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

      

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

      

      

    

  


  
    
      Much I have travelled, much have I tried out, much have I tested the Powers; what will Odin’s life’s end be, when the Powers are torn apart?

      — Vafthrúdnir’s Sayings, Poetic Edda
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        397 Age of the Æsir

      

      

      

      They were nearly at the finale of Sigurd Sigmundson’s unhappy tale, and Hermod was glad for it. Though telling tethered the einheri here in Valhöll, he did not relish the fresh agonies he saw writ upon Sigurd’s face. Every soul here had met a violent end, true, but some were bitterer than others.

      “A year had passed since Brynhild had wed Gunnar, for her, a year of torment, living in Castle Niflung and seeing the man she loved wed to another. She did not know that Odin had broken the spell on Sigurd and thus believed her secret agony hers alone. Mayhap she ought to have rebuked Gudrún’s overtures of friendship. I might warrant she had accepted such companionship because she had no one else … though in truth, I think it more like Brynhild was deep in her misery, she welcomed the further suffering such a relationship heaped upon her. I think she hated herself, by then, and thus accepted each new torture as her due.

      “So, the two of them went down to the sea, and Brynhild shuddered at the lap of the waves on her heels. Even now, in summer, the waters were colder than the rivers she was accustomed to.

      “‘Just get it over with,’ Gudrún called. The Niflung princess had already waded out into the Gandvík and was waving at Brynhild. Probably she meant her taunts playfully. She had been the one to invite Brynhild to come swim with her and Brynhild would be twice damned if she’d let the other woman demonstrate even a morsel of more daring than her. The summer breeze whipped against her bare skin, raising gooseflesh over her arms and legs and making the water about her ankles seem all the colder. ‘It’s not bad once you’re accustomed to it!’ Gudrún shouted.

      “Brynhild shot her a look of mock scorn. Despite herself, she almost wanted to like the other woman. A year together had been nigh enough to convince her Gudrún knew naught of what she’d stolen from Brynhild. And whilst, as I said, I think the friendship pained her, she cleaved to it.

      “Gudrún’s mother, Grimhild, was another matter altogether, and Brynhild found herself oft considering eviscerating the sorceress, could she but have found a way to do so without provoking terrible retribution down on Heimir and Bekkhildr.

      “Forced to take Gudrún’s advice, Brynhild rushed into the sea, letting the cold hit her all at once rather than one painful nip at a time. The sudden shock of it left her almost paralysed for a moment, and gasping.

      “‘A little bad, maybe,’ Gudrún said, chuckling to herself.

      “Teeth chattering, Brynhild turned her gaze back to the other princess. From what she’d heard, Grimhild’s unnatural long life had withered, and yet now the woman’s beauty seemed restored. Though hardly schooled in sorcery, Brynhild could guess at the means by which the Niflung queen mother had achieved this end. Indeed, it must have involved the sacrifice of innumerable young girls, siphoning off the life they ought to have had to further extend her own. It was a shame Odin had failed to kill the vile creature thus far. Had he but done so, everyone might have been saved a great deal of grief.

      “Brynhild, however, by then must surely have known Odin made each move with purpose, planned oft years in advance.

      “‘It’s not that cold,’ Gudrún ventured. ‘Yet you seem as if it’s driven you into a torpor.’ She splashed water at Brynhild, though she was too far out for more than a little spray to rush over Brynhild’s face.

      “Treading water, Brynhild made her way out to where the Niflung princess waited but found herself too lost in thought to form much of an answer.

      “‘I’ve been reading of late,’ Gudrún said.

      “Brynhild turned to her, drawn from her musings by the utter suddenness of Gudrun’s statement. ‘The Niflung library is vast.’

      “‘Aye, well, I’m told it’s but a fraction of what it once was, back in the days of the Old Kingdoms.’

      “‘And that is what you read of?’

      “‘Hmmm.’ Gudrún was panting a little from treading water. ‘I was actually looking into the decline of the Odlingar.’

      “‘Why them?’

      “‘I … I used to have an amulet they’d held, one that far predated them. It allowed me to take the form of a seal and swim beneath the sea. In my whole life, I have never known such freedom as that, though the depths do hold a certain terror, an unknown presence down there. Still, to swim free, it felt like flying.’

      “Brynhild grimaced at that, though she doubted Gudrún could see it. As a valkyrja, she’d been able to fly, both on her own or in the form of a swan. It was a grace she dearly missed, though it seemed distant now, most days.

      “‘In any event,’ Gudrún said, ‘the Odlingar were masters of the Gandvík Sea and had trafficked with saealfar, which is where I suspect they got the amulet in the first place. I wonder only how they managed to call up such creatures.’

      “Brynhild could not help but groan at that. ‘Tell me you are not fool enough to delve into the Art once more?’ Gudrún did not speak overmuch of her past, but it was enough to know she had been a sorceress and had suffered having her body possessed by the vaettir she tried to control. To have recovered from that put her ahead of most any sorcerer Brynhild had ever heard tale of. Since then, Gudrún appeared to have controlled the addictive desire the Art created in its practitioners.

      “‘No … no … I just wanted to know.’

      “Scoffing, Brynhild swam farther out. The Niflung princess might be short of breath, but Brynhild had long training as a warrior. And since Gudrún had insisted they come here, she would at least use the opportunity to truly work herself a little.

      “‘What are you doing?’ Gudrún demanded. Brynhild chuckled and kept swimming. ‘That’s too far!’ Gudrún shouted after her.

      “Now Brynhild turned about so she could look back at the Niflung princess. ‘Maybe for one who needs an amulet to swim. I spent my life honing my body. I imagine I could swim to the mainland if I had to.’

      “‘You’d freeze to death first. Stop being a Hel-cursed fool.’

      “Sneering, Brynhild kicked herself out further. Burdened by such silent torments as weighed upon her, ’twas small wonder the result would be Brynhild’s petulance. The Niflung princess thought she knew so very much about Brynhild, but she had no idea what they had brought into their midst. Gudrún’s family had invited an adder into their very beds. They had bespelled Sigurd and yet had the temerity to send their prince asking for her hand. While Gudrún might have known naught of all these things, Brynhild still had half a mind to drown the other woman out here just to punish Grimhild.

      “No, but it would bring about the same bitter end to Bekkhildr. Besides, part of her almost liked Gudrún. Sometimes. When she didn’t hate her.

      “‘What in Hel’s name does this mean, Brynhild?’ Gudrún snapped.

      “‘Why do you expect me to pretend to be your equal?’ Brynhild demanded. ‘I am not bound by your limits, Niflung.’ No matter how hard she tried, sometimes Brynhild could not deny the venom bubbling in her gut. Odin and Grimhild and all the others had bound her to this bitter urd. ‘I am stronger than you. My husband is greater than yours and has travelled through the fire to claim me, while yours bows down to mine.’

      “Gudrún blanched, then reddened. The Niflung princess swam back toward shore. But Brynhild wasn’t done with her yet. She dove under the water and covered the distance quickly, coming back up beside Gudrún. ‘It seems you are not much of a swimmer without that amulet, are you?’

      “‘What do you want to hear, Brynhild?’ Gudrún asked, now able to put her feet down and wade toward shore.

      “‘Admit you are less than me,’ Brynhild said, and Gudrún scoffed at that. ‘Why not? Your precious husband was practically a thrall to King Hjalprek of Arus, and now even Hjalprek has sworn loyalty to Gunnar.’ The other princess spun on her. Her slap was clumsy and slow, even considering the water. Brynhild caught her arm and twisted it around behind her back. ‘Have you the least idea of the evil your mother has wrought?’ The words left Brynhild’s mouth ere she realised she meant to speak them.

      “‘Hold your Hel-damned tongue!’ Gudrún snapped, then grunted as Brynhild pulled harder on her arm.

      “‘Why? Ashamed for poor Sigurd, a thrall to better kings?’ Brynhild cooed the words into the woman’s ear. Part of her longed to take it all back, but it was as if a dam had burst inside her and she could not forestall the words. They rushed from her in a torrent, the venom that had so long choked her now grown beyond her ability to stomach. ‘He does not seem so very great to me, little princess.’

      “‘Bitter to have lost your first love?’ Gudrún snarled.

      “Brynhild released Gudrún of a sudden and the Niflung stumbled underwater ere coming up, backing away. She knew. Gudrún knew all along, whilst pretending to be Brynhild’s friend?

      “Gudrún rubbed her arm while continuing to back up till she stood on the beach, shivering. She stormed toward her dress and knelt, grabbing something from a pouch. ‘Sigurd slew the linnorm Fáfnir. Sigurd passed through flames, you wretched bitch. You thought it was my brother? Your precious Sigurd came to you in Hlymdalir, though you thought it was Gunnar.’

      “‘No.’ Brynhild stomped toward her, but the waters slowed her steps. What the Niflung said was impossible. Cruel as Urd had proven, even so, she could not believe such a thing. ‘No.’

      “‘I’ve oft wondered just how he fucked you that day.’ Gudrún held up a rose gold band between her fingers. The ring Brynhild had tossed to Gunnar. How did Gudrún have it …? Brynhild froze, waist deep in the water, gaping at the ring. Gudrún knew everything. And Gunnar—no, Sigurd—had given her the ring. Somehow, he had changed shapes with Gunnar. And he had done this to her. Betrayed her, utterly.

      “They knew.

      “Everyone knew.

      “Even Sigurd knew what he’d done to her. Lain with her under false pretences. Delivered her to the bed of a man he knew she had no desire to marry.

      “Brynhild sank down to her knees, the water suddenly up to her neck, splashing her face with each passing wave, though she hardly noticed. Dimly, she watched as Gudrún dressed. The princess dropped the rose gold ring on the sand, then fled, afraid of Brynhild’s wrath, perhaps. But Brynhild couldn’t summon wrath anymore. Just a horrible, soul-devouring numbness. That despondency that arises in response to the bitterest of betrayals.

      “Gudrún and Sigurd both had slipped knives betwixt Brynhild’s ribs. And all she could do was bleed out.”
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      “Brynhild did not attend the night meal, nor the day meal the next morn. So, as she paced about the balcony around the courtyard, Gudrún Gjúkisdotter cursed herself over and over for losing her temper and handing over that accursed ring. What had she been thinking? Aye, Brynhild had pushed her beyond the limits of what could be borne, and yet, in losing control of herself, Gudrún had endangered everything. Indeed, what if the woman went to Sigurd with this?

      “Would such a claim risk undoing the hold of Grimhild’s potion on the man? Hel take Gudrún for a fool. Her pride had brought the risk of disaster upon the Niflungar. If Brynhild wanted to show herself above Gudrún, well, then Gudrún should have simply accepted that as part of the price of the deception they had all worked upon the unhappy woman.

      “Huffing, she leant on the balustrade. If Sigurd learnt the truth, Gudrún would lose him. Worse yet, the Niflungar would lose him, and their budding empire with him. Gunnar thought them close to gaining oaths of subservience from Hrólf Kraki, mayhap from Heidrek Höfundson, and others, too. Now, just how far would the affronted Völsung go to seek vengeance? War? Almost certainly. Sigurd had cut off the head of his own foster father, and for crimes some might call less than those Grimhild had committed against him.

      “Gudrún slapped the rail. Hel damn it all! She finally had her life under control.

      “You’ve never had control, spoke the voice in her head. Gudrún ground her teeth, pretending not to hear the nifalf, though they both knew better. You are weak. Governed by your emotions like the sea tossed by the wind.

      “Hel could have Snegurka. Gudrún slapped the balustrade once more, then stormed off. There was naught for it save to find Brynhild and … and apologise? That would end well, wouldn’t it? Sorry we stole your husband and convinced him to give you to another man. A woman couldn’t mind that, really.

      “Gudrún huffed out a sigh, then made her way to Brynhild’s bower. The place was a shaded balcony overlooking the cliffs, not far from the chambers Gunnar had given Brynhild as her personal space. They oft slept in separate chambers, but Gudrún’s brother had claimed not to mind, saying he understood her desire for solitude from time to time.

      “A pair of ladies-in-waiting clustered just outside the bower, apparently banished from Brynhild’s company this morn. Gudrún waved them away. ‘Find somewhere else to be.’ As soon as they’d left, she stepped out onto the bower herself, squinting against the brightness in the sky. Brynhild sat in a chair, staring off into the distance. ‘A warm summer day, it seems.’

      “Brynhild didn’t even bother looking in her direction. Not that Gudrún could blame her.

      “How you wriggle and writhe, spoke Snegurka in her mind, squirming to avoid the urd you wrought for yourself. No! No, Gudrún had never asked Grimhild to bespell Sigurd. She hadn’t planned it, hadn’t done this. Even now, you shirk responsibility for your circumstances.”

      “Who is Snegurka?” Hromund Gripson interrupted.

      “According to Odin,” Hermod said, “a nifalf Gudrún had bound to her through sorcery. I imagine the spirit tormenting her endlessly.”

      Grateful that no einheri again asked how Hermod might know what went on inside Gudrún’s head, he continued. “‘I … uh …’ Gudrún stammered, distracted by the vile nifalf. ‘I hope our conversation did not distress you overmuch.’

      “Brynhild did face her now, ready to murder with her eyes alone. Even Grimhild would have been impressed, and Gudrún couldn’t help but shrink under the woman’s merciless stare.

      “‘Listen,’ Gudrún began, ‘I’m sorry for everything.’

      “‘Sorry?’ Brynhild lurched to her feet, knocking over the chair in the process. ‘Sorry? Malice governed all you’ve done, from years back. You allowed me to believe our friendship real and plotted against me. Then, even after you had won, you felt the need to twist the knife you’d jabbed into my back. And now, after all that, you have the temerity to apologise? Your mother would be proud of your merciless heart.’

      “Gudrún blanched. Brynhild had this wrong. Gudrún had never intended for any of it to work out quite the way it had.

      “And yet you allowed your mother to know of your desire for the man, Snegurka taunted. And when he was yours for the taking, did you refrain? Did you try to break the spell and send him home to his love?

      “Gudrún ground her teeth, desperate to shut out the prattle in her head.

      “‘Well?’ Brynhild demanded.

      “‘I … Please don’t think that of me,’ Gudrún stammered. ‘It was all more complicated than that. Things just happened …’

      “The woman stalked closer, seeming intent on strangling Gudrún, enough that Gudrún backed up until she hit the outer wall of the castle. ‘You accidentally fucked my husband? What, you slipped and fell on his cock? You didn’t mean to marry him? And, oh, the part where you and your brother conspired to have my own husband rape me whilst I thought him someone else? Also probably just an oversight, I’m quite certain. These things happen, time to time, aye?’

      “‘I didn’t do aught with intent to grieve you. Surely you understand that … Urd …’

      “‘Urd!’ Brynhild raised a hand close to Gudrún’s face, and she braced for a slap, though none landed. ‘You’d blame Urd for your own actions?’ Now she chuckled, though her eyes remained mirthless.

      “‘Tell me whatever you need to say,’ Gudrún said, though her voice sounded pathetic even in her own ears.

      “‘It must have been so easy for you to fall into that life, to live in satisfaction as your desires were fulfilled.’ Brynhild shook her head and leant close to Gudrún. ‘You are a wretched bitch, and I swear you’ll suffer more than anyone for this. I cannot bear that you stole him from me.’ Her breath was hot, her voice nigh to a whisper. ‘Yet I’m inclined to let you live knowing a fall comes for you. Oh, I know you are not the true architect of our tragic urd. I only hope I can see you squirm when it closes in around your throat.’

      “‘I didn’t … didn’t know …’

      “Brynhild sneered at her. ‘Now you further insult me with your lies. Even had you not come to call upon me in Hlymdalir, no one can claim ignorance of the marriage of one of the greatest kings in the North Realms. Nor can you expect me to believe you had no knowledge of it when he came to you. You knew exactly what you were doing: betraying me. And betrayal, always, must be avenged.’

      “Gudrún slipped away from Brynhild, putting some distance between the two of them. Who did this woman think she was to threaten her thus? Gudrún may have acted wrongly—Snegurka cackled in her mind at that thought—may have, aye, but still, she was heir to the last great kingdom in the Mortal Realm. She was the daughter of Gjúki and Grimhild. And this fallen valkyrja from a pathetic, petty kingdom thought to threaten her. ‘You are married far above your station already. Gunnar is king of the Niflungar. No other race yet living comes close to our history, our glory, our power. Yes, you lost Sigurd.’ Gudrún threw up her hands. ‘Such things are but fog, blown away by the wind. You cannot see that you received a husband beyond yourself, caught in your own pride. How many should suffer because of it?’

      “Brynhild’s hand twitched like she thought to reach for a weapon, though she did not wear her sword at the moment—Hel be praised for that. ‘I did not ask for Gunnar. I already had the man I loved, and you stole him from me. You took my life! Snatched what I had chosen from me. And you ask me to be grateful you gave me a different life in return? Gunnar is a crawling worm next to Sigurd.’

      “‘He is king of the greatest⁠—‘

      “‘He is thrall to the whims of his own mother. And do not think me ignorant of the sorceress’s part in all this. Hers is the most wretched soul I have ever encountered.’

      “Maybe that was true. But Grimhild had worked to salve Gudrún’s pain, and at a time Gudrún had thought herself wishing for death. ‘The woman has treated you like her own daughter.’

      “‘Then I pity you.’

      “Gudrún flinched at that.

      “‘Oh,’ Brynhild mocked. ‘Did that strike close to your heart? No, I don’t care to know what vileness that bitch put you through in the past. Not now, not after you have showered bile upon our friendship. As for Grimhild, she contrived all the woes we both now suffer. My dearest wish is that her schemes shall finally come back to devour her as well. I may not have much gift for the Sight, but I have a fair reckoning of what must ensue from here. Enough to know you’ll all pay for this.’

      “What was she talking about? Did Brynhild have a foretelling regarding the Niflungar? Did she know something that would happen to Gudrún? To Grimhild?

      “Brynhild snickered. ‘Was it one of her potions that stole Sigurd’s memory of me? Was that how she achieved this?’

      “‘No … it’s a lie.’

      “The other woman cocked her head and stared openmouthed at Gudrún, as if struck speechless that Gudrún could bother denying what seemed so plain to her. ‘Then enjoy Sigurd and pretend you never betrayed me, while I wait to see how things will play out for you. You are not the spiders in the Web of Urd, Niflung. Not anymore, if ever you were.’

      “‘I will enjoy him! I deserve some happiness!’ Hel, how petulant the words sounded, but Gudrún couldn’t stop herself.

      “Brynhild raised her hands in mock surrender, the effect broken by her smirk. ‘Ere long, I suspect you’ll regret this conversation. But … as you wish. No more hateful words. Enjoy your happiness.’

      “No, Gudrún thought, she would not let Brynhild have the upper hand. Not like this. ‘You’re the one who spoke maliciously to me first, Brynhild. Your hatred is the root of all our discontent.’

      “The other woman snorted and once more drew uncomfortably close to Gudrún. ‘I wonder if you honestly believe that. But it doesn’t matter. My hatred, as you say, slept silently in my breast for the past year.’ Brynhild thrust a finger at Gudrun’s chest. ‘You’ll know how I’ve felt, sooner or later.’

      “Then, mercifully, the woman backed away and strode from the bower. Heart pounding, Gudrún stumbled over to the chair, then slumped into it. She ground her teeth, slowly shaking her head, stifling the urge to scream. It was all coming crashing down around her. And naught Gudrún could do was like to stave off the end.”
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      “Clad only in an undershirt, Brynhild stared at the ceiling to her chambers. She’d sent away the pestering thralls who tried to take her to wash or change her clothes. She denied those who brought her food or drink. She forbade any from entering.

      “Outside, the sun had risen and set and risen again, but Brynhild left her bed only when her body forced her to piss. Even that came less and less frequently now, with her taking no drink in. It left her free to drift in half wakefulness, her mind touching far places, almost as though she could still cross the Veil and move through the shadows beneath this World. No, but that power was taken from her, along with all else, by the scheming King of the Æsir. Odin had known all of this, back when he cursed her to the nightmarish sleep. He had known and yet had offered her no semblance of mercy, nor why would he?

      “He believed she had betrayed him. In truth, she had. After swearing her oath, still she’d defied the king, believing she could save a worthy man. Maybe Odin had always known she’d make that betrayal, too. Now, she knew just how deep such a thing cut.

      “How did one contend with a man who could see the future? Oh, the answer was obvious: one lost. No hope of winning such a struggle existed. No, she’d been like a pig, trapped in a pen and fleeing the butcher, unaware that there had never been anywhere to which she might escape. The Web of Urd stretched out forever, in all directions, and no one could free themselves from it.

      “Lying like this, she turned her head when someone dared open her door.

      “Gunnar shut the door behind himself, then moved to sit down beside her. Brynhild looked away, back up at the hateful ceiling. He deserved every drop of her scorn, but bestirring herself from her current position seemed an insurmountable task at the moment. Still, she mused over going for her sword beside her bed. ‘They tell me you have taken ill,’ Gunnar said. ‘That you refuse your food and speak to no one.’

      “And yet he somehow expected her to speak to him. His subtle hubris would have made her scoff, had she the energy to do so.

      “‘Tell me what vexes you, Brynhild,’ he said when she made no answer. She willed him to leave. He had no business here and she was done pretending to live happy in this marriage. Let all the Niflungar burn, and Sigurd and Odin with them. Let Hel claim every last soul on Samsey and draw them into her gates. ‘Please, speak to me.’

      “Brynhild shut her eyes. ‘What did you do with the ring I gave you on our first night together? You do not wear it.’

      “‘I …’

      “‘If a woman gives a man a ring, and he allows his sister to claim it, what should the woman think of that?’ Brynhild turned her glower on him. ‘I swore to marry the man who would ride through flame to reach me. The one who could best me at arms. And though you pretended otherwise, ’twas Sigurd who fulfilled the conditions. I should have realised …’ She swallowed. ‘I should have, given I’d already thought he alone could complete the tasks I had set. But he wore your form and he seemed to have forgotten me. So I broke my oath to him and made a new one to you.’

      “Gunnar gaped at her, working his mouth. His shock gave her the strength to sit. ‘Did you truly think I would not learn of the evil Grimhild had wrought?’ Brynhild demanded. ‘That your lies and deceptions would last a lifetime? These wretched deeds will be the ruin of all of you, her most of all.’

      “Her husband lurched to his feet, his shock melting away, replaced with a glare. ‘You blame a woman far above you. They say you were once a valkyrja and tormented the dead, forcing them to serve the god-king. But still you mock my mother who has held together our most ancient kingdom despite foes within and without.’

      “All she could do was scoff at that. ‘You make her sound like a hero.’ She shook her head. ‘But you are nigh to as guilty as she is.’ Brynhild lunged at her sword, caught it in one hand, and rolled off the bed to her feet, holding the blade between them. ‘And for that I think I’ll kill you. All of you!’

      “Gunnar stumbled backward, yanking free the runeblade Sigurd had given him. ‘Put it down.’

      “Brynhild answered by charging around the bed, unleashing a flurry of strikes. Gunnar dodged, parried, and countered. He was good, if not quite as good as Sigurd. His blade pinned hers to the ground and he jerked his elbow up into her jaw. The impact sent a flash of white before her eyes, and next she knew, she was lying on her arse.

      “Gunnar kicked her blade away. ‘You’re underfed and fatigued and you thought to fight me?’

      “An instant later the door flung open and Hogne burst in. ‘I heard fighting.’

      “‘My wife attacked me.’ Gunnar wasn’t looking at his brother, nor even at Brynhild, his gaze seeming to be fixed at naught Brynhild could see.

      “Hogne groaned. ‘I told you such would happen, eventually. You were fools to go along with this.’ At these words, Brynhild stared from one brother to the other, aghast. Everyone knew. Every single person in the godsdamned castle knew. ‘Chain her,’ Hogne said. ‘Put her in fetters and bind her in the Pit till we decide what to do with her.’

      “Gunnar glanced back at her, his face looking like he’d drunk sour milk. ‘I … I don’t want her to live in chains.’

      “Brynhild climbed to her feet, slowly, careful not to make it look like an attack. If she raised a sword against him again, she would make damn sure it would be a killing blow. ‘Don’t fret over that, husband dear. From this day forth I have no intention of coming into the hall with you.’

      “‘Brynhild—’

      “‘No! Did you think we could just go back to feigning happiness? That I’d play tafl with you, offer my counsel, tell tales over the night meal?’ She spat at the floor in front of him. ‘It is the greatest woe of my life that I broke my oath to Sigurd and married you.’

      “Gunnar backed away to stand beside his brother. ‘You were right. My mother has wrought things she ought not⁠—’

      “‘Enough!’ Brynhild screamed at him. ‘You think I want your condolences now? Get out! Get out! I’ll see no one! Any who dare to come into my chambers I shall strangle with my bare hands. You disgust me, the lot of you. You have so long festered in the dregs of your Art-rotted souls, you cannot see the disgrace you have made of all our lives.’ A crushing rock had settled upon her chest, making it hard to even get the words out. ‘You would cast the blame on your mother or sister or wherever else, but you knew exactly what you were doing when you had Sigurd take your shape. You are all to blame for this.’

      “The king nodded grimly, then guided his brother out, shutting the door behind him.

      “Brynhild stormed over to the shutters, flung them open and screamed her fury at the desolate land around this accursed place. She screamed her throat raw.”
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      “Well, during these events, Sigurd had been away, securing Rijnland for the Niflungar. Though he had promised peace and friendship to Atli, his lands would never be secure against all comers.

      “He returned to Samsey only when he was certain not to lose his holdings in Hunaland. Stavns, the tiny port off the fjord, was about the only place to make anchor on Samsey, and thus Sigurd landed there and reclaimed Grani. The Mist-drenched fishing town had grown more accustomed to visitors in the past few years, and to Sigurd in particular, but still people watched as he rode through their single street and up the path back to Castle Niflung.

      “He’d been long away from here this time, on the quite plausible excuse of needing to protect Hunaland. In truth, part of Sigurd almost thought to throw in his support with Atli. To forsake his wife. Though he cared for Gudrún, to even look at her now served as a blade through his chest. A reminder of his broken vow to Brynhild, his first wife, and the one he could not bear to gaze upon in the least. Did Gudrún know? If so, her kindness toward Brynhild and the friendship she’d cultivated there became a perverse thing, a slow poison masquerading as a tincture.

      “But still he returned to Samsey, because he had given his oath to Gudrún and to her brothers. Because he loved his children and thus found leaving almost as painful as staying. Because, were he to join Atli, those children might pay the price, and the rest of the North Realms most certainly would.

      “Sitting astride Grani, he smiled and waved at the fisherfolk he passed, offered nods to the few soldiers garrisoned at Stavns, and generally strove to seem as peaceful as he had once felt here.

      “He’d spare everyone else the truth, even if the lie suffocated him. Or so he told himself.

      “Stable hands took Grani’s reins once Sigurd reached Castle Niflung. The Niflungar kept few horses here, and Grani was by far the finest, such that Sigurd had insisted on bringing the horse across the sea, back in times when his heart had been lighter. When he’d believed—and why he could not quite say—in the veracity of Gunnar’s claim to be the rightful lord of all the North Realms. Well, Gunnar did speak truth, insofar as the lands were shattered. Where the nine Old Kingdoms had ruled now lay broken remnants divided among so many petty kings, no man could hope to keep track of them all.

      “Sigurd took the stairs slowly, ascending to the tower room he shared with Gudrún. He found his wife sitting on the floor holding little Svanhildr in her arms, with the girl’s nursemaid Runa beside her. Of young Sigmund, he saw no sign.

      “‘You’re home.’ Gudrún handed Svanhildr off to Runa and shooed her away, throwing her arms around Sigurd the moment the other woman had shut the door. Sigurd stiffened, then forced himself to return the embrace. He’d chosen to continue this lie because he could see no alternative. That remained the case and thus he must live with his choice and see it through.

      “Returning from Hunaland, he had considered casting himself over the side of the ship and letting the net of Rán drag him under. But such was the craven’s way out. No, Sigurd would die in battle and let a valkyrja carry him away to Valhöll and perhaps even meet his father at long last.”

      “Well,” Sigmund interrupted, “that at least has transpired.” The Völsungs were sat by the hearth fire, along with Helgi the Bold, and Kára, who had her head on her lover’s shoulder. Too, Án Bow-Bender was with them, gnawing on bread soaked in wine.

      Hermod nodded at that. Maybe he’d have liked to think this time, this semblance of peace after death, a mercy Odin had arranged. But the king had never claimed such—rather, he said this place was needful to prepare for Ragnarök. Mayhap he did not care for the wellbeing of the dead. Mayhap he could not allow himself to care. Well, but that left Hermod to try to do so.

      Hermod thus continued. “‘The passage back was tumultuous,’ Sigurd said.

      “Gudrún nodded at that. ‘Less so than things here, I warrant. Brynhild has grown … dark. She’s …’ The woman hung her head.

      “So Gudrún knew. Some sorcery had wrought this, that was the only conclusion Sigurd could come to. Grimhild was a sorceress and there were others here—maybe even Gudrún, though she’d not worked the Art in Sigurd’s presence. But Gudrún knew of the way Sigurd had deceived and lain with Brynhild to win the shieldmaiden for Gunnar. And now, Brynhild knew it too. Sigurd folded his arms, staring blankly at Gudrún. Maybe it was better this way. Better to let the bitter truth out rather than allow it to continue to fester in his breast, a rot eating away at his soul. Better if he no longer had to hold his false smiles. ‘She has learnt the truth.’

      “Gudrún flinched and turned her face away, probably despairing to realise he, too, knew. If not everything, if not how he’d somehow forgotten his own wife, leastwise, Sigurd knew enough. And Gudrún was complicit in it. ‘She’s slept for seven days.’

      “Sigurd chuckled mirthlessly. ‘Oh, I don’t think she’s sleeping, my wife. I think she plots her vengeance upon us all for the dark deeds we have done.’ Vengeance well deserved, in fact.

      “His wife looked back, tears welling in her eyes, shaking her head. ‘I cannot lose you. Please, Sigurd, I … I beg you. Whatever happened, I truly love you. So go to her, convince her to let this go.’

      “Sigurd snorted and rubbed both hands down his face, groaning. The bitter grasp of Urd had them all, and he could see no ending before him that would not leave them all reeling. ‘Some deeds are dark enough they cannot be undone. Some cracks cannot be repaired.’

      “‘You must at least try.’ Gudrún grabbed his shoulders, seeming on the verge of collapse. ‘Try, husband.’

      “Oh. He was her husband, a fact that would bring ruin upon both the Völsungs and the Niflungar. This seemed inevitable now. But would he deny his wife’s fervent plea? No. No, he would play out the lie just a little bit longer.”
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      “Brynhild’s chambers were not locked and Sigurd slipped inside, shutting the door behind himself. With the shutters drawn, the room was cast in terrible gloom, so he flung those open and let a hint of sunlight peek through. The woman lay under her blanket, hands folded atop her stomach and eyes closed. Shaking his head, Sigurd pulled back the cover and sat down beside her. ‘Brynhild. Brynhild, it’s me. Wake up. You’ve slept enough, I think. Whatever your sorrow … just … cast it off now.’

      “The shieldmaiden did open her eyes then, and sat up, staring too intently at him. ‘How dare you come to me!’ She slapped him. The blow itself barely stung through his hardened skin, but it felt like a nail in his heart. ‘You, who were the worst of all the villains in this whole wretched affair! And you dare come to me and ask me to forget it all?’

      “Sigurd rubbed his cheek, frowning. ‘I never wanted any ill will between us. I have never thought harshly of you in the least.’

      “‘Of me!’ She shoved him off the edge of the bed and he collapsed onto the floor. She fair leapt onto him, grabbing his shirt in both fists.

      “‘Y-you received the man you chose as your husband,’ he ventured, lamely, with all the wisdom and grace we’ve come to expect from Sigurd.

      “‘No! Liar! You passed through the flames for me then, as you had done on our first meeting. I cannot believe I did not know you then. Not even when you pushed yourself inside me.’ She spat on his face and it dribbled down his nose. ‘I was so stricken by my shock and despair that some other man could fulfil my conditions. Conditions I set that only you should have been able to accomplish. And you did! Gunnar never entered the flames, never bested me, and did not lie with me until after our marriage. I should have known …’ She chuckled darkly, seeming somewhere between weeping and utter rage. ‘Odin knew. He knew I would be blind to my urd and blunder into it. He knew when he cast me into Hindarfjall. Ere you were even born! He made me arrange for Sigmund to marry Hjördís. He made sure your father died so you would be there, to come to me. I only cannot see why.’

      “Sigurd gaped at her, unable to work his mouth nor even make sense of his thoughts. Odin, King of the Æsir, had arranged Sigurd’s very birth? Had arranged the death of his father Sigmund, whom Men said Odin favoured above all others? Had planned everything … Was the god the spider at the centre of the Web of Urd? ‘I …’

      “Brynhild shoved away from him. ‘Fool of a man.’

      “Sputtering, Sigurd wiped the spittle from his face. ‘You have Gunnar, the son of Gjúki. He is also a great man, no less than I. He has slain many princes, kings … won great fame …’

      “Now she burst into bitter laughter. ‘Oh, Sigurd. You but help to remind me of all the wrongs I must revenge against the Niflungar. No. You, Sigurd, killed the linnorm and passed through flame to join me, whether it was by Odin’s hand or no. Gunnar did neither of those things.’

      “’And yet you married him.’

      “‘I had no choice! Do you believe I ever loved that bastard? Son of the direst sorceress in the North Realms? I loathe him and have but concealed it to ensure peace through our lands. But I have wearied of the lies.’

      “Sigurd pushed himself up, shaking. Was this what he had wanted in hoping it would all come out? This vehemence now directed at him from the woman he loved most in the World? ‘What do you want, then? What would you have me do?’

      “Brynhild stalked closer, her lips trembling, till she stood a hair from his face. ‘What do I want? I want you to die, Sigurd Sigmundson. I wish only that it would be my blade stained by your blood. The Ás lord will betray you, as he betrayed me, as he betrayed your father.’

      “A shard of bitter ice seemed to pass through Sigurd’s gut. A pain so real it left him short of breath. ‘If you believe naught else, believe I love you. I love you more than I love myself. I didn’t choose any of this! I was bespelled and deceived, Brynhild! You must know that.’

      “Still shaking, she raised a hand to his cheek. ‘It’s too late. Maybe … if you had told me sooner, maybe …’ She shook her head.

      “‘It’s not too late.’ Sigurd grabbed her face and kissed her hard, forcing his tongue into her mouth, massaging hers with it till she began to kiss him back. He hefted her in his arms to carry her to the bed, but she jerked backward and pulled violently away, stumbling.

      “Her slap caught him on the mouth. ‘I said it’s too late! I am Gunnar’s wife now, for good or ill.’

      “‘I never divorced you. We are still husband and wife, you and I.’

      “Brynhild clenched her teeth and shook her head, then looked away from him and braced herself against the wall. ‘We are naught at all, Sigurd.’

      “‘They deceived me as well! I didn’t even know who you were until after you’d wed Gunnar. When the spell finally broke, so did my heart.’ Now tears had begun to well in his own eyes. He hadn’t cried since those early days with Regin, as a boy of six winters. The dverg had whipped and cut and raped the tears out of him till all that was left was steel. Or so he’d thought. Now … he cared little whether it made him seem unmanly. ‘It tore me apart.’

      “Brynhild turned back to him. ‘When the spell broke … when we wed?’ She raised a hand to her mouth. ‘That … that was a year ago, Sigurd. A fucking year!’ She lunged suddenly toward her sword and came up bearing it.

      “‘What was I supposed to do?’ Sigurd demanded, forcing himself not to draw Gramr. If she wanted to strike him down, he’d not stop her.

      “‘Leap over the godsdamned balustrade and put a stop to the ceremony ere he bedded me! Had you told me then that it was you who came to my hall, you who lay with me, then I would have at least had the chance to …’

      “‘I wanted naught more than to do what you claim,’ he protested. ‘But it would have meant war. Terrible war that would destroy this land. And though I despise what she has done, still I love the children Gudrún bore me. They are my blood, Brynhild.’

      “‘War is inevitable. It is always inevitable. You remember now who I am? What I was? I have seen more war than you can imagine, Sigurd. I lived every day for it. And war would have been preferable to this facade of life. We could have fought side by side and died the same way and I would have gladly shared your pyre. Now all I want is any death.’

      “He strode to her again, heedless of the sword, nor did she strike him when he reached to hold her elbows. ‘No … I … I will forsake Gudrún and marry you, I swear it. Even if it means bitter war.’

      “She jerked her arms free, then tossed the sword aside. ‘Oh, Sigurd … I don’t want you. I don’t want anyone. Get. Out.’

      “All he could do then was stare at her, willing her to take back her words. But she didn’t. Finally, he raised a trembling fist to his mouth. The awful truth was, no words could mend this, nor even any deed he might now do. Niflung sorcery had destroyed all their lives, and all that remained was to see whether the end came in fire or bitter cold. Caught in the grip of despair, head hung low, he fled from Brynhild’s chambers. And beyond, he fled from Castle Niflung and into the chill winds that marked the end of summer.

      “Outside, on the mountain’s edge, he screamed. He roared at the setting sun in defiance of the urd given to him. He bellowed till his voice was gone. Then he collapsed to his knees, tore off his shirt and cast it aside.

      “He knelt there, alone, in the darkness, until thralls at last came to find him and guide him back inside. They warmed him with flame and blanket, but it didn’t matter. For his heart would never know warmth again. That had shattered and left but a bloody ruin in his chest.”
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      “On the edge of the same cliff where Sigurd had screamed the night before, just beyond the walls of Castle Niflung, Brynhild sat, legs dangling as she stared into the swirling Mist. She had not bothered to bring a torch. What fear was Mist-madness when her life was already warped beyond hope of joy or even that it might get better?

      “‘You have forsaken your oath of service,’ Odin had said. ‘And oathbreakers are damned to feed the dark dragon with their corpses. As you tried to interfere in my choice of victors, so shall you never again enjoy the sweet mead of victory, woman.’

      “Brynhild shook her head. Even in death, she could not escape her torments, else she would cast herself from the cliff and let her miserable life finally end. No, as a mortal warrior she’d led armies in battle after battle. As a valkyrja she’d fought still, at the behest of two different vile masters. And now, returned to her mortal existence, she yet found the greatest suffering.

      “The question that remained, though, was, could she lay the root of all her suffering upon Urd, or did she have to shoulder the blame herself? Or was it Odin she should hold to account? Odin had not forced her to break her oath, mayhap, but in knowing she would and yet putting her in the situation regardless, had he not knowingly created her urd?

      “The trudge of footsteps on the rocky ground announced the arrival of another ere his form appeared out of the Mist. Gunnar strode toward her—and of course the Niflung bore no torch—only a hint of hesitation in his steps. At her side, he settled down, staring as she had done, as if he might somehow imagine what dark thoughts ran through her mind. But whilst the sorcerers plied at the Veil and tried to use the hateful entities beyond it to evoke their will, few of them could begin to imagine the things a valkyrja saw between life and death.

      “It left her to muse on Urd more than most. Some claimed the Norns wove Urd, though Brynhild had but rarely seen their hand—at least that she could be certain of. If those dire sisters wrought the workings of Urd, they did so in secret places.

      “‘Did you know I am of the royal line of the Haleygar?’ she asked.

      “‘No. Only that Heimir fostered you, making you a princess.’

      “Brynhild snorted. Whoever she’d been in her previous life mattered little, she supposed. ‘I imagine they’d welcome me if I fled from this place, the long-lost daughter of Grimr Ketilson. And were I to tell them of all that had passed here … In my mind, I see the span of ships besieging this island. I see the dark powers Grimhild would call up from the sea in an attempt to turn away the tide of death descending upon your line. But at what price? Do you seek for more enemies, Gunnar?’

      “‘Your talk is dangerous. Treasonous.’

      “Brynhild ignored that. ‘And still she tries. Her dark Art is loathsome to the lands of Men, though, and all your allies abandon you. Those who do not join the Haleygar fleet in their quest to wipe the Niflungar from the face of Midgard. The last of the Old Kingdoms dies not in the fires of the Lofdar, but in ignominy, undone by the arrogance of their queen.’

      “Gunnar put a hand on her shoulder, gentle, as if he still thought she could be his. ‘Come back with me. Leave over this madness.’

      “Brynhild favoured him with a sneer. ‘No. I will go from here, back to Heimir and tell him what has happened, and then to the Haleygar and see how much they value the bonds of kinship. You, dear Gunnar, shall watch as all your wealth and glory and power turns to ash.’

      “‘Brynhild—‘

      “‘Unless you do as I bid. Kill Sigurd. Kill his wretched son by your sister. Let their line end instead of yours.’

      “Gunnar pushed himself away from her, stumbling as he tried to gain his feet. ‘I … I have sworn an oath of brotherhood to Sigurd. He is my blood brother!’

      “Brynhild shrugged. ‘It hurts, doesn’t it? Being forced to break one oath because of another? Being driven to do dark deeds you’d not have dreamt yourself capable of? Your treachery, your deceit subverted my oath and made me your wife. It seems fitting I should repay you both in kind. Or deny me, if you wish. See if my vision comes to pass. I do not think the World would mourn the passing of the Niflungar.’

      “Hand to his mouth, her husband backed away into the Mist. To the last, he stared at her as if he had no idea who she was. Which was true. When he had claimed her hand by his tricks, he clearly had not the first clue as to whom he was so wronging.”

      “So when Hogne answered his summons, later that eve, he found Brynhild in the king’s chamber, and Gunnar, pale-faced and stricken. Brynhild remained grim and speechless whilst her husband explained her demands to his brother. She forced herself to remain motionless as Hogne gaped at her, shaking his head.

      “‘I gave my blood oath to Sigurd,’ Gunnar said. ‘I cannot break such an oath. I cannot strike against him.’

      “Hogne finally shut his mouth, his look turning hateful as it settled on Brynhild. ‘Let the woman leave you then. You can do better.’

      “‘No!’ The vehemence in Gunnar’s objection caught Brynhild off guard, though she forced herself to remain still. If they thought she might relent, they’d never carry out her wishes. And she had sworn her own oaths now. ‘No,’ the king repeated. ‘We have to do it. We kill him, claim the wealth he took from the dragon. With such power, men will beg us for our sister’s hand.’

      “That noxious bitch deserved to die herself, Brynhild thought, but Gunnar would never have agreed to that. Besides, perhaps the greater torment for her would come from seeing her World burn.

      “Hogne shook his head. ‘I too swore an oath of friendship to Sigurd. We’d have to send our warriors to do it.’

      “Gunnar groaned. ‘Sigurd would slaughter them like sheep. He is nigh invincible, as you well know.’

      “‘Then I ask you again, let this go. It’s not fitting for us to break our oaths. Your wife brings all this about. Cast her aside.’

      “Brynhild’s fingers closed around her sword. It was so very tempting to slay him, but still, her best, greatest vengeance would not come by cutting down Hogne.

      “Gunnar swallowed. ‘We made oaths to him … but Guthorm never did.’

      “Brynhild pursed her lips. She’d heard of their half-brother in rumour only, for he never showed his face in the court and spoke to no one. Of those rumours, some even claimed he had died long ago and yet rose. A draug. But Brynhild little cared if they used a ghost to enact her will.

      “Hogne cast another hate-filled glare Brynhild’s way. ‘This is madness, Brother. Even if Guthorm succeeds, think you we will pay no price for it? For betraying a man like Sigurd, famed throughout the North Realms?’

      “‘One of us …’ Gunnar blanched, then set his jaw. ‘One of us must die.’

      “Hogne sighed but shook his head. ‘So be it. Tell me what I must do.’

      “And thus, in a dark room, a murder was plotted.”
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      “Well, we know what happened next,” Hermod said, sadly, though the death mostlike pained Sigurd less than the betrayal.

      “A piercing scream of agony shocked Gudrún awake and she sat upright. Then her scream joined Sigurd’s cry of pain. Her husband was pinned to their bed by a sword driven through his abdomen: the runeblade Hrotti. Which he had bestowed on Gunnar.

      “The draug, Guthorm, backed away from the scene, his half-decayed face splattered with blood. Odin had slain his body decades back, but Grimhild’s foul sorcery had denied her son rest, and now, as in life, he was a tool of assassination.

      “Sigurd was wailing in agony. Despite the pain of it he twisted over to grab at Gramr. His motion tore Hrotti through his flesh. Guthorm lunged at the other runeblade, probably intending to snatch it ere Sigurd closed his grip around the bone hilt. Sigurd reached it first and swiped it up at Guthorm. The runeblade sheared through the draug’s hip and out his side. His torso toppled backward, away from his legs.

      “Gudrún knew she was still screaming. Dimly, she knew she’d even paused an instant for another breath. Only to scream further.

      “Blood now drenched their bed. It had splashed over her. No, no, no, no …

      “Frantic, finally able to stop shrieking—although not to catch her breath—she grabbed blankets already drenched in blood to try to staunch the massive wound now rent in Sigurd’s gut. Hrotti was still sticking out of him. Hel!

      “Should she remove it? Would that not make the bleeding worse?

      “‘It’s all right …’ Sigurd’s words were slurred with pain. How could he even speak at all? ‘I knew … I knew … Gripr said … Our son …’

      “Oh, Hel, Gudrún realised. Sigmund! Svanhildr! How complete was Brynhild’s betrayal? She threw her arms around her husband. And how was she to leave him like this?

      “‘Can’t … change … Urd …’ Globs of blood dribbled from his mouth with every word. He had a hand to his side, the other hanging limp off the bed. ‘Brynhild did … this …’

      “Oh, of that Gudrún had no doubt, though she couldn’t seem to manage to get a word out. Just incoherent moaning. Feeble attempts to bind a fatal wound. Guthorm had stabbed him in the gut, clearly intending him to be long in dying. The draug, caught in his eternal agony, had no pity for others. Gudrún cast a hateful glance at her dead brother. What had he done? Guthorm would not have acted thus without word from either Grimhild or Gunnar. And Grimhild would not have ordered him to kill the husband she’d secured for her daughter.

      “‘I … kept my … oath … to him …’ Sigurd rasped.

      “Oh, and Gunnar had broken his own in the most vile way imaginable. He’d employed their accursed dead brother to do what he could not.

      “Sigurd whimpered in pain. Him, the strongest man she’d ever known, reduced to this. The sudden stench meant he’d shat himself. Hel. There was no hope for him.

      “Moaning, Gudrún put a hand to his cheek.

      “‘Son …’ He mouthed the word more than said it.

      “The pain and blood loss had stolen his powers of speech. His mind would go soon. Tears streamed down Gudrún’s face. No. No. Please, why like this? Why?

      “Trembling, she closed her hand around Hrotti’s hilt. He was right. She had to see to little Sigmund. She had to … but couldn’t leave her husband to die alone. Sigurd’s hands were convulsing on the bed. His thrashing only rent the hole in his stomach worse. Screaming, Gudrún closed her other hand around Hrotti’s hilt. Then she jerked the runeblade free.

      “Sigurd gasped weakly. A fresh well of blood oozed up immediately from where she’d drawn the blade.

      “‘I’m sorry …’ she whispered.

      “Weak, Snegurka taunted. Pathetic.

      “No. No, not this time. This time, she would not be weak. Gudrún slapped her hand over Sigurd’s mouth and nose, clamping both shut. His already slowed struggles ended all too quickly.

      “Damn them, Gudrún thought. Hel damn them all.

      “Still weeping and clad in naught but a bloody shift, Gudrún burst from her chamber and out into the hall, storming past the frightened thralls. She ran the short distance to the children’s rooms where they slept with their nursemaid. The door was cracked open. Gudrún flung it wide and charged in.

      “Hogne spun around, crimson staining his sword. On the middle of the floor, little Sigmund lay in a pool of his own blood. Gudrún gaped at her brother and he too, stood openmouthed, shaking his head.

      “Runa, the nursemaid, too lay dead at Hogne’s feet. The awful realisation hit Gudrún. The woman had died interposing herself between Hogne and the cradle where Svanhildr slept. The girl was crying, Hel be praised.

      “Shrieking, Gudrún lunged at Hogne. Her brother deflected Hrotti with casual ease. Probably he could have cut her down in his sleep. Gudrún didn’t fucking care. Screaming, she hacked away at him. Hogne didn’t try to attack, merely deflecting her blows.

      “‘We had to,’ he managed to grate out between his parries.

      “Gudrún wasn’t interested in conversation. He’d murdered her son! Sigmund! Betrayed Sigurd! She gripped the runeblade with both hands and brought it crashing down. Hogne’s broadsword snapped under the blow, but it overbalanced her. He caught her arm and twisted until Hrotti tumbled from Gudrun’s grasp, then flung her to the floor.

      “‘Enough,’ he said. ‘I’m sorry, Sister. I … I’ll spare the girl. Maybe it’s enough that the male heir is dead. We … we had no choice.’

      “Gudrún shook her head, glaring daggers at him. But she could scarce afford to dwell on this bastard now. Coated in the blood of the man she’d loved, Gudrún crawled over his body to reach Svanhildr’s crib. She pulled the babe close to her breast and held her dear, unwilling to let aught ever come between them.

      “She was all Gudrún had left.”
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      “Gudrún’s wails, as one might imagine, echoed through Castle Niflung, reaching out into the Mist and—at least Brynhild fancied it so—carrying even across the sea. Certainly they filled the courtyard where Brynhild sat, not far from the hateful place where she’d married Gunnar. Mirthless laughter burst from Brynhild’s chest on hearing the other princess’s lamentations. The wretched Gunnar had truly done it, hadn’t he? Sigurd was dead.

      “Sigurd was … dead. Sigurd … was … dead? Those thoughts came crashing into reality without mountainous impact. Finding it hard to breathe, Brynhild slipped the orichalcum ring from her pouch and slid it on her finger, where Sigurd had once placed it. Her husband … in those few days she’d been happy.

      “Gunnar came stumbling into the courtyard, blood covering his hands and arms, Gramr dragging on the ground behind him.

      “‘You did it.’

      “‘Guthorm did,’ he agreed, grimly. He tossed the runeblade at her feet in obvious disgust.

      “Brynhild frowned, ever so slightly. Gunnar getting his mysterious half-brother to perform the deed lacked the poetic irony she’d hoped for, but from the look on his face, Gunnar still blamed himself, as well he should. Gunnar sniffed, rubbing his brow with the back of his hand, heedless of the way it smeared blood over his face. ‘You laugh at such a tragedy, but I doubt you are the least bit happy for it. Your flesh has turned deathly pale, wife.’ He shook his head. ‘You would dare threaten us with the wrath of the Haleygar of Hálgoland? You deserve to watch the man die in front of you for the horror you’ve wrought here. My half-brother and my brother-in-law are both dead. Even my nephew.”

      “So Sigurd had taken Guthorm with him. More the better, and only a shame he hadn’t claimed Gudrún in the process. Brynhild shrugged, knowing it would infuriate Gunnar. ‘I doubt anyone would claim there hasn’t been enough killing here, though it’s not yet done. Nor do I imagine Heimir or the Haleygar care in the least for your petty threats or your impotent rage. They’ll outlive your whole line, I suspect.’

      “Gunnar gaped. ‘You said if I … if I killed Sigurd and his son …’

      “‘That I wouldn’t go to my kin with your crimes?’ Brynhild nodded. ‘And I won’t. Though they may hear of them in time, regardless. Either way, what do you think will happen when Men hear the great King Sigurd, champion of the Niflungar, died under your very roof? Will they think kindly on you?’

      “Gunnar placed his palms on his temples as though he expected his head to burst. It would have proved a fitting end to this mockery of marriage. ‘You mean there was no way out, no matter what happened.’

      “Brynhild let her smirk spread. ‘Of course not. You may not have slain Sigurd with your own hands, but still you plotted his death, forgetting that you had mixed your blood with his. Sigurd will no longer ride at the head of your army. Your advance into Midgard is broken by your own actions. And you are now an oathbreaker yourself. I dreamt of the fall of your line, brought down by your evil deeds.’ She spread her hands. ‘Such is the glorious will of Urd.’

      “Or the will of Odin. Or both.

      “‘I didn’t mean for this to happen,’ Gunnar protested. ‘I didn’t mean for any of it to go so wrong.’

      “Brynhild gritted her teeth just to keep from screaming or weeping. She shut her eyes, shaking her head. Perhaps no one had intended it all to unfold thus. What if … what if even Odin, that Ás bastard, had not wanted this, so much as planned for it, knowing it inevitable? How then could she hold on to her loathing of him? And without that, she would burst apart, consumed by the fires of grief threatening to rise up from her breast and devour her, body and soul.

      “She clinched her hands into fists so tight her nails dug into her palms. The pain of that was all that kept her grounded. ‘I dreamt that you ride into the hands of your enemies, Gunnar.’ Her voice sounded weak in her own ears. Hatefully weak, like some maid unable to master her heart. ‘All that’s left now for me is an ignoble death and the torments of Nídhögg.’ She opened her eyes to see him staring at her. ‘For you, too, soon to follow. The dark dragon awaits oathbreakers.’

      “Gunnar dropped to his knees and flung his arms around her shoulders. ‘Brynhild … Don’t do this.’ He was shuddering, as weak as she was, and that, somehow, was a comfort. ‘Whatever happened, I’ll pay weregild, I’ll do aught you ask, only don’t give up your life.’

      “Why should she not? Certainly naught remained here for her. Gunnar? No. Never him. Odin had foreseen this all and it was time to let the Ás’s schemes play out at long last. Maybe … maybe she owed him that, for the oath she had once forsaken to him. If she had lived as an oathbreaker, she might at least die with some semblance of honour left.

      “Brynhild pushed Gunnar away. ‘One last request. Lay me on a pyre with Sigurd.’ She grimaced. ‘And … his son by Gudrún.’

      “The Niflung king rose and backed away, dour, not taking his eyes from hers as she too rose, taking up Gramr as she did so. Brynhild swallowed, unable to beat down the hint of fear that tugged at her gut. Maybe it was better to just do it, for there could be no turning back. She grabbed the blade of the sword, heedless of how it sliced her palms or the icy cold that sent running up her arms.

      “She, the oathbreaker, would finally earn her justice. And dare to hope she might somehow see Sigurd once more. With a sudden cry, she drove the blade into her chest. It slid through with surprising ease, biting into her heart. At once, numbness spread from its bite. Her legs gave out from beneath her and she pitched forward, half aware as her fall drove the blade deeper, piercing out her back.

      “As light slowly dimmed. And darkness claimed her.

      “And it was as Brynhild had said—she was burnt upon Sigurd’s pyre. And from that pyre did Odin claim the ring, Andvaranaut. But not before he struck down Grimhild, for she, too, could not escape the merciless grip of Urd.

      “So ended the line of the Völsungs,” Hermod spoke into the stricken silence of Valhöll. And every eye was lowered in acknowledgment of something grand having passed from the World, never to be seen again.
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