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To the brave and the damned,

Who walk where shadows whisper,

Whose courage is steel and whose oaths are blood,

Who hear the unseen and carry the hunger within,

May your sagas endure,

And your silence be long... before the storm returns.
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The chroniclers of the south, cloaked in their sun-warmed scriptoriums, declared that the age of gods had ended.

They lied.

Long before the bells of the White Christ rang out across the jagged northern fjords—before iron kings hacked their names into the living bone of Europe—the sea still kept its ancient counsel. It spoke in the roar of winter gales and the hush of midnight dreams, in the shadowed flicker of raven wings skimming low over black water, in the slow, aching groan of ice splitting beneath its own weight. Those born to the cold learned its tongue early, and among them walked one who would force the deep to remember his name.

Eirik Skorne, Jarl of Vardhjem, the Wolf of Godspire.

To the starving, he was deliverance made flesh—broad-shouldered, storm-eyed, a man who could stare down famine and make it blink first. To the fearful, he was a walking curse, marked by something that watched from behind his gaze. He had led the Skorne clan through winters that devoured children, through plagues that turned proud warriors into whimpering husks, through nights when enemy longships burned so brightly the snow itself seemed aflame. 

When the old gods—Odin, Thor, Freyja—finally withdrew into silence, refusing even the smoke of sacrifice, Eirik did not despair.

He listened deeper.

Beneath the glassy surface of the mountain lake that fed Vardhjem’s river, something vast and patient stirred. A voice older than runes, older than the glaciers that carved the fjords, rose in slow coils of thought. It promised strength enough to break any invader, wisdom enough to outlast any king. It asked only one thing in return.

But something else had found him first.

Long before the lake-god whispered, a quieter hunger had slipped into his blood—like frostbite that begins as warmth. A thing with a name that could not be mentioned, yet always ravenous. It fed on certainty, on pride, on the bright edges of a man’s soul, and it grew fatter with every victory Eirik claimed. His people saw only the triumphs. They did not see how his dreams darkened, how he woke with salt on his lips that was not from the sea.

This is the saga of the Skorne bloodline: of the war-hosts that crossed the whale-road with fire in their wakes, of the god that slumbered beneath the roots of the world, dreaming in slow pulses of cold light, and of the price exacted when a mortal dares to answer voices that were never meant for human ears.

It begins not with the clash of steel or the cry of ravens, but with a single ripple beneath unmoving water—one man standing alone on the shore at dusk, head tilted as though listening to a lover’s breath—and the fearless heart that leaned close enough to hear its true name.

Welcome, reader, to the beginning of the end.
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The Hunger of the North
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The dawn came thin and colorless, a pale smear of white bleeding across the jagged ridges above Godspire Fjord, as though the sky itself had forgotten how to burn. Smoke leaked from the scattered longhouse roofs in slow, reluctant threads, rising like the last breaths of the dying before vanishing into the frozen air. No sound broke the stillness—no rhythmic hammer on anvil, no sharp ring of axes splitting wood—only the restless moan of wind slipping through cracked timbers and over snow-crusted thatch. The world felt hollowed out, waiting.

Jarl Eirik Skorne stood alone on the rise above Vardhjem, his heavy cloak stiff with frost that glittered faintly in the weak light. His gaze fixed on the sea far below, where the fjord stretched away like an old wound that refused to heal, its surface locked under a dull sheet of ice. Even the gulls had forsaken these shores. In their place, three ravens drifted high in the gray expanse, black strokes against the pallor, circling endlessly. His gloved fingers closed around the cold iron torque at his throat, the metal biting through wool.

“If the gods still watch, they watch in silence.”

The words fell from his lips and were swallowed at once by the wind, leaving no echo. Behind him, the village began to stir. Thin figures emerged from longhouses, moving with the careful slowness of those conserving strength, empty baskets clutched in numb hands, eyes dulled by hunger and the long dark. Smoke from peat fires carried the faint, sour smell of want. Somewhere deeper in the cluster of buildings, a child coughed—a dry, hollow sound that seemed to scrape against the inside of the ribs.

Eirik descended the slope, boots cracking through the brittle crust of old ice with each deliberate step. He passed the half-built longship beached near the shore, its skeletal ribs rising pale from the snow like the bones of some great whale left to rot. Frost rimed the unfinished strakes, and the keel lay half-covered in drifted white.

Hilda Stonehand labored alone at first, her bronze prosthetic fingers glinting dully as they gripped the adze, drawing slow, measured strokes along the wood. Kara worked beside her now, pitch blackening her palms, breath clouding in steady bursts as she smoothed the hull. Snowflakes caught in her dark braid and melted against the heat of her skin.

Eirik stopped near the rising curve of the hull, eyes tracing its unfinished length, the dragon prow still rough-hewn and mouthless.

“Morning has no mercy.”

Kara straightened, cheeks raw and reddened by cold, eyes sharp beneath frost-lashed brows. She gestured toward the stacked nets near the shore, their cords frozen stiff as iron bars.

“The nets froze solid. Bjorn took six men east toward the rocks.”

Her jaw tightened, the muscle leaping beneath wind-chapped skin.

“I doubt they’ll find more than seaweed.”

Hilda paused, resting the hammer against the keel. Snow slid from her broad shoulders as she rose, gaze drifting toward the locked fjord.

“If the sea gives nothing, the sea is angry.”

She turned her face fully to the gray water, breath steaming.

“The gods hear nothing from us anymore.”

Eirik studied the carved prow taking shape beneath Kara’s hands, the dragon’s head emerging slowly from the oak, jaws parted but unfinished.

“Still you work.”

Hilda’s eyes remained on the horizon, voice low.

“If we stop, we die slower.”

The wind tugged harder at Eirik’s cloak. His gaze settled on his daughter, lingering on the stubborn set of her shoulders.

“The elders mutter that women at the keel bring misfortune.”

Kara’s grip tightened on the smoothing blade, knuckles whitening. She did not flinch, only bent again to the wood, strokes steady and sure.

“Then misfortune has good company.”

She worked in silence for a moment longer before glancing up, eyes bright despite the cold.

“I am not leaving this ship until she floats.”

A faint curve touched Eirik’s mouth, gone almost before it formed.

“Your mother would have liked your stubbornness.”

Kara’s gaze flicked to him, something fierce and soft warring there.

“She would have called it wisdom.”

Eirik moved on, boots crunching across the frozen ground. At the village’s far edge, Torin the Ash-Touched knelt before the weathered shrine of Tyr. His threadbare robe fluttered like burnt cloth around his gaunt frame, bald scalp etched with black scars that trailed down into the clouded white of his blind eye. The shrine stone stood split down its heart, Tyr’s rune cracked and gray with age and frost.

Eirik stopped beside him, arms folding across his chest, breath misting in the stillness.

“You look for blessings in a dead tree.”

Torin’s scarred fingers traced the broken stone slowly, reverently.

“The tree still stands.”

His voice rasped like gravel over ice.

“It remembers what grew before frost took it.”

Eirik’s brows drew low, gaze sharpening on the mystic’s ruined face.

“You told me last moon the gods would send game.”

Torin tilted his head, blind eye lifting toward the fjord as though seeing farther than sight allowed.

“I told you they might.”

The wind shifted, carrying the faint salt of distant open water.

“But something greater listens now.”

His fingers stilled on the stone.

“Something older than the Aesir.”

Eirik’s voice hardened, cutting through the cold.

“Promises are cheap.”

Torin’s ruined eye gleamed faintly, the scars around it pulling tight.

“Cheap until they fill your granaries.”

He rose slowly, joints creaking like old timbers.

“South of here lies a monastery built on stolen stones. Fat with grain. Heavy with gold.”

His gaze sharpened, pinning Eirik.

“Their god has not abandoned them yet.”

Eirik’s breath clouded between them.

“A raid this deep in winter.”

His eyes flicked toward the ice-bound fjord.

“Half the ships rot in ice.”

Torin stepped closer, voice dropping to a thread.

“I will guide you.”

His thin smile barely moved his lips.

“The sea will open if you trust me.”

The wind fell momentarily still, as though the world itself leaned in to listen.

“A new power rises beneath Godspire.”

Torin’s words hung in the frozen air.

“It listens where the old gods do not.”

Eirik turned away sharply, cloak swirling.

“If you summon demons with your words, I’ll have your tongue.”

Torin’s faint smile lingered as his shadow stretched long across the snow.

“Perhaps it would not stop me.”

His voice followed Eirik like a whisper on the wind.

“Perhaps it would speak without me.”

Eirik left him there, kneeling once more beside the broken shrine.

Skorne Hall crouched at the heart of Vardhjem like an ancient beast hunkered against the cold, its blackened timbers scarred by generations of smoke and storm. Antlers crowned the entrance, their points dulled by frost and age, while ravens perched along the roof beam, heads cocked, feathers ruffling as Eirik approached.

Inside, the air hung thick with tallow and damp wool. The hearth burned low, casting long shadows that clung to the rafters like old regrets. Ingrid Wolfsmother stood near the fire, back straight despite the years etched deep into her spine. Gray streaked her thick braid, yet her arms remained corded with the strength of younger seasons. A wolf pelt draped her shoulders, its hollow glass eyes catching the firelight.

She placed another log on the embers without turning. Sparks leapt upward, brief and sharp.

“The ravens followed you again.”

Eirik removed his gloves, rubbing stiff fingers near the feeble warmth.

“They always do.”

Ingrid turned then, pale eyes assessing him across the dim hall.

“They never did before the famine.”

She brushed soot from her hands.

“They circle like judges.”

Eirik met her gaze steadily.

“They circle because we live.”

Ingrid snorted softly, the sound dry as wind through dead leaves.

“For now.”

She crossed the hall and poured watered ale into two cups, setting one on the table.

“The elders are restless.”

Eirik did not touch the cup.

“They should be.”

Ingrid leaned against the table, arms folded.

“They speak of empty bellies and colder nights. They speak of your daughter shaping a prow instead of shaping heirs.”

Eirik’s jaw tightened.

“Kara shapes survival.”

Ingrid’s mouth curved only faintly.

“She shapes trouble.”

She lifted the cup and drank.

“But so did you, once.”

Silence settled between them, thick as smoke.

“The mystic spoke to you.”

Ingrid’s eyes narrowed to thin slits.

“He did.”

Her fingers tightened around the cup.

“And you listened.”

Eirik looked toward the high seat, its carvings worn smooth by generations of hands.

“He speaks of a monastery south of the cliffs.”

Ingrid set the cup down slowly.

“In winter.”

Her gaze sharpened.

“With ice choking the fjord.”

Eirik nodded once.

“He claims the sea will open.”

Ingrid barked a short laugh.

“Torin claims many things.”

She stepped closer, lowering her voice.

“The last time you trusted his visions, we buried five men and fed the dogs with their shields.”

Eirik’s shoulders stiffened.

“The last time I ignored him, we starved.”

Ingrid studied his face, searching.

“The people will follow you.”

Her voice hardened.

“But they will not forgive you if this fails.”

Eirik exhaled slowly.

“They will not forgive me if we do nothing.”

Ingrid reached out, gripping his forearm.

“You would take Kara?”

Eirik did not answer at once.

“She is a shipwright.”

His voice was low.

“She will not be spared by hunger.”

Ingrid released him, turning back toward the fire.

“She has your blood.”

Her reflection wavered in the flames.

“That means she will go even if you forbid it.”

Eirik’s silence confirmed it.

A horn sounded outside, low and urgent.

Footsteps pounded across packed snow.

The hall doors burst open, letting in a rush of cold air and a spray of frost.

Bjorn Ice-Eye stood in the doorway, beard rimed white, one eye clouded and pale, the other burning.

“The eastern nets are gone.”

He strode inside, stamping snow from his boots.

“The ice broke them like twigs.”

His gaze flicked to Eirik.

“And we saw smoke beyond the cliffs.”

Eirik straightened.

“Smoke?”

Bjorn nodded.

“Too steady for a hunter’s fire.”

His mouth twisted.

“Stone walls.”

Ingrid’s fingers curled into fists.

“The monastery.”

Bjorn spat into the fire.

“Fat and warm while we gnaw bone.”

The horn sounded again outside, answered by another, then another. A low chorus rolled through the village.

Eirik stepped forward, voice carrying.

“Call the elders.”

Bjorn hesitated.

“And Torin?”

Eirik’s eyes hardened.

“He already knows.”

Bjorn grimaced and turned back into the cold.

The hall filled quickly as dusk deepened, elders claiming their places along the worn benches with the stiff movements of those hoarding strength. Faces drawn tight by hunger, eyes sharp with fear and unspoken accusations, turned toward the high seat. Murmurs rippled through the dim space like a troubled tide against rocky shores, low and restless, carrying fragments of doubt and old grievances.

Torin entered last, his staff tapping softly against the packed-earth floor with each deliberate step. Ravens slipped in behind him, silent shadows that fluttered up to perch along the smoke-blackened rafters, their gleaming eyes catching the hearth’s faint glow like scattered obsidian.

Eirik rose and took the high seat, his broad frame casting a long shadow across the carved pillars.

“We are starving.”

The murmurs fell silent as abruptly as a drawn blade.

“The sea has closed its fist.”

Faces tightened further, jaws clenching beneath hollow cheeks.

“The forests give us nothing.”

A woman near the back clutched her threadbare shawl tighter around her shoulders, knuckles whitening.

“I will not dress this in prayers.”

Eirik’s gaze swept the hall slowly, lingering on each face as though weighing their resolve.

“South of Godspire stands a monastery heavy with grain.”

A collective hiss of breath passed through the room, sharp and incredulous.

Torin stepped forward into the firelight, lifting his scarred hand palm-upward as if offering something invisible.

“The ice will break for us.”

Rage flared among the elders, brows furrowing, fists thumping benches.

“You said that before.”

Torin’s blind eye turned unerringly toward the voice that had spoken, the clouded orb seeming to pierce the gloom.

“And yet you still breathe.”

Eirik raised a hand, palm out, and the hall quieted once more.

“We sail in three days.”

The hall erupted then—voices rising in a storm of protest, benches creaking as bodies leaned forward.

“This is madness.”

“In winter?”

“We will die on the waves.”

Eirik stood taller, towering above them all, his presence filling the space like a gathering storm.

“We are already dying.”

Silence snapped tight, thick enough to choke on.

Kara pushed through the crowd from the shadows near the door, pitch-stained hands clenched at her sides, dark eyes burning with defiance.

“I will finish the ship.”

Heads turned toward her, murmurs rippling anew.

“It will float.”

She held her ground, chin lifted.

“And I will sail her.”

Eirik met his daughter’s gaze across the fire lit space, something fierce and proud flickering in his eyes.

“Then you will not sail alone.”

Torin smiled then, slow and knowing, the expression pulling at his scarred lips.

“The north remembers courage.”

The ravens croaked as one, a harsh chorus that echoed from the rafters and sent a shiver through the hall.

The next three days passed like a held breath, the village suspended between hope and dread. Snow fell without mercy—thin at first, drifting in lazy spirals, then heavy and relentless, burying paths and rooftops in deep, muffling silence. Hammers rang from dawn until dusk as the unfinished longship drank iron nails and rivers of sweat, the sound carrying sharp and defiant across the frozen fjord, a challenge hurled against the indifferent sky.

Kara slept beside the hull each night, wrapped in furs stiff with frozen pitch, her body curled against the cold wood for whatever warmth it could offer. Her hands split and bled beneath the relentless work, blackened with resin and edged with frostbite that turned fingertips numb and gray. She worked until her arms shook with exhaustion, then drove herself longer, carving the dragon prow into fierce life. Its eyes emerged wide and staring beneath her blade, mouth open in a silent snarl that seemed to promise vengeance against the sea itself. When the final cuts were made, she pressed her brow to the damp oak, breath steaming against the grain.

“You will carry us.”

The words fogged briefly and vanished into the night.

Torin came often to the shore, circling the rising ship like a crow scenting carrion. He traced runes into the crusted ice near the keel with the tip of his staff, murmuring words too low for any ears but his own, breath frosting the sparse hairs of his beard. No one spoke to him. No one dared stop him.

On the second night, the ravens gathered in earnest. They lined the rooftops in silent rows and crowded the frozen shore, black shapes against the endless white—hundreds strong, unmoving sentinels that watched the longship with unblinking intensity, as if waiting for it to stir and take to the water on its own.

Ingrid stood beside Eirik at the waterline, her wolf pelt snapping sharply in the wind that whipped down the fjord.

“This is wrong.”

Her voice came low, meant for his ears alone.

“They do not gather like this.”

Eirik’s gaze stayed fixed on the dark shape of the ship against the snow.

“They gather when death walks.”

Ingrid glanced sideways at him, pale eyes narrowing beneath her hood.

“And you invite it aboard.”

Eirik’s fingers curled slowly at his sides, knuckles whitening against the cold.

“I invite survival.”

The elders came with offerings. Rings. Bone charms. A sack of dried fish that smelled of rot. Each was laid at the base of the prow. Each felt inadequate.

On the third dawn, the fjord groaned.

Ice cracked far out on the water, a sound like stone grinding against stone. The village froze, every face turned seaward. A dark line split the white surface.

Kara stood at the bow, her breath caught sharp in her throat as she stared ahead, knuckles whitening against the carved dragon’s neck.

“The ice...”

It spread outward from the hull’s shadow, slow and deliberate, as though some unseen hand beneath the black water traced a path with patient, invisible fingers—parting the thick sheet not with violence, but with a strange, yielding obedience. Cracks whispered rather than cracked, edges curling back like parchment held too close to flame.

Torin lifted his staff high, the etched runes along its length catching the pale light in faint, unnatural pulses.

“It opens.”

The villagers clustered along the shore backed away instinctively, boots crunching in the snow, faces paling beneath hoods and helms as the impossible unfolded before them.

Eirik stepped forward to the water’s edge, his cloak snapping in the sudden hush of wind.

“Or it hunts.”

The ship was dragged down the greased sledges and thick ropes, men straining in grim lines, muscles bunching beneath frozen wool, boots slipping on the ice as breath tore from their lungs in ragged clouds. The hull groaned deeply as it met the fjord’s brink, timbers protesting the cold kiss of water. For a long, suspended moment, nothing moved—the ship poised half on land, half on ice, the crew frozen in exertion.

Then the ice retreated.

Not shattered by force. Not broken by ram or axe. Simply... pulled aside, edges folding back with a soft, sighing creak, revealing a channel of dark, steaming water that cut straight and narrow into the fjord’s frozen heart. A low murmur rose from the crowd, fear threading through awe like black wool through white.

Bjorn crossed himself swiftly with shaking fingers, the old gesture half-remembered from childhood tales.

“That is no wind.”

Torin’s blind eye gleamed wetly in the cold light, scars pulling tight around it.

“No.”

The ship slid forward at last, kissing the water that smoked faintly where ice met warmth, as though the sea itself exhaled in anticipation.

Kara’s hand tightened on the prow, fingers tracing the fresh-carved scales.

“It’s warm.”

Eirik climbed aboard with heavy, deliberate steps, boots thudding against the new deck that still smelled of pitch and oak shavings.

“All aboard.”

Men hesitated on the shore, eyes darting between the unnatural channel and the ship that waited like a beast roused from slumber. The ravens screamed overhead, a sudden, piercing chorus that scattered snow from the pines.

One by one, the chosen crew climbed the strakes—faces pale as skimmed milk, eyes hollow with the weight of what they left behind. They carried axes and shields more out of long habit than any lingering faith in steel against whatever stirred below.

Ingrid stepped forward last among those who remained ashore, her wolf pelt whipping in the rising breeze. She caught Eirik’s arm in a grip like iron, fingers digging through wool and mail.

“If the sea takes you...”

Her voice was low, fierce, the words ground out between teeth.

“I will curse its name until the end of days.”

Eirik held her gaze, the fire in his eyes steady against the storm in hers.

“If I return empty-handed...”

His tone did not waver.

“Curse me instead.”

She released him slowly, fingers uncurling as though it pained her. The mooring ropes were cut with quick slashes of knives, strands fraying and falling away.

The longship drifted forward at first with agonizing slowness, timbers settling deeper into the water, then faster as an unseen current took hold. The channel stretched ahead, impossibly straight and unwavering, flanked by towering walls of ice that gleamed blue in the depths. The village faded behind them, roofs and figures swallowed by swirling snow and distance until only the faint scent of peat smoke lingered on the wind.

Kara moved to stand beside her father amidships, knuckles still white on the rail.

“Something watches us.”

Eirik did not look away from the dark water sliding past.

“It always has.”

The fjord darkened as they glided deeper, the sky above narrowing to a thin gray ribbon between the pressing ice cliffs. Frost feathered the gunwales, creeping inward in delicate, deadly patterns, yet the deck beneath their boots remained strangely slick with unnatural warmth. The ravens followed overhead in a black cloud, wings beating like a distant war drum that echoed off the frozen walls.

Torin knelt at the bow, pressing his scarred palm flat against the deck as though feeling for a pulse beneath the wood. His breath came slow and measured, lips moving in a soundless rhythm older than any saga.

Kara watched him from a distance, her voice barely more than air.

“He’s listening.”

Eirik’s jaw set hard, the muscle leaping beneath stubbled skin.

“He’s bargaining.”

A sudden cry rang out from the stern as the ship shuddered violently, timbers groaning in protest. Bjorn staggered back from the rail, nearly pitching over the side into the black water. Another man dropped to his knees, retching dryly as the deck pitched beneath him without wind or wave to cause it. The water alongside the hull bulged upward in a slow, deliberate swell—not a wave, but something rising.

Dark and vast, sliding just beneath the surface, its outline vast enough to blot the faint light filtering through the ice.

The temperature plummeted all at once. Frost raced across shields and helms in furious blooms. Breath crystallized midair, hanging like shattered glass.

Torin’s staff struck the deck with a sharp crack that echoed like breaking bone.

“Now.”

The ship lurched violently sideways. A hand broke the surface near the bow—not flesh as men knew it, but something pale and slick, jointed wrong, fingers impossibly long and trailing strands like drowned hair or rotting weed. It slapped against the hull with a wet, resonant thud, leaving behind a smear of black frost that spread like spilled ink.

A scream tore from the crew, raw and ragged.

Bjorn swung his axe on pure instinct, the blade biting down in a shower of sparks. It struck the limb and skidded away harmlessly, shrieking against skin hard as glacial ice. Another hand surfaced amidships. Then another farther aft, pale shapes rising in unison.

The fjord boiled around them, black water churning with hidden motion.

Eirik roared over the chaos, voice carrying like thunder off the ice walls.

“Hold fast.”

Men scrambled across the heaving deck, shields raised high, boots sliding on sudden frost. One warrior lost his footing near the rail and went over the side with a sharp, cut-off cry. The water closed over him without splash or ripple—only a brief, bubbling disturbance that vanished as swiftly as it came.

The hands withdrew as suddenly as they had risen, sinking back into the depths with trailing silence. The sea stilled once more, the channel smoothing to glass.

Torin sagged forward, gasping, blood trickling from his nose.

“It takes its tithe.”

Torin’s voice shook as he wiped the blood from his upper lip, the crimson streak bright against his pale skin.

“One for passage.”

Rage surged through the crew like a sudden gale. Men turned on him, faces twisted in grief and fury, axes half-raised as though steel could undo what the depths had claimed.

“You promised us safe crossing.”

Torin’s blind eye lifted, hollow and gleaming with something that was not quite remorse.

“I promised the sea would open.”

Kara’s hands trembled at her sides, pitch-stained fingers curling into fists as she stared at the dark water where Hrolf had vanished.

“That was Hrolf.”

Her voice cracked on the name.

“He had children.”

The water rippled once more, slower now, the surface smoothing as though satisfied. Torin pushed himself upright with the staff, joints creaking, breath ragged.

“The sea does not care.”

Eirik stepped forward, looming over the mystic until his shadow swallowed him whole.

“You did.”

Torin met his gaze without flinching, scarred face unreadable.

“And now you live to reach shore.”

The ship resumed its unnatural glide southward, the current steady and relentless. No one spoke again. The only sounds were the soft slap of water against the hull and the harsh, insistent cries of ravens circling ever lower overhead.

Hours bled away beneath a sky the color of old iron. The fjord widened gradually, its towering ice walls thinning and breaking into drifting shards that bumped softly against the strakes like warnings unheeded. A new smell crept into the frozen air—faint at first, then unmistakable. Smoke. Wood smoke, rich with the promise of hearths and food. Warmth followed, seeping through wool and mail to numb skin long starved of it. Then stone rose into view, pale walls climbing the cliffs like an ancient scar against the dark rock. The monastery crowned the heights, its bell tower standing untouched by frost, thin curls of smoke rising lazily from vents along the tiled roof. Golden light glowed behind narrow slit windows, spilling out in soft invitation.

Bjorn’s hands tightened on his axe haft until the wood creaked.

“They feast.”

Eirik surveyed the walls from stem to stern—the narrow harbor below, the empty docks, the conspicuous lack of watch fires or sentries on the battlements.

“They believe winter keeps them safe.”

Torin wiped the last of the blood from his mouth with the back of his sleeve.

“The sea’s price is paid.”

His gaze lingered on the monastery, something unreadable flickering across his ruined features.

“Now it waits.”

The ship drifted silently into the harbor, the hull bumping softly against the weathered dock with a hollow thud. No alarm sounded from the walls. No voices cried out in challenge or fear.

Kara exhaled long and slow, the breath trembling as it left her.

“We made it.”

Eirik stepped onto the dock first, boots striking stone with deliberate weight.

“For now.”

The crew followed in grim silence, faces drawn tight with lingering horror and the sharp edge of hunger reborn. Eyes burned with fury at what the voyage had cost. Axes and shields hung ready in white-knuckled grips.

Above them, the monastery bell began to toll.

Once.

Twice.

Slow.

Deliberate.

The deep bronze note rolled across the courtyard and down to the harbor, vibrating in the bones of every man and woman ashore.

Torin stiffened where he stood at the rail, scarred fingers tightening on his staff.

“That bell...”

Eirik’s grip tightened on his axe, the haft creaking beneath his gauntlets.

“They knew.”

The bell rang again, deeper this time, the sound carrying no urgency—only certainty. Not a warning. An invitation.

The raiders climbed the winding path from harbor to courtyard, boots scraping on stone still warm beneath a thin crust of snow. The air grew thick with the scent of incense and fresh-baked bread, warmth pressing against skin numbed by weeks of killing cold. Snow melted at the edges of the flagged courtyard, running in thin rivulets toward iron drains etched with holy sigils that seemed to steam faintly.

For now, the monks did not flee.

They stood in two orderly rows beneath the bell tower’s shadow, hands folded within wide sleeves, faces pale but composed beneath shaved crowns. Gold-threaded symbols glimmered across their dark robes, catching the torchlight that spilled from the open doors behind them. Light poured out like an offering—warm, golden, almost welcoming.

Eirik stepped forward into the center of the courtyard, his presence drawing every eye.

“We take your stores.”

His voice carried easily across the stone, flat and unyielding.

“We leave you alive.”

The abbot moved to the front of the rows—an old man with a shaven head and eyes like still, depthless water. He raised one thin, blue-veined hand in a gesture that was neither blessing nor surrender.

“You have crossed forbidden waters.”

His gaze swept the armed crew slowly, lingering on blood-streaked blades and frost-rimed mail.

“You are already condemned.”

Bjorn snarled low in his throat, axe lifting instinctively. Kara shifted closer to her father, jaw set hard beneath wind-burned skin. Torin remained at the rear of the group, his expression unreadable in the flickering torchlight.

Eirik’s reply came without hesitation, voice steady as winter stone.

“We are hungry.”

The abbot’s mouth tightened, the only crack in his serenity.

“Then you should have prayed.”

Eirik advanced another deliberate step, boots ringing on the flags.

“We did.”

He gestured behind him with a sweep of his axe toward the dark mouth of the fjord beyond the walls.

“The sea answered.”

A ripple of unease passed through the monks—shoulders shifting beneath robes, eyes flickering toward the abbot.

The abbot exhaled slowly, the sound almost a sigh of resignation.

“Lay down your weapons.”

Eirik’s eyes hardened to chips of glacial ice.

“No.”

The abbot’s shoulders slumped beneath the weight of his robe, as if the accumulated centuries of his order pressed down upon him at last.

“So be it.”

He raised both hands, palms outward.

The great oaken doors behind the monks slammed shut with a resounding boom that echoed off the courtyard walls. The ground trembled faintly beneath their boots. A low hum rolled through the stone, deep and resonant, setting teeth on edge and raising hackles along every neck.

Symbols carved into the encircling walls flared with sudden pale light—lines of gold threading through ancient sigils that hurt the eye to follow.

Torin stiffened at the rear, staff rising instinctively.

“That is not their god.”

The ground cracked with a sharp report.

A fissure split the courtyard stones down the center, widening with a shriek of tearing rock and mortar. Heat poured upward in a suffocating wave, thick with the stench of rot and old, congealed blood. The monks began to chant—not in fear, but in perfect, chilling unison, voices rising together in a language that predated their crucified savior.

Bjorn lunged forward without thought, axe biting deep into the nearest monk’s shoulder. Blood splashed hot across the white stone, steaming faintly in the cold air as the body crumpled.

The chanting did not falter.

More monks stepped forward serenely, faces calm, almost eager—offering throats, chests, bellies to the steel that descended upon them.

Kara recoiled a half-step, horror widening her eyes.

“They’re welcoming it.”

The fissure widened further with a grinding roar. Something vast moved in the depths below—wet sounds of shifting mass, immense and indistinct.

Torin shouted over the rising chant, staff raised high, runes flaring in frantic counterpoint.

“Back.”

No one listened.

The courtyard erupted into chaos—steel ringing on stone, blood flowing in bright rivulets between the flags. Monks fell without resistance, smiling even as axes split bone and mail alike bit deep.

The fissure burst fully open with a sound like the world tearing.

A mass surged upward from the abyss—towering, shifting, all writhing limbs and slick, glistening surfaces that refused to settle into any form the eye could name. Veins pulsed across its hide in sickly gold. Eyes opened across its bulk—too many, scattered and mismatched, each fixing on a different soul with hungry intelligence.

Men screamed as the thing rose higher.

One warrior was lifted bodily into the air, limbs flailing as his body folded inward with wet cracks, crushed by pressure no hand delivered. Another was drawn downward into the mass, his cries muffled abruptly as flesh enveloped him.

Eirik planted his feet wide amid the slaughter, axe raised.

“Kara.”

His voice cut through the din like a blade through silk.

“Stay behind me.”

She did not answer. She stood frozen, staring at the thing that now blotted out the bell tower’s light, horror and dawning recognition warring in her eyes.

“This is what opened the sea.”

Torin’s voice cracked as he backed away, blood still leaking from his nose.

“No.”

His blind eye streamed crimson tears down scarred cheeks.

“This is what the sea fears.” 

The bell tolled again. The thing roared. The sound was not sound. It was pressure, crushing thought, forcing knees to stone.

Eirik drove forward through the chaos, axe raised high above his head, the blade catching the flaring rune-light in a brief, savage gleam.

“For Vardhjem.”

The heavy edge struck the creature’s glistening surface with a wet, resonant thud. It sank in deep at first, parting slick flesh like rotted whale-hide. Then stopped abruptly, caught as though by iron beneath the skin. The mass rippled outward in slow, deliberate waves. The axe was wrenched violently from his hands, haft twisting in his grip before it was flung aside to clatter across the blood-slick flags.

The creature turned.

Its countless eyes—scattered, lidless, mismatched—fixed on Eirik alone. And the thing smiled, a slow stretching of wet membranes that revealed rows of jagged, translucent teeth.

The creature surged forward.

Stone shattered beneath its bulk in explosive bursts, sacred sigils carved into the courtyard walls splintering like chalk scratched into sand. The air thickened unbearably, pressing against lungs and eardrums, against thought itself—until breathing became labor and vision tunneled. Men staggered in its wake, some dropping to their knees to vomit black bile, others clutching their skulls as invisible fingers pried at memory and will. Not words invaded their minds.

Memories.

Old griefs. Forgotten sins. The faces of the dead.

Eirik’s knees bent under the weight but did not break. He tore his seax free from its sheath, the shorter blade flashing as he slashed across a whipping tendril that lashed toward Kara. The edge bit deep, parting the limb in a spray of black ichor that hissed and smoked where it struck the stone, eating pits into the sacred flags.

The creature recoiled with a sound like tearing sailcloth.

Kara moved—not back, but forward into the breach.

She seized a fallen torch from a dying monk’s hand, its flame guttering weakly but still alive, and hurled it with all her strength into a gaping, pulsing wound along the creature’s flank. Fire sank into flesh like burning oil into dry cloth, spreading in hungry veins of orange and gold.

The creature screamed—a sound that rattled teeth and shattered what glass remained in the narrow windows.

Torin collapsed to one knee amid the carnage, scarred hands clutching his head as though to hold
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