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Heart of a Raven
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Chapter One
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The dark shadow of an angry cloud glides in front of the white ball hanging low in the sky. It’s cold and both this foreboding message from the gods, and the sudden chill in the air causes Queen Astrid to pull a thick woollen cloak tighter around her narrow frame. She’d been ill for months, and to get this ominous message from the gods that her most trusted Seers, or as more commonly referred to as Völva in these northern lands, had been forewarning her—about at this time of the year specifically though with no ability to be specific about what or why—dampens her mood further.

Astrid sighs, and glances from the small window of her bedroom towards the west where she knows a war wages...

+++

Something pulls Astrid’s attention away from the vista when she feels a warm wind surround her body. She turns, assuming a servant stands near her with a torch in his hand, seeking her attention without disturbing his mistress in her pensive mood. She’s surprised to find the great hall deserted. Glancing towards the fireplace, she finds it almost dead. She listens, assuming a servant will come soon to reignite it, but hears no footsteps. The silence sends a new shiver down her spine and causes her to wrap her woollen cloak so tightly around her it causes her heated breath to blow back towards her face with every exhale.

She shrugs and turns back towards the window and glances west. A feeling of dread overwhelms her mind as she stares. She’s so certain now that the news that comes from the borderlands is that she’s a widow. Deep in her mind she now believes that her master - the king of this foreign land where she got sent to as a twelve-year-old to wed an ageing monarch - is dead. And that this occurrence ends a decade of childlessness that had made her life here unbearable, lonely and often miserable. As Astrid grew to womanhood, she’d watched her lord succumb to the perils of too much beer, just as she’d seen happen with her own father. But then, more recently, her lord and king Thorir had gone to war with the neighbouring kingdom, and a month after he’d left, the worry had really set in.

I know he’s in peril. He could even be dead...

The Seers were right in one aspect about Astrid, who had only adopted the name since arriving in these lands. She had the uncanny ability to know and sometimes see in her mind the perils that could come to the land. It had caused a stir when they declared her ‘Odin’s daughter.’ It would grant only a few rare girls of local birth this title and for an outsider they saw, such as the Seers seen as blasphemous by the elders of the court, to identify her. But no one yet knew what fate had in store for the girl who would be Queen...

Astrid is the easier version of the name that the girl would call herself. The Norse name that’s her official name is too much of a tongue twister for her to use in the frequency she had to announce her arrival at the court or other official place. After a time, all called her Astrid...

“Astrid, a daughter from the south lands...”

Astrid spins around and glances across the room. It’s void of any people, so it’s uncertain who might have called her name. The last time any person called her a daughter of the south was in the first weeks after arriving and the person who had done so had met an unfortunate end. Because, as Thorir had declared, Astrid was now a daughter of the Norse lands and no longer a daughter from the southern land she’d arrived from. Even if her darker complexion and auburn reddish brown hair made it impossible for anyone to see her as something other than the outsider she still feels to this day...

“Astrid, hear my voice..”

The voice she can hear calling out is that of a man, but none that she recognises. Astrid’s eyes dart from side to side, now feeling some fear. Maybe, they won a war, and she was now the target of an assassin who’d kill Thorir’s exotic-looking Queen so she could not pay a dowry to a powerful neighbour and safeguard the kingdom, and herself, from being annexed by the conquering king.

“Remember that while I’m at war, you represent me, Astrid,” Thorir had said. “You are the Queen of this land. The court will listen to everything you ask of them as if I commanded it...”

Astrid listens a moment, then she calls out loudly, “Your Queen Astrid commands you come here to light the fire...”

Silence.

“Is anyone near?” Astrid calls, feeling panicked now.

Silence.

“Astrid, they sent me to guide you, as you will need wisdom in the years to come...”

“WHO are you?” Astrid screams. “I demand you reveal yourself...”

She feels the same warm wind brush her cheek, then something compels her to lower her woollen cloak even though she now sits naked in the high hall. It would cause her embarrassment if now of all times a man servant walks in and sees her. She knows there are some of the closest allies of Thorir who might even want to take advantage of his absence to seduce his Queen when she’s at her most vulnerable.

Another breeze of wind, then she sees the jet black feather ambling over the floor. In the opposite direction from where the wind comes. Glancing around, Astrid notes there are no open windows for the wind to have come in through, and if the wind had come in, it would be cold from the winter outside. Her gaze casts back to the feather. She becomes fixated by it, almost hypnotised. 

Then it, whatever this manifestation might be, stops....
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Chapter Two
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Astrid stares as more feathers gather in the centre of the high hall and is startled when a mellow voice speaks. “Astrid, my Queen, I come with a message from the highest lord of the Gods. The High Father sent me to aide you...” 

Now the man’s voice is no longer a distant echo but is almost like someone who is speaking directly beside her ear, “I come as an answer to your appeal for mercy for the man you lost in battle so recently. The choosers of the slain the mortals call them. He lives now in Valhalla. Odin, my lord, headed your calls, and he sent me to aid you in the greatest battle you will face. This land is in peril. More than you even can imagine. Those who serve you will seek you to fail. I’m here to help you succeed. Your task, as commanded by Odin himself, is to find a lasting peace with the enemy your King had so recently fought...” 

“WHO are you?” Astrid asks forcefully. 

“I go by the name Muninn...” 

“Thorir has told me about Odin’s two ravens. Are you here alone?” 

“I am here at the behest of Odin...” 

“According to what Thorir has told me so often, the raven called Muninn visits the slain. Why are you here with me instead of out there...” Astrid says as she points towards west to where she’s certain that a battle had waged until this very morning? “Why aren’t you there with wisdom for my slain lord and how to appease himself to the gods to win a place among the favoured when Ragnarok will happen?” 

“Because my wisdom is best served in service of the Queen who came from the south who now can rule a northern land,” Muninn says. “I am here to serve you, my Queen...” 

“But you’re not a raven...” Astrid blurts out. “Do you possess such wisdom in this form...?” 

She observes something that in any other man she could have mistaken as lust, but ignores this from this unworldly creature. 

“They have granted me a year in human shape by Odin to teach you all you need to know to become this land’s wisest monarch and to ensure the future fate of this land isn’t put in peril,” Muninn answers. “The fate of many, both known to you and those not yet born, rests on your shoulders. This includes your own lineage...” 

“But I’m barren. I’ve known I cannot have any children since childhood,” Astrid interjects angrily. 

“You speak to one who gives the mighty god Odin his wisdom of what he knows,” Muninn mumbles, like he now speaks to a child. “But this wisdom comes at a price. None in this court can ever know who I am.” 

“So, how do I convince them I speak with the wisdom of their rightful Queen?” Astrid asks, but asking this specific question almost makes her feel like a petulant child. She feels so small next to Muninn. So small and childlike... 

+++

When a gentle cough rings out from the furthest doorway, it startles Astrid. She glances panicked towards the door, then towards where Muninn stands, but Astrid finds herself alone once again.

Remember, they cannot know about me. If you do NOT obey the High Father’s command, you doom this land and all the lands that will unite with this one to a doom worse than Ragnarok. Remember that and remember my words...

Astrid sits stiffly as she listens to the words that slowly fade as the servant comes closer. 

“Yes,” she snaps at him, startling him with her uncommon anger. 

“Mistress, a message has arrived from the east,” he says after a pause of hesitation. “Lord Bodvar has sought an audience with you—” 

“NO!” Astrid is surprised at her harshness in her words. Bodvar is—or was, she reminds herself hastily, my husband’s most trusted adviser and—

“Did he say why?” she asks. 

“He did NOT, mistress,” the servant answers. “However, I’ve lived enough moons to know why he may be interested in visiting the court now as news of the passing of King Thorir is spreading fast...” 

“I cannot seek his advice,” Astrid whispers. “I cannot explain why or how, but I know I’ll get another source of advice that will aid me...” 

“I’m an old man, and I’ve of low birth, but if you do things that go against the traditions of the land, you will invite the distrust of those who have believed in you up to now.” 

“I know what you’re telling me,” Astrid snaps. “For one, that I am still seen as a stranger by almost everyone in this court and beyond. But remember this. With the passing of my lord and king, I am the rightful heir of his throne until another of his lineage is found. If I am pregnant with a child at this moment, that child will inherit what my lord left me with...” 

“Yes, my mistress and please remember at all times I’m as loyal to you as I was to my lord and King Thorir...” 

A deep bow, and then the servant hastily retreats while he’s stared after by Astrid, who’s now overwhelmed by conflicting emotions. She thinks over the words of the mysterious Muninn. Either she’d seen a supernatural being, or a demon of her own lands had visited her to play havoc on her fragile mind. 

“Muninn...” Astrid whispers and she’s fearfully staring at the doorway now for any others to come to the great hall. “Muninn, hear me. Please let me know if you can hear me. If you are truly who you say you are, come back to me. If only for one year. I’m barren, yet I’ve just claimed to be with child. I need your aide...” 

I’ll come to you on the morrow, Astrid. You will have my wisdom and my companionship for a year. You sons you will bear. They will forever grant the ability to live in the world of the ravens and in the world of man. The other will be the first king to unite all the northern lands....
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Astrid stares at the ceiling above her bed as she thinks over the mysterious message they had given her after she’d given Muninn a sign of her willingness to have him as her adviser. What exactly did he mean by the words? She understood that he’d promised her a noble lineage of kings and queens, but she’s puzzled by the other part...

“What does he mean by those words?” Astrid mumbles. “If I take them literally, it means there will be creatures who can be both a man and an animal at will. Does it mean they’ll be like him when he went from a raven to a man?”

Astrid closes her eyes and listens for a moment to the murmur of voices coming from outside. She knew the sounds would swell in number once more and more surviving soldiers arrived back to the keep. Men and boys who’d seen friends, fathers, sons, uncles and sometimes even grandfathers fall before them in a doomed war. A war started from misunderstanding, distrust and, for reasons, foreign to her. She was not privy to the ways of this land, yet now the duty to save it from the doom forewarned to her rested on her shoulders...

“Muninn said I’d bear two sons. Is the son who will live in two worlds a price I must pay for the right to rule this land, even though I’m a foreigner?” Astrid whispers.

“Yes, Astrid...”

Astrid jerks upright, and she stares beside her on the bed where previously Thorir would have been lying only a few weeks earlier. Muninn, in his raven shape, sits atop the thickly woven bed spread twitching his head from side to side. His eyes glint orange in the fire from the fireplace. She feels her mind sink deep into those eyes. A hand brushes over her face...

Whose hand? Astrid thinks.

She feels lips against her own...

Who is kissing me?

Somehow, Astrid pulls her mind momentarily out of the spell of Muninn’s eyes and she mumbles, “They forbid this. I’m the Queen of this land. I need to be pure for another king to want to take me as his queen. YOU are Thor’s adviser. He’ll anger if he knows you do this with me... to me...” 

“The High Father tasked me to bring a new being to this world...” Muninn murmurs. “One that can commune both with animal and with man...” 

“He sent you to me for this reason? I thought he sent you to give me wisdom...” Astrid protests.

“For you to gain the wisdom needed, it needs to grow within you,” Muninn continues. “Every legend has a first... Every creature is the first...”

“I don’t understand—” Astrid whispers, but another kiss interrupts the rest of her words that cause her heart to race and for her body to go limp. The magic of a creature from the otherworld is one a mortal woman can not resist that. Another kiss, but this time Astrid feels lips touch her forehead.

“I’m not supposed to fall in love with those I’m charged to aide...” Muninn whispers. “But with you I’m unable to stop my heart from beating faster and stop my mind wonder about a life with you at my side...”

“He forbids it?” Astrid asks, glancing in every direction in her dark bed chambers in case Odin paid her a visit. She wasn’t sure how she’d cope with two beings - one a god, and the other his otherworldly servant - giving her all the attention that Muninn was giving her right now. She was feeling like she was falling, no more drifting downward when she knew there’s a hard bed below her.

“He doesn’t forbid it, but it wouldn’t work...” Muninn answers softly. “There are things a master knows better than the servant. Which is why the High Father gave me only ONE year as a mortal... I serve him, however occasionally my curiosity causes me to seek answers for questions that cloud my mind? My brother and I are the wisest beings in all the realms, but in matters of the heart, we’re in unknown territory...”

“I asked for help with the situation I’m finding myself in and he sends me a bird,” Astrid shrieks suddenly. “A bird... that... turns into a man in my bed... You know that punishment will be severe if anyone discovers us together...”

“You didn’t tell about ME to the manservant who interrupted our earlier discussion...” Muninn states sternly.

“You already know the answer to that specific question... if it was a question at all,” Astrid says coldly. “It feels more like you’re here to seduce me. My father has warned me of creatures that can capture a mortal’s heart and make their life lose all meaning...”

“I can give your life more meaning than you ever have imagined until now,” Muninn says. “For one, I can promise and give you a child you have yearned for since childhood, since long before you became a woman. A decade ago, you saw your eldest sister weep with despair because she, after two decades of trying, had to endure being told she was too old to have children and would be barren for the rest of her life. You’ve always thought the same would happen to you, especially with the way your husband would treat you and which is why you sent your plea to the High Father despite not being born in these lands...”

“I see your point even if you make it in the most unflattering way, bringing up painful memories for me,” Astrid says. “You have the right timing down to an art form...” 

“I’m the messenger of knowledge. Knowledge will be painful...” Muninn grunts, but his face betrays amusement. 

He isn’t about to betray to the mortal woman beside him on the bed that, in matters of love, he is not wise. 

Far from it actually...

​

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

Chapter Four



[image: ]


Morning would come with the crash of thunder and lightning that was so bright that it the great hall of the castle could have had the sun transported inside it...

Thoughts of her conversation with Muninn, who paces slowly after her and keeps to the necessary twenty paces distance as royal conduct commands, are weighing heavy on Astrid’s mind as she’s startled out of them by the second flash of lightning lighting the great hall.

“Is he angered by...?” she whispered.

“No, mistress,” Muninn’s deep otherworldly voice sounds in her ear from close-by. Astrid spins around expecting her mysterious companion to be standing as close to her as he’d been in her bed, but he stands twenty paces away, his head bowed in reverence to her position as Queen.

“Is the thunderstorm a warning of some sort...?” Astrid asks sternly, addressing Muninn with the command of her position, re-entering her mannerisms in case any other might come to the great hall. They can’t see her afraid or subservient to Muninn or any other in her court.

My court, she thinks bitterly. I wish circumstance was different, and it can be a court where the feet of my children would fill it soon...

“My Queen...”

A newcomer’s voice rips Astrid from her thoughts by a newcomer’s voice. An unknown voice.

“Be careful...”

There was a hauntingly eerie sound to Muninn’s voice now and Astrid is certain he’s now exercising his status as Odin’s representative. Something about the way he spoke now is like a predator stalking its prey. She remembers his true self is that of an otherworldly raven. A raven sent to her by the High Father... who’s now making his displeasure about something or someone known outside.

“Who is he?” Astrid whispers under her breath, knowing that Muninn can hear her with his exceptional hearing. But no answer comes. At least not immediately.

“Who is...?” Astrid asks once more.

“He’s one dissident your servant was speaking about after my arrival...” Muninn answers and again it sounds more like he whispers in her ear from close by. It would have to be something she’d need to become used to, and fast. His next words shock to her core, “... remember as you speak with him, that I love you and that the children I promised will come from me...”

“Speak!” Astrid says sharply. “WHO are you?”

“I’ve travelled to this court with haste. Word has reached my master of your unfortunate plight, my Queen. My name is—”

“Tell your master I’m not interested,” Astrid snaps. “You may rest and eat, then you can leave...”

“I was told NOT to leave until you answered his request in the positive. My name, which I wasn’t able to relay before, is Wilbur. I’ve travelled in haste from my kingdom three days south of the border with your King’s lands...”

“MY lands because of the laws of MY land,” Astrid rebuts sharply.

“... Your lands, perhaps, in name, but the law is paramount,” Wilbur continues with his own icy coldness. “Within a year of the death of the lord and master, if it produces no heir, the Queen gives up her place at the court and she must subject herself to a suitable suitor...”

Astrid realises now why this man had come to the court. His master, an unknown king of a land in the south, saw the passing of Thorir as an opportunity to annex his kingdom, his Queen, his heritage to his own. 

But Astrid decides immediately she’d have none of the suggested match, “Unless I’ve been told otherwise by one of my subjects I’m the rightful heir and leader of this land...” she snaps harshly more sounding like the wilful child she’d been in her younger years which had been precisely why her mother had insisted on her agreeing to the match with the suitor from the north. She pauses for a moment, then adds, “I’m with child...” Astrid hopes her last words would be true. Emboldened by the strength of her newly found courage and the comment Muninn had towards her the previous night during their love-making, Astrid continues boldly, “... In fact, I have sought the wisdom of Seers and they tell me I’m destined TWO born at the same time. The first born of them will be THIS land’s king, while the other’s destiny is as a leader in matters of wisdom and governance...”

Astrid feels a measure of surprise. She didn’t know where the words came from. Or why...

A moment later, the boom of another thunder cuts the silence of the great hall, causing her to glance up. For a moment only, it convinces Astrid that she sees a face. A grey-bearded man, solemn but stern, stares back at her. Her gaze studies the visage, and she feels her heart stop when first she realises he misses one eye - where it would be there’s a depth of blackness like she’s never seen before - and then she eyes the massive mace-like weapon in the man’s hand. It appears to be...

“Is that Odin?” Astrid whispers.

“It is the High Father,” Muninn answers from behind her.

Astrid’s gaze returns to the Wilbur who, probably mostly out of curiosity had followed her gaze towards the window. He’s as white as the stone lining the floor below them.

“This... this place is haunted,” Wilbur stutters. “This... this place is... cursed. YOU are cursed...” 

“This place is under protection of MY master...” 

Astrid feels her own measure of shock when instead of his soothing, mellow voice the voice that Muninn speaks with now, is cold, booming and probably how he’d sound if he’s in his natural environment... that environment or place being in Valhalla... or some other otherworldly place that Odin, the High Father, might call his home. Astrid isn’t sure right now of all the facts relating to him. However, what she’s sure of as she listens to Wilbur’s fast but fading footsteps is that she’s solved a pressing issue gnawing at her mind. 

She won’t be wed to any person against her will. 

Her next words directed at Muninn give Astrid an additional measure of surprise, and they surprise her to the core...
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Once she’s certain they’re alone once more, Astrid glances up at Muninn, smiling gently, silently studying his face before she mutters a few unexpected words said with conviction and deep sincerity, “I love you too, Muninn.” She studies his chiselled face, which softens somewhat from hearing the words, then she adds hastily, “I don’t know why, or how, it happened so fast. I didn’t even know it could happen this fast. But I know that with you here I’m safe...”

“But I can only be here for one mortal year,” Muninn says, nodding towards the window. “He reminded me of that agreement with his unexpected presence just now. However, he has granted you your wish of two children, born at the same time. You WILL secure the kingdom this way...”

“My mother has often told me that falling in love in a matter of days is possible, but until today I never believed her,” Astrid continues. “Yet, it seems it happened to me...”

“Some wisdom I’ve conveyed to the High Father before he met his wife, and subsequently fell in love with her, might help you with the matters of your own heart,” Muninn states solemnly. “She confides in me often as she knows her own words add to my wisdom, and to that of my brother Huggin. She asked me, once, if a goddess can feel love like a mortal woman can. After several days of contemplating the question, I told her she could. After hearing my answer, she told me on that I answered her knowing that apparently is unknown to myself, but that I could discover if I so wished it...”

“Is that what you meant when we talked last night?” Astrid asks.

“In part it is...” Muninn answers. “For me to discover love’s meaning, I need to live through the moment a woman finds meaning in her love for another...”

“So I guess there were TWO reasons for High Father Odin to answer my plight. I love this land despite the reasons that brought me to this land. I love this land despite the coldness I found in bed and at my side in this great hall,” Astrid continues, pointing at the two wooden carved seats in front of the two narrow windows. “My lord and king found no solace in comforting his future Queen when she was being groomed to readiness for her wedding night nine years after arriving here and bowing for the first time towards him. Yet, now on the seventh night after his death, I mourn him, and miss him with every fibre of my being. Yet despite that, I feel anger that any child I carry will be his and may remind me every day of who he was and how he behaved. They may have his likeness too, which will also be another painful reminder...”

“They are or will be NOT his children,” Muninn says flatly. “Odin promised you children, but not from his flesh. In fact, you will bear two children, but unlike any seen in these lands, and unlike any that will exist now or in the coming days...”

“Your... children,” Astrid stammers.

“My children... but only if it’s your choice,” Muninn says, glancing up as another now-distant thunder rumbles. “The High Father has always stated that the children of Midgard have FREE will. And despite what Wilbur stated, you have a choice in the matter. Because of who and what I am, I’m versed in all the laws of this land, both current and ancient. There is a law that permits a Queen, who has been at this court over a certain number of years, to appoint herself the Queen Consort prior to the day of her wedding if she so chooses.”

“How many years...?” Astrid asks.

“There was a purpose in WHY your mother sent you here at twelve...” Muninn answers. “She knew of the ancient law. My brother told her about it on the day of your birth. We—that’s my brother and I—aren’t only wise in the matters of law, or the celestial fabric that weaves the universe into planets or stars, or the thousand thousand whispers of the animals that roam the land. We also know the fragile nature of the heart of a lonely woman, and it imparted his wisdom to help her so her daughter can leave a court where an abusive father would have made her life... well, not pleasant.”

“I’m that child,” Astrid says, gasping with the shock from the revelation.

Muninn nods, then continues, “A promise for a being such as my brother or myself is not comprehensible by human minds. It extends through the fabric of time, existence and love...”

Astrid frowns for a moment, then she nods and says, “But in a way I understand its meaning, even if I don’t know why. Somehow, your brother and you enacted some future, which would mean that my heritage isn’t forgotten, and I’m not left to perish as a lonely woman without a destiny. Instead, I‘ll give birth to the beginning of greatness...”

“In more ways than you can imagine,” Muninn says before he slowly advances towards Astrid, and after a minute of pausing, he leans forward and kisses her lips; softly, passionately, with conviction. He pulls himself away from Astrid and adds, “One child will inherit my human form. He’ll be a king in this land before he mysteriously will leave from here—quietly—to help a distant king. This son’s name, and the name of the king, they will still remember him hundreds of generations from now. The other child will inherit my raven shape. He’ll teach others this skill, and they’ll rule this world in the shadows. They’ll live both in the land of man and in the kingdom of animals. In time, a thousand thousand shape shifters of every of animal shape will exist in this world. They’ll aid those in need whenever someone needs help for any reason. The eldest of your sons, who will be this land’s next king, has the greatest destiny, but the High Father has stated you can only reveal his name to him when I’ve left...” 

“I understand what you ask of me,” Astrid whispers, even though she’s somewhat unsure of the words. 

Suddenly, she feels like it has filled her with the wisdom of a thousand Seers in the few seconds that Muninn had spoken...
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Astrid pushes herself away from the man and walks towards her throne. She sits down, stares at the window for a few minutes contemplating the words, trying to absorb their weight and importance. She’s certain she’d hear Muninn speak in this way more than once in the next year...

“When you leave, the children will only be a few months old. How can they understand it when I tell them about you?” Astrid asks.

“They will, with my wisdom in their minds...” Muninn answers.

+++

Later in the afternoon, Astrid decides they should eat a meal that evening in honour of her King and the decision causes confused glances among the servants she’d summoned to the great hall for several minutes...

“A feast, mistress?”

“Yes, a feast,” Astrid repeats. “Not one with entertainment or music, but a solemn feast to reflect the... occasion.” She casts a sideways glance at Muninn to judge his reaction, even if she wasn’t in the mood to ask him for an opinion in front of her subjects. Their wagging tongues would be sufficient cause for alarm by itself, so adding to the gossip wasn’t something she had any inclination for.

“Has our mistress any preferences? The food stores are scarce because of the war...” the eldest of the servants asks. Astrid notes an undertone of spite in his words. She’s certain he’s aware of what had transpired in the early morning hours when she’d dismissed the mediator from the southern kingdom.

Mediator... what sort of mediator comes to a court when it’s still mourning the passing of its king?, Astrid thinks bitterly. But her mind answers her question as fast as the thought had entered it, the sort where a weak Queen from a foreign country does not know of how to govern it and where HER subjects are dissenting against her...

Astrid glances once more towards Muninn, who she’d named Harald - a name native of her land. To anyone else it could appear, she’d sent for Harald many months earlier than travel from her land to this one had taken her three months travel in a horse-drawn wagon, which according to her mother had survived since the days of the Romans when they still occupied the lands that are now her father’s kingdom.

“Harald, what is your opinion on this matter? YOU previously served my father in similar matters such as this feast I had planned for tonight...” Astrid scolds. “Please, tell me about how he’d organise them... So that these individuals know about the planned feast better than anything I can explain...”

Muninn nods, and then he takes on the persona of ‘Harald’ which he uses to describe a feast more fitting for the halls of Valhalla than the great hall of a mortal Queen, but by omitting such things as the liquid ambrosia and the plates which, when empty, would fill themselves the feeble minds of the servant folk are accepting the description. All except for one servant, whose darkening gaze angers more and more, and whose gaze unsettles Astrid...

+++

Astrid knows deep down, as she gazes after the servants hastily rushing from the great hall, that there’s definitely a link between the words spoken earlier by Bodvar; they had now given the words of warning form. He was correct with his assertion that dissent was growing in the township near the castle and perhaps further afield. The dissent was definitely present within the castle walls, and the servant’s gaze confirms it. 

“Muninn...” Astrid whispers.

“Yes, my Queen.”

“Did you see his face? He... was angry with me... or with you,” Astrid continues. “I can feel my heart pounding...”

“I can hear your heart, my love,” Muninn breathes. “But... you showed him... them NO fear. It will unsettle the minds of those who wish to stand against you.”

Muninn takes hold of Astrid’s hand, and as he leans in, Muninn closely studies her face. She feels the scrutiny of his gaze burn deep into her soul. His other hand gently caresses Astrid’s cheek; lovingly and softly, like they’d been lovers for many years. Although for Astrid only a few weeks had passed, for Muninn the experience was closer to having spent decades with her. Or, at least, that is how it feels to Muninn in this moment. The feeling of love grows deeper until Muninn cannot hold himself back and he pulls Astrid from
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