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Chapter 1: The Only One in the Room
The laptop screen glowed, a three-way portal back to a life that felt a million miles away instead of just eight time zones. On top, Aisha, a glass of red wine practically fused to her hand. Bottom right, Maya, her head bent over a legal brief that periodically captured her attention more than our conversation did. And me, here in this sterile Norwegian university-sponsored apartment, with my hair in eight fat twists and a tub of deep conditioner open on the nightstand beside me.
“—so then,” Aisha was saying, gesturing emphatically with her wine glass, “Henderson has the audacity to claim my methodology is ‘derivative.’ Derivative! From who? Him? The man whose last original thought was in 1998?”
“He’s tenure-baiting you,” Maya murmured, not looking up from her papers. “Classic gatekeeper move. Ignore him. Or better yet, cite him once in a footnote and then systematically dismantle his entire argument in the body of your paper. With kindness.”
Aisha pointed a finger at Maya’s square on the screen. “That. That is why you’re the scary lawyer. Phina, are you even listening? You’ve got that far-away look again.”
I blinked, pulling myself from the fjord-misted view outside my window. “Sorry. Yes. Henderson is a dinosaur. We know this.” I picked up one of my twists, testing the dampness. “I was just thinking about tomorrow. The big day.”
“The dig?” Aisha asked. “Or the other big day? Because it’s Sunday, which means…”
“Wash Day,” I groaned, and we all said it in unison, a ritual complaint. “The holiest of days. The day of reckoning. My arms are already sore just thinking about it.”
“Girl, don’t even,” Maya said, finally looking up. A smile touched her lips. “I had to detangle for two hours last night. Two. Hours. Found a paperclip and a piece of what I think was… a crouton? My life is a mess.”
We laughed, a familiar, easy sound that temporarily warmed the chilly Scandinavian air. “I packed the good stuff,” I said, patting the tub of conditioner. “The leave-in, the heavy cream, the oil. My suitcase was fifty percent hair product, thirty percent books, and twenty percent actual clothes.”
“As it should be,” Aisha nodded sagely. “Priorities. So, the stone. Tell us again. What’s so special about this one rock that has you living like a hermit on the arctic circle?”
“It’s not just a rock, it’s the Nornir Stone. And it’s not a rock, it’s a lodestone, which is weird in itself. The runic inscriptions don’t align with any known dialectical branch of Old Norse from that period. It’s an anomaly. An impossibility, according to a certain dinosaur named Dr. Henderson.” I couldn’t keep the excitement from my voice; it was a live wire under the surface of my exhaustion. “If my translation is right… it’s not just a historical record. It’s a prophecy.”
Maya leaned closer to her camera, intrigued. “A prophecy about what?”
“That’s the million-dollar question. The language is… weird. Poetic. It talks about a storm that swallows the sun, a key of flesh and blood, and a ‘shadow-wolf’ who will claim a bride from the ashes of the sky.”
Aisha took a long sip of her wine. “Okay, that is some high-level Viking emo poetry right there. A bride from the sky? Sounds like an alien. You sure you didn’t dig up the script for a bad sci-fi movie?”
“I’m sure,” I laughed. “Look, I have to get up at four AM to get to the site. The helicopter doesn’t wait for sleepy-eyed historians. You two be good. Don’t dismantle too much of the patriarchy without me.”
“Never,” Maya promised. “Kick that rock’s ass, Dr. James.”
“And for God’s sake, use the good conditioner,” Aisha added. “Don’t save it. You’re worth it.”
The call ended, plunging the room into a profound silence. It was just me again. The only one in the room. I looked at my reflection in the dark screen, at the twists of coily hair I would spend hours washing and nurturing tomorrow. A crown I had to maintain, all on my own.
The warmth from the call evaporated, replaced by the cool, focused hum of intellectual obsession. I turned to my desk, a controlled cataclysm of open books, topographical maps, and printouts of linguistic charts. This was my real home. In the center of it all, my laptop displayed a high-resolution 3D scan of the Nornir Stone.
Even on a screen, it was magnetic. A chunk of dark, veined lodestone about the size of a human heart, every inch of its surface covered in deeply carved runes. They weren’t elegant. They were jagged, angry, scratched into the rock with a desperate force. My fingers traced the symbols on the screen, the muscle memory of a decade of study guiding me. Futhark, but not. Familiar, yet alien.
‘Sólarstormr,’ I whispered, touching the cluster of runes I’d been agonizing over for weeks. Sun-storm. But the syntax was wrong. The word was compounded in a way that didn’t exist in any recorded dialect. It felt… modern. Anachronistic. Henderson had called my initial paper ‘a fanciful reach.’ My jaw tightened. Fanciful. The go-to dismissal for any theory that requires a sliver of imagination.
I pulled up my translation notes, the screen a dizzying wall of text. My argument was that the carver wasn’t just a Viking with bad grammar. They were describing something they had no words for—a celestial event so far beyond their comprehension that they had to invent a new language on the fly. A solar flare. A massive coronal mass ejection. A Ragnarök Storm.
That was the part that made my own heart hammer against my ribs. The part that felt less like history and more like science fiction. ‘A bride from the ashes of the sky.’ It was nonsense. But it was compelling nonsense. I felt like I was on the edge of a cliff, staring down at a truth no one else had ever seen. All I had to do was be brave enough to jump.
My gaze drifted to the framed photo on the edge of my desk—my parents on the day I defended my dissertation. My mother’s proud, beaming smile. My father’s hand on my shoulder, solid and sure. They’d worked so hard, sacrificed so much, to get me into rooms they could never enter. And now I was here. But being in the room wasn't the same as belonging to it.
I thought of the upcoming symposium in Stockholm where I would present my findings. I could already picture the audience: a sea of pale, bearded men, experts in their field, stroking their chins and preparing to dismantle the work of the young Black woman from Chicago who dared to suggest their foundational texts were incomplete. The pressure was a physical weight. I couldn't just be good; I had to be undeniable. I had to be perfect. My work had to be a fortress, with no cracks for their doubt to seep in. And this stone—this impossible, beautiful stone—was going to be my battering ram.
Night had fully claimed the sky outside, turning the window into a black mirror that reflected my small, solitary room. The academic fervor receded, leaving behind the quiet hum of logistics. Time to pack.
I moved with an efficiency born of years of field work. The large, durable rucksack lay open on the floor like a patient awaiting surgery. First, the survival gear: thermal layers, wool socks, a compact first-aid kit. Then, the tools of my trade, each nestled into its own padded compartment: brushes of varying sizes, dental picks, a digital caliper, and my waterproof field notebook with its precious, ink-smudged pages. I zipped a small pouch containing high-protein bars and electrolyte tablets. A 21st-century woman preparing to commune with the 10th.
Each item was a decision, an act of control against the vast, unpredictable wilderness I was heading into. The remoteness of the dig site was part of the stone’s mystery. Why was it found so far from any known settlement? Why was it alone? Like me, I thought, and then pushed the thought away. Self-pity was an indulgence I couldn’t afford.
With the pack ready by the door, I stood and stretched, my back cracking in protest. The silence of the apartment felt different now—less a peaceful workspace and more a measure of my isolation. In Chicago, I had my friends, my favorite coffee shop, the comforting noise of the L train. Here, there was only the whisper of the wind off the fjord and the thrum of my own anxious heartbeat.
I walked to the window, looking past my own reflection at the faint, ghostly outline of the mountains across the water. It was a stark, unforgiving landscape. Beautiful, but in a way that reminded you of your own insignificance. A wave of something vast and lonely washed over me, so potent it almost stole my breath. Was this worth it? The distance, the solitude, the constant, grinding pressure to prove my worth?
But as I watched, the clouds parted for a moment, and the aurora borealis began its silent, shimmering dance across the heavens. Green and violet ribbons of light, weaving and unweaving themselves against the backdrop of infinite space. It was ancient and magical, a spectacle that connected me, however briefly, to the very people I studied. The people who carved that stone might have looked up and seen this same celestial fire.
My loneliness solidified into something else. Something harder. Determination. I had come this far. I had earned this view. Tomorrow, I would stand on that patch of remote earth, I would put my hands on that stone, and I would listen to the story it had been waiting a thousand years to tell. I was the only one who could hear it. I had to be.

Chapter 2: The Ragnarök Storm
The silence of the fjord was a physical presence. It wasn't an absence of sound, but a composition of it: the distant cry of a sea eagle, the gentle lapping of water against stone a hundred feet below, the whisper of wind through hardy, tenacious grasses. Here, alone in the excavated trench, the twenty-first century felt thin, a fragile membrane stretched over a deep and ancient reality. And in my hands, I held the proof.
The Nornir Stone was cool and dense, a weight of dark, magnetized iron that seemed to drink the light. It was a solid thing, a lump of history that fit neatly into my cupped palms, yet it felt impossibly vast. For years, it had been a hypothesis, a collection of fragmented references in texts Henderson had called 'second-rate sagas.' Now, it was real. My fingers, stained with the rich Norwegian soil, traced the impossible runes carved into its surface. They weren't right. The lines were too fluid, the angles too acute for any accepted tenth-century futhark. It was as if someone had written a new language using an old alphabet, a language I was only just beginning to comprehend.
‘Sólarstormr,’ I murmured, the word a ghost on my lips. Sun-storm. A term a thousand years too early, describing a cosmological event they couldn't have possibly understood. My theory—the one that had earned me Henderson’s condescending smirk—was that this wasn't just a stone. It was a record. A warning. A prophecy written by a people who experienced a cataclysmic solar event and tried to explain it through the lens of their mythology.
I looked up from the artifact, blinking to readjust my focus. The afternoon sun, which had been sharp and clear moments before, seemed... hazy. A strange, sickly yellow cast had bled into the blue of the sky. I frowned, pulling out my phone to check the weather service. No signal. Not surprising this far out. But the helicopter was due at 0400; a sudden squall would be a problem. Then I saw it. A shimmer on the northern horizon, low against the jagged peaks. It wasn't the soft, ethereal dance of a typical aurora. This was a stain of venomous green and bruised purple, pulsing with a slow, malevolent rhythm. It was beautiful, terrifyingly so. The air grew cold, a sudden, shocking drop in temperature that had nothing to do with the setting sun. The hair on my arms stood on end, a prickle of static electricity that felt like a prelude. My academic curiosity—that insatiable, driving need to observe, document, and understand—was being shouldered aside by a far more primitive instinct. Something was wrong.
The low hum from my equipment tent was the first thing to change. It wasn't the steady, productive thrum of the ground-penetrating radar's power supply or the quiet whir of the laptops processing data. This was a new sound, a high, keening whine that climbed the audible spectrum until it was a physical pain behind my eyes. I scrambled out of the trench, my boots slipping on the loose dirt, and stumbled toward the tent. Inside, it was chaos.
The screen of my primary analysis laptop was a cascade of corrupted pixels, green and black lines bleeding into my carefully compiled notes. The backup tablet sparked, a sharp crack of ozone filling the small space before the screen went permanently dark. The portable magnetometer was spinning uselessly, its needle swinging in a frantic, impossible circle. It was an electromagnetic pulse. A massive one. But there had been no warnings, no alerts from any of the global space weather agencies I subscribed to. They were supposed to give us days, or at the very least, hours of notice.
My phone, still clutched in my hand, suddenly blared to life. A cacophony of alerts, all arriving at once. The Norwegian Meteorological Institute. The NOAA Space Weather Prediction Center. A dozen others. They screamed in a chorus of digital panic. EXTREME GEOMAGNETIC STORM IN PROGRESS. X-CLASS FLARE DETECTED. SEEK SHELTER. WIDESPREAD POWER GRID FAILURE EXPECTED. The notifications flashed across my screen, one over the other, a digital tombstone for a world that was already gone. Then, with a final, pathetic fizzle, the phone died. The battery icon had been at ninety percent.
The whine from the equipment intensified, and I backed away, my heart hammering a frantic rhythm against my ribs. This wasn't just a grid-killer. This was something else. The scale of it… it was unprecedented. My mind, the academic mind that always sought patterns and explanations, was failing me. All it could offer was a single, looping thought: Henderson was wrong. I was right. The stone knew. The intellectual victory felt hollow, pathetic in the face of the raw, untamable power now descending on this isolated fjord. The sky outside the tent flap was no longer just glowing; it was boiling with light. The thin membrane of the twenty-first century hadn't just been stretched; it was tearing apart.
I stumbled back out into the open, driven from the tent by the smell of melting plastic and an overwhelming sense of dread. The world had gone silent again. The electronic shrieking was gone, leaving behind a profound stillness that was even more terrifying. Every circuit within a mile radius was likely fried. The eagle was no longer calling. The wind itself seemed to be holding its breath. All that remained was the sky.
It was a cathedral of impossible light. Ribbons of violet and emerald writhed directly overhead, no longer confined to the horizon. They twisted and coiled like celestial serpents, a spectacle so sublime it bordered on cosmic horror. It was the Ragnarök Storm. My flippant, academic name for a theoretical event was now the reality of my own apocalypse. My mind struggled to catalogue it, to force the sublime chaos into neat little boxes of scientific terminology—magnetospheric compression, particle acceleration, plasma injection—but the words were just sounds, meaningless against the sheer, overwhelming presence of the phenomenon. I felt utterly, completely small.
My gaze fell back to the trench, to the dark object resting on its pedestal of earth. The Nornir Stone. It was the only thing in the landscape that seemed unaffected, a point of absolute stability in a world dissolving into energy. I don't know what pulled me toward it. It wasn't a conscious decision. It was a compulsion, a gravitational pull my body answered without my mind’s permission. My feet carried me back to the edge of the pit, and I slid down, landing on my knees before it. My entire body was vibrating, my teeth chattering with a strange, internal energy that matched the pulsing sky.
‘A key of flesh and blood,’ I whispered, the line from my translation surfacing from a deep part of my memory. My hand, trembling, reached out. My fingers bypassed the larger, more prominent runes and went straight to a smaller, more intricate one carved near the base. The one I had labeled ‘Shadow-Wolf’ in my notes. The one that made no linguistic sense. The instant my skin made contact with the cold lodestone, the universe ended. Or mine did. Light, white and absolute, did not flash—it detonated. It poured into my eyes, my mouth, my very cells. Pain was not a sensation; it was the entire state of being. It was the sound of tearing fabric on a cosmic scale, the feeling of every atom in my body being unwritten and then violently re-inscribed. I screamed, but the sound was swallowed by a roar that was not of this earth. There was a sickening lurch, a feeling of being pulled through an impossibly small hole, and then—nothing. Just the memory of pressure and the color of pain.

Chapter 3: The Silent Fjord
Cold. Not the crisp, academic chill of a Norwegian autumn, but a damp, penetrating cold that felt elemental. It sank through my clothes—my thin, useless twenty-first-century clothes—and settled deep in my marrow. My cheek was pressed into something wet and yielding that smelled of salt and decay. Mud.
A groan escaped my lips, a sound scraped raw from my throat. Every part of me ached with a profound, blooming hurt. My temple throbbed in time with a sluggish heartbeat in my ears. My hip felt like it had been struck with a hammer. I tried to shift, and a constellation of smaller pains flared to life along my ribs and down my arms. An accident. That was the only logical conclusion. But what kind?
I forced my eyes open. A sky the color of dirty dishwater pressed down, heavy and immense. No blue, no sun, just an oppressive sheet of gray. My mind felt slow, syrupy, struggling to connect the dots. A concussion? Had I blacked out? Maybe I’d hit my head during the power surge.
But that didn't explain the mud. It didn't explain the fjord. This was the shoreline, the exact location of the dig site. I recognized the distinctive curve of the cliffs, the way the water met the land. My helicopter. I was supposed to take a helicopter at four in the morning. Did I somehow get here early? Did it crash? I strained my ears, listening for the telltale thwump-thwump-thwump of rotor blades, or the distant whine of sirens. Nothing. There was no sound but the gentle lapping of water against the shore and the lonely cry of a gull somewhere overhead. No hum of electricity from the town across the water, no rumble of distant traffic on the coastal highway.
The silence itself was a presence. It was thick, ancient, utterly devoid of the background noise of modern life. A deep wrongness prickled at the base of my skull. This wasn't right. Even in this remote part of Norway, you could never truly escape the thrum of the world. I pushed myself up, my palms sinking into the cold, gritty muck. My tweed jacket, my favorite one, was ruined. Smeared with filth. One thought, clear and sharp, cut through the fog. Get up. Assess. Analyze. Form a hypothesis. It was the only way I knew how to function.
I staggered upright, the world tilting precariously. Mud clung to me, heavy and cold. My first instinct was to orient myself by the landmarks I knew. The access road—a ribbon of dark asphalt—should have been just over the rise. The temporary structure housing our ground-penetrating radar equipment should be visible from here. The lights of the nearest town should be a faint glimmer across the fjord, even in this gloom. I scanned the landscape, my academic mind desperate for a familiar data point. But there were none.
The road was gone. Not overgrown or washed out—gone. In its place was a muddy track, rutted by what looked like cart wheels. The equipment shed had vanished. The entire dig site, with its carefully laid out grid and tarps, had been erased from the earth. And across the water… nothing. No pinpricks of electric light. Just the dark, jagged line of the opposite shore meeting that oppressive sky.
My breath hitched. And then I saw it. Nestled in a curve of the fjord, where our site’s car park should have been, was a settlement. Not a town. Not a collection of quaint holiday cottages. It was a village of longhouses, built of dark, rough-hewn timber with sloping roofs of living turf. Wisps of smoke—woodsmoke, thick and pungent—curled from smoke-holes cut into the roofs, staining the gray air. A crude wooden palisade enclosed one side of it, and a handful of lean, menacing-looking boats with high, carved prows were pulled onto the shore.
My brain stalled, refusing to process the input. It was a film set. It had to be. A massive, incredibly high-budget production. I squinted, searching for the artifice—for the hidden cameras, the power cables snaking through the grass, the craft services tent tucked just out of sight. There was nothing. Just the unrelenting, brutal reality of the place.
Okay, Phina, think. A historical reenactment society? A living museum, like the ones you visit on school trips? But the scale of it was immense. And there was a smell—a collection of smells I couldn't quite place but which spoke of a life lived without sanitation or refrigeration. It was the scent of unwashed bodies, animal dung, cooking meat, and the tannic odor of curing hides. It was visceral. It was nauseating. It was authentic in a way no curated experience could ever be.
A figure emerged from one of the longhouses—a woman in a long woolen dress, her hair in two thick braids. She carried a wooden bucket and walked with a purpose that was not performative. She wasn't acting for a camera. She was just living. This wasn't a set. The terrifying, insane, impossible alternative began to form in my mind, a hypothesis so ludicrous my intellect fought to reject it outright. The Ragnarök Storm. The Nornir Stone. The anachronistic runes describing a solar event. The shadow-wolf. A key of flesh and blood. I swayed on my feet, a wave of vertigo washing over me. The empirical evidence was all around me, and it pointed to a conclusion that my entire understanding of physics said was impossible.
My heart hammered against my ribs, a frantic, trapped bird. I scrambled backward, stumbling away from the impossible sight of the village and collapsing behind a large, moss-covered boulder. I needed an anchor. One piece of my world. One single, solitary proof that I hadn't lost my mind. My hand, trembling and slick with mud, fumbled in the pocket of my ruined jacket.
My fingers closed around the familiar shape—cool, smooth, rectangular. My phone. Relief, potent and dizzying, flooded my system. Of course. My phone. It was my connection to everything. To Aisha, to Maya. To my research, my emails, my life in Chicago. All my meticulously curated playlists. A picture of my parents on their last anniversary. The entire architecture of my identity was contained within this small slab of glass and metal.
I pulled it out. The screen was dark, smeared with a bit of mud that I wiped away with a frantic thumb. I pressed the power button on the side. Nothing. I pressed it again, holding it down, my desperation mounting with each silent, unresponsive second. The screen remained blank. A void. An abyss.
The EMP, my mind whispered, the memory surfacing with sickening clarity. The alerts from NOAA. The worldwide power failure. It hadn’t been a simple blackout. The solar flare had fried everything. My laptops, my tablet… my phone. It had happened before the flash of white light, before the mud and the cold. The phone hadn't just died. It had been killed. This wasn’t a problem of a drained battery that could be fixed by finding a charger. This was a terminal diagnosis.
The weight of that black rectangle in my hand was suddenly immense. It wasn't a lifeline. It was a tombstone. A useless, dead artifact from a world that, for all I knew, no longer existed for me. I stared at its dark, reflective surface, and a stranger stared back—a woman with wild, coiled hair escaping its careful arrangement, her face pale with shock, her eyes wide with a terror that was quickly eclipsing disbelief.
All the layers of my identity—Dr. James, the respected academic, the logical historian—crumbled into dust. The carefully constructed walls of intellectualism I had built to protect myself from the world were gone. And in their place was something raw and primal. Fear. It was a pure, physical thing, a cold liquid that filled my lungs and stomach, choking off the air. I was alone. Utterly and completely alone, in a place that shouldn't exist, with nothing but the clothes on my back and a dead piece of technology in my hand. The question was no longer how this happened. It was what was going to happen to me now? I squeezed my eyes shut, but the image of the longhouses and the curling smoke was burned onto the inside of my eyelids. I was here. This was real. And I was terrified.

Chapter 4: The Wolf at Judgment
The air in my longhouse was thick enough to chew. Smoke from the central fire pit curled toward the soot-blackened beams above, carrying the smells of roasting meat, spilled ale, and the wet-wool stench of two dozen nervous bodies. It was the smell of my power, the scent of my clan gathered and breathing as one body. From my high seat—the Jarl’s seat, carved from the dark heart of a mountain oak and draped in the pelts of the great wolves my grandfather had slain—I watched them. I was stone. I was silence.
Before me, two fools postured and spat. On the left, Bjorn, a broad-shouldered hunter with more muscle than wit, his face red with indignation. On the right, Halvar, lean and sharp-eyed, a raider whose tongue was quicker than his axe. Their voices echoed in the crowded hall, a discordant duet of grievance.
“He took it from my sea-chest, Jarl,” Bjorn boomed, pointing a thick finger at Halvar. “The arm-ring I won at the Lindisfarne raid. Solid silver, marked with the sign of the serpent.”
“He lies!” Halvar’s voice was a venomous hiss. “His chest was open. The ring was on the floor, forgotten in his drunken state. I picked it up for safekeeping. Is that a crime? To protect a clan-brother’s property from his own carelessness?”
Lies. Both of them layered their words with falsehoods. I let the sound wash over me, a familiar and tedious tide. My gaze drifted past them, scanning the faces in the firelight. I saw greed in the eyes of one merchant, fear in the posture of a farmer’s wife, ambition simmering behind the stoic mask of a young warrior. They were my pack—my responsibility, my burden. Their petty squabbles were the weeds in a field that required constant, ruthless tending.
My man, Erik, stood at the base of the high seat, his hand resting on the pommel of his sword. He was a rock, his loyalty as plain and solid as the fjord stone. He caught my eye, a slight dip of his chin asking the unspoken question: How long will you let them whine? I gave him nothing back. Patience was a weapon, and I wielded it as skillfully as any blade. Let them talk. Let them expose the rot in their own words.
“Safekeeping?” Bjorn scoffed, taking a half-step forward before thinking better of it. “You meant to ‘keep’ it until the next trader arrived, you snake. Everyone knows you have a weakness for southern coin.”
“And you have a weakness for the bottom of a mead horn,” Halvar countered, a smirk touching his lips. “Perhaps you traded the ring for a night of drink and cannot recall the bargain.”
A ripple of amusement went through the assembly. Halvar was the cleverer of the two, his words honed to a finer edge. But cleverness was not truth. I watched Halvar’s eyes. They flickered away from mine, darting toward the shadows where the women stood, then back to Bjorn’s enraged face. A liar’s dance. The wolf inside me, the beast that was always watching from behind my human eyes, recognized it instantly. It saw the quickened pulse in Halvar’s throat, the faint sheen of sweat on his brow that had nothing to do with the fire’s heat. It smelled the sour tang of his deceit.
I had heard enough. I lifted a single hand, palm flat. The gesture was small, economical, but it fell upon the room like a hammer blow. Bjorn’s sputtering rage died in his throat. Halvar’s smirk vanished. The murmuring of the clan ceased. In the sudden quiet, the only sounds were the crackle of the fire and the wind howling outside the heavy doors.
My gaze settled on Halvar. I let the silence stretch, letting it coil around him until he began to shift his weight from one foot to the other. I did not need to shout. My stillness was its own threat.
“You are a raider, Halvar,” I said, my voice low and rough, yet it carried to every corner of the hall. “You have brought wealth and honor to the Úlfr-kin. You have bled for this clan.” I let the words hang there, a lifeline I had no intention of letting him grasp. I saw the flicker of relief in his eyes, the slight relaxing of his shoulders. Fool.
“But you are also a thief,” I continued, the words dropping like stones into a frozen pond. “You value silver more than the bond of your shield-brother. You speak with a serpent’s tongue, and you taint my hall with your lies.”
The relief in his face curdled into stark terror. He opened his mouth to protest, to spin another clever web of words, but I was already moving. I rose from the high seat, not with speed, but with a deliberate, inexorable weight. The wolf pelts slid from my shoulders as I descended the two steps to the main floor. The crowd parted before me, a human sea receding from a predator’s advance.
I stopped directly in front of him. Halvar was not a small man, but he seemed to shrink under my gaze, his eyes wide and trapped. He smelled of fear now, a sharp, acrid scent that was an offense in my home.
“An arm-ring is a symbol,” I said, my voice barely a whisper now, meant only for him and those nearest. “It is a circle. A promise. A sign of loyalty. A man who steals one breaks more than just a lock on a chest.” I reached out and grabbed his right hand. His bones were like twigs in my grip. He tried to pull back, a reflexive, pathetic struggle.
“The hand that steals,” I growled, “does not deserve to wear a ring of honor.”
With a sharp twist and a sickening crack that echoed louder than any shout, I broke his fingers. One by one. The snap of bone was clean, precise. Halvar screamed—a high, thin sound that was quickly choked off into a strangled gasp. He fell to his knees, clutching his mangled hand to his chest, his face pale and slick with sweat. No one moved to help him. No one dared.
I looked over his crumpled form to Bjorn, who stood frozen, his own anger forgotten in the face of this raw judgment. “You will have your ring back,” I commanded. “And you will learn to guard your possessions with more care. Drunkenness is a weakness I will not tolerate.”
Then I turned my back on them both and walked back to my high seat. I settled into the throne, the heavy pelts once again a familiar weight on my shoulders. I scanned the faces of my people. They stared back, their expressions a mixture of fear and awe. This was the foundation of my rule. Not love. Not fealty born of pretty words. But the cold, hard certainty that my justice was swift, absolute, and final. The order of the hall had been restored.
I dismissed the Thing with a wave of my hand. The business was done. The tension broke, and the hall slowly refilled with the drone of conversation and the clatter of drinking horns. But the familiar satisfaction of order restored did not settle in me. Instead, a new tension coiled in my gut, something sharp and irritating, like a splinter under a nail.
The

