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  Other books by C. Dean Andersson


  Prologue


  Thokk


  Edged in snow and ice, shrouded by thick clouds that hid the midnight Moon, atop Mount Jormungandr loomed the black castle of the Hel-Witch, Thokk.


  So ancient was the castle that no tales spoke of its origin. Always, it seemed, had it brooded upon the summit of the shunned mountain where no trees grew and no birds sang. Walls and towers massive and black, veined with crimson streaks, soared skyward, defying gravity and age.


  Thokk’s arrival was also shrouded in mystery. She was not there, then she was, inhabiting walls rumored to have concealed inhuman things in the centuries before her arrival. And if any amongst the few who dared live in the shadow of the peak voiced curiosity about Thokk’s presence, others quickly urged their silence for fear she might hear and plague their dreams.


  A secret unsuspected by those never inside was that the castle extended below ground farther than above. And now, near midnight, pale Thokk was descending into the structure’s spidery depths.


  Since childhood had Thokk loved the Goddess Hel. Her devotion to the Queen of the Underworld, Caretaker of the Homeless Dead, was rooted deep in her passionate soul. Like the castle that had called her to it, her feelings for Hel had always been. Her first memory in her current life was hearing the old tale about how the child Hel was deemed a dangerous monster and forcibly separated from her mother by the Gods. The other children who heard cheered for the Gods, but Thokk had wept for Hel.


  Thokk’s long hair hung in intricate black coils that swayed with her graceful movements like a nest of languid serpents. Beautiful of face and figure, Thokk’s deceptively youthful appearance had not changed in hundreds of years. But her unblemished skin bore the faint blue hue of a corpse, and the spicy-sweet herbs and blossoms with which she perfumed her flesh and breath failed to completely conceal a surprisingly seductive hint of the grave.


  Thokk came to the top of a stairway more crumbling than any she had yet descended. Below, no torches flickered. She hesitated and whispered Runes. Her eyes flickered with a purple, funereal light. To her, the darkness below was now illuminated by a purple glow. Her full lips parted slightly in anticipation. She was nearly to her monthly Darkmoon goal.


  Her long black cloak billowed behind her like great wings as she moved downward into darkness at a faster pace. She gently brushed silken spider webs she encountered aside with slim-fingered hands as she padded through chilled dust. Crawling things either scattered before her bare feet or thrilled her with their touch as they escaped.


  Thokk reached the bottom of the stairway. Before a nail-studded wooden door she spoke an incantation. Her warm breath, steaming in the cold air, glowed a purple deep and dark.


  There came a dull thud from the door’s heavy lock.


  The portal yawned slowly and silently open.


  She stepped into an unlighted circular chamber. Into the dead air within she spoke another incantation. Behind her, the door closed and the lock crunched shut.


  In the center of the chamber rose a dais of intricately carven stone, and upon its flat upper surface, resting upon soft purple cushions was a young man’s corpse.


  The Hel-Witch approached the dais. Her glowing eyes studied the young man. A purple covering concealed all but his face and hair. She pulled back the covering. His lack of clothing made it easy to examine the progress of her necromantic healing spell as she bent from her slender waist to perform his monthly examination.


  She was pleased to discover that, save for a few remaining vestiges of decay, his face and body no longer showed any significant signs of death. Soon, he would be indistinguishable from a living man.


  “Lokith,” she murmured, using the name she had given him when, at Hel’s direction years before, she had taken possession of his infant corpse. “My beautiful child.” She stroked the youth’s flowing blond hair. “Soon your flesh will be whole. Soon I will bring your sister to you. Soon will Hel’s plan be complete.” She smiled, bent closer, kissed his cold lips, and whispered in his ear. “Soon, in Hel’s Holy Name, our conquests shall begin!”


  Thokk straightened and opened the clasp that held her cloak about her broad, strong shoulders. The cloak rustled to the floor. She wore nothing beneath.


  She bowed her head so that she symbolically faced Hel’s Underworld. She concentrated her will. She intoned ancient words of power. She reached beyond the physical world with her refined magical senses and connected with the deep-consciousness realm of her Goddess.


  Carefully maintaining her connection to Helheim, she stretched out on the slab next to Lokith’s corpse and gently covered his cold flesh with her warmth.


  Several moments passed when the only sound in the blackness was Thokk’s steady breathing. Then she further focused her concentration and whispered a necromantic incantation.


  A sound other than her own arose.


  The youth’s chilled flesh stirred.


  Sighs and moans half pain, half pleasure crept from his stiff-muscled throat.


  And he crept another step closer to life.
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  First Kill


  In a small, one-room cottage three women lay sleeping.


  Nearest the hearth slept an elder, Norda Greycloak. Her silver hair glittered crimson in the firelight. Though the night was warm, she wore a thick gray robe and had wrapped a blanket tightly around herself, for with age had come a persistent chill that she could never seem to dispel. Norda was not sleeping well. Her lips moved soundlessly, eyebrows drawn into a frown as she fought a bad dream.


  Against one wall of the cottage, naked beneath a yellow cloak, slept Huld, a young woman with elfin features and long blond hair. She was also frowning in her sleep, fighting a bad dream, sweat glistening on her skin.


  To one side of the door, clothed in a thin, white sleeping shift slept Guthrun, a girl on the brink of womanhood, her face strong-featured even in its youth, her hair long and raven-black.


  Norda and Huld were Freya-Witches. Guthrun was in training to become one.


  Guthrun was also frowning in her sleep. Her head flinched from side to side. Her breathing was heavy and labored as she fought to awaken. Then suddenly she succeeded. Her eyes snapped open. She lay panting softly, still tensed, trying to remember the nightmare. Then she heard something that swept away all thoughts of the dream—outside the cottage, muffled whispers!


  Guthrun reached for the sword she always kept near her bed and drew the blade from its leather scabbard. Her heart racing, she slipped quickly but quietly to Huld’s side and gripped the young Witch’s bare shoulder. “Huld!” she whispered urgently. “Wake up!”


  Huld moaned but could not awaken, sleeping on as if drugged or ensorcelled.


  The door crashed open. Men rushed into the cottage. Swords gleamed in the firelight.


  Guthrun screamed a war cry and rushed forward. Her blade sliced air and jerked to a stop as it cut halfway through a surprised warrior’s neck. A fountain of warm blood sprayed her face. She had killed her first man.


  Reacting as her warrior-mother had taught her, she wrenched the blade free, parried a cut, feinted, lunged, and killed a second man. But the warriors were all around her now, the surprise of her attack fading as they cursed and pressed closer, overwhelming her by sheer numbers.


  Her arms were gripped from behind and her sword arm twisted. She gritted her teeth against the pain but refused to drop her sword. Her arm was twisted farther. She cried out in agony as her blade fell to the ground. A sword point touched her throat, slowly pressed inward, the scar-faced man who held it savoring her last moments.


  “No!” shouted a blond-bearded man as he-hurled the warrior away.


  “She killed Thorir and Jon!”


  “Sheath your sword, Ragnar. Carelessness and overconfidence killed Thorir and Jon.”


  “But she’s just a girl!”


  “You were told that she was Bloodsong’s daughter and would know swordcraft. And Thokk told you she might not be affected by the sleep spell.”


  Hearing Thokk’s name, Guthrun struggled wildly in the grip of her captors.


  “Thokk’s orders stand,” the tall leader continued. “She must be taken to Thokk alive.”


  Guthrun saw other men lashing Huld’s and Norda’s hands behind their backs with leather thongs. The two Witches continued to sleep under Thokk’s spell. A moment later Guthrun felt thongs tighten around her own wrists.


  The warrior who wanted to kill her stood staring angrily at the tall man a moment more, blade held in a white-knuckled grip. Then slowly he straightened out of his tensed crouch and slammed his sword back into its scabbard. “They were my friends, Tyrulf.”


  Tyrulf nodded and slapped the man’s shoulder. “What Thokk has planned for her and the other two will no doubt be quite unpleasant, Ragnar.”


  “Pray Odin it is,” Ragnar growled, glancing angrily at Guthrun.


  “Allfather Odin will have nothing to do with Thokk,” Guthrun spat, “or with men who work for that Hel-Witch!” The look of doubt that flitted over Ragnar’s face told her that she had hit the mark. “No Valhalla for you when you die,” she continued, grinning coldly, “but only an eternity of horror in the Goddess Hel’s cold embrace. She will never let your soul fly to Odin, not after you’ve helped Her servant, Thokk.”


  Ragnar growled low in his throat. “Make her bonds tight,” he urged the men tying Guthrun’s wrists. “Neither General Kovna nor Thokk said she had to be comfortable on the journey.”


  A warrior slipped to Tyrulf’s side and whispered something Guthrun could not hear.


  Tyrulf followed the man back to where Norda lay, squatted down beside her, and placed his fingers on the crone’s neck.


  “Norda?” Guthrun said, realization dawning. “Norda!” she cried, twisting desperately, wrenching at her bonds.


  Tyrulf rose to his feet with a curse.


  “But how?” the warrior asked. “Why? We didn’t touch her, save to bind her hands.”


  Tyrulf cursed again. “Perhaps the sleep spell? Maybe she fought against it. Maybe her heart gave out. She was an old woman.”


  “Thokk will be angry,” the warrior whispered, eyes glinting with fear.


  Tyrulf cursed a third time, then began giving orders. “Take the girl and the other one to the horses. Leave the crone’s corpse. Fire the cottage.”


  “No!” Guthrun shouted, struggling as she was pushed toward the door. “I will avenge you, Norda!” she vowed as she was pushed past the crone’s body.


  “Wait!” Tyrulf commanded. The men holding Guthrun stopped. Tyrulf walked to face her. “How much have these Witches already taught you, girl?”


  Guthrun said nothing.


  “We know you can use a sword,” Tyrulf said. “Perhaps you can also wield some Witchcraft. I don’t take chances.”


  He drew his dagger, reversed it, and brought the pommel down to crack against Guthrun’s skull. She slumped unconscious in the grip of her captors.


  Guthrun and Huld were lifted onto horses. The cottage was set afire. Then, through bright moonlight, Tyrulf led his men at a gallop down the forest trail, leaving the Witches’ cottage blazing, the corpse of the beloved Freya-Witch Norda Greycloak charring in the flames.


  They were too far from the cottage to hear when that charred corpse screamed and then slowly, determinedly, began struggling to stand.


  2


  Eirik’s Vale


  Atop a hill overlooking the sleeping village of Eirik’s Vale, a warrior stood alone in the moonlight. Despite the warmth of the night, the warrior was dressed for battle in a steel helmet, mail shirt, and brown leather breeches, boots, and gloves. A broadsword and shield were strapped to the warrior’s back. A dagger hung in a sheath from a broad leather belt.


  The warrior’s name was Bloodsong. Her stem-featured, battle-scarred face, framed by dark hair, was pale in the moonlight. Her deep-set, dark eyes brooded beneath a frown.


  Bloodsong had lived in the village once before, after leading a slave revolt and escaping from Nastrond, the fortress of the sorcerer-king Nidhug. But in time, King Nidhug had found her, massacred the villagers who had befriended her, tortured her husband and infant son to death. He then burned the village and left her to die. Bloodsong had eventually returned the favor, destroying Nidhug and Nastrond. Then she and those who had fought by her side returned to the village and rebuilt it with the help of freed slaves.


  Now, seven years later, the village she had named Eirik’s Vale, in honor of her dead husband, bore little resemblance to the village Nidhug had destroyed. It had grown larger than the original village, and there was a fortified encampment at its center, protection against the bands of raiders that had begun terrorizing the countryside after Nidhug’s fall. Warriors’ barracks were encircled by the fortification’s towering earthen ramparts, around which were clustered the village’s cottages and longhouses. Beyond the village stretched rich farmlands and pastures in which cattle and sheep grazed. A clear stream rich with trout rushed into the valley from the mountains to the north. Not far rose thick pine forests that provided material for buildings and fuel for their fires.


  But Bloodsong was not thinking about her village. She was thinking about her daughter, Guthrun, and about Guthrun’s decision to study Witchcraft with Norda Greycloak and Huld, the young Freya-Witch who had helped Bloodsong destroy Nidhug.


  Though Bloodsong herself had found it necessary to use Witchcraft in defeating Nidhug, she had a warrior’s distaste for magic. Guthrun, however, though now well trained in the skills of a warrior, felt otherwise and had been drawn more and more to the lure of the Unseen, the whispering mysteries of moonlight, the secret shadows and powers within the human mind and soul.


  Bloodsong glanced up at the bright moon. Considering her daughter’s background, the circumstances of Guthrun’s birth and early childhood, perhaps she should not have been surprised nor upset that Guthrun wanted to become a magic-wielder. But it had surprised and upset her, and beyond that, she missed Guthrun deeply, felt a lonely ache for the daughter who, for the last seven years, had never been away from her mother for more than a few days’ time.


  Movement caught Bloodsong’s eye. She watched as a figure emerged from one of the four gateways cut into the fortified earthen rampart encircling the warriors’ barracks. Moonlight flashed from a steel helmet and glinted from the pommel of a sword strapped across the figure’s back.


  The warrior began running through the streets of the sleeping village.


  Bloodsong waited, watched, determined to stop brooding over Guthrun and to trust her daughter to carve a good future for herself, even if the weapon Guthrun preferred to wield turned out to be Witchcraft instead of a sharp steel blade.


  Dressed for battle in leather armor, sword and shield strapped to her back, the young warrior ran on through the streets of Eirik’s Vale, seeking escape from the memories that haunted her, from the nightmares that had again awakened her before dawn.


  The warrior’s name was Jalna. She had once been one of Nidhug’s slaves. Her nightmares were of that time, of the torture and terror she had survived, memories that could be most quickly driven away by a physical assertion of her freedom and strength.


  After Nidhug’s destruction, Jalna had asked Bloodsong to teach her swordcraft so that she might never again be made a slave. Because she had helped Bloodsong defeat the sorcerer-king, the warrior-woman had agreed, and Jalna was now one of Bloodsong’s deadliest and most relentless warriors. But still the nightmares came, and still she awoke, imagining that she felt manacles clamped around her wrists, the decaying hands of Nidhug’s death slaves pawing her flesh, the Venom Wand searing her skin.


  On and on Jalna ran, pushing herself harder and harder, beyond the outskirts of the village, down a narrow trail that cut through the fields and pastures, until finally she reached the edge of the forest.


  Jalna slowed her pace along the trail, feeling strong and free and confident again, cooling down as her eyes adjusted to the moonlight-dappled shadows beneath the pines. She wiped the sweat from her eyes and removed her steel helmet, ran a hand through her short, black, sweat-soaked hair. She replaced the helmet, started jogging forward again—


  Movement! All around her! Men with drawn blades!


  She crouched low and whipped out her sword, parried a cut on her left, saw movement out of the comer of her eye to the right, evaded a thrust from in front, heard a sound from behind and to her right.


  The young warrior dove to her left and behind. She hit the ground, rolled, came smoothly to her feet outside the ring of attackers, sliced sideways to her left, and ignored the man’s death cries as her return stroke made another attacker scream.


  She backed away from the remaining three. She grinned at them. “Come meet Hel!” she growled, nodding at her gore-slimed blade. “She hungers for your blood!”


  They rushed her.


  Steel met steel. Sparks flew. And the clangor of battle again cut the night.


  Bloodsong watched until the warrior disappeared into the forest.


  Jalna, she thought, still pursued by Nidhug’s evil.


  She knew some but not all of what had happened to Jalna before Nidhug’s defeat. Jalna had never talked about it much. But Bloodsong had spent nights camped under the stars with the young warrior and been awakened by Jalna’s cries as she tossed in the throes of a nightmare. She had listened as Jalna cursed in her sleep, cursed Nidhug then prayed for the pain and horror to end.


  Bloodsong added her curses to Nidhug’s memory and hoped that the Goddess Hel, whom he had once betrayed, was still enjoying making him scream.


  But suddenly Bloodsong’s thoughts were shattered as the sounds of battle, men’s screams and steel striking steel, drifted faintly from the direction in which Jalna had gone.


  Bloodsong ran toward the forest, stopped herself with a curse, and began running toward the village instead.


  Jalna would have to fend for herself. An alarm had to be sounded, warriors awakened, the village alerted.


  Freya give you victory, Jalna, Bloodsong thought, and ran on toward Eirik’s Vale.
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  Hel- Warriors


  Not all of the warriors of Eirik’s Vale slept in longhouses within the fortified earthen walls.


  Bloodsong halted at a cottage near the walls and hammered on the door. “Valgerth! Thorfinn!” she called. She hammered on the door again. She heard a muffled voice from inside and then the sound of a bar being pushed to one side. The latch clicked. The door opened. “Trouble?” asked the black-bearded man who stood there.


  “Fighting in the woods,” Bloodsong explained. “Alert the village. Get the people inside the walls.”


  Not waiting for Thorfinn’s response, she turned and ran toward a gateway, shouting orders for it to be opened. Inside the walls she sounded the alarm and began bullying sleepy warriors to move faster, to dress and arm themselves for battle.


  The sky was graying with the coming dawn when the villagers were finally within the walls. Those who could not wield a blade were ordered to stay safely out of the way within one of the four longhouses that served as barracks.


  “It was Jalna,” Bloodsong said to Valgerth when the tall warrior woman, her reddish-blond hair glinting coppery in the morning sunlight, mounted the ramparts to look out over the village. Thorfinn followed behind, talking with a warrior whose training he had undertaken but who had not yet been tested in actual battle.


  “Jalna.” Valgerth nodded, understanding. The young warrior’s nighttime runs were not a secret.


  “Your children?” Bloodsong asked.


  “Safe in a barracks, though Thora wanted to come with me to fight,” Valgerth chuckled, “to fight with her wooden training sword. Imagine!”


  Bloodsong nodded. “I’ve been brooding over Guthrun’s absence. Perhaps it’s best that she’s with Huld and Norda, though she would not shirk a battle, I’m certain, if a battle comes.”


  “You think there may not be a battle?” asked the young warrior with whom Thorfinn had been talking.


  Thorfinn and the two women looked at him. He rubbed his beardless chin and shrugged.


  “Whoever is out there,” he continued, “probably hoped to take us by surprise. Now that they have not, maybe they will go away. Or there might not be any but a few, mightn’t there? Of course, I hope there is a battle,” he added, trying to sound brave.


  Thorfinn gripped the youth’s shoulder. “Perhaps, Ole,” he said, “there won’t be, and perhaps there will, but if there is, just remember all I’ve taught you. And don’t worry about getting hurt or killed. If you do, you stand more of a chance of having that happen. Think about taking the lives of the enemy. Don’t think about saving your own.”


  The young man named Ole walked away with Thorfinn along the rampart, still talking. Bloodsong and Valgerth stood looking out over the brightening landscape, saying nothing for a long while.


  “When we defeated Nidhug,” Valgerth finally said, “we thought there would be nothing but peace. It hasn’t gone quite that way, has it, Freyadis?”


  Bloodsong frowned at the name Valgerth had called her, the name by which Valgerth had known her when they were both slaves in Nastrond, before they had been trained as arena warriors and she had taken the battle name of Bloodsong.


  “No, it hasn’t gone quite the way we’d hoped,” Bloodsong agreed, “but compared to Nidhug’s reign of terror?”


  “Aye. Anything’s better than that. I wasn’t complaining. I have two fine children now, and—”


  Bloodsong suddenly cursed, interrupting Valgerth. “If she hasn’t returned by now, she’s probably dead,” site said, thinking of Jalna.


  “Or captured,” Valgerth suggested.


  “For Jalna, better death, I think, than to again know captivity.”


  When the last attacker had fallen, Jalna had begun to run back toward Eirik’s Vale. The men she had killed might have been a scouting patrol for a larger force. The village had to be warned. But in the distance she heard the alarm being sounded. She stopped. Someone heard the sounds of my fight, she realized, turned, and headed back into the forest. She left the trail to do some scouting.


  Making as little sound as possible, stopping every few steps to listen and stare into the shadows, her sword and shield held ready, Jalna moved through the trees, all her survival instincts alert.


  It was nearly dawn when she heard voices in the distance ahead—many voices—and the occasional nickering of horses.


  She moved even more cautiously, kept to the shadows in the rapidly brightening forest, moving slowly and silently as Bloodsong had taught her.


  Jalna circled to her right, placed a thicket between herself and the voices. She entered the thicket and moved carefully through it until she peered out the other side and saw hundreds of warriors.


  She was chilled. It was more like an army than a raiding party. And then she saw a strongly built man with gray hair and beard sitting atop a massive black charger, giving orders.


  Kovna! Jalna thought, recognizing the man who had once been the commanding general of King Nidhug’s army. She looked closer at Kovna’s men and saw that many wore remnants of soldiers’ uniforms. So intent was she on Kovna and his army that she did not at first see the others. But then she did see them, and her chill deepened.


  Sitting astride gaunt white mares, protected from the brightening sky by the shadows of tall trees, shunned by Kovna’s men, nine warriors clad in black steel and leather faced a hooded figure in a black cloak who sat atop a black stallion. The nine were of the Dead, most little more than skeletons, silently watching and listening to the hooded one with the infinite patience of the grave.


  Hel-warriors, Jalna realized, and shuddered, gripping her sword even tighter.


  The hooded figure gestured to the brightening sky, made a negative gesture, as if to reassure the Hel-warriors, then turned the stallion to face the east and pushed back the hood, revealing the pale face of a beautiful woman whose long black hair hung in glistening coils.


  The woman lifted her hands and closed her eyes, traced Runes in the air with her fingers, moved her lips soundlessly.


  The light began to darken. Above the trees black clouds appeared, thickened rapidly, shutting out more and more light.


  Jalna backed silently out of the thicket, forced herself to move slowly until beyond the sound of the voices, then began to run, desperate to tell Bloodsong what she had seen.


  Behind her, the incantation to darken the sky complete, the Hel-Witch Thokk frowned and turned her head in the direction of the thicket where Jalna had hidden. “Kovna!” she shouted, “we have been seen! A spy was hiding in that thicket but a few moments past!”


  Kovna’s head snapped around toward Thokk. “Then send some of your vile magic to slay the spy.”


  “Fool! I must conserve my magical energies for the battle to come. Send some men. I sense that the spy was on foot and should be easily overtaken by mounted warriors.”


  Kovna cursed beneath his breath, then nodded and shouted, “Tyrulf! Take some men. You heard what Thokk said.”


  Tyrulf had been expecting it, had already mounted his horse and decided whom he would take. “Ragnar! Ketil! Harolf!” he called, then, ignoring their grumbling curses as they mounted their horses, the blond-bearded warrior kicked his steed into a gallop in the direction in which Jalna had gone. The three he had chosen soon followed behind.


  “And the rest of you!” Kovna shouted. “Mount up! Pass the word! It is time to begin the attack!”
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  Traitor


  As Jalna ran on through the forest the light around her faded more and more, darkening until she was running through a twilight gloom. Then, behind her, she heard the sound of horses, turned with a curse, and prepared to fight. She looked around, saw two closely set trees, hurried to stand by them to reduce the effectiveness of the mounted warriors’ charge.


  A warrior in mail and a steel battle-helm bore down upon her, followed in the distance by three more. The riders’ drawn blades glinted dully in the gloom.


  The first warrior saw where she stood near the two trees, guessed her intent, reined up, slammed his sword into its scabbard, and jerked a short, mounted archer’s bow from its saddle thongs.


  Jalna rushed forward before the warrior could nock an arrow, cut his horse’s legs from under him, sliced downward as he hit the ground and rolled, cursing, fumbling for his sword.


  Her blade drew a thin line of blood along his cheek, but his quickness evaded the killing cut she had aimed at his neck. Then he was on his feet, sword drawn.


  The other three were nearly to her now. She had to make quick work of the first one before they arrived.


  “You!” the blond-bearded warrior suddenly cried. “I thought you dead!”


  Jalna ignored what she assumed to be a clumsy trick and attacked.


  “No!” the warrior said, backing away, “Wait! Look at me, woman!”


  Jalna cut with her sword but he jumped back. “Jalna! Stop! It’s Tyrulf!” He blocked a cut, then another and another. “From Nidhug’s dungeons!” He kept backing away. “The guard who wanted to help you!”


  Jalna stopped, fighting her battle instincts to finish the warrior. “Tyrulf?”


  “Behind you!” Tyrulf shouted. He rushed forward and stood with his back to her, facing his three comrades. “Wait!” Tyrulf ordered.


  The three reined up.


  “We heard Kovna’s orders,” Ragnar growled. “What foolishness is this? Stand aside, Tyrulf. There will be plenty of wenches who do not wield swords after we have taken Eirik’s Vale.”


  “I know this woman,” Tyrulf replied. “We will not harm her. “


  “If he knows the spy, perhaps he is a traitor,” Ketil suggested.


  Ragnar grunted. “Stand aside, Tyrulf. I’ve no desire to slay you, but I will if you—”


  The hilt of Jalna’s dagger suddenly appeared in Ragnar’s neck, its blade deep within his flesh. Jalna rushed passed Tyrulf and cut at one of the horse’s legs. Harolf cursed as his horse went down. He leapt clear. But he was not as fast as Tyrulf had been, and Jalna’s downward stroke ended his cursing in a gasp of agony.


  Ketil jerked his horse around, not willing to face both Tyrulf and the spy, galloped to a safe distance, turned, and jerked his bow from its saddle thongs. But Tyrulf had already retrieved his bow and nocked an arrow. Tyrulf’s bowstring twanged first. Ketil screamed and fell dead to the ground. His horse galloped away into the forest.


  “Only one horse left,” Jalna said as she sheathed her sword and began to mount Ragnar’s steed. “I need it.”


  Tyrulf’s hand clamped around her arm, pulled her back, spun her around. She jerked free and reached for her sword. He grabbed her wrists and held tight.


  “No!” he said. “Listen!”


  Toward them came the thunder of hundreds of horses. “Kovna’s army!” he said, “galloping to attack Eirik’s Vale. And hear that moaning sound? Hel-warriors!”


  “That moaning,” Jalna shuddered, “the Hel-wind upon which Hel-horses tread.”


  “Aye!”


  “The fortifications—”


  “Earthen walls will be no hindrance to the wind-treading Hel-horses. We must save ourselves, Jalna. There is nothing we can do to stop what is about to happen. Eirik’s Vale is doomed.”


  Jalna again jerked free of Tyrulf’s grasp. “My place is by Bloodsong’s side,” she growled, and began to mount the horse once more.


  Tyrulf jerked Jalna’s steel battle-helm from her head and brought it down against her skull.


  Jalna sagged, stunned, fighting unconsciousness.


  Tyrulf caught her with one arm and struck the horse. As the beast galloped away he lifted Jalna into his arms and began running toward a closely packed stand of trees.


  Jalna moaned and began struggling in his arms as he reached his goal. She cursed weakly and fumbled for her sword. Tyrulf pushed her to the ground.


  The thunder of the galloping army was nearly upon them. Tyrulf gripped her wrists behind her back with one hand and put his other hand over her mouth. She tried to bite him but was still too weak to break the skin.


  “Curse it, woman! I’m trying to save you!”


  Jalna only struggled harder, and again tried to bite his hand. Skirting the closely packed trees where Tyrulf and Jalna lay in hiding, Kovna’s army began to gallop past. Jalna stopped struggling, finally conscious enough to understand what was happening.


  From where he lay, Tyrulf watched as his comrades of a short time before swept by. The enormity of what he had done suddenly struck him. Traitor, Harolf had called him, and traitor he was, except—”


  Lying next to him was the woman he had thought dead these seven years past, the woman whose memory had given him no peace, the beautiful, dark-haired, dark-eyed slave woman he had helped chain to the War Skull of Hel, she whom he had later helped consign to the dark chamber of Nidhug’s death slaves to die. Her final screams as that portal had closed had echoed in his mind and nightmares ever since, weighing him down, reminding him of his cowardice in not finding some way to help her, no matter the cost to himself. But what could he have done against the combined strength of his fellow warriors and Nidhug’s sorcery? Even if he had killed Jalna to give her a quick and clean death, Nidhug could have brought her back from the grave to torment anew.


  The last of Kovna’s army thundered past. The rumbling of pounding hooves and the moaning of the Hel-wind faded into the distance. He released his hold on her wrists and mouth.


  Jalna jumped to her feet. She reached for the hilt of her sword, swayed, and nearly fell, pain throbbing within her skull, making her vision swim.


  Tyrulf steadied her. “You intended to slay me just now,” he said, easing her back to the ground. “I didn’t save you in the dungeon, but I have saved you from Kovna and Thokk. And your thanks is to try to draw your sword.”


  “Thokk?” Jalna asked as she fought to clear her vision. “The Hel-Witch? So that’s who she was.”


  She climbed back to her feet, her vision nearly clear, the pounding in her skull less severe. “Where’s my battle-helm?” she asked, looking around.


  “I dropped it after using it to crack your skull.”


  “And my shield?”


  “With your helm. There wasn’t time to—”


  “Hel’s Blood,” Jalna cursed. She began running toward Eirik’s Vale.


  “Stop!” Tyrulf caught up and paced beside her. “Listen to me!”


  Jalna kept running.


  “Bloodsong’s daughter is Thokk’s captive.”


  Jalna glanced at him and kept running.


  “She and a young Witch were taken to Thokk’s castle a few days ago,” Tyrulf continued. “I helped capture them.”


  “They were with Norda Greycloak. What of her? The Elder Witch?”


  “Dead. We did not mean it to happen, but—”


  “Guthrun and Huld. Captured. Norda. Dead. More reasons you should die!”


  Tyrulf was silent a moment, struggling to match Jalna’s speed. “We two can’t save the village! Be reasonable! Stop!”


  “Try again to stop me from reaching Bloodsong and I will kill you!” Jalna increased her speed.


  Tyrulf fell behind, cursed, caught up, and again ran by her side.


  5


  Death Touch


  “Those clouds.” Bloodsong stared at the dark shapes that had suddenly boiled into existence above the forest. They were rapidly spreading outward, dimming the light of the rising sun. “Sorcery!” She turned, shouted to the warriors on the ground below, “Bring Witch Gerda to me! Hurry!”


  “Gerda’s Witchcraft has weakened in the past year,” Valgerth observed, “along with her health.”


  “Do you know of another Witch in Eirik’s Vale? And how else can we fight sorcery but with magic?”


  “I know, Freyadis,” Valgerth said, watching the growing black clouds. “If Huld and Norda were here—”


  “They should be here,” Bloodsong growled. “Huld would have agreed to teach Guthrun here, but Norda’s cursed stubbornness prevailed.”


  Two warriors helped a small, white-haired woman to mount the ramparts, carrying her most of the way up the stairs to speed her arrival.


  “Most undignified,” Gerda Snowmeadow complained, patting her hair and green robe back into place when she’d been deposited before Bloodsong.


  “Those clouds.” Bloodsong pointed. “They suddenly appeared over the forest and will soon cover the sky. It must be sorcery. Gerda, can you do anything to help?”


  The elder peered upward at the spreading cloud and thrust out her tongue as if tasting the air. Suddenly she swayed on her feet, eyes tightly closed. Bloodsong and Valgerth caught her before she could fall, both surprised at how thin and frail she had become.


  Gerda pushed them away, determined to stand on her own. “I’m all
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