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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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            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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        “Man is condemned to be free.”

        JEAN-PAUL SARTRE

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        779 Age of Man

        (Twenty Years Before the Rise of Odin)

      

      

      

      Numerous isles dotted the Gandvík, many of them claimed by jarls or petty kings who strove to dominate those jarls. None of those so-called kingdoms concerned Slagfid. Only the call of the ring mattered. Rumours, though, legends even, spoke of other powers calling some few islands in Reidgotaland home. According to these stories, after their fall, one of the Old Kingdoms yet lingered, a slumbering shadow of its former self. This kingdom, the Niflungar—people steeped in knowledge even völvur feared—had retreated into Mist-cloaked isles. New kingdoms rose around them, but still there remained a shroud of fear. Sometimes, Men ventured to one island or another and never returned.

      No one wished to take him to the isles, especially not on the cusp of winter, so he’d been forced to row a small boat himself. His arms ached with the effort, but his ring grew ever warmer, telling him he drew nigh to Svanhit. His wife awaited, and he could not brook biding through the long moons of winter, huddling in some longhouse to await her.

      Mostlike, some of those petty kingdoms squabbled over an island or some other stretch of land. And their battles—rather, the heroic deaths those battles engendered—would draw valkyrjar, like his wife. Svanhit always liked a good battle. Sometimes they had sparred, Svanhit winning her fair share of their struggles.

      It had bothered him, at first, a woman besting him oft as not, when almost no man had ever done so. But then, she was a valkyrja, not just any woman. Svanhit knew well the spear-din, was an expert in sword and shield, bow and spear. Besides, their matches ended most often with them going at each other like rabbits in heat. That, he did not overmuch mind.

      A chill sweat dripped down his back. He glanced over his shoulder. There in the distance was an island, maybe the source of the battles. Certainly, he felt the warmth of his ring increasing. The sky above that island though, it grew dark, a storm sweeping in. By the ghosts of his ancestors, it was coming toward him. He’d never make it back to his last stop ere it hit, nor could he be sure of finding land if he turned more southerly. Njörd, it seemed now, was wroth with him. Probably should have made a sacrifice afore he left.

      “Father, if you’re listening … I need to reach land ere the storm reaches me. Grant me strength.”

      He turned back and heaved on the oars, propelling himself with all the speed he could muster.
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      Rain lashed against him, whipping his hair about his face, nigh to blinding him. He’d mocked Agilaz for keeping such short hair. Seemed his half-brother had a reason for it. The waves had grown in intensity, casting his rowboat off course, the dim sensation of his ring told him that.

      “Njörd, if you get me through this … I will offer up nine lives in your name. Such, I swear.” Slagfid had no idea if the god was listening, or cared for the urd of a random Kven, but he saw little to lose in such prayers.

      A surge of water crashed over his boat. One of his oars fell from his grasp, then disappeared, carried away from the boat. The Vanr did not seem to be listening. Damn fickle, the gods could be. Especially the god of wind and sea.

      Slagfid pushed his hair back from his eyes, then cast about himself, still couldn’t make out land.

      Another wave rocked his boat and flung him forward. His shoulder hit the rail, and he almost tumbled over the side. The gods did not love him this day, nor, it seemed, did his father’s ghost.

      He could not steer the boat with one oar, and the waves were tossing him about so violently it might not have mattered. The winter storms had come early. “Svanhit … I pray you guide me true.” The ring pulled him to one side, tempting him with the promise of land.

      With a deep breath, he vaulted the rail and dove into the sea. He was already soaked, but still, that first plunge felt like slipping into the icy demesne of Hel. The deeper he dove, though, the less force the waves held. In the darkness, he could make out almost naught.

      All he could do was strive forward. Trust the ring.

      Men claimed serpents and mermaids and even the Kraken lived beneath the Gandvík. Slagfid, though, saw not so much as a fish.

      He broke the surface, gasping. Another wave crashed over him, flung water down his throat. He sputtered, coughing up a lungful of the stuff. Please, Svanhit. Or any other god who might be listening. He had little wish to die, pulled down into the net of Rán. Some said the saealf queen spat out her rejects as draugar, forever haunting the sea where they died. Slagfid would not wish such an urd even upon his enemies.

      He dove under again, lungs feeling apt to burst. He’d not had a full breath of air, was not like to get one. At this point he’d accept aid from Rán or her dire husband, Ægir. He’d almost welcome succour from Hel herself. None of them answered.

      Follow the ring.

      His whole chest was on fire.

      He did not want to die like this.
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      “He lives.” A woman’s voice.

      Svanhit had come for him.

      Slagfid blinked. A man had flung him over his shoulder, was carrying him. An armoured woman trotted beside them, the wind batting her hair over her face.

      Svanhit …

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “Svanhit.”

      He jerked awake. He lay on furs, beside a fire. A longhouse, thick with wood smoke and the smell of cooking fish. A woman sat a few feet away, sharpening a sword. Other warriors, too, one tending to a pot over the fire.

      The woman rose at his voice. She had Svanhit’s height and build, her hair colour. But it was not her. This woman had mostlike no more than seventeen winters, and though she had the scars of battle, she had not the grim look of a valkyrja. She knelt beside him and peered into his eyes. “I am Signey Healfdenesdotter. And you are lucky to be alive. The gods favour you.” Mayhap, for it seemed Njörd had answered his prayer—or accepted his offer of sacrifices. “Who is Svanhit?” she asked when he made no answer.

      Slagfid pushed himself to a sitting position. His muscles ached, trembled, tried to refuse, but he was not about to meet these warriors lying down. They had removed their hauberks, but he was certain he’d seen their armour when they found him. Wealthy enough raven-feeders, then, to have such war-garb.

      And what should he tell them about Svanhit? That he had married a valkyrja and she had left him? They might think him Mist-mad. Or a liar. “I am Slagfid Wadeson, prince of Kvenland.”

      The woman cocked her head at that. “Then, Prince, I should tell you my father is king of this island.”

      Rescued by a princess. He found himself in a tale fit for skalds on long winter nights.

      His stomach rumbled, and a few of Signey’s men laughed. With a wooden bowl, one man scooped out a lump of fish from the pot, then handed Slagfid the bowl. Slagfid snatched it up and pried the flesh loose with his fingers. The heat seared him, but it was welcome. Haddock, and well cooked. At this point, he’d have devoured it raw had they given it to him.

      “Get the prince some ale,” Signey said, then served herself some fish.

      They waited until he had finished eating ere anyone spoke further to him, then, Signey broke the silence. “You are a long way from Kvenland, aren’t you? Yet you speak our tongue.”

      Slagfid nodded. Kvenland was part of the North Realms, but the Northern tongue diverged in different lands. “We had instruction from foreign tutors as children.” One of many benefits of being a prince, even one who could never inherit the throne. Since his own father was a bastard—as were Slagfid and his brothers, all sired on different women—they lacked political sway. The king had still seen his bastard brother as an asset, however, and might have married Slagfid off to some noble’s daughter, had things gone differently. Had his father not sent Volund to the accursed dvergar and lost his life in the process.

      “I owe you my life, Princess,” he said, though she waved her hand as if it were of no consequence. “I made a vow to Njörd; if he would spare me, I would sacrifice nine men in his name. But ’twas your men who pulled me from the sea, so I ask you. Tell me the names of your enemies, and I shall slay them for you.”

      “Are you so great a warrior to make such an offer?” A curious look had overtaken her face, and the other warriors, too, were watching him now.

      “I have rarely met my equal with a sword.” In truth, since attaining manhood, only Svanhit had bested him. Besides, Svanhit remained close, awaiting heroic deaths. Slagfid might fulfil his oath and find his wife with the same stroke. “If a man troubles you, Princess, point me toward him.” He yawned. “And I shall attend to him once I have rested.”

      One of the warriors chuckled. Slagfid noted his face. He expected he was going to like the man. “You would not be so quick to offer if you knew our foes.”

      Slagfid snorted. The looks on their faces, however … stern as Agilaz and drawn out. Like men who knew they were soon bound for Valhöll and had accepted it but found no joy in the knowledge.

      Signey rubbed her arms and looked around the hall. “You have heard of the Niflungar?”

      Oh, by the ghosts of his ancestors! Slagfid scowled and nodded. The sorcerer kings had once been the terror of the old world, the greatest of the Old Kingdoms. According to the skalds who had instructed him in ancient lore, the Niflungar worshipped the goddess Hel, Queen of Mist, and thus called themselves Children of the Mist.

      “After eight hundred years, at long last they have wakened,” Signey said. She looked faraway now. “They demand tribute—great hoards of gold, silver, all other value our people had gathered. We already send so much to Nidavellir, and now this emissary comes, claiming lineage from a dead kingdom? No, my father refused.” One of the men spat. Many touched iron. All had hands on their weapons and kept looking about, as if expecting the Mist to somehow permeate the wooden walls and choke the life from them. Signey seemed to look through him, at some ghastly memory he’d rather not see. “They came in the night. We didn’t know, didn’t hear aught. But in the morn, we found a man dead in his house, door wide open. His wife and children gone. Just … gone. And the fisherman—eyes frozen inside his skull, face twisted like he’d looked upon Hel herself.”

      “No one leaves their door open at night,” Slagfid said.

      “No,” Signey agreed. “But the next night it happened again. And again. So my father sent us into the wilds to hunt them. We found naught. And thus we pass from one town to another, searching all Sjaelland for unseen foes. Three times, one of our own number has vanished in the night.”

      A chill shook him. How did a man track something like that? Maybe one as keen as Agilaz could do it, but Slagfid was a far better swordsman than woodsman. And was this truly the task the Vanr god wished of him? Slagfid had been careless in his oath.

      Slagfid sighed. “I swore to Njörd I would kill nine men in his name. I swore to you I would fight your enemies. Grant me a sword, Princess. And we shall see about hunting these Mist children.”

      Another warrior scoffed. “If the king doesn’t pay, Hel will have us all ere winter breaks.”

      Perhaps she would. Either way, Slagfid intended to return at least nine of her children to her.
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      They had spent two moons chasing ghosts. The Niflungar did not engage them, despite Slagfid’s best efforts. They vanished into the Mist of their goddess, only to once again sweep away a man or a woman. Sometimes whole families.

      And so King Healfdene and his brother King Froda had paid tribute, though it had nigh crippled their kingdoms. Signey took it hard, as a personal insult. But they could not move well in winter—the Mist was thicker, the storms apt to leave them buried in snow—and so they passed their nights watching over the town of Hleidra. Great patrols of ten, twelve men, each bearing a torch. The town consisted of a dozen thatch-roofed longhouses including the king’s own, plus outlying fields and work houses. It was a lot to patrol. Still, no more families vanished. Slagfid wished he could attribute it to his diligence, but he knew it had only happened because Healfdene had met the Niflung demands.

      So it was that when Healfdene’s wife birthed another son—his second, for Signey had a two-year-old brother, Hrothgar—the celebrations were muted. Ale and mead flowed, aye, but all drank with a consciousness there would be too little left for later. There were trenchers of venison, of rabbit, of fish. Yet grain and vegetables were scarce and the revels but derisory imitations of joy.

      Word came, Froda’s town, Roskil, in the north had gone unscathed, as well. Signey’s father, it turned out, was the far greater of the two kings of Sjaelland, the elder son of old King Frothi, now dead more than twenty years.

      “There’s a tale of my grandfather,” Signey said when they could drink no more, her face obscured by smoke from the hearth fire in her father’s longhouse. Earlier, they had watched little Hrothgar wonder at his new brother, whom the king named Halga, and Slagfid had recalled Volund’s birth. There had been rumours later, that Father had lain with an alf woman, that Volund had something of the Otherworld in him.

      “Every man has his tale,” Slagfid offered, mind still on Volund, on Agilaz. Whither had his brothers wandered, seeking their wives? Would he see them again, as they had planned? Would he be able to return to Wolf Lake?

      “Aye, and every woman too,” Signey said. “Do you want to hear of King Frothi or no?” He did, and said so. “Well, we are Skjöldungar, the heirs of royals of that Old Kingdom, of Skjöld. ’Tis said the Vanr Gefjon granted Skjöld this island and taught him the art of the plough. But the Old Kingdoms fell, and the Skjöldungar were betrayed by the Niflungar. After the death of his father—murdered by his erstwhile Niflung allies—the last prince was said to have led many of the royals into exile to the east. Those who remained struggled, our kingdoms but shadows of what once we held.”

      Slagfid nodded, for his tutors had taught him such things.

      “Centuries passed, and so my grandfather came into such hard times. The land produced never enough food, and some claimed Gefjon’s blessing had long since faded from Sjaelland. Frothi, though, sought for a way to restore this island’s bounty. And he seized two jötunn-blooded maids and bade them use their seidr to power a mill that would produce endless grain. For a time, Hleidra flourished. But those maids were treacherous and swore to see Frothi and all his line brought low for the shame he had visited upon them. They laid a curse on him, on my line, a doom some say haunts us still.”

      Her voice was hypnotic in the firelit, hazy hall, and Slagfid found he liked listening to her. Yet Signey had fallen silent, and the silence loomed over the hall, thicker than the billowing smoke. “What befell Frothi?” he asked, though in truth, he had heard that much in his studies.

      Signey murmured something. Slagfid could not see her face but fancied she was grinning to have so seized his attention. “The curse, of course. The sea king Mysing came and slew him, laid claim to the jötunn maids, and carried them off. Some claim they sank his ship, and even now, beneath the sea, grind on with their mill, churning out salt rather than grain. And now, folk say father’s time has come from this curse—that the Niflungar are closing off the noose that has lain around his neck since first Frothi earned the ire of the Otherworld.”

      Slagfid scowled, at last understanding. Signey was astute for one so young. If the people of Sjaelland believed this curse, they might abandon Signey’s family, overthrow them. Mayhap ’twas all superstition, yet even the belief of such things could undermine a kingdom. “I swore to you I’d face your enemies in recompense for the saving of my life.”

      Signey leant forward till her face broke through the haze. “See you do, Prince of Kvenland.”
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      More moons passed then, one by one. And there was stillness. Even the patrols had ended long since. Winter broke, and long ere the first hints of a thaw, a new emissary had come to the court. The man had refused to enter the king’s hall and so stood out in the square. He appeared just after sunset—at night, vaettr-like—demanding Healfdene attend him.

      Slagfid stood at one side of the hall, while Signey stood beside her father. The king stared at the emissary, a man who had not even lowered the hood of his cloak. Indeed, Mist writhed about his feet, coiling like a nest of serpents.

      “Speak, then,” Healfdene said. “What do you wish now?”

      “Each kingdom in Reidgotaland is to pay us tribute equal to their king’s weight in gold.”

      Slagfid had to bite his tongue to keep from chuckling at that. The lean winter had not worn away all of Healfdene’s oversized gut. His people would be paying a fair bit more than the average kingdom. And it seemed the question they had all feared was answered—the Niflungar would indeed expect their tribute annually.

      “How dare you?” Healfdene fumbled with his sword on his back. “Do you think you can bleed us dry? That we shall simply fawn over you like some southern weaklings?”

      At the king’s motion, every other warrior readied their weapons. Including Slagfid. For once, he could see the foe plain.

      With a battle cry, Signey threw herself at the Niflung emissary. The man whipped his cloak around in front of her, and she stumbled, choking on a sudden blanket of Mist. The shieldmaiden dropped her blade and fell to her knees, clutching her throat. Even as she fell, the sorcerer caught her wrist. She gasped, her face losing all colour.

      Slagfid charged forward an instant before the king. He swung at the sorcerer’s wrist. The man released Signey and twisted again, stepping behind Slagfid. Immediately Slagfid spun, using his momentum to continue his swing. His sword met the Mist as though he had tried to swing it through a curtain of water. The resistance slowed his blow and his enemy danced away again.

      The princess had fallen over, clutching her wrist where the sorcerer had touched her. Her cries of agony meant she yet breathed, though. A blessing, that.

      Men raced after the Niflung, chasing him into the Mist gathered between houses. Slagfid glanced back and forth between Signey and the other men.

      “Kill him!” Healfdene bellowed, then knelt to help his daughter.

      Aye, Slagfid had an oath to uphold. He raced into the Mist, pausing only to grab a torch. He almost stumbled over the corpses littering that alley. Three men lay dead, friends, men he had patrolled beside, drank with.

      Slagfid waved the torch in front of him, but the alley appeared empty. He crouched to examine the bodies. One had turned blue, ice seeming to spread from a handprint around his throat. Poor Arvid. The other two had been cut down with a blade. If the sorcerer needed to use a sword, he was not all-powerful.

      Once, Slagfid had asked his sword instructor how to fight a sorcerer. The man had fixed him with a level gaze and told him he had two options, neither good. The first—run and hide, and pray to any god who would listen the sorcerer did not find him. The second—fall to his knees and beg the sorcerer for mercy. But then, those who touched the Art were not known for their mercy.

      Neither option would serve him this night.

      Torch held before him, sword ready, Slagfid advanced into the Mist. It had grown so thick it felt almost like a physical impediment, a wall pushing back against him, if only a bit. Whispers thick with ancient hatred sounded all around him.

      “Njörd,” he whispered. “Grant me strength to uphold my oath.”

      A silhouette moved in front of him. Slagfid lunged forward and struck. The figure twisted to the side and again vanished into the vapours. Damn it. The torch banished the Mist as his foe drew nigh, but not enough of it. Sunrise was too far away. This Hel-worshipping Niflung could probably kill the whole damn town ere the first rays of dawn drove him from here.

      That hissing Mist. It mocked Slagfid.

      A man screamed somewhere to his right.

      Slagfid grimaced. He had promised Njörd deaths, and he was going to deliver. “Forgive me,” he mumbled. Then he flung the torch onto the roof of the house to his right. The snows had mostly melted, and the thatch caught almost immediately. In the space of a few heartbeats, the flames spread, erupting over the house. The Mist evaporated, seeming almost to hiss in pain as the fire raged, retreating like an animal from the flame.

      The dancing figure appeared, cutting down another warrior. He saw Slagfid then and raced back toward the curtain of Mist. Slagfid charged him, slamming into the sorcerer with his shoulder. The pair of them tumbled to the ground. Rather than try to gain his feet, Slagfid punched the Niflung in his face. The cowl fell away, revealing the face of a man—albeit one with runes marked on it. Slagfid punched him again. Sorcerer or no, his nose shattered under the attack. Blood splattered over the man’s face.

      Slagfid rolled off him and rose, sword in hand. The sorcerer lunged for his own blade, not fast enough. Slagfid’s sword bit into the man’s skull, shattering it in a mess of blood and brains. To be certain, Slagfid hacked away again and again. Gods only knew what it took to kill a sorcerer. Panting, he lifted the corpse by the hair and swung at his neck. It took several chops to sever the head. Great swathes of blood drenched his arms and chest and face, crimson stains seeming more sinister in the smoky light of the raging flames.

      Such creatures ought not to be allowed to rise as draugar. He didn’t think a man could rise without a head, but better to be certain. He tossed the head on top of the flaming house. Then he dragged the corpse over to the blaze.

      “What have you done?” someone demanded. “You’ll burn the whole fucking town to ash!”

      Slagfid ignored him. The townsfolk could stop the flames from spreading. And now one of the Niflung sorcerers was dead.

      One down.

      Eight more to fulfil his oath.
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      The grimace on her face meant Signey struggled not to cry out as the völva held her arm by the hearth fire. Her frostbitten flesh had changed from blue to a pale, icy white, and she shivered like deathchill threatened her. Slagfid glowered. By the ghosts of his ancestors, he’d kill that Niflung again if he could. The princess deserved better than this, and the völva had spoken as though she might even lose the arm. Claimed she would try to save it.

      “I’ve already slain a sorcerer this night,” Slagfid had whispered in her ear. “Killing an old witch would be a small task beside that.”

      Of course, he would not harm the town völva, as well she knew. Nevertheless, her eyes had widened and she had not left the princess’s side, though others bore similar injuries. The Niflung had killed men with his mere touch. Such powers did not bode well.

      The Niflungar would learn Healfdene’s people had slain the emissary, would send more assassins. Slagfid missed his brothers. Agilaz would have been steady in the face of this, and Volund would have been grim. Either would have proved a boon.

      Finally, the völva pulled away from Signey. “Remain by the fire and do not fall asleep. Keep the arm moving.” The old woman looked to Slagfid, and he nodded. Aye, her task was done, and she could see to the others.

      When she left, Slagfid knelt beside Signey. She did not look at him. On long nights of patrol, she had demonstrated a keen enough mind and a sharper wit. They often boasted or traded good-natured insults with one another, and she’d won enough exchanges he’d challenged her to swordplay. That, he had won, causing her to storm off. Proud one, this, but she deserved her pride. She was skilled, fast. Clever, even.

      After a few moments she cleared her throat. “You saved my life. I admit it, all right? Now we are even.”

      “The thought had never crossed my mind. I swore I’d slay nine men for you, and I will uphold that promise.”

      “Why?”

      “I do not break my oaths.”

      “Oh? Hmm. And who is Svanhit?” She continued shifting her arm by the hearth.

      Slagfid scowled at Signey's back. He had not thought of his wife all day. Her ring no longer seemed warm. Besides, talking about her with Signey felt wrong. No, she wouldn’t understand. She had asked him this question on a few occasions ere now, and he’d avoided it.

      “No one.” The words tasted vile in his mouth. She was someone important. And he had made an oath to her, as well. He ran a thumb over the ring. Svanhit had made him laugh even more than Signey had. He just needed to fulfil his oath to Signey, then he’d find his wife. She’d understand—Hel, she had been the one to leave him. “Just get some rest.”

      Very soon, they would need every warrior they had.
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      A lingering silence had spread over Healfdene’s kingdom in the wake of the Niflung’s death. Men called Slagfid a hero, and women offered themselves to him in drunken frenzies, their anger over the burnt house drowned in the flush of a sole victory. He turned them away—most of them. He did not feel a hero. He felt a man staring into the calm ere the worst of winter storms, knowing it was coming.

      It did.

      It took some time ere they heard of it, though. An entire town swept away in a night of blood and torment, the dead left to rot upon spears stuck in the ground. The lucky ones. Some few warriors had risen as draugar, now plaguing the night, preying on those who dared chance the wilds.

      Terror kept men from farming or fishing. Everywhere, the Mist spread and shadows deepened. Men spoke now of compliance, of pledging fealty, even. They whispered of all Reidgotaland serving the Niflungar, of the return of the Old Kingdoms. Of one, leastwise.

      If the Dani of Sjaelland knew the Skjöldung dynasty that ruled them were the descendants of another Old Kingdom, they no longer seemed to care. And everywhere, he heard the whispers.

      The curse of Frothi wakens …
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      Two of Healfdene’s three jarls lay murdered in their homes. The assassin had slipped past their men and gutted them, then vanished into the night. Perhaps Healfdene would have bent his knee, had Signey not demanded otherwise. If they did not face this threat, she claimed, the Skjöldung dynasty would fall, would be torn apart by the rest of the Dani.

      Now Slagfid’s party pushed on to the mountain peaks overlooking the town, though it had meant a night in the wilds, risking wolves, risking Mist. Nine men and women in their party, and not one had slept. All had gathered in a ring, close around the fire as they could. Slagfid had insisted they set up a ring of torches surrounding the camp. Morn, long in coming, had arrived and allowed them to continue up the mountain. Already, the day had drawn on; daylight hours were scant this time of year.

      Another Niflung assassin hunted them—Slagfid could feel it. There was a thickness to the Mist, a foulness beyond even the norm. Ravens seemed to watch their every move, as if waiting for a new corpse to feast upon.

      “Have you ever met this witch?” Slagfid asked.

      Signey grunted. The path had grown so steep, they had to use their hands to grab rocks and aid the ascent. “My father climbed this way, ere he became king, when Mysing slew his father. The woman mislikes visitors.”

      “Imagine that.” The town völva had told them to seek out her mentor, that she might have some wisdom with which to arm themselves. Given that the old woman could have been a grandmother, this other völva must have been ancient. And since she kept to herself atop the damn mountain, very few petitioners disturbed her rest.

      Today they had climbed high enough even the Mist lay below them, choking the land like a blanket of poison. The pure, unfiltered sunlight stung his eyes and lit the glorious sky. Sadly, though, it would not last but a few more hours. Such needs must be enough.
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      They climbed on till his legs ached from it, till his palms were worn raw. How some old woman made this ascent, he would never guess. By the ghosts of his ancestors, this völva better have something real for them to use. They had risked their lives, made this climb, and left the town without its best protectors. All to get advice from an old woman who might have heard the voices of the gods … or might have just been Mist-mad.

      He’d been weaned on the tales—horrific some of them—of the Witch-Queens of Pohjola, and the admonition never to meddle in the affairs of such women. For his part, Slagfid took the völvur here as much the same as the witches of Kvenland: best left alone.

      But Signey insisted, believed in the völvur and their mysticism, a faith Slagfid almost envied in her. When faced with hardship, Men looked toward any light in the darkness.

      At last they crested onto a plateau. The snows here had not melted. From the edge he stared down; you couldn’t even see the damned ground through all that Mist. If he did not know better, he might have sworn the mountain descended on forever, straight into Niflheim.

      Signey moved to stand beside him, while some of the others praised or implored the Vanir. Most had probably never seen such a view. “We’re dying,” Signey said after a while.

      “We’ll find a way to kill this assassin. And seven more of his brothers.”

      “Maybe. But skalds talk about the Old Kingdoms, about how they once ruled the North Realms, even parts of Valland. And what are we now? Tiny tribes and petty kingdoms. And we kill each other over the few bits of land where food could grow. The ice creeps south, lingers longer each year, and the Mist chokes us all. Mankind is dying, Slagfid, and we all know it. Whatever we eke out, ’tis a shadow of what was.”

      Slagfid sighed. “There are great empires in the south, Miklagard and Serkland even beyond that.”

      “The only great kingdoms I know are those of fell lineage,” Signey said, “peoples like the dvergar or the Niflungar. And a Niflung hunts us like frightened rabbits. We like to call Midgard our World, but it’s not. Forget whatever horrors lie beyond the Midgard Wall. We are losing the World to the terrors on this side. Best case, Man is bound for thraldom.”

      Slagfid grabbed her by the shoulders and spun her around. “You sound as morbid as my brother, and it suits you even less.”

      The princess shook her head, then snorted. “Which brother?”

      That got a laugh. “Volund, gods. Agilaz may have had his arsehole permanently frozen shut, but he’s a practical one, grounded in the real World. Volund is the one given to such …” He was going to say “pointless,” but it would have no doubt further darkened her mood. “… such dour musings.”

      “I find it hard not to be dour when faced with⁠—”

      “We are going to win. By the ghosts of my ancestors, Signey, I’m going to give you eight more lives.” That, and he was going to meet his brothers again, as he had sworn.

      Signey frowned a moment, staring out over the Mist. Finally, she pointed to where the slope wound behind a bend. “I think this is it. The rest of you stay here. Slagfid and I will meet the völva alone.”

      He followed as she led. He had expected a hut atop the mountain, a tiny house perhaps. Instead, they stood before a dome of rock, most of which was buried in snow. An open entrance lay in the middle, torch sconces burning on either side of it. Slagfid glanced at Signey, who shrugged. So—not what she was expecting either. Nice of Healfdene to prepare them. Naught else for it, though. They had come this far. After prying a torch loose, he entered the dome. Inside it was a hemisphere with a large fire pit in the centre. Beyond the pit lay stairs descending into the mountain depths.

      Someone groaned. Slagfid spun, sword in hand. Signey forestalled him with a look that would have done Agilaz proud. Together, they advanced on the figure.

      The crone wore a cloak, shrouding her face. When she reached a hand out, though, he could see why. Her skin was stretched so taut her bones seemed ready to pop right out of it, and numerous blemishes marred her misshapen hand. The fire’s smoke did not quite cover the stench of old urine and rot that filled the dome.

      “Ancient One,” Signey said and knelt at the crone’s feet.

      The woman’s answer was a low moan. This witch was going to drop dead ere she could reveal a damned thing. Still, he too knelt before her. They had come here for this. For this! Gods.

      Desperation made fools of even wise men. And apparently of town völvur.

      “Our kingdom is threatened.”

      “Mmm.”

      Signey glanced back at Slagfid. His turn to shrug. What knew he of such things?

      The old woman reached into her cloak and pulled out a handful of bone tiles, each carved with a rune. She tossed them on the stone in front of her, then collapsed to the floor. Dead? No, she was leaning close, examining the runes. She sat like that far too long. His knees hurt from the stone floor. The Mist-mad woman was wasting everyone’s time. In fact, they needed to find a safe place to camp ere nightfall, lest this errand prove the death of them all.

      With a groan, the völva sat back on her haunches. If that wasn’t an invitation to do the same, he wasn’t like to get one. The stone was cold on his arse, and more than aught he wanted to scoot closer to the fire pit.

      The woman spoke. “You are hunted.” Her throaty voice barely carried to where he sat a few feet away. “The Niflung assassin prince, Guthorm, stalks the island. Looks for you. Looks for …” She pointed to the staircase descending into the mountain.

      “He wants to enter the mountain?” Slagfid asked.

      Signey glared at him as if he had interrupted her. “Why? What is this place?”

      “A Skjöldung burial chamber, the tomb of one of the great princes of old.”

      What would Niflungar want with an ancient tomb? What would they … Slagfid tensed. “Princess. You told me the last Skjöldung took his kin and fled east. Did he bear with him his runeblade?”

      It was the crone who answered, her snicker dark, Otherworldly. “Prince Seskef Noeson carried from here not his runeblade but Skofnung, the treasure he took when he slew the Hilding prince, on behalf of his Niflung allies. Yet they betrayed him, killed his father, and sought for the Skjöldung blade. Prince Noe, though, was entombed in a secret place, his blade alongside him, denying the Niflungar their prize.”

      “Is it here?” Slagfid demanded. “Is that what you mean, witch?”

      “Mmm.” The crone nodded, her joints popping and creaking with the motion.

      By the ghosts of his ancestors! As if things were not dire enough. And if this Guthorm tracked them up the mountain, they had led him right to it. He rose and started for the stairs, torch out ahead of him. A thick layer of dust coated the steps and walls both, and the smell of rot grew stronger with each step down he took.

      “Slagfid!” Signey called after him. She followed. Not as though he had a right to keep her from this. At the base of the stairs, a tunnel ran for a few fathoms before ending at a stone slab, sealing the tomb. He sheathed his sword and handed Signey the torch. He never should have made that oath to Njörd. It had taken him so far from Svanhit … and despite all the death, the valkyrja had not shown herself. Nor, in truth, had he given nigh as much thought to her in these past moons as in the first few.

      “Slagfid,” Signey demanded. “I thought runeblades but legends … You think to find …”

      Slagfid placed both hands against the slab and pushed. Dust spilled over him, stinging his eyes, clogging his nostrils, noxious. He coughed, pulled away. Damn thing was heavy as a troll’s arse. “I might need your help here.”

      Grumbling, she set down the torch, then pressed her own hands on the slab. Together, they shoved. It creaked, stone grinding on stone, ere finally giving way. It slid into a recess, revealing a circular tomb. A wave of stale air hit him, sent him into a coughing fit.

      “Freyja!” she grumbled. “What is that stench?”

      Slagfid put the back of his hand to his face. “Old death.” In the middle of the tomb lay a stone platform, upon which rested a skeleton.

      In its hands, it clutched a sword, hands covered in a thick shroud of dust. Even beneath that veil, he could see the intricate knot-work woven into the hilt, the silver wire wrapt around the grip. Somehow, he had almost hoped the crone was wrong, or lying. Not his urd, he supposed. Signey pushed past him to stare at the corpse.

      She looked like she planned to ask another question, so he strode up beside her. With his sleeve, he wiped the dust away from the sword. Doing so revealed beautifully etched dverg runes running its length. The blade seemed to glitter in the torchlight.

      “Behold, Princess—Hrunting. A blade of the Old Kingdoms.”

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      They had taken respite in the völva’s dome, spent the night there. The Niflung assassin had not come for them. That provided very little comfort, for the völva claimed he had passed the night in sorcery, had summoned aid to himself. Slagfid had been too afraid to ask what kind of aid a sorcerer assassin might call on. Naught good, naught meant to walk on Midgard.

      At first light they had pressed on, down the mountain and into the woods. They would not make the town, not unless Guthorm paused to examine the tomb. Signey had begged the völva to come with them. The witch had refused, said she would rather meet her end on a Niflung blade than succumb to age climbing a mountain. Slagfid did not blame her. It was the most honourable death he could offer her, though he doubted any valkyrja would come for the old völva. What urd did that leave her? To descend to the gates of Hel, or else to remain, trapped in torment as a shade haunting this place. He did not blame her, but nor did he envy her.

      Panting, Signey paused, leaning against a tree. None of the others looked much better. No sleep for two days, and now they’d all but run down a mountain. Terror of the impending sunset kept them on their feet, if little more.

      “Time grows scarce, Princess.” Slagfid looked at the sky. No sign of the sun, hard to judge the proper time. “They will be upon us soon.”

      “And we cannot outrun them. Let us at least choose the terms we will fight on.”

      By the ghosts of his ancestors, he admired her grit. Maybe valkyrjar would not come for the völva, but they’d come for Signey and her people. It was a shallow comfort, that. They had believed in him. He’d killed a Niflung and somehow, they had trusted when he promised to kill eight more. Instead, these people were all like to die to a single one of the sorcerers. Slagfid might have overcome another sorcerer by himself, but the völva said the bastard had aid now.

      They could leave the path, try to hide in the woods. Such was a chance, if a poor one. He could see only one alternative left. No one had questioned when he had taken Hrunting and slung it over his shoulder. Several moons training together had left no doubt he was the finest swordsman among them. They thought he could use it to save them. He supposed he would, in a way.

      He unslung the sword and offered it to Signey. “It is the legacy of your people, Princess. Moreover, if the Niflungar take a runeblade, they grow that much closer to rebuilding their kingdom. They betrayed your ancestors once to claim this, but it eluded them then, and Man can scarce afford to let them claim it now. My brother told me of these swords, of the power and terrible urds they bestow on their wielders. I wanted to spare you the latter because I …” Care for her? What did it matter now? “But no man can change his urd. And yours is to take Hrunting and escape the Niflungar, ensure it is wielded by heroes of your people and not by some sorcerer assassin.”

      She took the sword and stared down at it as if a serpent writhed in her hands. “What are you saying? We will fight him together.”

      Slagfid sighed. That sounded wonderful. And impossible. “More than our lives are at stake here. With this blade, you and your father can rebuild the Skjöldung kingdom, can make the Niflungar wary to strike at you. So get you hence, fast as you can, and spread the word that the Niflungar are on the move. That the old world wakens and seeks to conquer the new.”

      “And what will you do, Prince?”

      He shook his head. “I promised you eight more lives. You—and your seven men and women.” It had not been what he meant. But maybe Njörd would accept the offering just the same. If not, well … Hel take the damn Vanr. “Take your lives and go, push as hard as you can. Fire is your ally against them. Fire and iron, Princess.” His voice was shaking, though he little wanted her to witness his terror. ’Twas a heavy thing he did, and he hoped his courage would hold long enough. He had not lived as a good man, but mayhap, he could still die as one. And the Skjöldungar would not fall.

      Signey looked at her companions, must have seen how badly they wanted to flee. Oh, they would have stayed, he had no doubt. Had the princess asked them, they would have stayed, defended her, died to the last. But neither did they relish death. Slagfid could not solve all their problems with the Niflungar. But if he had any choice in the matter, they would see at least one more dawn.

      The princess slung the runeblade over her shoulder, then grabbed him and kissed him. And then she left; they all left.

      Left him time to prepare. Time to pray.
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      On his knees, Slagfid drew a dagger across his palm. He squeezed his fist until blood welled between his fingers, then flung it into the bonfire. “This is the only sacrifice I have to offer. That and myself. My life, Njörd, if you but protect the others. Spare them from the Mist and its children.”

      He had sworn to rejoin his brothers at Wolf Lake. Would death make an oathbreaker of him? “I’m sorry,” he whispered to them, though neither Volund nor Agilaz would hear it.

      The sun had set, and the Mist grew denser. The flames kept it from engulfing him. Nearby, his sword waited for him, stuck in the ground. Signey had once granted him that sword to fulfil his oath, to protect her people. Had he done a better job of it, he might not find himself here now. Or perhaps the Norns had willed it this way. Either way, a raven watched him from the nearest tree.

      That tree’s branches had sprouted no leaves in the summer. It had become a husk, a hollow shell of its former self. Like the Niflungar—a people who had died out and didn’t seem to know it. Much of the World had forgotten them, but now they rose once more.

      Leaves crunched behind him. Slagfid rose and drew his sword in one motion. A figure stepped out of the Mist. To call it a Man did it too much justice, though once it had been. Its flesh had turned sallow, its eyes glowing red beneath an iron helm. The draug clutched an axe in both hands. Perhaps the dead had no need for shields.

      Another figure stepped from the Mist, this one also a draug, a shieldmaiden. She bore both shield and sword. It might have been better had she worn a helm, for at least it would have partially concealed her face. A blade had severed the lower half of her jaw, exposing her rotting palate and throat.

      “This is the aid you summoned, Guthorm?”

      The Mist congealed to his side, and he turned as a living man walked from it. He was young, or seemed it, with blond hair bound at the nape of his neck. His eyes did not gleam, though a fell hunger seemed to reflect from them. “How do you know my name?”

      “Not everyone has forgotten your people.”

      “Good.” He drew the blade belted at his side, revealing runes along it, each glowing with the barest hint of blue light. So, this assassin bore the runeblade of the Niflungar—Gramr. Guthorm followed his gaze to the runes. “Witness the final days of the Age of Man.”

      Slagfid took one slow-paced step after another, trying to get his foes all on one side. “You believe yourself immune to Gramr’s curse?”

      At that the assassin prince paused, then crooked a smile. “Oh. You know of the runeblades? Then perhaps you even know why I am here. Hand over the blade and pledge your service, and you may yet live.”

      “Go back to Hel.”

      Guthorm shook his head. “You shall see our lady soon enough, for there is none greater. And through her, I shall raise your corpse and bind your soul.” He pointed the blade at the female draug. “You will serve me for eternity, even as your soul screams in agony and withers into oblivion.”

      Slagfid had no desire for more words with this sorcerer. He rushed the axe-wielding draug. The creature raised its weapon for an overhead chop. It was fast, especially for such a heavy weapon, and Slagfid barely managed to dodge to the side. He raked his sword along the draug’s ribs. Though his strike bit flesh, the draug barely slowed. It twisted, making a horizontal chop that forced Slagfid to leap backward.

      Already the dead shieldmaiden charged him, while Guthorm had vanished into the Mist once more.

      “Craven!” Slagfid rolled to the side and came up swinging at the female. She smashed his blade aside with her shield and swung overhand at him. Slagfid twisted out of the way and swept his sword low, scoring a hit on her leg. It clanked off bone and the woman stumbled. Slagfid kicked her forward, sending her toppling into the male. They knew how to use their weapons, but these were no master warriors.

      The sudden whoosh from the Mist was his only warning as Guthorm appeared from nowhere, swinging. Slagfid stumbled backward, parried, and tried to turn the parry into a riposte. Guthorm twisted his swing into a thrust, forcing Slagfid back again. The runeblade scraped his left shoulder. Immediately a vile chill shot through his arm. It spread with every beat of his heart, like a viper’s venom, numbing him down to the hand.

      He fell away, desperately parrying. Here, he had found a master. The Niflung’s relentless assault gave no room to even think of attack. Behind him, the draugar had risen and were flanking Slagfid.

      Guthorm fell short then, and—ere he could think better of it—Slagfid took the opening, attacking. The Niflung prince twisted out of the way and cleaved down onto Slagfid’s blade. The manoeuvre stripped Slagfid’s sword from his hand.

      Slagfid leapt backward an instant ere Guthorm would have opened his gut. The prince advanced on him, sword held high, aggressive. Draugar moved in on him from either side. Not much longer now. Njörd, please let Signey have made it far from here. Let her see another dawn. Slagfid drew a knife from his belt and turned, trying to keep each opponent in view.

      The male draug closed in first, with a wide horizontal swing intended to cleave Slagfid’s legs from his torso. Rather than dodge away, he dove forward, rolled under the attack, and slammed his knife into the draug’s knee. The dead thing roared at him but did not fall. Fuck. Didn’t feel pain, not the way a Man did.

      He scrambled between the creature’s legs and struggled to regain his feet, even as the creature turned about—admittedly with less grace than before. Slagfid grabbed the axe haft ere the draug could strike again and tried to wrest it free. The ghost swung the axe, flinging him to the ground on his wounded shoulder. He barely felt the impact, but he thought he heard something snap. By the ghosts of his ancestors, that fiend was strong. Even had he had two working hands, he could not have overpowered it.

      “You fight well,” Guthorm said, continuing his advance. He held up a hand and both draugar paused, glowing red eyes locked on Slagfid. “Well enough, but like a man who only knows how to fight the living. Years of training have honed reflexes that do you not one bit of good when faced with the power of Hel.”

      Slagfid stood, rose to his full height. Guthorm was right, of course. Probably even one of the draugar would have slain him. He could not hope to win against two, much less face the sorcerer assassin. He looked to where his sword lay a dozen feet from him, beyond Guthorm. Might as well have been on the other side of the sea.

      “I do not fear my death.” A lie. Guthorm’s threat to raise him as a draug hung about his neck like an anchor, a chain wresting all hope from him. He never should have left his brothers’ sides.

      “You should. Only darkness remains for you.”

      Slagfid roared a battle cry and charged forward. He would die a warrior. He leapt into the air, throwing his whole weight behind his descending knife. Guthorm’s blade bit deep. Slagfid felt it cut through his spine.

      He did not feel himself hit the ground.

      Darkness shrouded him, as Guthorm had promised, and the Niflung prince snickered. Slagfid could not move, could only stare up at the vile sorcerer. He was dead. His body broken, his mind unable to escape it. All colour, all light began to seep from the World.

      Guthorm wiped his hands in Slagfid’s blood and began to trace strange runes on the ground, on rocks, even on the twisted tree. The World flickered and darkness swallowed everything.

      And then there was light. A thousand colours of it, painting the sky. A star-filled sky, unobscured by Mist. And a figure drifted toward him, winged, a faint radiance wafting off her.

      Guthorm had become but a shadow, his words a senseless whisper. He was cursing the woman, trying to banish her.

      Svanhit smiled down at Slagfid, reached a hand toward his. And Slagfid stepped out of his corpse. He stood beside his wife whole, if not alive. The world around him pulsed, the ground gave way, and a profound vertigo forced him to shut his eyes.

      When he opened them, Svanhit still held his hand. They stood upon a rainbow that stretched infinitely in both directions.

      “Wife?” His voice rang oddly in his own ears.

      The valkyrja stroked his cheek ere shaking her head.

      “You came for me.”

      “Of course I did.”

      Slagfid looked around. Starlight and colours and a world with no horizon, no beginning, no end. Something between death and whatever lay beyond. “You stopped him from taking my soul.”

      “Yes. You will not serve the Niflungar nor face torment from the Queen of Mist.”

      “Then we can be together.”

      Now she shook her head once again, eyes filled with none of her usual joviality. “I can only take you to the threshold. Where you go now, I cannot follow.”

      “No.” He shook his head. “Then take me back to Midgard or stay here with me.”

      “If I returned you to Midgard, you would become a ghost even if the Niflungar did not bind you to their will. Either way, you wouldn’t like it.” She winked, though it seemed forced and brought no smile to his face. “Nor can we linger here. This is a place for journeys, not a destination. Your path is ahead, Slagfid.”

      Slagfid stared up at the strange, starry sky, unsure even what to say. He had so many questions. What had happened to Volund and Agilaz? What would he find at the end of this journey and why could Svanhit not join him? And, had he … “Will the others, will Signey make it?”

      “Yes, it seems she will. Thanks to you.”

      He opened his mouth to ask further questions. Svanhit forestalled him, pressing a finger to her lips, kissing it, then pressing it onto his. “Shhh. I am not permitted to give you any more answers.” She pointed in one direction. “There lies the Mortal Realm and your eternal damnation.” She turned, pointing the other way. “There, you will … another route. But I loved you, so I will not force the choice upon you. Go whither you wish, prince who once was mine.”

      A beat of her brown wings carried her high into the sky. He watched her long after her form had disappeared beyond the stars. If the valkyrjar spoke of their master at all, it was with some mix of reverence and fear. If he went where she had bid him, he would no doubt find that master. If he turned back … There was naught left for him. He deluded himself to think he could ever see anyone he cared for again. Volund, Agilaz, even Signey. They were gone from him.

      But his wife had come for him, spared him that damnation. In the end, his trust in her was all he had left. Because the unknown future might still be better than the torment waiting behind him. And yet, he had sworn to be there for his brothers …

      Whatever path he chose, he would lose something. The question then became, what could he least afford to part with?
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      The Flame must spread, Ever and Anon.

      Those who dwell in Dark, may fear.

      Those who fear, oppose,

      Striving eternal,

      To safeguard their ignorance.

      Yet all must see the light,

      Their disbelieving eyes made to burn.

      Such, ever, is the duty of the enlightened.

      The false, the corrupt, unto ash to render.

      Fire is Truth.

      — The Epiphanies of the Undying Flame
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      Unclad save for the blanket draped over her shoulders, the early morn winds outside the watchtower chilled Sif almost to the bone, though she refused to close the shutters. Rather she stared outside, hoping to catch a glimpse of the sunrise despite the Mist. A slight colouring of the sky behind those vapours was all she found. A fleeting pleasure in a dying land.

      Behind her, Thor still snored in their bed, and by their bedside, tiny Thrúd stirred, restless in her furs. For the babe’s sake, Sif knew she ought shutter the window. Besides, she thought, sighing and giving in, she would not see the sun regardless.

      Strange, how so many in Midgard considered the jötunnar almost children’s stories, whilst the people of Bjarmaland lived in constant fear of them. Time and again, the rest of the Thunderers would trek out and hunt those jötunnar who tried to lair too nigh to the border. But they were losing ground, month by month. Watching the hope wither in Thor, in the others, felt akin to watching the World die one day at a time.

      A year of this, and Rollaugr’s kingdom was crumbling. Once Holmgard fell, there would be naught to stave the jötunn advance, and Bjarmaland would become a second Utgard. One petty jötunn king after another the Thunderers faced, some strong enough even the Thunderers dared not go up against them. Well, most of the Thunderers. She glanced back at Thor. Someone always had to talk him down. The man would wrestle a mountain just to prove he could.

      Still, her husband had grown. Time was, he’d not have listened to anyone. Now at least he’d give real weight to Sif’s opinions, and the twins’, too. Maybe then, he’d listen to what they all had to say now.

      After dressing as quietly as possible, Sif slipped outside their room in the upper reaches of the tower. In the days of Sigrlami, her room had belonged to a watch commander, the only other living space was a barracks. Geri and Freki didn’t seem to mind it overmuch. The two of them oft as not just curled up by the fire pit. Sif had come in on them once and found them whispering conspiratorially in the way only close siblings could ever manage. Plotting pranks, no doubt, or considering some mischief or other. Damn, but Sif loved those varulfur.

      Now, Sif found them not in the barracks but in their second-favourite room, the kitchen, which was actually a separate building across a short path from the tower. Thor’s thralls, Roskva and Thjalfi slept in the larder there most oft, the siblings keeping to themselves. Roskva was there, stirring a pot that smelt of leeks and meat, whilst pointedly ignoring Geri and Freki’s snickering jibes at one another. Geri looked up abruptly at Sif’s entrance, the varulf's short hair swaying, a grin on her lips. “Can you believe the gall of this bastard?” At Sif’s raised eyebrow she continued, “Suggesting I ought to go find a male varulf to help continue the bloodline.” Being born to therianthrope parents increased the chance a person could connect to their fylgja and become one themselves, but it did not always happen. It had not happened for Sif’s grandfather, her mother, or her, and now she thought the gift lost to her bloodline.

      Freki winked at Sif. “Our numbers have dwindled.”

      “Then you go plant one in some bitch,” Geri retorted.

      Freki snickered. “I do. Every chance I get. They just don’t let us keep the whelps.”

      Sif ran a hand through her hair, shifted uncomfortably, then leant against the wall, frowning.

      “Ugh,” Geri said.

      Freki raised his hands in a warding gesture. “I wasn’t asking you to bear the whelps, Sif. Relax.”

      Sif ignored that, opened her mouth, and couldn’t quite find the words, so she shut it again. Cleared her throat. “We have to tell him.”

      “Ah,” Geri said. “That ought to make for a lovely morn. You want me to track down a troll or something for him to smite afterward, to turn his mood around? Naught gets Thor jolly quite like smiting, you know.”

      Sif frowned, shaking her head. “We’ve known this was coming. Isn’t it better to just have out with it?”

      Freki chuckled. “She’s bursting at the seams.”

      Truer than the varulf probably realised. Knowing what needed doing, knowing she would have to anger Thor, it had hung over her head like a storm cloud apt to rupture into thunder any moment. Days of fighting jötunnar and nights of making love could only push away that dangling threat for but so long. “I hope you’re making something he’ll like for the day meal,” Sif said.

      “Freki caught a few squirrels,” Geri answered, giving the cauldron another stir.

      Hardly Thor’s favourite, but at least it was meat. Some days they found naught but mushrooms and roots. Even the varulf twins couldn’t always catch game without roaming too far from camp, which Thor had forbidden. Meili had died like that, ambushed by a troll. After losing three of the Thunderers, Thor had grown cautious, leastwise with the lives of others.

      “It’s almost ready, if you want to wake him,” Geri said.

      Sif wanted to … and didn’t at the same time. Because waking him would mean hastening the breaking of that storm cloud. But it had to break sooner or later. Thunder could not be contained forever.
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      Thor gave every sign of being pleased with squirrel soup Roskva had ladled into bowls for everyone. Whether he actually was, or simply offered a little uncharacteristic politeness, Sif couldn’t say. Either way, the Thunderers—save Itreksjod and Hildolf, who were out scouting—sat in the tower’s dining hall, a place no doubt originally intended to serve a score or more of hungry warriors. Like so much of this land, it was an empty remnant of times now drawing to a close.

      The end of the Age of Man.

      Had the decay begun when that berserk, Arngrim, slew Sigrlami? Was it when Thor killed Hrungnir? Or was it there from the first moment the Mist seeped into the World, a slow suffocation of Man, brought low for the failings of their long-dead kin? Sometimes, dreams came to her, of other times, other places. Of a World without Mist.

      Thor upended the bowl and noisily slurped the last of its contents while Sif stared at him. The prince then tossed it down, and the clay dish skittered along the table.

      “Like it?” Geri asked.

      Thor flashed a grin. “Starting a day eating squirrel is always better than starting the day eating what squirrels eat.” He chuckled at something. “Father ever tell you about that giant squirrel he found in the boughs of Yggdrasil? Hard to believe it, really. What I wouldn’t have given to see such a beast!”

      Sif folded her hands on the table in front of her and leant forward. “We need to talk.”

      “Ugh.” Thor looked pointedly at Freki instead of her. “You ever hear those words out of a woman, my brother, you run for cover. Never a direr battle cry was sounded.”

      Freki grinned. “And yet, here you sit.”

      “Indeed! I’m too stuffed to run. Foul trick, that, Roskva. Foul trick.”

      Sif
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