The stranger recovered almost instantly.

Not a noble.

Not a merchant.

A trained fighter.

The realization came immediately.

Another figure appeared behind the first.

Then a third.

Too many.

Eirik drew the dagger from his belt.

The narrow corridor suddenly felt very small.

The first attacker lunged again.

Eirik parried.

Steel collided.

The impact numbed his hand.

The second attacker circled right.

Trying to trap him.

Professional.

Disciplined.

Dangerous.

A horn suddenly sounded somewhere inside the fortress.

Long.

Loud.

Urgent.

Everyone froze.

The attackers exchanged quick glances.

Something had changed.

Something unexpected.

Without warning they retreated.

Vanishing down a side passage.

Gone before Eirik could pursue.

The prince stood alone.

Breathing hard.

Confused.

Then the horn sounded again.

This time joined by shouting.

Lots of shouting.

Voices echoed through distant corridors.

Running footsteps followed.

Fear crept into Eirik's chest.

Not fear for himself.

For his father.

He sprinted toward the source of the commotion.

Past guards rushing in the opposite direction.

Past servants staring in confusion.

Past terrified nobles emerging from private chambers.

The fortress had transformed in seconds.

Celebration replaced by panic.

The prince rounded a corner.

Nearly collided with Astrid.

"There you are!" she shouted.

"What happened?"

"I don't know!"

The answer came from neither of them.

A guard appeared at the far end of the corridor.

His face had gone completely pale.

"My prince!"

The man's voice cracked.

Eirik's stomach tightened instantly.

Something terrible had happened.

He knew it before the guard spoke.

Knew it in the same way sailors know a storm is coming.

"My prince..."

The guard struggled for breath.

"The king..."

The corridor seemed to grow colder.

"What about him?" Eirik demanded.

The guard lowered his eyes.

"The king has collapsed."

For a moment the world stopped.

Eirik stared.

Unable to process the words.

Collapsed?

How?

Where?

When?

"Take me to him."

The order came immediately.

The guard nodded.

Together they ran deeper into the fortress.

Toward the royal chambers.

Toward answers.

Toward a night that was rapidly becoming a nightmare.

And somewhere behind them, hidden among shadows and stone, unseen eyes watched their departure.

Patient.

Waiting.

Knowing that the true disaster had not yet begun.

The royal chambers were in chaos.

Guards crowded the hallways.

Servants rushed from room to room carrying blankets, water, and medical supplies.

The atmosphere felt nothing like the celebration that had filled the fortress earlier.

Fear had replaced joy.

Panic had replaced laughter.

Eirik pushed through the crowd.

Astrid remained close behind him.

Neither spoke.

Neither needed to.

The prince's heart pounded harder with every step.

At the end of the corridor stood the king's private chamber.

Two royal guards immediately stepped aside as Eirik approached.

Inside, the room was silent.

Too silent.

Several healers surrounded the king's bed.

Their faces were grim.

King Harald lay beneath heavy furs.

His skin looked pale.

Much paler than before.

The old ruler's eyes remained closed.

For one terrifying moment Eirik thought he was already dead.

Then Harald coughed weakly.

Relief washed through him.

The king was still alive.

Barely.

Eirik hurried to the bedside.

"Father."

The old king's eyelids fluttered.

Slowly they opened.

His blue eyes found his son.

For a brief moment recognition appeared.

Then exhaustion returned.

"Eirik..."

The voice was little more than a whisper.

"I'm here."

The king tried to sit up.

A healer gently stopped him.

"You must rest, my king."

Harald ignored the warning.

His gaze never left Eirik.

Something troubled him.

Something urgent.

The prince leaned closer.

"What happened?"

The king struggled for breath.

For several seconds no words came.

Then finally he spoke.

"Listen carefully."

Eirik nodded.

"Someone..." Harald coughed. "...someone has betrayed us."

The room became even quieter.

Astrid exchanged a glance with the nearest guard.

No one interrupted.

"Who?" Eirik asked.

The king closed his eyes briefly.

When he opened them again, fear lingered there.

Real fear.

The kind Eirik had never seen in his father before.

"I don't know."

The answer shocked him.

Harald always seemed certain.

Always confident.

Yet now uncertainty filled his voice.

"The crown..." the king whispered.

Eirik frowned.

"What about it?"

The old ruler gripped his wrist surprisingly hard.

"Protect it."

A chill ran down Eirik's spine.

Protect it?

Why?

Before he could ask another question, the king's strength gave out.

His eyes closed once more.

The healers stepped forward immediately.

The conversation was over.

For now.

Eirik reluctantly stepped
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