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EPILOGUE

For Megan, who told me I should write; Rob, who told me I could;
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PROLOGUE
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SHARDS OF GRAM

The wind came through Xanten’s broken gates like something that had forgotten how to die.

Siegmund heard it before he saw anything, a low, mourning note that rose between the timber frames and the dead. He was standing hip-deep in Saxon bodies, which is to say he was standing in the wreckage of his own victory, and the distinction had stopped mattering some time ago.

Gram was still in his hand. The sword was old in ways no smith could explain: the blade held an edge that never truly dulled, and when it drank blood, it grew warm, almost feverish, humming faintly against his palm like a live coal pressed beneath leather. Odin’s gift. The god had smiled when he gave it, which should have been warning enough.

The Saxon jarl—Otker, a bearded mountain of a man on a coal-black horse—circled the killing ground at a careful distance. He had good tactical sense, this one. He’d watched five of Siegmund’s riders go down before committing his flanking force, and he’d waited for the frameas to do their work first.

They had.

Siegmund’s thigh had taken the first one, iron punching through leather, and grinding bone in a way that made his vision go white at the edges. He’d torn it free himself, which was perhaps a mistake, and kept moving because the alternative was to stop. The shoulder wound came later—a glancing thing, more pain than damage—and the lung-shot that had half-buckled him was Otker’s own arrow, loosed from thirty yards with the calm precision of a man who killed often and thought little of it.

And still Gram sang. And still Siegmund’s body refused the courtesy of collapse.

“You seek Andvari’s curse,” Otker called out in broken Frankish, his stallion side-stepping through the dead with practiced ease. “The gold takes all.”

“Gold takes nothing,” Siegmund said. His voice came out steadier than he deserved. “Men take it. Men give it. The gold just sits there and waits to see what we’ll do.”

He felt it even as he said it—the wrongness of that. The lie hiding inside the truth. Because even now, bleeding in three places, surrounded by his own dead, there was a heat behind his sternum that had nothing to do with the wound and everything to do with what Otker’s rider had let slip three days ago. The hoard. Gnita Heath. Fafnir.

The want of it moved through him like a second heartbeat.

He crossed the last twenty feet at a run he had no right to manage.

The stallion screamed when Gram found its throat, a short, ugly sound. Otker hit the ground hard, and Siegmund was on him before the jarl could unseat his sword, one knee on Otker’s chest, iron grip on his throat, the blade’s warm edge pressed flat against his jaw.

“The dragon path,” Siegmund said. “East. How far?”

Otker’s eyes went to the sword, and something moved behind them, not fear, exactly. Recognition. “Gnita Heath,” he managed. “Three days past the Rhenish wood. Fafnir guards it.  The curse—” He coughed. “The curse takes the man before the dragon does.”

Gram drank deep. Siegmund held the arm-ring he cut free for a long moment, feeling the Nibelung mark warm against his skin, the metal almost alive. He let it go before the warmth became something else.

Almost.

He rode west, with Saxon blood drying to rust on his skin, the arm-ring in his saddlebag, and a sound in his blood like distant hammering on iron. Three days. Sieglinde was waiting. The child, six months along now, heavy and kicking, was waiting.

He’d get there. He always got there.

The timber hall was warm when he arrived, and Sieglinde was at the hearth, and for a beat, standing in the doorway with the cold coming off him in waves and Gram at his back and death still fresh in his lungs, he let himself simply look at her.

She was not soft. She had never been soft. The shield-maiden in her was in the way she stood—weight balanced, head up—even now, even round with his child, even wrapping a linen bandage around her own wrist where a pot had burned her. She looked up when she heard him, and he watched her face do the calculation women do, counting wounds, counting the distance in his eyes, deciding in the space of a breath whether to be angry or afraid.

She chose neither. She came to him.

“You chased it again,” she said, not quite a question, pulling his mail aside to find the thigh wound. Her hands were practical and not gentle, and he was grateful for that.

“I have proof this time.” He pulled out the arm-ring.

She looked at it the way she looked at things she’d already decided not to want. “That’s Nibelung gold.”

“Regin knows where the hoard is. The whole hoard. Sieglinde—”

“I know what Regin knows.” She pressed her palm flat against the festering wound, and he hissed through his teeth. “The question is what it costs.” Her other hand moved to her belly, briefly, the way pregnant women touch themselves when they’re really touching the future. “This child needs a living father.”

“He’ll have one.” Siegmund took her face in his hands—careful, because his knuckles were split, and he didn’t want her blood mixed with the Saxon’s. “All of it. The hoard. The gold. I’ll claim it for him.”

She looked at him for a long moment with those eyes that always seemed to know too much, and then she made the decision he would never entirely deserve, which was to believe him.

They came together the way people do when death has been too close—not gently. He pulled her against him with the fever-warmth of Gram still in his hands, and she pressed into it without flinching, and what happened between them in the furs that night was urgent and necessary and real in a way that nothing else had been all day. She was warm where the sword was warm. She moved against him with a certainty that matched his own, her mouth at his jaw, his hands finding her everywhere, both of them understanding without saying it that this was its own kind of prayer. When she came apart, it was with her teeth in his shoulder, and her thighs locked around him, and he followed her over the edge with his forehead pressed to hers and the arm-ring glinting somewhere in the dark.

Later, she slept. He watched her breathe.

The hammering in his blood hadn’t stopped.

It never quite stopped anymore.

•  •  •
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Dawn arrived with Saxons.

They came for the hall before the light was full, which showed tactical competence—strike in the grey, when eyes were slow, and reflexes cold. Thatch caught first, and Siegmund was already on his feet by the time the fire took hold, because some part of him had been listening all night.

Sieglinde was reaching for him. He kissed her once, fast, and hard, and put her hand away from his arm.

“The forest. Go.”

“Siegmund—”

“Go.”

He met them bare-chested in the doorway because there was no time for mail, and Gram didn’t need him armored. The first man through died mid-step. The second caught the backswing. The third had the good sense to hesitate, which cost him the same as the others.

There was Otker’s brother among them. Siegmund could see the family resemblance in the jaw. The man had his dead brother’s eyes and a berserker’s rage in place of his dead brother’s patience, and he came in hard and high with a Saxon axe that bit deep into Siegmund’s side—deep enough that Gram’s next swing was wild, off-balance, more desperation than skill.

It was enough. It was always enough.

But when he stepped over the last body and into the growing firelight, he knew the wound was mortal. Not quickly mortal. Not the kind that kills you where you stand. The slow kind. The kind that takes three days and turns the blood to rot.

Sieglinde was still there. He’d known she would be.

“I told you to go.”

“I went.” She gestured at the tree line, twenty feet away. “I went here.”

He sat down heavily on the threshold. She knelt in front of him, not crying, which he loved her for. He worked Gram free—the hilt was cracked now, the blade warped at the guard from that last desperate swing—and when he looked at it, he understood.

The sword was broken. He had asked too much of it, or it had given too freely. The blade had fractured along the old grain lines, three teeth of iron shearing free, catching the firelight like pieces of something that had once been alive.

He pressed them into her palm.

“For the boy,” he said. “Have them reforged when he’s ready. Regin will know.” He closed her fingers around the shards and felt them bite his knuckles even through her skin, hungry little edges. “Promise me.”

Her hand was bleeding where the iron had cut her. She didn’t look at it. “I promise.”

He went out roaring because there was no other way for a Volsung to go, and the sound of it carried, and then it didn’t.

•  •  •
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The forest swallowed Sieglinde whole.

She ran until running became something else—a stagger, then a crawl—the shards of Gram wrapped in her fist and cutting her with every step, each small bite of iron keeping her sharp when everything in her body wanted to stop and grieve. She didn’t let it. She would grieve later, if there was a later. Right now, the child was coming, because of course it was, because timing had always been the gods’ favorite joke.

The wolves found her at moonrise.

She heard them before she saw the den—a low convergence of breath in the dark, yellow eyes catching light between the roots of an old beech split by lightning. She had her back to a birch and the shards in her fist, and she was already past fear. Fear required the belief that the next hour mattered, and she wasn’t sure she had that anymore.

But then the pain hit again, real, and total, and she understood: The next hour mattered because it did. Because she’d promised.

She crawled into the den.

The alpha she-wolf stood her ground. Ancient thing, silver-muzzled, smelling of blood, and rain and old kills. She regarded Sieglinde with eyes that held no malice and no mercy, just the absolute frank appraisal of a predator taking stock.

Sieglinde met those eyes and held them.

“Mine,” she said. Not a plea. A declaration.

The wolf backed off one step.

The boy came screaming into the world in the space between one breath and the next—purple and slick and furious, his voice cracking the quiet of the den open like an axe finding soft wood. Sieglinde caught him with shaking hands and cut the cord with a shard of Gram, and the iron bit her palm for the last time as she pressed the fragment against his tiny chest.

“Siegfried.” Her voice was going. She could feel the edges of herself fraying. “Victory. That’s who you are.”

She wrapped him in her cloak. She put the shards in his hands, and his infant fingers closed around them as though they’d been waiting. First grip. First wound. The iron didn’t care about the age of the hand it cut.

The she-wolf moved forward, and Sieglinde let her. She had just enough left to understand what she was seeing—recognition, not hunger—before her vision went the particular dark that has no bottom.

Her last breath smelled like pine and iron.

The boy wailed. The pack settled. The she-wolf’s great grey head bent low, and when it rose again, the child’s face was clean.

He latched. He fed. He screamed less.

In a smith’s forge three days east, a dwarf with ancient eyes and clever hands woke from a dream of dragon fire and did not sleep again. He lay in the dark and listened to something he couldn’t name—a tuning, like a string being brought to pitch after a long silence.

He recognized it. He had been waiting for it.

He got up and stoked his forge.
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CHAPTER 1
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WOLF ALPHA

Ten winters.

Siegfried counted them the way the pack counted seasons: not by numbers but by scars. The bear swipe across his ribs from the third winter, white and glossy now. The frostbite across three toes from the fourth. The deep groove along his left forearm from the boar’s tusk last summer, still purple-pink, and tight when the cold came. His body was a record of everything the world had tried to do to him, and so far the record was incomplete.

He crouched in the pine thicket with a stone knife in his fist and the gutted sow steaming in front of him and the pack feeding at his back, and he was, by most measures, content.

The she-wolf—Milk-mother, his first word for her, the only name that mattered—ripped throat-meat from the sow’s neck with the deliberate economy of an alpha who had never needed to hurry. She ate first. She always ate first. Then she nosed the richest part of the liver toward him, a nudge precise enough to have intent behind it, and Siegfried took it raw the way she’d taught him: teeth, not hesitation.

He ate. He watched.

The challenger was coal-black, bigger than anything in the pack by half, with old bear-claw scars raking muzzle to shoulder and the particular stillness of a male who has decided. He prowled the clearing’s edge and didn’t eat, which was the first bad sign. He kept his eyes on Siegfried, who was the second.

The pack law was not complicated. Siegfried had learned it in the way you learn things when failure means dying: quickly, completely, without room for exceptions. What alpha takes, others wait. What alpha permits, pack receives. Challenge means blood. Blood means verdict. There was no appeal.

Milk-mother growled once—low, the kind of sound that started in the chest and ended in the spine—and the black wolf’s hackles rose in answer. Not retreat. Acknowledgment.

Siegfried set down his liver and stood up.

He was naked, as always. Clothes were things men wore, and he had not yet spent enough time near men to understand the point of them. His skin was dark from sun and weather, mapped with the scar-record of ten years, and he was still growing—all tendon, and muscle and not quite finished, his body perpetually surprised by its own height. He was taller than Milk-mother now when he knelt beside her. He was taller than most of the men he’d seen at the river ford from a safe distance. He suspected he was not done.

He picked up the largest stone he could find and threw it.

It caught the black wolf in the shoulder with a sound like a club on wet wood. The wolf lunged—fast, low, no wasted motion—and Siegfried dropped, and rolled, mud-slick, the jaws snapping shut on air a hand’s width from his calf. He came up with the knife already moving and drove it into the haunch, felt it grate on bone, and ripped sideways. Hot blood sprayed up his arm to the elbow, copper-salt flooding his mouth as the spray caught his lips.

The wolf wheeled. Siegfried wasn’t clear in time.

The jaws found his left arm and closed.

White. Everything was white for a pause, and then it was only pain, which was at least a color.

The wolf shook him—actually shook him, the way a dog shakes a rat—and Siegfried’s feet left the ground, and his vision went strobed, and he thought, with the strange clarity that lives in the middle of catastrophe: I could stop this. I could go limp. Show throat. Submit.

He thought about it for exactly as long as it took to find a rock with his free hand.

He hit the wolf’s skull with it three times. The first time did nothing. The second time bought him a loosening. The third time, something caved in above the ear, and the jaw went slack.

Siegfried planted his feet. Drove the knife up under the ribs.

Twisted.

He could feel the heart under the blade, the stutter of it, the wild faltering—and he held the knife there and felt the wolf’s weight go slowly from struggle to dead-weight, and the sound that came out of him then was not something he planned or understood. It was just sound. It came from somewhere below his ribs, and it kept coming, long after the wolf stopped moving, until it had emptied itself out.

The pack was silent.

Thirty heartbeats, maybe more. No one moved. Yrsa, the lame hunter, sat with her head tilted. Grim, the yearling, had his belly to the ground. The nursing bitch had her back to it all, which was its own kind of statement.

Milk-mother walked forward. She nosed the corpse at the throat, found the windpipe, tore it free in one clean motion. Then she turned to Siegfried and licked his ruined arm with a tongue like rough bark—long, thorough strokes from wrist to elbow, cleaning the wound with the absolute practicality of a creature for whom blood was simply blood and pain was simply information.

One by one, the others came close. Noses to his blood. Flanks brushing his legs. Whining low.

He stood there, gore-masked, and shaking and feeling something he had no word for yet, something that was not pride exactly but lived in the same neighborhood.

•  •  •
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The dusk hunt was his to lead.

He took them east, away from the river trails where men sometimes walked with dogs and iron, and into the deep forest where the deer moved in the last light like grey water between the trees. He ran point. He’d always run point—faster than any of them over short ground, worse in the long pursuit where four legs beat two without mercy. He compensated by thinking ahead, which wolves did not do in the same way. He was neither wolf nor man, and he had found, by experiment and error, that this was more useful than either.

The doe broke cover at a stream crossing, and he was already there.

The wolf-jaw club he’d made the previous winter—lower mandible of a bear, wired to split oak, teeth forward for tear—caught her skull mid-leap. She hit the ground already gone. The pack piled in around him, the ancient choreography of shared kill, and he took his portion, and sat in the shallows of the stream with his feet in cold water, and his face turned up to the last red scratch of sky between the pine crowns.

His arm had stopped bleeding. It would leave another scar.

He ate. He was hungry in the way that never quite ended, a hunger that seemed to have more dimensions than just food, and he ate until the sow’s liver, the doe’s haunch, and the cold water had filled most of them.

Not all.

•  •  •
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The shards came to him in fever-dream and waking both.

He had found them two winters ago—half-buried in root-tangle at the base of an old beech, wrapped in rotted cloth that dissolved when he touched it. Three pieces of iron, dark with age, wickedly edged. He’d cut himself on all three before he thought to be careful, and the blood had done something strange: the metal had gone warm. Not with the ambient warmth of a point held in a fist. Warm from within, the way a stone holds the sun after nightfall.

He kept them in a hollow under the split oak where they slept. He took them out sometimes, turned them in his hands, and felt the warmth move through him, like a sound just below hearing.

He didn’t know what they were. He knew they were his.

Tonight, the fever was up in his arm, the wolf-bite festering, hot lines creeping toward his shoulder, and he lay in the hollow with Milk-mother’s flank against his back and the shards on his chest, and he drifted in and out of something that was not quite sleep.

In the dream, if it was a dream, he was standing in firelight. A man stood across from him at a forge, small, compact, and ancient in the way old iron is ancient, face seamed with the particular patience of someone who has been waiting a long time. He was looking at the shards.

“There you are,” the man said. Not to Siegfried. To the iron.

And the iron sang.

Siegfried woke with his heart hammering, sweat cold on his skin, and the shards still warm under his palm. The forest was dark and full of the ordinary sounds of things that ate, things that fled, and things that waited. Milk-mother breathed beside him, slow and even.

East, with the certainty of something heard rather than reasoned. Downstream and east.

He didn’t know what waited there.

He was going to find out.
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CHAPTER 2
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WHAT TEN WINTERS MADE

The pack numbered twenty-three in the summer when he killed the alpha, which was more than most packs in this country ran because Milk-mother was a better hunter than most. She had held territory that other packs in lean years had abandoned, had held it by managing the pack’s energy the way a good steward managed grain — nothing wasted, nothing taken that couldn’t be replaced, the young ones taught early that the hunt was not the point, the eating was the point, and the hunt was only as good as what it put in the belly.

Siegfried had understood this before he understood language.

The wolf-years were not romantic in the way the occasional traveler he’d watched from cover seemed to imagine wildness was romantic. They were practical and very cold in the deep winters and very wet in the spring floods and full of injury — ribs cracked against boar tusk, shoulder wrenched in a river crossing gone wrong, the three toes that had gone black in the fourth winter and come back wrong, numb along their outer edges in a way that never wholly resolved. The body kept its accounts. Every winter left a line in the record.

But there was also this: the intelligence of living in a landscape rather than passing through it. He knew the wolf territory — an oval of perhaps forty square miles, running from the high ridge to the river bend. The way he knew his own hands. He knew where the deer wintered and where they moved in the rut. He knew the mud flat where the boar came to wallow, and the time of day the big sows used it, and the route the dominant male used to approach from the east. He knew which section of the ridge caught the first sun in winter and where the rock retained the heat longest. He knew the river’s moods by its smell — the mineral sharpness when it was rising, the warmth of turned silt when it had peaked and was beginning to fall.

This was education of a kind. Not the kind that came in words. The kind that came in consequence.

He had also, over ten years, accumulated a fragment of the other education — the human kind, gathered from edges, and distances. The river ford was the main source. Men used it in summer and autumn, the crossing shallow enough for horses, and he had been watching fords since the fifth winter when Milk-mother had first taught him that men were neither prey nor threat but a third category requiring management.

He had learned their tools before he learned their words.

The framea — the short stabbing spear — was the universal weapon, every man carrying at least one, some carrying three, notched, and fletched with care in a way that said: This object matters to me, I have put time into this. The sword was rarer, worn by the riders, and the men who had an air of permanence about them, men traveling with intention rather than moving between places. The shield he’d figured out late — the fourth summer at the ford — when he’d watched a confrontation at the crossing and seen how the shield changed the geometry of a fight, making the left side of a man different from the right side.

By the seventh winter, he had begun to build rough copies of their tools.

Not weapons. He had no metal. But the framea’s basic principle: a shaft with a sharp end, weighted correctly. He had experimented with bone and hardwood and eventually arrived at a design that transferred his arm’s force into the point with minimal loss. He had then experimented with throwing, which wolves didn’t do, and discovered that the tool’s usefulness multiplied several times if the point arrived before the body did.

Regin, when Siegfried showed him, would say, “You reinvented the spear at age twelve. Most of what humanity has done is reinvention.”

•  •  •
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The incident at the ford in the seventh summer was the first time men had seen him.

He had been in the shallows downstream, watching a trading party water their horses, when one of the horses took exception to something in the bank and lurched sideways, and a child, young, perhaps five or six, riding in front of one of the traders, came off into the current.

The ford was shallow, but the current was fast. The child was small and went under immediately.

He was in the water before the adults had finished registering what had happened.

Not from decision — from the same mechanism that had always moved him faster than thinking: the wolf-calculation, pack first, the vulnerable thing needs covering, move now, and think afterward. He had the child out of the water and on the bank in perhaps thirty seconds, the child coughing, and alive and surprised, and then the traders were around him, and the matter he’d been careful never to be was what he was: seen.

He straightened. He was wet and more or less naked — the loin-wrap of cured hide — and large for fifteen in the way that Volsung men were apparently large, and gold from sun, and wind-burn and outdoor living, and he had the stone knife in his hand because the knife was always in his hand.

The traders stared at him the way they had not stared at the ford or the water or the horse. The way they stared at things that did not fit.

The man who had been riding with the child, the father, the shape of his face said so, the same brow, the same color. He came forward. He was perhaps thirty, a big man, with the look of someone who worked with his hands and had been working since he was this child’s age. He looked at Siegfried’s face and at the stone knife and at the child and back at Siegfried.

He put out his hand, palm up.

Siegfried didn’t know what this meant. He knew the gesture, had seen it at the ford before in various contexts, and he had assembled a working theory: It meant I am not moving toward threat. He had not had anyone specifically direct it at him.

He was still for a breath.

Then he reached out and placed his palm against the man’s. He didn’t know if that was right. It seemed like the appropriate response to the gesture’s shape.

The man nodded. He said something in a language Siegfried didn’t have yet.

Then he stepped back, and another man brought a package forward, wrapped food by the smell, and set it on the bank. The man who had offered his hand gestured toward it with a look that Siegfried interpreted as: This is for you; it is given freely.

He waited until they had gone before he took it. Inside: smoked fish, a round of hard cheese, a piece of flat bread. He ate all of it sitting in the shallows downstream and thought about the nature of the man’s face when he had looked at Siegfried, not the fear, which had been present, and was understandable, but something behind the fear. Something that had arrived after the fear and was harder to name.

Later, with more words in him, he would have the word: gratitude. But at fifteen, in the ford, he only had the shape of the feeling.

He thought about it for weeks.

•  •  •
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The fever night in the eighth winter was different from the dream in that the dream, when it came, was always distinct: more real, more the images that stayed after waking rather than dissolving.

The fever had started as most fevers started — a chill that wouldn’t break, a heat behind the eyes, the body trying to process something it had encountered and found difficult. The wolf-bite on his left arm was three days old and already showing the hot lines that meant infection, and he had done what he always did for infection: he had packed the wound with the clay from the stream’s east bank that Milk-mother had taught him reduced the heat, and he had drunk large amounts of cold water, and he had let the pack’s warmth around him do what warmth did.

But the fever had other plans.

By the second night, he was deep in it, not quite sleeping, not quite waking, the world having acquired the grain of something seen through stream-water, distorted, and strangely bright. Milk-mother was against his back. Her warmth was real and solid, and he held to it.

The shards were on his chest, where he always kept them.

And in the space between sleeping and waking, the man appeared.

He was small and old and stood at a forge that was not any forge Siegfried had seen — grander than any man’s forge, larger, the fire in it the color of iron at working heat, but more so, as if someone had found the heart of that color and removed everything that wasn’t essential. The man’s hands were moving over the fire with the competence of someone who had been doing this so long that the competence had become indistinguishable from the man himself.

He looked at the shards on Siegfried’s chest.

Not at Siegfried. At the iron.

“There you are,” he said.

The warmth that came from the shards was different from their ordinary warmth. It moved. It traveled up from his chest into his throat and into the back of his skull, and it said something in the language below language — the language the ravens had, the language the pack used for things that required more precision than sound could carry. It said: This is where you go. East and downstream. This is the direction the fact you need is in.

He woke with Milk-mother still at his back and the fever broken, the skin dry, and cool where it had been soaked and hot, and the shards pulsing once against his chest, as if confirming.

East.

Downstream.

The infection in his arm had subsided. The hot lines were gone. He turned the wound over in the morning light and saw that it was closed, more closed than three days should have produced, the skin knitting over in the accelerated way that he had noted before without naming: the way his body processed damage faster than it should, the way the cold never quite reached him the way it reached the wolves, the way he had survived things in the forest that he was almost certain should have killed him.

He did not yet have a shape for this.

He would.

Three days later, he left the valley, traveling east and downstream, and Milk-mother followed him to the ridge and watched from there until he was out of sight.
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CHAPTER 3
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THE SMELL OF IRON

Siegfried’s nose caught the stranger’s scent three days before the stranger arrived.

He caught it on the wind at dawn, working east along the ridge above the river wood smoke and metal shavings and something older underneath, something mineral, and close to the smell of the earth when you dug deep enough to find the clay that hadn’t seen sun in a thousand years. It was not a predator’s smell. It was not prey. It was something he had no category for, and that alone made him careful.

He told Milk-mother with his hands and his posture: Something comes. She lifted her silver muzzle, tasted the air, and made the low sound that meant I know. Then she turned back to the morning’s hunt as though she’d already decided this was his concern and not hers.

He spent those three days learning the stranger’s path. The man—it was a man, or man-shaped, the footprints said so, though the stride was wrong, too short, the weight distributed oddly toward the balls of the feet—was following the river south from the highland. He stopped often. He built fires in the same configuration each time: a tight triangle of stones, the coals banked precisely, ash raked in a pattern that Siegfried couldn’t read but recognized as intentional. He left small things at each camp. A piece of worked iron, a thumb’s length, with a notch cut into it. A strip of leather knotted in an unfamiliar way. Once, a single tooth from something large—not a wolf, not a boar—set upright in the soil like a marker.

On the third day, Siegfried climbed the beech that overhung the river bend and waited.

The man came at midmorning.

He was small. That was the first thing, and it kept being the first thing no matter how long Siegfried looked at him—small in the way that carried its own authority, the way a stone at the center of a river is small, but the water moves around it anyway. He was perhaps four feet tall, perhaps slightly more, with a body that had been built for work in the manner of someone who had been doing hard work since before most things alive today had been born. His shoulders were enormous relative to his frame. His hands, even at this distance, were visibly knotted with old burns. He moved without hurry and without waste, a walking-staff in his right hand, and a pack on his back that he carried as though it weighed nothing or as though he’d made peace with it weighing a great deal.

His hair was the color of iron left in the rain.

He stopped at the base of the beech without looking up. He set down his pack with the care of someone who knows exactly what’s in it and what it costs. He took out a whetstone and a knife and began to sharpen the knife in the unhurried way of a man who had nowhere particular to be, which Siegfried recognized as a lie. Everything about this man was directed. Everything had intent.

“You can come down,” the man said. “Or you can stay up there and keep breathing on my neck. Either way.”

His Frankish was old-fashioned, accented with something Siegfried had never heard. But Siegfried understood it—he had more language than he sometimes let himself use, picked up from the river-ford men, and the occasional traveler he’d observed from cover. Language was a tool like any other. You kept it sharp even when you weren’t using it.

He dropped from the branch. Twelve feet, easy—he landed in a crouch, and rose slowly, stone knife visible in his left hand, not raised but present.

The man glanced up from the whetstone. His eyes were the grey of deep water before a storm, and they did what eyes rarely did when they looked at Siegfried: they assessed without flinching. They moved from the scars to the muscle to the knife to the face, and they were not afraid. They were, if anything, satisfied.

“Siegfried,” the man said. Not a question.

“I don’t know that name,” Siegfried said.

“You do. You just don’t use it yet.” The whetstone scraped. “My name is Regin. I am a smith. I have been looking for you for—” He paused as if calculating. “Longer than you’ve been alive, roughly. Though the last three days specifically.”

“Why?”

“Because you have something that belongs to a story I’ve been waiting to finish.” He set down the whetstone and looked directly at Siegfried. “And because you need something I have.”

Siegfried watched him. In the pack, there were two separate scents he was already categorizing: food—real food, cooked, the smell of it producing a response in his body he didn’t entirely like because it reminded him of how hungry he always was—and metal. A lot of metal. The warm-iron smell was strong enough to cut through the river, the pine, and everything else.

“What do I need?” Siegfried said flatly.

“To know what you are,” Regin said. “To know what those iron pieces you carry mean. To know why the cold never quite kills you and the wounds close faster than they should, and the wolves treat you like a ranking member of their family.” He paused. “Also, a shirt. You look like something that should have a shirt.”

Siegfried said nothing. He was looking at the pack.

“The food is not poisoned,” Regin said. “I’m aware that’s exactly what someone would say if the food were poisoned. I can’t resolve that for you. But I’ve come a very long way, and I didn’t come to poison a feral boy in the woods, however compelling that might sound on paper.”

There was a stamp to his voice—dry and old and not unkind—that Siegfried didn’t have a word for.

Siegfried crossed the last ten feet and crouched and opened the pack himself rather than waiting to be offered.

Inside: a wrapped parcel of smoked meat. A round of hard cheese. Bread, real bread, dense, dark, and still faintly warm from the morning. A leather flask. At the bottom, wrapped in oilcloth, was something heavy that rang faintly when his fingers found it.

He pulled out the smoked meat and ate it without sitting down, watching Regin over the food. Regin watched him back with the same patience he’d applied to the whetstone.

“You know my father,” Siegfried said, when the meat was gone.

“I knew of him. Siegmund of the Volsungs was known to most people who paid notice to such things.” Regin’s voice stayed level. “He’s dead. You know that.”

“Yes.”

“Your mother is dead. You know that too.” 

“Yes.”

“And you’re still here. Ten winters in the forest, no kin, no hearth, no name in anyone’s mouth.” He tilted his head. “How?”

It was the first question anyone had ever asked Siegfried that he didn’t know how to answer immediately. It was not a question the pack asked. The pack operated entirely in what, where, and when. How was a human question, and it assumed that survival had an explanation beyond the bare fact of itself.

“I don’t know,” Siegfried said honestly. “I kept going.”

Regin made a sound that might have been approval. “Yes. That’s exactly right. You kept going.” He looked at Siegfried with those stormwater eyes. “The iron pieces. Do you have them?”

Siegfried was still for an instant. Then he reached into the fold of his loin-wrap—the only thing he wore, cured hide that Milk-mother had helped him take from a deer the previous spring—and produced the three shards.

He expected Regin to reach for them. Instead, the smith went very still. He looked at them the way a man looks at something he has been afraid to find because finding it makes everything real.

“Gram,” Regin said quietly. “He actually broke it.”

“My father’s sword.”

“Your father’s sword, your grandfather’s sword, and the sword of the god who put the iron in the earth to begin with, if you believe that sort of thing, which in my experience you’d be a fool not to.” He finally reached out, and his fingers stopped just short of touching. His eyes went to Siegfried. “May I?”

Siegfried thought about it. The shards were warm against his palm—the warmth they always had, constant as a fever. He turned his hand over.

Regin touched the largest shard with one fingertip. He closed his eyes. The expression that crossed his face was complicated: hunger and grief and a kind of long-awaited relief all occupying the same territory simultaneously.

“They remember him,” Regin said. “The blade remembers the bloodline. They’ve been waiting for you in the same way a weapon waits in a scabbard.” He opened his eyes. “They need to be reforged. I can do it. There’s no one alive who can do it better, and I mean that as fact rather than boast.” His gaze sharpened. “But you have to understand what it means to carry a blade like this. What will it ask of you?”

“What will it ask?”

“Everything,” Regin said. “Eventually. Everything always.” He withdrew his hand. “But not today. Today, it would ask that you eat the rest of that food and let me look at that arm, which is infected and will likely kill you if left another week, and then come with me to my forge. You can leave whenever you choose. You’re not a prisoner. You’re—” He seemed to search for the right word. “An investment. One I’ve waited a long time to make.”

Siegfried turned the shards in his hand, felt their warmth against his skin, and thought about the dream with the forge and the small man who had said, There you are, to the iron.

“How far?” he said.

“Two days. There’s a valley. Good water, sheltered from the north wind, no one comes there who doesn’t know the way.” Regin was repacking the food, unhurried. “Your wolves can come if they want. They won’t. They don’t like the smell of metal.”

“Milk-mother will follow.”

“The grey one? Yes. She will.” He glanced back at the tree line with something that was not quite surprise or respect, but lived between the two. “She’s been watching us for the last ten minutes from that stand of birch.”

Siegfried looked. He couldn’t see her. He knew she was there anyway.

“Tell her,” Regin said, shouldering his pack, “that I mean to keep you alive. Tell her I’ve been doing this longer than her bloodline has been running in these woods.”

“She doesn’t understand words.”

“She understands tone.” Regin’s mouth made the small adjustment that Siegfried was beginning to recognize as the closest it came to a smile. “Tell her in whatever language you use.”

Siegfried stood and turned to the birch stand and made the sound—a low, sustained note in his throat, not quite a growl, that carried his body’s calm in it, his willingness, the particular cast of care that meant I am going toward something, I will return. Milk-mother’s grey shape emerged briefly between the trees, assessed the situation with yellow eyes, and faded back into shadow.

He turned back to Regin.

“Lead,” he said.

Regin led.

•  •  •
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The valley arrived on the second afternoon, exactly as promised.

It folded between two long ridges of old stone, sheltered from the wind in three directions, with a cold, clear stream running south along its floor and an overhang of granite on the east side that had been worked into something more than an overhang—walls added, a chimney, a lean-to for charcoal. The forge itself was at the rear of the overhang, built into the stone, the forge-stone blackened by years of use, the bellows hanging on their bracket, worn smooth by what must have been thousands of hours of handling.

But it was the tools that made Siegfried stop.

He had never seen so many things made in one place. The pack had objects: the stone knives he’d made himself, the wolf-jaw club, the cured hides, and a bone needle he’d stolen from a dead traveler two winters ago. These were tools in the basic sense—things shaped to a purpose. But what hung on Regin’s walls, what sat on his benches, what was racked in the careful order of a mind that thought in systems—these were something else. Hammers of five altered weights and heads. Tongs in varying widths. Files. Rasps. A quenching barrel. Molds for casting. Measuring tools he couldn’t name. And finished work: iron hooks, buckles, rings, the head of an axe, waiting for a half-completed bridle with a pattern worked into it that was almost too fine to see.

Regin had stopped beside him and was watching him look.

“All of this,” Siegfried said. “You made all of this.”

“Over time.”

“By yourself.”

“Mostly. I’ve had students before.” A pause. “They rarely stay.”

“Why?”

The small pause before the answer was the first one Regin had made. “Because I’m not always easy to be near when I’m working toward something. I have a way of—focusing—that people find uncomfortable.” He moved to the forge and began laying a fire with the same precise economy he applied to everything. “I will try to be mindful of that with you.”

Siegfried crossed to the nearest bench and picked up one of the hammers. It was heavier than it looked and perfectly balanced, the handle worn to a smoothness that spoke of years in the same grip.

“Put that down when you’re done with it,” Regin said, not looking up, “exactly where you found it. Not approximately. Exactly.”

Siegfried put it down exactly where he’d found it.

Regin looked up, and the small adjustment happened again at his mouth. “Good,” he said. “You can learn.”

•  •  •
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The first week was mostly watching.

Regin worked through the days with a completeness of regard that Siegfried had only ever seen in wolves on the hunt—that state where the outside world stops generating input, and there is only the task, and the hands and the immediate problem. He didn’t narrate what he was doing. He didn’t explain. He worked and let Siegfried observe, and occasionally he would stop, and hold something out for inspection without comment, and Siegfried would look at it, and try to understand what he was meant to see.

On the fourth day, he understood: The question was always about the metal. Where the heat had gone. Where the grain had moved. Whether the hammering had compressed or spread, and how you could tell the difference by the surface, by the way light moved across it.

On the fifth day, Regin handed him tongs and pointed at the charcoal pile.

“Feed it,” he said. “Not too much at once. Think of it as breathing.”

Siegfried fed the fire. He got the rhythm wrong twice and right the third time and felt the heat coming back at him in the way that fire responds to the right thing—an increase in voice, a shift in color toward the orange-white that Regin wanted.

“There,” Regin said. “You feel the difference?”

“Yes.”

“Remember it.”

By the end of the second week, Siegfried was working the bellows, learning the language of the fire, understanding that iron is not a fixed thing but a conversation between the smith and the heat and the hammer—a negotiation, with the metal responding to what you give it and telling you back what it needs if you were willing to listen.

He told Regin this one evening, and the smith was quiet for a long moment.

“That’s not a bad way to think about it,” Regin said. “The old smiths would have said the metal is alive. That it has a spirit that must be respected.” He turned the piece he was working—a roughed-out knife blank—in the light. “I think they were half right. The metal isn’t alive. But it has memory. It remembers every blow you’ve struck it, every time you’ve heated it, every fold. The history is in the grain.” He set it down. “So is the failure, if you’ve made any.”

“And Gram?” Siegfried said. He asked carefully, the way you ask about something you want very much and are not certain you’re allowed to want.

Regin looked at him across the fire.

“Gram is more patient than either of us,” he said. “When you’re ready.”

“When will I be ready?”

“When you can take a piece of iron from cold to finished without me telling you what comes next.” His eyes moved to the shards, which Siegfried always kept on his person, tucked against his skin. “The blade will know. I’ll know. You’ll know.”

He went back to the knife blank, and the conversation was done, and Siegfried went back to the bellows with the shards warm against his chest like a second heartbeat and the fire talking in the only language he was currently being asked to learn.
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CHAPTER 4
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THE FIRST WEEKS

The first week, he slept in the doorway.

The valley’s two farms knew him as Regin’s boy, which was not quite exact. Regin was not his father and had not claimed to be. When the farmwomen pressed for a family name, Regin said: “He has none.” When they pressed further, he said: “He is the smith’s bastard, which is all he needs to be.” This was not technically true either. But it settled the question in the way that the valley’s people preferred questions settled: with enough information to stop asking and not enough to start judging. The smith’s bastard. Siegfried filed this the way he filed everything important: quietly, without fuss, in the place where the things that defined him lived. He had been the wolves’ boy. Now he was the smith’s bastard. Both were more useful than whatever his actual name had been before the forest took it.

Not from fear of the interior, he had been inside structures before, had sheltered in abandoned farm buildings in the forest winters, had been in human settlements from the outside often enough to understand their geometry. It was simpler than fear: the doorway was between the inside and the outside, and he was not yet sure which side of it he lived on.

Regin did not comment on this. He worked in the forge and cooked at the fire and went to sleep when the light went and woke when it came, and he operated the valley’s daily rhythm with the completeness of someone who had been running it alone for a long time and had not particularly needed or wanted company. Siegfried watched him operate it and began to pattern his own days on the rhythm before he consciously decided to.

The rhythm was different from the pack’s.

Regin’s rhythm was built around the forge: the middle hours for the best work, two meals, a full night’s sleep undisrupted by watch rotations. Siegfried patterned his days on it before he consciously decided to.

By the fourth day, Siegfried had moved to the edge of the overhang’s interior.

By the seventh day, he was sleeping inside.

It was not comfort exactly. The walls still produced a tenor of enclosure that his body registered as reduced options, the escape-calculation running at a low frequency even in sleep. But the fire was real, and the smell of the place was becoming familiar — old iron and charcoal and the mineral smell of the stream outside — and familiar things were manageable in a way that new things required more energy to navigate.

•  •  •
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The food was the most considerable adjustment.

He had been eating raw food since infancy. Not exclusively — fire was a tool he knew, had used for warmth if not consistently for cooking, but the pack’s eating was immediate, the kill consumed close to the taking, and the cooking of food was a deliberate act that required staying in one place long enough to do it. In the wolf territory, staying in one place long enough to cook was sometimes safe and sometimes not.

In the valley, it was always safe.

This was the thing about the valley that took the longest to absorb: the safety of it was not conditional. There were no predators in the valley that concerned Regin or, by extension, Siegfried. The humans who occasionally came through were manageable rather than threatening, and the territory was remote enough to deter casual passage. Regin had been here for thirty years and had built an arrangement with the country around him that ensured the valley’s safety rather than negotiating it daily.

He ate cooked food for the first time consistently, and his body did what bodies do when they receive something long withheld: it responded with a completeness that was almost alarming. The hunger he had been carrying for sixteen years, the hunger with more dimensions than food. Reduced. Not gone. But reduced.

He told Regin.

“Yes,” Regin said, unsurprised. 

“Where does it go?”

“Wherever you direct it,” Regin said. “If you’re building something — muscle, thought, language — the available material goes to that.” He looked at Siegfried over the fire. “You’ve been building for sixteen years on half rations, in a sense. We’ll see what you build on full ones.”

•  •  •
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The language adjustment was the strangest.

He had language. He had assembled it from the edges of settlements, the occasional traveler, and the few people who had spoken to him directly over the years. He could speak. He was not fluent in the way of people who had been speaking since before they could walk, who had language in their body rather than just their head, whose sentences arrived without the slight delay of someone reaching for the next word.

Regin was a patient teacher. Not gentle — patience and gentleness were different qualities, and Regin had the first and not particularly the second. He corrected errors directly, without softening the correction, and moved on.

By the end of the first month, he was thinking in Frankish rather than in the wordless language of the forest that was not quite thought and not quite instinct but had served him perfectly well until now.

The wordless language didn’t disappear. He kept both.

“You’re doing something with your face,” Regin said one evening.

“What?”

“When you shift between them. The language and the—” He made a gesture that was approximate but true. “The other thing. Your face changes aspect.”

“There are things the language doesn’t have words for,” Siegfried said.

“Yes. There are always things the language doesn’t have words for.” Regin returned to his work. “That’s what the face is for, usually.”
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CHAPTER 5
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HOW IRON SPEAKS

Two months into his time at the forge, Siegfried killed his first man.

He did not plan it. That was the part he would return to afterward, turning it in his mind the way Regin turned metal: looking for the grain, the place where something had folded wrong. He did not plan it, and it happened anyway, which told him something about himself that he was not yet sure what to do with.

The men came through the valley in the late afternoon—three of them, on horses that had been ridden hard, carrying the particular energy of men who are moving away from something they’ve done rather than toward something they want to do. Bandits was the word Regin used and explained it in two sentences: men who take what others have built rather than building anything themselves. Siegfried understood the concept immediately. The wolf pack had its equivalents—the lone males who circled the territory looking for a kill they hadn’t made.

He was at the stream when he heard them, rinsing iron filings from his hands, the cold water running over the new calluses that were building over the old scars. Regin was in the forge. The valley’s entrance was narrow and partially hidden by the ridge, but not hidden enough, not today.

He moved into the shadow of the overhang and watched them come.

They saw the forge first. The smoke was always visible—Regin kept it going most of the day—and smoke meant habitation and habitation meant things worth taking. They pulled up in the clearing, and the lead man called out: “Smith! Show yourself!”

Regin came out of the forge with his hands at his sides and his face doing nothing in particular, which Siegfried had come to understand was the expression he wore when he was being very careful.

“Good afternoon,” Regin said.

“Nice setup you have here.” The lead man’s eyes were moving—tracking the tools on the bench, the finished work hanging by the door, the quenching barrel, the pack where Regin kept his trade goods. “Long way from anywhere.”

“That’s the idea,” Regin said.

“We’ll need horses reshoeing,” the second man said. He hadn’t dismounted. None of them had dismounted. “And whatever you have for food. And that axe-head.” He pointed at the completed head on the bench. “We’ll take that.”

“I can shoe the horses,” Regin said. “For payment. The axe-head is spoken for.”

A pause. The kind of pause that preceded a decision being made.

“We don’t really do payment,” the lead man said. His hand moved to his belt, where a short sword sat in a plain scabbard.

Siegfried had the stone knife in his hand before he’d consciously decided to move. He came out of the shadow at a walk—not a run, which would have been a signal—and stopped at Regin’s shoulder, and he was aware without particularly thinking about it that he was considerably larger than all three of them, and that he was naked except for his loin-wrap, and that this combination was probably registering as strange.

The lead man’s horse shied.

“Who the—” the second man started.

“My apprentice,” Regin said mildly. “He’s shy.”

The lead man had recovered the horse and was looking at Siegfried with an expression that was trying to decide between wariness and contempt. Contempt won, which was a choice. “Boy,” he said. “Go inside.”

“No,” Siegfried said.

He didn’t say it with any particular emphasis. It was just the right word for the situation.

The lead man dismounted. He was large—not as large as Siegfried, though Siegfried was still growing, and had not yet taken the full measure of how he compared to men—and he moved with the confidence of someone who had used his size to resolve most situations he’d encountered.

“Regin,” he said pleasantly, “I’m going to suggest your apprentice reconsider.”

“I’ve found,” Regin said, “that he’s not very good at reconsidering.”

What happened next was both very fast and very clear in Siegfried’s memory afterward, each moment distinct, like a fire breaking down into individual coals if you look at it the right way. The lead man’s hand went to his sword. His two companions began to dismount. Regin took a single step sideways. And Siegfried moved.

The lead rider’s sword was already half-drawn. Siegfried crossed
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