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      The Eschaton Cycle is a dark fantasy adventure series inspired by numerous myths and legends. Each sub-cycle within the series represents an Era of time, bookended by cyclical apocalypses. Every cycle has its own flavour, but intermeshes with the others in a tapestry.

      

      I strive to blend gut-wrenching action, thought-provoking ideas, and complex characters into dense narratives that explore the human condition and the nature of free will. In the end, I hope to create art that stays with you long after you turn the final page …
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        For full colour, higher-res maps, character lists, location overviews, and glossaries, check out the bonus resources here:

        https://www.worldanvil.com/w/eschaton-cycle/
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            THE WHISPER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It starts with a whisper, a haunting intimation of a World askew. That we are, in the end, caught in a death spiral, time nearly played out, whilst entropy tugs ever harder upon the Wheel of Fate.

      

        

      
        Looking now into the dying embers, we at last apprehend Truth, and in it the revelation that the vaunted tales of old were not what we thought … And neither, in fact, were we.

      

        

      
        For if we have lived before, might not all we’ve dreamt be but our souls’ memories of Worlds become dust …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “I saw for Baldr, for the bloody god, Odin’s child, his fate in store; there stood grown—higher than the plain, slender and very fair—the mistletoe.”

        LARRINGTON, CAROLYNE. THE POETIC EDDA (OXFORD WORLD'S CLASSICS HARDBACK COLLECTION)
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        397 Age of the Æsir

      

      

      

      The thick columns of Valhöll soared toward a vaulted ceiling spanned by long spears that served to remind all gathered this was a place of warriors. Though in repose now, dozens of shades all named as einherjar sat between two great tables, those divided by a hearth of etheric blue flame. They were raven-feeders, one and all. When they were not here, in camaraderie, enjoying the feasting, the occasional favour of the valkyrjar, or the tale telling, they would train for endless hours in the field outside. In life, many had hated one another, had slain one another. But here, they fought side by side, in the shield-wall, preparing for the day when the Valfodr would return and call for them.

      After more than three centuries of the king missing, Hermod had begun to lose faith in that day ever arriving.

      The einherjar fought with fierceness, with wrath, even, though they could do each other no lasting harm in this place. Those struck down would reconstitute given a few hours and join again in the festivities and merriment. Mayhap centuries of this had allowed them to burn out the aggressions that might have otherwise festered betwixt the numerous factions that Odin first, and Hermod now, had used the valkyrjar to gather here in preparing for Ragnarök. Assuming such a prophesied end still impended, though Hermod rather hoped it would not.

      Still, he could believe it might all end, and soon. Vampires spread their Deathless faith across the North Realms. Their emperor, Nikolaos, had proved more aggressive than ever Kvasir had, and more effective in spreading their religion by missionary where it would not spread by sword. The old ways were dying, helped along, ironically, by the slow decay of the Serkland Caliphate that could no longer hold back vampire power. Not that he could be brought to regret the killing he had wrought among them, or his part in their decline.

      Too, the jötunnar were restless, as ever they had been, and Hermod could not say if Narfi could keep their natures in check forever. Nor if Lokison would wish to do so.

      When he was not busy aiding the remnants of the old ways and the Odinic cults against vampires or jötunnar or the other ills of the World, Hermod would come here, sit with these valiant men and women, and pretend he did not still secretly long to see one missing face among them. He never did and never would. But he came here, told the tales of the gathered, because the tales of who they had been were all they had to cling to, to remain themselves and keep from giving in to the ennui of death.

      For some few, even that was not enough. Once, ages ago, Fitela Sigmundson had wandered out and been gone, and Odin had said then that he would be reborn. Well, now he was there, Helgi the Bold they called him, and Hermod wondered if it was true that man held Fitela’s soul.

      Such thoughts brought him to Sigmund Völsungson, whom many thought still the greatest among them. If any surpassed him, it might only be his son Sigurd, sat on the man’s right hand now. The father garrulous and accepting of this lot, the son dour for the thought of never seeing his love again. What a pair they made. Helgi, too, oft sat at their table, joined as he was by the valkyrja Kára.

      There, too, further away, were the remnants of the Döglinar. There was Hervor Angantyrsdotter and her son Heidrek. And his son and daughter, Angantyr and Hervor, as well. Not well-liked, the lot of them, though Hermod supposed they had earned their place.

      At another table sat Didrik of Bérna and a half dozen of his knights. There, Heym, there Fasholt the Proud. There, loyal Hilldebrand and great Hornboge. Mighty Detslaff and, looking half asleep, Wildefer.

      Then, of course, among the greatest of men, were Hrólf Kraki and his champions. Not Svipdagr, no, but Bödvar Ecgtheowson, whom men called Beowulf. And too, Beigad and Stárólf, Hromund Gripson, and Hjalti the Righteous. Brave men all. All with tales to tell and be heard.

      And Geri. Poor, lonely Geri, who Hermod oft feared would one day venture out as Fitela had done and not return. He feared it; sometimes, he hoped for it, for the peace she might find.

      Hermod, at the table’s head, slapped a hand upon it, as much to jolt himself from his melancholic musings as to draw attention. Both worked. The einherjar ever looked to him as the voice of the Valfodr, even if some of them had begun to think Odin would not return. Besides, ’twas Hermod who now wore Draupnir and thus commanded the valkyrjar. He was the lord of Valhöll, for the nonce, even if he would sooner have been lord of a good stew, a warm hearth, and the comforts of a woman in his arms. Not that Syn had forgiven him, had ever abated in her quarrels. Not that he could look at her face and not see the echoes of their daughter, who had gone from them and would not return.

      “I …” Hermod shook himself. Mayhap the Lethe set upon him, too, and tried to steal him from himself, for having spent so long wandering the dark of the Penumbra. If so, he would counter that by being more himself than ever. “Long have I been away,” he said, casting his voice to boom among the rafters. Up there, his monkey fylgja perched, watching and, he dared to think, offering encouragement. “Too long, those who are generous might say, and not long enough those who are mostly arseholes might suppose. Either way, it’s been long enough since I’ve told any of your life stories that I fear you forgetting them.”

      He paused, quirked a smile, and nodded at Sigmund. “So. Völsungson, I appreciate you volunteering by the wiggle of your ears. Aye, I saw that.”

      Sigmund rolled his eyes as Hermod began, telling first of the drawing of Gramr from the tree, Barnstokkr, and on, till Sigmund’s final vengeance fell upon Siggeir Wolfsblood. ’Twas a good tale, if the part already best known. “Of course, that was scarce the end of Sigmund’s story,” Hermod continued. “No, that would come some five years after his vengeance, in the thirty-first year of Sigmund’s life.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “The year before Sigmund died was a tumultuous one, with the young king striving to unite the fractious petty kingdoms of Hunaland under one banner, as had not been done since the fall of the Budlungar, the Hun ancestors. And there, along the river that had been the heart of Budlung lands and was now the site of the greatest of the Hun kingdoms, Sigmund stood.

      “The Rijn ran down from the Sudurberks, cutting through the western regions of Hunaland, ere passing through the shadowy Myrkvidr and finally emptying into the Morimarusa. The ancient keep of the Völsungs lay along this river, already hidden by the Mist as Sigmund peered over the longship’s stern.

      “Beside him, his son Fitela stood, looking forward rather than back toward their city of Xanten. Looking up at the Myrkvidr, the source of a thousand dark tales. Men claimed hags dwelt there, or trolls even. Others believed it housed varulfur, who would come to stalk the fields and valleys under the moonlight. Which was true enough, even if the only varulfur Sigmund had ever smelt had been himself and his son.

      “Every so oft, ships would sail through the forest and no one would hear from them again. Still, it was the swiftest, surest way to the sea, and a fitting test of a young man’s courage. How could one who refused to stare down shadows be expected to stare down a man intent on killing him?

      “Fitela’s adoptive mother had objected, of course. Borghild Granmarsdotter, Sigmund’s wife these past four years, refused to see her son leave the safety of their Rijnland keep. The Völsungs had made many enemies, she’d claimed—rightly, as it turned out—in their conquest of Swabia and Styria. More foes, too, lay in Baia and Menzlin, who continued to bitterly resist Sigmund’s efforts to unify Hunaland.

      “Conquerors might be known as heroes to their kin, but those they strove to conquer tended to take it amiss.

      “Years prior, with Fitela at his side, Sigmund had returned from Sviarland to Hunaland only to find a land shattered by petty wars among pettier jarls and kings. While he and Fitela had succeeded in casting down the usurpers who had claimed Völsung lands, uniting Hunaland had proved another task altogether. One that four years had not yet brought to conclusion.

      “Sigmund scratched at his beard. It had grown too long of late, making him look older than he felt. The wolf vaettr inside him meant he aged more slowly than other Men. Finally, he looked to his son. ‘I had fifteen winters behind me when I sailed with my father and we met Siggeir Wolfsblood with arms drawn. And now you, at fifteen, shall set out and blood yourself on raids. Bring back wealth to hold for your future kingdom, Son.’

      “Fitela snorted. ‘I’ve blood aplenty dried in the calluses upon my palms.’

      “Which was true enough. Without Fitela, Sigmund could never have avenged their line on Siggeir Wolfsblood, nor won so much of Hunaland as he had. But the young man always had plots roaming far and wide, and the lust to wander was on him.

      “Sigmund had recommended Reidgotaland because he thought Hrothgar unlikely to pursue minor pirates given the disquiet that rumour claimed had settled upon his lands. Oh … No, sit down, Beowulf, this is not about you, as yet. I promise, I’ll get there when the time comes.”

      Hermod paused for a drink. “So Sigmund fixed Fitela with a level glare.

      “Fitela just grinned. ‘I will take your advice under strong consideration.’ Meaning he’d ignore it completely. Fitela had vehemently argued that raiding Hunding’s lands in Baia would serve to weaken their enemies. Sigmund’s son still believed provoking Baia into outright war would force them to make a poorly calculated move and thus lead to Hunding’s destruction. Given that Baia and Styria had managed to set aside their differences to stand against Rijnland, Sigmund hadn’t wanted to risk a joint assault by both kingdoms. The potential for things to go awry was simply too great.

      “Fitela, however, always liked a bold plan.”

      Hermod paused, casting a sidelong glance at Helgi the Bold and wondering if Odin had spoken true of him being Fitela reborn. Or moreover, if Helgi might sense that. But the man just watched, enjoying the story as naught but story; certainly not as the tale of his own death. Not like Sigmund, who made a show of insouciance whilst focusing deeply on his mead.

      “So Sigmund drew in a deep breath and blew it out. He clapt his son on the shoulder, then turned away, unwilling to let the boy read the depths of emotion on his face. It was starting again, the song of blood that forever called him, called Fitela. The destiny of all Völsungs, perhaps.

      “And thus, Fitela sailed from Xanten, to make his name and fortune. Better for all, had he decided to heed his stepmother and bide by the hearth that day.”
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      “Fitela was gone, and Sigmund was in his hall. Barnstokkr scraped the rafters of the Völsung hall in Xanten, which the the Huns had raised over the ruins of the Budlung castle, Rijn Keep. The great tree had once housed the runeblade that Sigmund now bore, Gramr, placed there—according to legend—by Odin himself as a gift for the worthy. And Sigmund had drawn her when all others had failed. She sang to him, a quiet voice in his mind, relishing their victories and craving more. Always more.

      “He leant back on his throne, chin resting on his fist, staring at the tree, as he so oft did since returning to these shores. The tree represented the strength of his family. A grace from Odin, and as long as it stood, whatever travails should befall the Völsungs, surely they would endure.

      “Still, Sigmund worried for Fitela. How could a father not? The man had insisted on raiding lands held by warriors, not common herders or fishermen.

      “‘He ought not have gone,’ Borghild said as if reading his thoughts whilst she sat beside him. She did that sometimes. Maybe all women did, Sigmund thought.”

      “Wait,” Bödvar objected, violently murdering the mood Hermod had been setting. “How in the Gates of Hel do you know what went on in Sigmund’s head that day?”

      Hermod waved a hand with mock mystery. “I see many things … things whispered in the thought-cages of men here,” he said. “Men only, for I dare not look into the minds of women. Or yours, Bödvar; I’ve not yet purged the mental image I got of you and that goat from the last time I went poking around in there. May I continue?”

      Sneering, Bödvar waved him on.

      “Borghild was the daughter of both Queen Oluf of Styria and Granmar, a jarl sworn to Olaf Sharpsighted. It had been Fitela’s idea Sigmund marry her and thus secure the friendship of her mother and Styria. Queen Oluf of Styria had agreed to serve under Sigmund’s authority in the bargain, rather than risk being slain by Sigmund’s army. This was the same Oluf, in fact, who was grandmother to Hrólf Kraki, though that’s another tale entire.

      “Fitela would mostlike sail the rivers of allied Swabia to reach Baia. Well, Fitela was clever and might even manage to draw some of the ancient king’s men into his retinue. It was not like ancient King Eylimi was leading too many raids himself. Word was, he spent most of his time praying to the Æsir in secluded mountain temples.

      “Sigmund glanced at his wife. ‘Fitela will be perfectly fine.’

      “‘You don’t know that.’

      “‘We are beloved by Odin.’

      “She snorted. ‘You’ve suffered rather a great deal for those beloved by the King of the Gods.’

      “Sigmund could only glower at that.

      “His thegns threw open the great doors of the hall, and men and women came in to air their grievances. A king’s first duty was to his subjects, but still, Sigmund did not much welcome these sessions.

      “He let his sheep graze in my field.

      “He stole all the fish in the river.

      “She gave birth to four daughters and no sons.

      “How odd, to live as a king and yet somehow miss—even a little bit—his days as a hermit in the woods, preying upon Wolfsblood’s men. Hunting for his food. Living free and answering to no one. But he’d wanted all this. He’d fought for years to reclaim his father’s legacy. He’d bled and he’d murdered. He’d let his love of honour slowly slip away as the needs of battle demanded more and more deceitful tactics.

      “Till, sometimes, in bouts of melancholy, he wondered if he were truly so different from Siggeir Wolfsblood. Perhaps all kings must become villains.

      “The first man through the doors—escorted by Sigmund’s thegn Keld—did not look like a fisherman or herdsman. Rather, he wore gambeson and had an axe strapped to his side. A warrior, and one coated in enough sweat to have come from a hard run or a hard ride.

      “‘Fetch this man something to drink,’ Sigmund snapped. Keld ought to have known better than to bring him here without some hospitality first.

      “A thrall came rushing along, offering a horn. The guest quaffed down great gulps of whatever they’d offered him, coughed, and wiped his mouth with the back of his hand. “Thank you. I …’ He panted. ‘Forgive me, my king. I am Manning, housekarl to King Eylimi. I bring word from Baia.’

      “‘Oh!’ Borghild leapt to her feet. ‘What’s happened?’ Her voice shook as if the messenger’s mere presence had confirmed every fear she’d so long stewed over.

      “Sigmund leant forward and motioned for the man to continue.

      “‘Prince Fitela’s raid landed on a town King Hunding himself happened to be visiting, leading to a pitched battle between their retinues.’

      “No, Sigmund thought, this wasn’t supposed to happen. How could … They were protected by Odin … weren’t they? ‘Fitela …’ he whispered.

      “‘Despite severe losses, Prince Fitela managed to overcome Hunding and slay him. He now presses his claim to the throne of Baia.’

      “‘What?’ Now Sigmund was on his feet without realising he’d stood.

      “‘Hunding’s sons, Lyngi and Hjorvard, have declared blood vengeance upon him. My king has already sent men to aid your son but requests you to send your forces as well.’

      “‘Yes!’ Borghild shrieked. ‘You must go to him. Turn him away from this madness.’

      “It was boldness for certain, but madness? Perhaps not. Fitela had slain the king of Baia, whether he’d intended it or not—and Sigmund would not have put it past him to arrange these circumstances. Now Fitela went to claim the throne of Baia. But if Sigmund himself went and joined the battle, he’d undermine both Fitela’s authority and his victory.

      “His fingers itched with the urge to claim Gramr and charge to his son’s rescue. But to do so would insult his son even if the boy didn’t realise the insult until much later. ‘Keld. Gather two war parties and leave for Baia within the hour.’

      “‘You’re not going?’ Borghild demanded.

      “‘I will call on Eylimi, but I cannot join battle beside Fitela.’ Not this time.

      “Funny,” Hermod said, with a shake of his head, “how small choices can have such resounding consequences.”
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      “Eylimi’s court in Swabia lay in view of the mighty Sudurberks, mountains many considered impassible. Such things mattered little, in the end. Eylimi received Sigmund in a temple on the lower slopes of those mountains, the place a many-tiered marvel, with steeply sloping roofs overhanging one another. This temple, dedicated to the Æsir and most especially to Thor Odinson, who fought the beasts of chaos on behalf of Mankind, seemed far more impressive than what Sigmund had seen of Eylimi’s hall.

      “Perhaps that was why the king chose this place, though Sigmund suspected it had more to do with proving that, while Sigmund claimed the favour of Odin, Eylimi’s people too held closeness to the gods. Stories said Thor himself had set the first stones here, though Sigmund found that hard to credit. He did not mention that he had once met the Ás himself.

      “Eylimi was sworn to him already, having preferred to avoid needless bloodshed. Swabia was not a strong kingdom, covered as it was by endless forest and heaving mountains. To take this place by force would have been tedious, given locals familiar with the sylvan expanses could harry them for years. Which was not to say the outcome would have been in doubt, in the end.

      “Great braziers sat between wooden columns, driving away the shadows, or at least forcing them up into the rafters of the higher tiers where they could nest in relative peace. Outside, blood had stained a stone altar where these people had made sacrifices to the gods, but in here, everything remained pristine. Polished woodwork delicately carved with spirals and knots. A column engraved with a hammer-wielding man that must have been Thor himself.

      “Eylimi beckoned Sigmund to sit on one of the chairs he’d obviously arranged just for this purpose, himself taking the largest seat—perhaps his very throne brought here. At least he didn’t have the temerity to place his throne in the stepped-up dais in the back of the temple.

      “The Swabian king’s daughter, a pretty young girl probably barely in the flower of womanhood, brought Sigmund a horn of mead. This he took and raised in salute to the man. Over time, Sigmund had found carrying the runeblade enhanced his already formidable varulf constitution. He’d learnt Gramr made him immune to most poisons, a fact he used to his advantage by downing offered drinks without the least fear of betrayal, as now.

      “Those dishonourable bastards keen to bring him down with poison always watched him intently, never quite able to conceal their surprise when naught befell him for taking their draughts. Eylimi, however, watched him not at all, clearly quite intent on his own drinking horn. In fact, the way he quaffed it, Sigmund would have almost thought the challenge was to see who could empty his horn faster. He had to respect that. And so he chugged the rest of the mead, savouring the sweet aftertaste, then handed the horn off to the princess.

      “Eylimi belched and passed his own horn off, then slapped his knees. ‘I’m pleased you accepted my hospitality.’

      “Sigmund quirked a smile at that, as well he might. The man would have been a Hel-damned fool not to offer, though probably he’d expected Sigmund to demand he come to Rijnland instead. Sigmund could have, but given Eylimi had lent men to aid Fitela, the old king had earned his friendship and a reprieve from making what must have seemed a long journey at his age. ‘Your hospitality does your kingdom proud.’

      “Eylimi nodded in acceptance. The king had grown old enough his grey beard had gone white and creases marred his brow and cheeks. Sigmund’s skald had told him that Eylimi’s first daughter—and, at the time, his only child—had died some years ago in grief at the death of her husband. According to tales, that had driven Eylimi nigh to madness. He’d cast out his wife and lived alone for years ere finally claiming a new queen. Their young daughter, Hjördís, was heir to the throne of Swabia.

      “Sigmund cleared his throat. On arrival, he’d learnt Fitela had already secured Baia’s throne on behalf of the Völsungs, so Sigmund had found no reason to prompt Eylimi into committing further raven-feeders to the cause. Had instead decided to bestow a chest of hacksilver on Swabia in recompense. However much Eylimi may have dedicated his life to Odin, still his eyes lit with worldly avarice on seeing the glitter of so much wealth.

      “‘They tell me a troll besets your lands,’ Sigmund said. ‘Is this mere skaldic fancy, or does Swabia face such peril?’

      “‘More than one such beast,’ Eylimi agreed, ‘or so the farmers claim it. They say these creatures vanish into the mountains, as though the Járnvidr creeps upon our borders.’ Well, Sigmund thought, that was mere fancy, for the fabled Iron Wood was beyond the wilderness of Aujum.

      “Having ventured there myself,” Hermod added, “I would scarce recommend it as a place to visit.” A few nods answered him, for all had heard tale of the awful trolls of that place.

      “‘I would hunt such a beast for you,’ Sigmund said, fingering Gramr’s bone hilt. ‘Call it one further recompense for the aid you bestowed on my son.’

      “Eylimi frowned. ‘How would you find it?’

      “At that, Sigmund snorted. He was, after all, possessed of rather keen senses.”
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      “Sigmund tracked Eylimi’s troll to a den in the Sudurberks, so high the chill bit even through Sigmund’s furs and the air was hard to breathe. There, in a cave concealed by pine forest and half closed by ages of rime, he’d found the loathsome thing. Seven feet tall at least, with rock-hard skin and caprine horns, the creature had risen like a stirring boulder. Its bellow shook the cavern walls, seemed to erupt through the icicle-laden opening, assaulting Sigmund with almost physical force.

      “Yet for all its fury, not even the strength of its calcified hide could withstand a runeblade’s bite. Truly, these dverg-wrought swords were wonders of the Old Kingdoms, relics of days when Men were greater.”

      A great many of the einherjar here had borne those runeblades and nodded at this. Heidrek Höfundson grunted and Hrólf Kraki knocked on the table. How many of these men might not have met such violent ends, were it not for those very wonders? The runeblades, Hermod knew, had been gathered by Odin for a purpose. Was it worth it?
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      “Light snowfall dusted an already frost-drenched Rijnland. Winter would be bitter this year, a völva had told Sigmund. The frost jötunnar were angry, so the woman claimed. Perhaps she was mad, but certainly a chill had settled over the kingdom.

      “Still, cold bothered Sigmund less than it did other Men. Another blessing of his nature, but one that came at the cost of a certain wanderlust. Alone, he strolled along the Rijn’s banks, even though dusk had settled in and most people had begun to flee the Mist.

      “It wouldn’t do to practice these walks too oft. Men would talk, think him Mist-mad or perhaps even guess his secret. Sigmund had taken pains to conceal his and Fitela’s natures as varulfur from his people. Men didn’t understand such things and they rightfully feared aught to do with the Otherworld.

      “Once every so oft, though, he had to walk. Sometimes even, when no one was around to see his speed, he’d run. On a few occasions, he’d taken a small boat across the river and made for the Myrkvidr and there taken the form of wolf and bounded with freedom and grace Men could never fathom.

      “A bitter breeze swept over the river, following its course toward the sea. The breeze carried with it the scents of Men and beast and … Fitela.

      “Sigmund turned as his son came loping toward him, running too fast for a man and paying too little heed to if anyone noticed. True, few remained out-of-doors now, but it was hardly midnight either. “Something’s happened,” he said when Fitela finally paused, panting before him. Behind him trailed a woman, a shieldmaiden from the look of her, mayhap a winter or two Fitela’s senior.

      “‘I … I killed a man.’ Sigmund’s son rested his palms on his knees, chest heaving like he’d run a score of miles already. Perhaps he had.

      “‘You’ve killed a great many men,’ Sigmund said as the shieldmaiden drew nigh. ‘What of it?’ He cocked his head toward the woman. ‘And what has she to do with this?’

      “‘This is Sigrún. The man sought for her hand, though she fancied me and I her. I quarrelled with this man, and he was slain ere I knew even his name.’ If Fitela ever knew Sigrún was a valkyrja from here, that her role had been to watch him, as a potential future einheri, he never said so, and now, we cannot ask him nor Sigrún.” Hermod cast a surreptitious glance toward Kára, but she was not looking at him, and so he continued.

      “‘So?’ Sigmund demanded. Such things were wont to happen where pretty faces and inflamed hearts got involved. Sigmund would little encourage such behaviour, but nor could he deny the way of the World.

      “‘His father has demanded weregild. A high weregild, for he is wroth beyond all reason.’

      “Sigmund scowled, glancing back and forth between his son and the girl over whom he’d caused such strife. ‘You mean you killed a noble, and not in war, I take it. Oh, Fitela, you should have learnt to check your passions. But, aye, you need not ask. I will pay⁠—’

      “‘The man was Hothbrodd Granmarson.’

      “Sigmund faltered. ‘Borghild’s brother? Odin’s spear, boy!’ He cuffed Fitela on the back of the head. ‘Are you Mist-mad? Have you any idea what this will mean?’

      “‘I …’

      “The irrational desire to throttle Sigrún seized him, to blame her for this, though he knew well enough Fitela’s faults were his own. Faults he shared with Sigmund.

      “‘Get inside the hall,’ Sigmund snapped. ‘Speak to no one of this. I will deal with it.’”
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      “Borghild fair trembled with rage when she was told, her mouth quivering, eyes like twin braziers, that, Sigmund imagined, might well have immolated him where he stood.

      “Sigmund wrung his hands. ‘’Tis done, wife. It cannot be undone.’

      “’Your son is a murderer.’ She didn’t shout. Just that quiet, slow voice. For years, always, Borghild had called Fitela her son, as well. No longer, it seemed.

      “A murderer Fitela surely was, but then, so was Sigmund, and no doubt so too were Borghild’s kin. Such was the way of men at arms. One couldn’t get ahead without shedding blood. Hardly what the woman needed to hear at the moment though. ‘I’ve lost brothers. I know your pain.’ Not knowing what else to say, Sigmund fell silent.

      “Borghild bared her teeth like she might leap over and bite him. ‘I will not ask you to execute your son. But you must at a minimum banish him from Hunaland forever. I will not deign to look upon the beast.’

      “It was like a blow to the gut. Years of staring down foes, of pain and fighting, they had taught him to weather such a blow without flinching. ‘I will do no such thing. Fitela fought his whole life to regain this home and to help us unify Hunaland. Under no circumstances will I even consider a plan that would deny him what he so fought for.’

      “‘You deny me justice.’

      “Sigmund shook his head. ‘You seek justice? I have never afore paid weregild to any man, but I’ll pay your father what price he names. Even I will pay you what weregild you name. But Fitela is free to go whither he pleases. He is still our son.’

      “His wife trembled anew, clearly considering and discarding several tacks. ‘You must decide what is fitting, my king.’

      “Sigmund nodded. ‘Then I will throw a grand funeral for Hothbrodd. All will come from miles around to see his pyre ship sail upon the Rijn. Even Odin himself must take note of the honour I’ll bestow upon your brother.’

      “If that satisfied Borghild, she gave little indication. Instead, she simply turned and left. And, of course, it had not satisfied.”
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      “Granmar’s expression as his son was laid upon the pyre ship was unreadable.

      “As Sigmund had promised, great men and women did come to see the burning of Hothbrodd Granmarson. Jarls and housekarls and tradesmen, singing songs to call valkyrjar in the hopes one would carry Hothbrodd to Valhöll.

      “A host of raven-feeders from Styria had accompanied Queen Oluf, who stood in silence beside Granmar. She had been wed to Granmar some few years before things turned sour between them and he returned to Njarar. That was long back, and time seemed to have assuaged her ire, for she came in obvious grief for her former husband’s son by another woman.

      “Eylimi had not come, but the princess, Hjördís, had come on his behalf, warded by her father’s champion. Even Sigmund’s foes in Menzlin had arrived, quarrels set aside for this.

      “The burning ship smouldered through the Mist like a fading candle vanishing and leaving them all in darkness. Sigmund could not take his eyes off it. The death of the jarl’s son would become a festering rot in Sigmund’s united Hunaland, of that he had no doubt. The weregild would appease law and honour, aye, but neither Granmar nor Oluf would forget this affront. How could any parent?”

      Hermod paused, drank to cover the quiver in his voice, then carried on before dolours could seize him. To think too long, to dwell on such, was a peril, even after so many centuries. He glanced up at his monkey fylgja, saw the strength in the spirit’s dark eyes.

      “Fitela was there, too, Sigrún beside him, though the pair would mostlike have preferred to hide for shame. But to fail to stand here, to fail to bear witness, would have been worse even than their presence. The pair of them had earned the discomfort of this moment a thousand times over. They stood there, fingers twined, watching the burning ship, both perhaps too young to realise what they had done.

      “By Odin’s spear, Sigmund thought, he needed some damn mead. He needed great swathes of it. The days ahead would grow dark ere light returned. His dreams of peace already seemed to slip through his fingers as if he’d tried to grasp morning dew. Sigmund had been so close! So close to uniting this land, to building a kingdom worthy of the legacy of the Budlungar, a resurgence of the ancient glory of the Old Kingdoms.

      “The songs died out as the last glow of the ship disappeared into the Mist. Somewhere, at the bottom of the great river, it would lie among other such wrecks. Hothbrodd’s ashes would, perhaps, be carried all the way to the Morimarusa and spread out across the sea. No man could ask for a greater funeral.

      “But it still might not prove enough.”
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      “Neither the roasted reindeer nor the skald’s poems could shake Sigmund from his melancholy. Fitela had always proved impetuous, but never ere seemed such a fool. Perhaps varulf passions guided his actions that day, but still, a man of such cunning ought to have known better. Sigmund would not send his son into exile, no, but still his wife’s request tempted him.

      “Damn the man, thought Sigmund. The boy should have known better.

      “Sigmund rested at the head of the largest of the tables, almost drunk enough to ignore the biting looks Granmar cast him across the length of that table. The crush of raucous men and women, along with the skald’s yammering on about the glories of King Gylfi—guilt hardly ate at Sigmund for that murder any longer—at least served to prevent him from having to share words with the jarl or the other rulers of Hunaland.

      “For now. For one night.

      “If Granmar turned Oluf against Sigmund, his alliance risked losing Styria. Fitela had slain the king of Baia, but that land was hardly secure, and Menzlin would already be seeking allies.

      “A thrall girl brought another horn of mead around and Sigmund drank deep, chugging till he had to come up gasping for air. Already, the room had taken on a rosy glow, a warmth and light that still failed to alleviate his melancholy.

      “Fitela slunk through the crowds, face grim, ere finally coming to sit at the vacant seat to Sigmund’s right. Sigrún, Sigmund noted, must have found some dark corner to slither into. Wisdom, given that even if Sigmund didn’t strangle her, a score of other raven-feeders were apt to try once drunk enough.

      “Sigmund fixed his son with a hard glare. ‘Somewhat … this lies … at your feet.’”

      Beneath the rafters of Valhöll, Sigmund groaned at this, let his head fall into his hands, elbows on the table. By his side, Sigurd leant over, laying a hand on his father’s shoulder. Hermod gave them a moment ere continuing. He could have broken off entire, but the einherjar needed these stories. Without them, they could become lost.

      “‘Some? Or all, Father?’ Fitela bowed his head.

      “A cry went up, men cheering as a pair of shieldmaidens wrestled on the far side of the hall. Sigmund craned his neck but couldn’t catch sight of it without standing. And he lacked the will to stand, even if he could have done so without swaying in place and looking a fool. A little more drink and maybe he wouldn’t care about that, either.

      “Borghild came around, her lips pressed tight, bearing a drinking horn herself. A peace offering. Good. It was good, Sigmund thought.

      “‘Drink now, my stepson,’ she said, offering the horn to Fitela.

      “Fitela took the horn, then scrunched up his nose. ‘I … It smells like it’s gone sour, Stepmother.’

      “Sigmund rolled his eyes and snatched the horn away from his son. ‘Now you’re timid, boy? No mead is bad mead.’ He threw back the horn and drained it all. The sweet honey settled warmly into his gut, helping to dull the throb of tensions building in his head. Never enough to kill it all.

      “Everything was morn dew …

      “‘I’ll get you another, then,’ Borghild said.

      “Sigmund waved her away. ‘Look here,’ he said to Fitela. ‘You have to … ingrate … in … ugh …’

      “‘Ingratiate myself with the aggrieved? I’ve tried, Father. They’ve no wish to see me.’

      “Sigmund slapped the table, drawing nearby eyes to gaze on him. He flushed then waved them all away. ‘Mayhap then go piss in the mead of our allies? It ought to serve to help hold our kingdom together.’

      “Borghild returned with another horn and offered it to Fitela. ‘Why let your father have all the mead? Come drink, and let us have peace with one another.’

      “Again, the boy sniffed the horn. ‘Treachery …?’ For once might have been chance, but twice reeked of intent.

      “‘Are you a true Völsung?’ the queen snapped. ‘Cowering and refusing to drink?’

      “‘Poison, Stepmother? At first I wasn’t sure, but now … The scent is off.’

      “‘Bah!’ Sigmund said, belching. ‘Just strain it … through your … moustache. Seeing treachery … everywhere. Make me think … you want more war.’”

      A few of the einherjar grunted, and Sigmund looked up, sharp, his glare falling on Hermod, almost begging him to cease this. Hermod could do so, could skip this. But should a father not forever bear the weight of his child’s death? Wasn’t that punishment fitting? It had to be.

      “Frowning, Fitela stared at the horn. He glanced to his stepmother, who stood with her arms folded over her chest. Then Fitela threw back the horn and drained it all. He swallowed, belched, then returned the horn to her. ‘Thank you, Stepmother.’ The man turned to Sigmund, opened his mouth, then shut it. He blinked. Snarled, drawing the eyes of all around.

      “Fitela jerked one way and then the other, showed his teeth. Another snarl escaped him. He slumped forward and slammed his right cheek on the table, scattering plates and sending guests scrambling backward.

      “‘Fitela?’ Sigmund asked, a sudden apprehension biting through his drunkenness like a hot brand in his mind. ‘Son?’

      “Fitela convulsed, then pitched over, off the table and sideways off the bench.

      “Sigmund dashed to his side. Or tried. He tripped over his own feet, caught his ankles around his chair, and came crashing down beside his son.

      “Dazed, he blinked.

      “Found himself staring into open, vacant eyes.

      “White foam oozed out of Fitela’s gaping mouth.”
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      “Sigmund remembered retching. Great heaving oceans of mead billowing up out of his guts. A deluge of all he’d eaten and drunk that night. He remembered his head pounding. He remembered cradling Fitela’s head in his lap, screaming for his firstborn son. For this last memento he had of Sieglinde, his beloved twin sister. He remembered men and women clustering around him.

      “Cries of distress. A völva came and declared Fitela poisoned.

      “He remembered all those men and women around him turned to shadows. Strangers in darkness, when only he and his son lay in fading light.

      “Sigmund blinked tears from his eyes.

      “Fitela’s body cradled in his arms, Sigmund trudged through the night, toward the river. A crescent moon reflected off the waters, shimmering and empty.

      “On the shore, a woman rested in a small boat, a faering lit with but a tiny torch. Her build and sword identified her as a shieldmaiden, but she ought not to have been out alone in the Mist. In truth, Sigmund was past caring about such things. ‘Who are you?’

      “The woman rose as Sigmund drew nigh. ‘My name is Brynhild. Shall I give passage to the sea?’ Aye, ’twas that Brynhild, Sigurd. The very same woman brought your brother here, though he was gone long ere your arrival.”

      Sigurd’s eyes flashed dangerously. Another wound that could never be sealed. So many wounds in this place. Hermod wondered if Odin had orchestrated such or merely taken advantage of the agonies he had foreseen among the einherjar.

      “Sigmund nodded glumly. Aye, his son ought to have the same peace granted to Hothbrodd. At least as much …

      “‘The boat cannot carry you both,’ the woman said, ‘so you’ll have to wait here.’

      “Indeed, it was a tiny craft, intended for but one person.

      “‘I … I’ll stay here all night if needs be. Carry him to the sea, then return for me. I must … needs must find a grand ship for him.’ His words stuck in his throat till he felt he could choke on them.

      “The woman simply nodded and took Fitela from Sigmund’s arms, giving no sign of struggling under the man’s weight. She laid Fitela’s body in the base of her boat, then shoved off the beach with an oar.

      “The faering drifted toward the river’s centre, caught the current, and began to float off into the Mist. Then all at once, it faded away, as if it and the woman, too, had been naught but Mist.

      “With a sudden, inevitable certainty, Sigmund knew. Fitela was gone forever.

      “The woman—the valkyrja—would not return.

      “Still, he waited till dawn. He stood there, staring into the Mist, eyes burning after all his tears were spent.

      “His son. Taken not in glorious battle nor claimed by the sea, but betrayed.

      “By his own stepmother.”
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      “They had found Sigrún’s body in Fitela’s room, her face smeared with vomit and spittle, her form curled as if she’d died in agony. Aye, she was a valkyrja; but still, valkyrjar are mortal and not immune to poison from treacherous stepmothers.” Again, Kára gave no plain reaction, though she did seem pensive where she stood, shifting her weight off her bad leg. Did she know it was her past life, or did hearing this merely stir a nameless disquiet within her?

      “A coldness settled upon Sigmund’s heart. A mound of glacial ice that slowly spread outward, filling his limbs and his head with bitter numbness.

      “Of course, what else remained?

      “And so he told Keld what the queen had done. And the thegn reached for his axe.

      “But Sigmund shook his head. ‘Tell the people. Let them drive her out, into the Myrkvidr. I want her to meet her end alone and frightened. Running through darkness and knowing something dogs her every step.’

      “As he commanded, Keld saw it done.

      “Sigmund watched as his wife—his murdering, treacherous wife—fled through the fields, clothes torn, bleeding from a dozen gashes inflicted upon her by those who learnt of her crimes. But Keld kept the townsfolk from killing her.

      “That honour would belong to Sigmund himself.

      “The sun would set. The moon would rise.

      “And as a wolf, he would stalk the murderer of his son. He knew all too well her scent, and bleeding, she could not disguise it, even had she known he was coming. She would run.

      “She would hide.

      “She would scream as his howls echoed through the night.

      “And he would tear her limb from bloody limb, her torment becoming a dirge for Fitela.

      “The last gift Sigmund could offer his son and the boy’s dead would-be bride.”
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      “Hjördís, daughter of Eylimi, alone could be a match for Sigmund. This thought echoed in his mind over and over, as it had every moon since the death of Fitela. It resounded in his dreams. It filled his waking hours. As it had every day on the road to Swabia.

      “Only six moons since Borghild’s death, and people might say Sigmund had not mourned long enough. Tongues might wag, as tongues were wont to do, little though Sigmund was given to caring. Sigmund would not spend the rest of his long life alone. It was not fit for a king to live thus. No, he needed a queen. He could not say exactly how or when the idea had settled upon him, but once it had, he could not shake it. It consumed him, in waking, in sleeping, all he could see was Hjördís.

      “Why had he taken so little note of her on seeing her twice afore? Why now, he knew her beauty rivalled even great Freyja, the fallen Vanr goddess. Surely the high king of Hunaland must have such a beauty for himself. Surely.

      “And so he came to Eylimi’s hall, along with his retinue of men and shieldmaidens.

      “Eylimi, having gotten word of their coming, received them in grand fashion. After all, the Swabian king remained the last true supporter of Sigmund’s crumbling kingdom. Baia had been lost almost as quickly as it was taken, and who knew whether Oluf would be paying tribute come summer.

      “Lyngi Hundingson had claimed the throne of Baia and drawn Menzlin into alliance. The new king of Baia had reason aplenty to hate the Völsungs. War would not rage in the winter, but by next summer, Sigmund expected more than mere skirmishes to divide the kingdoms of Hunaland. Everything was falling apart.

      “King Eylimi fed him plate after plate of steaming bear flesh and leeks, keeping it all washed down with a steady flow of drink.

      “‘Do you know why I’ve come?’ Sigmund asked when he had eaten all he could stand and more.

      “‘I can think of a few possible reasons,’ Eylimi replied with due caution.

      “His daughter milled about behind him, ordering around the thralls who catered to the guests. Her flower had truly blossomed, with luscious golden hair and a healthy curve to her form. Even looking at her had Sigmund’s pulse rising.

      “‘Your daughter is of marrying age,’ Sigmund said.

      “The girl flushed and turned away, obviously pretending not to hear, but Eylimi nodded. ‘Aye, and I’ve received a number of offers for her hand. Jarls loyal to me and their sons. Even a Vall noble, if you can believe that. And of course, kings …’ As if introduced, another man across the table rose. A young man, but a scar on his chin spoke of battles. ‘This is King Lyngi Hundingson of Baia,’ Eylimi said.

      “Here? Now? Sigmund’s first instinct was to leap the table and slay the traitor king with his bare hands. Doing so would violate all rules of hospitality, though, and Sigmund could never act so dishonourably, even if it would not have cost him his very kingdom. And it would have.

      “Instead, Sigmund offered Lyngi a nod of moderate respect—the most he could achieve. ‘King.’

      “‘King Sigmund,’ Lyngi said, voice tight. If only Fitela had managed to slaughter the whole of Hunding’s brood …

      “Ironic. Siggeir Wolfsblood had made the same mistake in allowing Sigmund to escape, and it had brought down his line. Would such a dark urd now befall the Völsungs? No. Sigmund would not allow the sons of Hunding to become the undoing of his kin.

      “Eylimi cleared his throat. ‘You see my difficulty here. With so many great offers come to me, I must disappoint someone. Disappointing a foreign noble means little, of course.’ A few chuckles. ‘And my jarls are used to disappointment, I’d think.’ A couple of groans accompanied by some nods. ‘Kings, though, have been known to take disappointment badly.’

      “And so they had.

      “‘I bring to your daughter far more lands and greater wealth,’ Sigmund said. ‘To say naught of our existent friendship.’ Sigmund did not mention having slain the troll for Eylimi. He did not need to.

      “Lyngi snorted. ‘I bring a husband who did not spawn a murderous bastard accused of being a varulf.’

      “Sigmund leant heavily on the table, staring hard at Lyngi. One day soon, he warned with his gaze. One day soon, the king would fall on Gramr. Sigmund would drive the runeblade through his chest. She would feast upon his blood.

      “Eylimi cleared his throat. ‘Be all that as it may, I see only one impartial way to decide this. Let Hjördís herself claim the man she wishes to marry. She is wise beyond her years, and I will abide by whatever decision she makes.’

      “Hjördís drifted to her father’s side, silent as a ghost, and looked from Sigmund to Lyngi and back. To her credit, she didn’t look down or turn away. He could almost see the thoughts racing behind her eyes, as if she truly gave consideration to both parties. Did she? Sigmund cocked his head slightly at her. What did this woman think, truly? ‘A difficult choice, Father,’ Hjördís said after a long pause. ‘I think I must choose King Sigmund. He is famed throughout the North Realms. Who does not know the glory of the Völsungs?’

      “Lyngi groaned, and Sigmund cast a triumphant smirk his way. The other king rose, wiped his mouth with the back of his hand, and strode out, a great retinue accompanying him.

      “It made Sigmund smile all the wider.

      “Perhaps Urd was not so cruel to him after all. Perhaps he might enjoy one last chance at love in his life. Those were the thoughts that crossed his mind. Fool that he was.”
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      “After long days of feasting and celebration with his new father-in-law, Sigmund had returned to Rijnland to find the unrest had only grown. The cusp of winter had arrived, and Sigmund would need those long, dark moons to consolidate his power. Thus had he spent the past moon in consideration of all options.

      “He sat, staring at Barnstokkr, Hjördís beside him, whilst Keld spoke.

      “‘Obviously Swabia has become our most staunch ally.’ Keld nodded at his new queen. ‘And Styria remains loyal—so far as we know. Unfortunately, Styria lost a great number of men due to raids by trolls last winter, and already they expect a recurrence in the coming moons. This leaves us to call levies only from Rijnland and Swabia.’

      “Sigmund waved his hand. ‘Aye, call them.’

      “‘My king,’ Hjördís interrupted. ‘Ere your arrival, Swabia committed a number of men as mercenaries in Valland. The South Realmer emperor offered a fair mountain of silver for Hun warriors to hold back the advance from Serkland.’

      “Sigmund groaned. Hel damn it all. ‘Inform those who remain we’ll call the levies ere the end of winter.’

      “He slumped back on his throne, unable to bear the strain. He ought to have had joy of his new wife, yet returning to Rijnland had served only to reopen the wounds dealt here. Everywhere, he felt Fitela’s presence. The lack of him was mountainous.

      “The wolf’s howl had become a beating drum inside Sigmund’s head. Demanding he release it. Let it come to the surface and run, despite the crowd. Despite even the daylight outside. ‘I … I …’

      “Of course, he could not release the wolf, even if he wanted to. Not in sunlight, but still …

      “Sigmund rose, brushed past Keld and Hjördís, hardly even seeing them.

      “He strode from his hall. He strode from the town, breaking into a run ere he’d even cleared the gate. He ran and he ran. He ran, as though he thought one might outpace Urd.

      “Into the forest he raced. Myrkvidr’s thick canopy made it seem almost night even in daylight. Almost free enough from sunlight to let the wolf run. Sigmund pushed ever deeper into the wood till at last the sun did set. He tore off his clothes and shifted, then dashed in a wild sprint, howling at the night.

      “Other howls answered him, varulfur, perhaps, or just normal wolves. Either way, Sigmund sought no companionship this night. His wolf eyes made sense of shadows no human sight could pierce. The deeper he ran, the more twisted the forest became, as if the trees themselves expressed the torment ravaging Sigmund’s mind.

      “His dark urd.

      “Maybe this was his place all along. Varulfur out in the wilds went savage, lost touch with their human roots.

      “An escape he longed for.”
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      “After two days, Sigmund returned. Despite the depths of melancholy, he could scarce ignore the duty to the kingdom he had built, the son he had left, or the wife he had newly married.

      “It took time to find his discarded clothes. Weary and despairing, he plodded back through the fields toward his hall. As he drew nigh, however, he found the whole town abustle.

      “War bands gathered outside, men forming up with their thegns. Sigmund passed among them till he found Keld, the man already clad in mail and mounted on a horse.

      “‘What’s happened?’ Sigmund demanded.

      “‘My king!’ Keld leapt off the horse and caught Sigmund by the forearm to drag him away. ‘It’s good you’ve returned. We did not know where to look.’

      “‘Despair seized me.’ Not that it had ever released him. Grief is like that, its hold amaranthine. Even once seemingly banished, always it returns anew, to rear its hideous head before us and threaten to drag us into darkness.

      “Keld nodded grimly. ‘Would that we could allow you the time. But Lyngi Hundingson has brought an army against us. Even now they march into Rijnland. They’ve already pillaged the outlying villages and wrought uncounted slaughter among the common folk. Jarl Arvid is dead, as are the better part of his levy.’

      “Sigmund glowered. They had attacked now, on the cusp of winter? A move bold to rashness. It meant if they did not find swift victory, they risked being caught out by winter storms, unable to feed or shelter their warriors.

      “Sigmund’s hand shook with the all-consuming need to offer Gramr their blood. For if Sigmund could not be allowed to despair, at least he could be allowed to rage. Sometimes, rage is the only cloth in which we can swaddle our grief.”
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      “The battle was joined, and it went ill for the Rijnlanders. Sigmund knelt over Keld’s broken body. His thegn lay in the mud amidst the still raging battlefield, already stinking of his own shit. No time to see to the man now, but Sigmund swore to himself he’d give Keld a proper funeral. Along with all the others. A field of carrion composed of men and shieldmaidens Sigmund had known and loved for years.

      “Blood dribbled from Gramr’s point as Sigmund charged back into the fray. A Menzlin warrior came at him with a great, two-handed axe. Wild swings, any of which could have hewn a man in twain. But each blow narrowly missed Sigmund as he weaved from side to side.

      “He kicked the warrior in the chest, sending him hurtling several feet through the air ere landing in the mud with a squelch and a sputter. Sigmund lunged forward and drove Gramr through the warrior’s heart.

      “He bellowed a war cry. How many had he slain this day? Two dozen?

      “Obvious reluctance marred the faces of two foes around him, and neither gave charge. One, a spearman, looked to his fellow, who bore a battleaxe.

      “Sigmund raised Gramr high, shrieked, and raced for the axeman. The man faltered, falling back several steps like a craven. He raised his shield too slowly. Gramr sliced clean through his forearm and cut his face in half. No man could stand long against Sigmund’s varulf strength, armed as he was with that dire blade.

      “Sigmund spun even as the spearman charged. He knocked the blow aside with his shield and stepped inside the man’s reach, all as one movement. A fell, fey instinct had seized him this day. Every move his foes made seemed whispered in his ears. Every blow they would have struck fell short or scraped off Sigmund’s hauberk.

      “He did not know, could not have known, a valkyrja had taken it upon herself to intervene and aid him from across the Veil. Nor could he have imagined the price Brynhild would later pay for such favour.

      “Sigmund rammed Gramr through the spearman’s sternum. The runeblade punched through mail, flesh, and spine as easily as linen. His fury had become a sun, burning inside his chest. Consuming him in an inferno that could only be extinguished with blood, and then only for a few heartbeats.

      “The wolf sang in his mind, lending him speed and strength no mortal man could hope to match.

      “A terrible vengeance for a murdered son and a shattered empire. For dreams heaped onto a pyre. A lifetime of losing all those he’d cared for.

      “The voice in his head warned him as another foe raced up behind him. Sigmund spun, whipping Gramr around in a low arc. Her blade sheared through a shieldmaiden’s waist from one side and out the other. Utter disbelief coloured her face for a brief instant ere her torso toppled free from her legs and blood bubbled up as if from a mountain spring.

      “‘I’ll kill you all!’ Sigmund bellowed into the Mist. I’m not certain whether it heard him. Or much cared.

      “The carnage confused even Sigmund’s keen wolf senses, but still he knew where foes lay. He raced up, over a hill, to find the corpses of more of his men. Beyond them stood a trio of axemen, all with giant shields. Those who had slain so many, now defending the hill.

      “That voice suddenly told him to move, and move he did, lunging to one side. Thwack. An arrow stuck in the mud where he’d just stood. The bowman stood beyond the axemen, already nocking another arrow.

      “With the best howl he could manage in human form, Sigmund charged up that hill, right into their midst. His shield jerked up, guided by the invisible grip of a valkyrja. Thwack. The impact of an arrow against it sent vibrations shooting up Sigmund’s arm.

      “The arrow’s weight unbalanced his shield arm, but Sigmund’s strength meant he could still move it faster than his foes would expect.

      “He whipped the shield around first, thrusting it at the first axeman’s face. The man hefted his own shield to block the wild blow, which served to at least break off the arrow shaft and send his foe stumbling a few steps back. Twisting, knowing the other axemen circled him, Sigmund whipped Gramr around in a wide arc. The pair of them fell back though, and his blade met only air. Which was fine. Sigmund continued his arc, twisting it into a thrust at the remaining man who had now charged, axe high.

      “The runeblade rammed through his face and sent blood and brains splattering over Sigmund as he tore it free.

      “A heavy blow cracked down between Sigmund’s shoulder blades and sent him crashing into the mud. Everything went hazy, dim. He rolled, tumbling, unable to arrest his fall down the hill. He hit a corpse, bounced over it, then landed on level ground.

      “Streams of pain coursed through his back, his neck, his shoulders. Even his arms, for some inexplicable reason. The voice hadn’t warned him of that. He barely had time to form the thought ere the war cries of another man forced him back to the moment at hand.”

      “He had lost the valkyrja’s protection,” Helgi the Bold concluded, grimly.

      Hermod nodded at the observation but did not otherwise acknowledge the interruption. “Growling, drawing on the wolf’s strength, Sigmund shoved himself off the ground and into a lunge in one swift motion. Gramr sliced out one of the charging axemen’s guts and sent him stumbling down to the spot Sigmund had just risen from. Shrieking, he turned and faced down the last of the warriors.

      “The man hesitated a bare moment, then raced in, his guttural scream filling the air. Sigmund blocked the axe on his shield, the impact numbing his arm and suddenly stinging more than a dozen others had this battle. Fatigue must be taking him, stealing his rage. And he needed that rage. He needed that voice turning him into the invincible Sigmund. None dared stand before him!

      “He knocked aside another attack with his shield, then launched into rapid swings of Gramr. The runeblade tore a chunk out of his foe’s shield. That left the man gaping for a heartbeat. Long enough for Gramr to cleave through his skull.

      “Panting, Sigmund spun, seeking more foes. ‘By Odin, I’ll kill every last one of you myself! I will tear your halls down, Lyngi! Do you hear me!’ He paused, catching his breath. He’d finish what Fitela had started and thus honour his son.

      “Another man drew nigh, stepping out of the Mist, clad not in war-garb but a cloak and wide-brimmed hat slouched over his face. Sigmund could catch naught but a glimpse of a vicious scar where one eye should have been. The man held a spear and seemed to be singing to himself.

      “Mist-mad fool of Lyngi’s, Sigmund thought.”

      The einherjar released a collective groan, for they knew who had come. They knew what it meant when the Valfodr arrayed himself against you.

      “The spearman advanced on Sigmund.

      “‘Come to die, fool?’ Roaring, Sigmund charged forward. He raised Gramr high over his head for a chop that would cleave the old vagabond in half. The man raised his spear in both hands to block, little good though it would do him.

      “The runeblade bit into the spear.

      “And Gramr snapped in half.

      “The force of it was like a wail in Sigmund’s mind, a cry of the damned in agony, beyond the Gates of Hel. It drove him to his knees, gaping at the shattered runeblade. The indestructible sword of the Old Kingdoms. Broken upon an old man’s spear …

      “Sigmund looked up, expecting that spear to run him through. But the old man had vanished back into the Mist.

      “Gramr … The gift of Odin …

      “Sigmund let the sword fall from his trembling fingers. This couldn’t happen, he thought. It could not.

      “Metal clashed on metal. Men screamed. Dying all around. The spear-din still raged. Desperately, Sigmund cast about himself, seeking another weapon. A fallen sword lay nearby. He grabbed this, rose, and rushed onward into the Mist.

      “Before the next hill, he came to a contingent of Swabian warriors, desperately holding back a Baian onslaught. Surrounding their king … Eylimi knelt in the mud, hand holding his gut. Hjördís’s father would not see another sunset.

      “Sigmund threw himself amidst the Baian warriors. His blade hamstrung one. His shield shoved another out of position. He fell into the dance with them. Cleave, strike, dodge, parry.

      “A spearpoint scraped along his mail, bruising the flesh beneath ere punching through a link and wedging into the gambeson under the chain. Sigmund grabbed the spear with one hand and shoved, his varulf strength sending the owner stumbling away. A blade crashed into Sigmund’s shoulder at the same time. The fingers of his shield arm went numb even as crushing agony lanced through his shoulder and upper arm.

      “His shield fell limp at his side. The pain of it sent him down to one knee.

      “A war cry behind him. A man moving in for the kill. Premature. Sigmund twisted around and thrust his sword through the groin of his would-be murderer. It did not punch through easily as Gramr would have. It carried the task though, sending his attacker toppling over sideways, hands clutching his mauled stones.

      “Gasping in pain, Sigmund crawled to Eylimi. The king stank of shit seeping out from his bowels, mingled with wound-sweat. His father-in-law was not dead yet, but a fool could see no hope remained to him.

      “‘I’m sorry …’ Sigmund’s tongue was heavy in his mouth. Words slurred.

      “So many dead.

      “He struggled to his feet. The least he could do was make Lyngi pay for this. Pay in blood. Vision blurred and uncertain which way he trod, Sigmund stumbled through the Mist, dimly aware some of Eylimi’s warriors had followed him. Eager to avenge their king, no doubt. Well, Sigmund would grant them that much. He had to. He owed Eylimi. But without Gramr … How had the runeblade shattered? She was a gift from Odin. And if he had lost her … had he not then lost Odin’s favour as well? Had the god forsaken Sigmund? Was this how Gylfi had felt, those many years ago, when Sigmund had struck him down?

      “How was a man to live on, knowing he’d once been loved and favoured by an Ás and had lost that grace?

      “Sigmund stumbled into another melee, unable to even tell one side from the other. Leastwise, till some few men broke off and charged him. The first he cut down. The second, he drove back. Unable to use his shield arm, he dodged a blow from a third.

      “A fourth man rushed in, shield-first, and collided with Sigmund’s chest. The impact sent him flying backward, crashing into the muck. Someone leapt on him, swinging a battleaxe meant to cleave his skull.

      “Sigmund caught the man in the gut with both legs and kicked, sending the attacker sprawling away. He rolled to the side, cleaving his sword into another man’s shin. A third crashed down atop him, hacking away with an axe.

      “Blow after blow landing on Sigmund’s hauberk, cracking ribs beneath, crushing his guts. Unable to get his sword around, Sigmund dropped it, then lunged forward, catching the man with a hand around his throat. If only night would fall.

      “If only he could unleash the wolf.

      “Sigmund squeezed until his attacker fell still.

      “Then he collapsed back into the mud.

      “He needed to get up. He had to keep fighting. He could do this … Just find Lyngi and cleave his head from his shoulders.

      “Just keep going …

      “But the World had gone dim. In Sigmund’s darkest moment, Odin had withdrawn his favour. And Sigmund was lost …”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Hermod let the last words hang there a bit, all tremulous, imaging the sound of them dancing in the etheric flames of the hearth pit. “Sigmund was lost to the Mortal Realm but found Odin waiting for him there. Because he would be needed once again. Because all of you will be needed again.”

      And so would Odin. Hermod could only hope, with what hope remained, the king would return ere it was too late. Return, before the end of all things that seemed, so rapidly, to approach.
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