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Prologue

In the beginning, there was Void, and Darkness ruled, and in that Darkness, Chaos unchecked stifled all attempts of true life. In a distant corner of this Void, a seed grew, placed by beings of great power that had sprung from the struggle. Light began to form, making heat and casting a shadow out into the Void. A shadow that, although it had its darkness, was kind, quiet. Unlike its brother,  true darkness, it sought out the light to grow. In time, a vast tree grew from this seed of light and stretched into the Void in all directions of the universe. From this tree grew primordial beings of great elemental power, and from them a river of fire and ice. worlds began to blossom, pushing back the darkness little by little. Fire, shadow, and ice together, creating life from nothing. These beings created the Gods, and the Gods created man to fight the ever-growing chaos that threatened to snuff out the light.
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It was the middle of winter; snow covered the ground as if it were blanketed with white silk. The fjord was iced in, trapping the little village of Grindr against the cliffside. A single scream could be heard across the field. cattle and livestock lit by the full moon, picking their heads up from digging through the snow for grass to look between the wolves howling in the distance, and the smoldering fires coming from the lodges. Women in ragged clothes were running in and out, fetching buckets of fresh water out of the brook that ran behind the small lodge from which the screaming erupted. It was partially frozen over, and a small hole had been chipped to bucket water from. At last, as the sun broke over the frozen land and the last howls from the wolves beyond the village into the woods subsided, the screaming and commotion had become all but still as the land around was set shining in the early sun, snow and ice glittering as if alive and a mother drenched in sweat and worn walked out into the sun, holding a baby boy.
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The leaves had begun to fall steadily, the fields tan and dull in the sunlight, and a group of boys led by young men now stood at the edge of a clearing, all ranging from twelve to twenty-three years. Three of them stood in the front of the group, a big man stepped out into the field, a double-headed Axe in his hands. He spun it, spinning the shaft with his fingers in anticipation. His name was Bjorn. Bjorn wore a cloth tunic, linen pants, and a leather belt with a bear’s head in the center. His eyes were deep brown, as if reflecting the late autumn forest floor. His hair was long and dirt blonde, thrown into braids and pulled back out of the way, and he had a tight, trimmed beard. Bjorn yelled out a great roar as the others came into the clearing, his breath pluming out in the chilly evening air. Another stood beside him. Wearing a cloak that matched what little green was left in the woods, he wore a blue shirt underneath, with gold stitched in, long blonde hair, and eyes dark blue like the depth of the ocean. He was thin and lanky, not like the bigger man. He crouched low to the ground, eyes ever watching ahead. He carried a short bow and a quiver of arrows. Along his side was a seax. His name was Vethrfolnir, but his companions called him Veth.




A third slowly stepped out of the forest. His hair was long, dark, and curled from the evening sun. He had a shield in his left hand, painted with a wolf. An Axe in is other. He was born with the name Ulfr, for he came to life at dawn by the howls of wolves. Ulfr looked at both men beside him with confidence and nodded his head. They had been tasked this summer to train the young in combat, especially in attacking shield walls. While Ulfr and his friends had yet to see any real combat, they were well-trained. His mind flashed to when he was younger, the first time an Axe had been placed in his hands, the weight heavy, the ashen handle thick in his small hands.  He turned now to the group of men and young boys behind him, looking them over. Without words, they all nodded, a signal that they were ready. They had been training all day, teaching the young ones the angles and tactics of attacking a shield wall, Something the three of them had done so many times before. The lands around them had been mostly peaceful in his life, a few raiders and small sea serpents, but no wars; still, they trained. The three of them started into the long grass, creeping away from the wood line. As they got to the bottom of the small hill, they were blinded by shining metal, the sun to their backs casting light out in front of them. A group of ten or more men stood in a line, shields up, one protecting the other. The sun reflected off the shiny shield bosses. Veth could see their breath through the shields in the cold late autumn breeze. He gripped his bow tighter, knocking an arrow. He slowly looked at Ulfr, waiting for approval. Ulfr nodded his head, and the arrow went flying into the air, completely overshooting the group of men below. They all laughed in a roar, losing their discipline for a short second. A small hole opened, and Veth fired another arrow straight into it. Taking caution not to hit any of the men below in vital spots, hitting a warrior right in the sword arm, wounding him. Though this was not a real battle, they all trained as hard and as brutally as possible without killing or seriously injuring one another. The man fell to the ground as the shield wall faltered. Bjorn made a mighty yell and started sprinting down the hill towards the clustered men, and the group followed. This was not their first time around, for these boys have been training with Ulfr and the others since their fifth winter; now, most of the young boys behind them are in their early teens. He was proud of how far they all had come, and this would be a test for them and of Ulfr’s leadership skills. 




Ulfr gripped his Axe, spinning it in his hands, the familiar feel of the ashen handle against his skin. And pulled up his shield with eagerness. He started running down the hill, shouting orders to his younger companions to attack here and to work around the back of their foes, his companions running beside him. To his right, he noticed a pork-bellied man sprinting towards him from behind the shield wall that was now breaking apart to meet the charging attackers. Ulfr braced himself, and their shields clashed, knocking him over. The man thrust his sword towards the ground as Ulfr rolled to one side, just missing the blow. He stood up, his shield on the ground. The man took another swing, just missing him as he ducked. He kicked him in the ankle just as the man was pulling back for another swing. He groaned in pain, grabbing his leg. Ulfr rolled forward, grabbed his shield, and thrust it up into the man’s nose. Blood started flowing as if he had opened a dam.

“That’s enough,” a voice shouted in the thick of the men.

In just a few short minutes, Bjorn was pinned to the ground by two burly men with gray beards, and Veth was trading blows with one man; both had bruises and trickles of blood on their faces. The rest of the boys scattered around the field, facing one or two of the men. The voice stepped out of the group and approached Ulfr. He had leather armor sewn into small squares, a maroon-colored cape around his neck. His pants were dark as if stained with blood from many years of fighting. His face was rough. But had a gentle expression. A few scars covered his face, one running down his eye, and his beard and hair were partially gray.

“I had him!” said the man in a muffled tone, blood still running down his face as his hands covered his nose and mouth.

The gray man laughed, looking at Ulfr. “Do you think he bested you, Ulfr?”

Ulfr looked up now, bending on one knee. “Well, by the look of his bloodied face, Uncle, I would say he bested me good.”

The men all laughed, some standing and brushing themselves off, others releasing their opponents. The gray man who spoke was Gudrum, the chieftain of the village and the uncle of Ulfr, more like a father figure than anything else. Ulfr did not know who his father was, and though he had asked his mother many times, she had refused to speak of him. Being his uncle, Gudrum took him under his wing and trained him to become a warrior. Ulfr hoped one day he would truly face battle.

“Night is falling, and we have had a long day of training. Head back to Gronnheim,” Gudrum yelled, helping Ulfr up off his knee as he looked to the others.

It was a short trip back to the village, where most now did not venture out into the wild except for a hunting party or parts of the war-band and traders along the roads. Sagas have been told for generations of the beasts and dark things that patrol the deep woods, and a war that had driven them back. They passed through fields and over small ledges of rock and moss until they could see the fjord shining with what sunlight still touched it, the water sparkling as if a thousand tiny flames danced across it. Farms and clustered houses clinging to the Fjord and mountain behind it, Gronnheim was the name of Ulfr’s home, meaning green home in Ulfr’s language, do to the fact that in the warm seasons, the surrounding land and mountain range was the darkest green, with rivers and small brooks all around, ever flowing into the Fjord. It was a relatively small village, three hundred people at best, tucked into a Fjord and protected by a mountain at its back.




As they came to the edge of the field and the beginning of the village, a young woman ran out to greet them. “Ulfr, my boy!’ she said with delight. Ulfr’s mother, Velsa, was running towards him, arms open.

Her hair was beautiful, long and dark brown, her eyes a light brown, with flecks of gold; her face was kind, her farm dress covered in honey and wax. She got to him and wrapped her arms around him. Ulfr groaned. 
“Mother, it has only been a day, and I am fine.”

She looked up at him, rubbing his head. “Yes, dear, I know, but you will understand one day. Now run off and grab some dinner.” 

Veth and Bjorn chuckled loudly at Ulfr as they strode by him into the village. Ulfr shouted and ran after them, tackling Bjorn to the ground. Velsa looked at Gudrum, her face tilted, “How did he do?”

“Velsa, he is twenty-three years old, you do not need to coddle him,” Gudrum sighed, “But he did great, got Fafnir good in the nose, did not even get a scratch,” Gudrum said with a laugh. 

Fafnir was Gudrum’s right-hand man. They grew up together and trained just like this group of young men are now, although in a much more violent time, they had fought many battles and raids in their time on Midgard. Fafnir was fat in his old age, but still could fight like the best of them. His hair was long and gray, and a beard to match it. And had similar armor to Gudrum. he looked at Velsa and chuckled.

“The boys got talent, ma lady,” he said proudly, even with a bloody face.

Gudrum looked at Velsa, “I need to talk to him tonight. Winter is coming, and we need to do the blot for our last hunting trip.”

“And?” she said with a stern voice.

“He is a man, Velsa, he has trained since he was five, has felt the touch of a woman, these days have been mostly peaceful, the most we could face is a random raiding party, which I know he can handle. It is time for him to go hunt the real wilds, and more than just inside the village boundaries, I want to take him to the blot; it is time he performs one.” Gudrum voiced loudly.

As her chieftain, she could not refuse him; she wanted to, but she kept it in and walked back to the house. The blot was a ceremony their clans had performed for centuries. They would make offerings and prayers to their Gods, the Aesir and Vanir. Gods who had not been seen for centuries, they had not graced Midgard with their presence in over twenty years. But Winter was coming, and they still granted boons when they could; the village would need all the luck they could get. The blot itself was not dangerous, but the journey there to find and hunt the Stags for offerings was full of wolves, bears, and Vaettir- dark spirits of Chaos, and she did not want to think of it.

Ulfr and Veth sat at a wooden table outside in the market square, a small section of the village surrounded by booths and vendors, and a small tavern at the end. Though winter was close at hand, the air did not yet bite their skin. Chatter and clanking of mugs rang around them, music and singing in the background from the group of Skalds that played near the tavern entrance. Small torches hung on posts and candles lit the tables, giving everything a soft yellow glow. 

Bjorn slammed down three mugs full of mead as he himself sat down, again rattling the wooden table. 

“The finest Mead in all of Gronnheim!” Bjorn shouted above the crowd.

“My mothers, I take it?” Ulfr asked as he grabbed his mug. 

Bjorn chugged his, the golden liquid running down his beard, and he tossed the cup behind him. 
“Would not drink anything else!” Bjorn spoke as he burped. 
This was a nightly routine for them, after training all day, a nice cold draft of ale or a warm mead did the mind and body good. Ulfr took a swig off his, the warm liquid rushing down his throat, the honey and spice heating his stomach as it dropped down. 
Ulfr sighed, “Good day today brothers. The young ones are coming along.” 

“Better than I expected, they are getting stronger every day,” Bjorn replied. 
Veth just nodded in agreement, taking a sip from his mug. 
Bjorn chuckled, “It was not too long ago, we three were getting the shit kicked out of us across that training field.” 

Veth whispered, “Speak for yourself, Bjorn.” 

Bjorn’s eyebrows clashed, reaching out to grab Veth playfully. Veth smirked and dodged Bjorn’s grip, smacking it away.

“Some of us do not get to hang in the shadows, little ranger!” Bjorn shouted in the contest. 
Veth just shrugged, a slight smile on his face. Ulfr let out a hearty laugh at his friend’s exchange, “Maybe one day we will actually test our skills against a real foe,” Ulfr proclaimed. 
Bjorn raised his fourth mug, which he had snagged from a tavern maiden on her way by, “I agree, I am ready for some real bloodshed.” 

A hand smacked Biorn on the back of the head, and he stumbled on his bench, mead spilling on the table. Fafnir was standing behind him now, “Do not be so hasty for bloodshed, Bjorn, you may find it not so glamorous as it seems in training.” A dark expression was on his face; he glanced over the three of them in silence and strode off. Bjorn huffed, “Well, as much as I love you two, I require something I do not think you are willing to give!’ 

Ulfr watched him storm off, finding a blonde woman hovering over a table not far away. Bjorn smoothly walked up to her, whispering something in her ear as he walked backwards away from her. She giggled and set down the tray of mugs she had been holding and giddily followed him into the dark. Both Veth and Ulfr glanced at each other before bursting into laughter. Ulfr gripped his mug, taking a swig, “What about you, Veth, off to find something of need?” Ulfr chuckled. 

Veth was staring down at his mug, swirling it around, “Not tonight. Should be getting home soon. My Uncle arrived today, and I wish to hear of his travels.”

Ulfr took another drink, downing the last of it, and stood, 

“Well then, my friend, I will be off as well. Good training today, brother.”

Ulfr walked around the table, his head a bit woozy from all the mead they had been drinking so far tonight. Veth stood, and Ulfr clasped Veth’s arm tight in farewell. “See you in the morning, Veth.” 

Standing alone now, both his friends off on their next adventure, Ulfr scanned the square. His eyes darkened when he found his quarry. A brown haired woman stood over a table, passing out plates of food with a smile. Ulfr strode over, watching her empty her platter. He got within arm’s reach, and he gently grabbed her arm, whirling her into him. He brushed her hair from her neck and kissed it softly. “Hello, Sigrid,” he whispered. 

She twisted, placing a hand on his chest, “Hello, Ulfr,” she smirked at him. Ulfr had tried to court her for weeks now, but she insisted on only rolling around the beach and random barns when they could. He was fine with that. He pulled her away from the crowd into the dark, snagging two cups of ale from a server as they strode by. The server yelled at them as they faded into the darkness, laughing. 




Ulfr walked through the doors to his home, his head still foggy, and the smell of fresh stew hit him in the face. He could see along the table, fresh fruit and nut bread with a cauldron sitting in the center. The aroma of fresh rabbit and vegetables almost made him drool on the floor; he had been drinking all night with nothing but a small loaf of bread to sop up the brew. He kept his composure and sat down to eat. Just as he sat down, the doors flung open. Gudrum strode in as a chieftain; Ulfr barely saw his uncle other than in training and small meetings over village matters. He was a busy man. Gudrum walked over to a barrel that was pushed up against a beam in the back of the house. He looked into it with a smile and grabbed two horns, “Your mother makes the best honey mead in the village, nephew.” Dipping deep into the barrel, he walked over to the table, slamming both horns down. “Would you like some?” Gudrum says with a smile.

Ulfr grinned and grabbed a horn and took a big swig off the top.

“Don’t mind if I do,” Ulfr mumbled as he drank it down.

Gudrum laughed, “Good night, lad?”

“As good as any,” Ulfr replied, wiping his chin.

Gudrum took a swig and started breaking some of the nut bread.

“As you know, the winter snows are coming, and it is time for our winter Blot. It is a long trip to wear the stags are, two days at least.” Gudrum looked up at Ulfr. “I want you to come, it’s time you learned of such things”.

Ulfr choked down a piece of rabbit he had forked out of his stew. “Are you serious, Uncle? I would be honored.”

He had gone on hunts before, and trained with Gudrum’s men, but never past Gronnheim’s boundaries. The world outside the village was full of saga terrors, a place of magic and old Gods. There was fear in his voice, the mead swirling his thoughts around, but he quickly tried to hide it from his uncle.

“Pack your things tonight, enough for four days at least,” Gudrum said with a mouth full of apple. He chugged down the horn of mead and left the farmhouse.




Ulfr sat there an hour or so trying to eat his dinner and drown out the mead fog; he had been told stories of the woods past the village since he was little, of the giant bears and wolves, and Trolls, with their thick dark hides and tusks as big as small trees. Beings of such terror that just looking would turn a man to stone. He put his wooden bowl down and shook his head.

“What a battle that would be,” He said to himself.

Later that night, just as he was close to his eyes shutting, Velsa came walking in, she shook him gently with one hand, carrying something in her other.

" Ulfr, wake up for a moment, I have a gift,” she said with a calm motherly voice.

Ulfr rolled over, rubbing his eyes. Sitting down at the foot of the bed, she cautioned him to sit up and laid a bundle wrapped in cloth beside him. Ulfr, still foggy from being half asleep, unwrapped it to reveal a bow. His eyes lit up. He knew what bow this was.

“This was grandfathers!” Ulfr shouted.

He had seen this bow many times. It was always riding on the back of his grandfather’s horse or leaving on a ship; he could recognize it anywhere. He realized how detailed it truly was. It was made of the strongest ash, with Runes all through it. The handle was wrapped in the finest cloth and was stained dark brown. It had a raven’s feather attached to the string, still fresh as if it were just plucked from the bird.

“I thought it was time you had this,” Velsa said. “I know he loved you and would want you to have it.”

His grandfather was a famed warrior; he had protected the village and even the whole coast from raiders and such ilk from across the sea. Years ago, when he was younger, he and a few of the village warriors set off to aid a town down the coast that was being attacked. He never returned, and since then, his uncle had become chief.

Ulfr looked at his mother with pride, “I will honor him with my skills, mother,” Ulfr said, thinking of the stag he would take with it.

Velsa kissed him on the head. 

Ulfr groaned at the gesture, “Mother, you don’t need to do that.”

“I am just that,” Velsa said, “your mother, I will do what I want!” She smiled back at him, “Now get some sleep, you have a long day tomorrow.”




Ulfr woke to the sounds of the village. The farmers rounding up their goats, the fishermen hauling in their morning catch, and men on horseback riding past his home. The market square off in the distance, starting to make noise. The village was a busy place in late autumn. Everyone was preparing for winter. Bringing in the harvest, storing food. Ulfr rolled out of bed and slipped into his trousers. He walked past the kitchen table and grabbed a golden-hued apple, eating it as he walked out the door. The sun was just starting to come up. It blinded him for a moment as his eyes readjusted from the light. Just then, a bucket of icy water splashed him in the face. It was Bjorn trying to pick a fight, as they often did until one or the other gave in. It was a morning ritual of sorts. Bjorn threw the bucket down and braced himself for retaliation.

“What are you waiting for? a better invitation.” Bjorn said with a deep tone.

“Not today, Bjorn, I am leaving for a few days,” Ulfr said with a serious look.

“That serious, uh? Where are you headed?” Bjorn asked.

Ulfr replied, “The Blot.”

Bjorn looked at Ulfr with a bit of Jealousy, “Wish I could go, Father’s got me fishing, lucky you, might run into a troll,” Bjorn nudged him with an elbow.

They had all been told the sagas of great beasts that roam the outer wilds; neither of them had a chance to face, aside from spotting an adolescent sea beast entering the outskirts of the fjord once in a while, no bigger than a small skiff. Ulfr wondered if any of it was true.

“I sure hope so,” Ulfr said calmly. On the inside, his stomach was clenching at the thought of running into something as big as a troll. Just then, a group of men on horseback rode up to them.

“Are you done playing around, Ulfr? Get dressed and grab your things, we leave now.” Gudrum spoke sharply. He wore his decorated armor, his hair in braids, and his face painted with a red line going through one of his eyes, covering his scar.

Ulfr ran inside, grabbed his gear, and changed as quickly as he could. Kissed his mother on the cheek and ran out the door. A tall black horse was waiting for him. The rains were maroon and the saddle black. The bridal was embroidered with the face of a wolf, just like his shield. He tossed his pack up and clipped in his shield, hanging it over the horse like he had been doing it for years. He knew how to ride, but had not gone far past the outskirts of Gronnheim. Gudrum noticed the bow around Ulfr’s shoulder and smiled.

Ulfr looked down at his friend, “I will see you when I get back, Bjorn. Look after Veth, will you, try not to scorn all the women while I am gone.” Ulfr chuckled as he spoke to Bjorn, mounting his horse.

“I cannot make any promises!” Bjorn shouted as the company began to trot away. They took the road north out of Gronnheim, headed for the thick woods. There were twenty men, all dressed in armor and spears; only a few carried shields and bows, leaving a small force to guard Gronnheim. Gudrum and Fafnir Road at the front, with Ulfr in the middle. Years passed, and large groups of villagers would travel with them, but after the great war, those pilgrimages stopped in fear of the dark Vaettir that roamed the outer wilds between towns and villages.  

“It is half a day’s ride to the first point, lad, then a day’s ride from there,” Fafnir said with raised eyebrows. “Hope your leg strength is up,” he laughed, looking at Ulfr.

Ulfr was anxious, but excited. He was twenty-three and had been training since he was a boy, but had never seen anything aside from a raiding group here and there, and even then, his Uncle and his war band had handled it. They never let him fight or protect his people, and now that he was older, it was beginning to wear on him, and he was second-guessing himself. If they faced Trolls, or worse, would he be up to the challenge? They rode for what seemed like hours. Ulfr had never ridden that far, and the saddle was new to him. His legs were sore and started to cramp. After riding through fields of tall dead grass and hills of rock and small brooks, they finally came to the edge of the woods. Even in the late autumn when the leaves had all but fallen, it looked dark to him; the sun was shining behind, but yet no light reached the forest, unlike the small group of trees he was used to near Gronnheim. Gudrum jumped down from his horse and turned to the men.

“Set up camp here for tonight, tomorrow we will continue,” Gudrum shouted.

Ulfr hopped down from his horse, grabbed his things, and laid them on the ground. Just as he was about to sit, Gudrum yelled to him.

“Ulfr, walk along the edge of the forest and gather wood for the fires.”

Ulfr shot up, “Of course, uncle.”

He grabbed his bow and slung it over his shoulders, sliding it next to his quiver, and started walking through the woods.

It was oddly quiet to him, no birds, no small animals, nothing but the sound of the men in the distance. He was not used to this kind of quiet, and it made him uneasy. He walked, always looking down, grabbing what he could. He had not realized he had walked so far into the woods. He turned back the way he came, noticing he could not see the men any longer. A chill ran down his spine, and his throat got dry. He could see where he had walked from the kicked-up autumn leaves, which gave him a bit of ease, but he knew he was far, for he could not hear the sounds of the horses or the men chattering. It was getting darker, and he could barely see through the trees now. The cold was setting in. With his arms full, he started back towards the camp. As he was walking, his footsteps were too loud, too loud to be just his. He stopped and turned to see if anything was following him. A shiver ran through his nerves; he could feel something, something watching. He kept walking, trying to listen better. He finally turned his head slowly and caught a shadow out of the corner of his eye. It stopped him in his tracks. He was close now and could hear the horses again. He looked back to his left and caught two yellow eyes looking back at him. His heart dropped to his stomach. Ulfr tossed the wood, instinctively grabbed his bow, and knocked an arrow. The eyes hung in the air, not blinking or moving. He drew his bow, aiming right for where he thought the heart would be of whatever this was. Slowly, the eyes faded back into the darkness. Ulfr re slung his bow and frantically picked up the wood he had tossed and ran for the camp. He burst through the woods into the clearing, panting heavily.

“What is the matter? Did you see a Draugr?” Fafnir chuckled.

Gudrum stood, “What are you running from?”

Ulfr tried swallowing before he spoke, his throat closed up from fear. “Something was following me in the woods. I turned back to see a shadow and yellow eyes looking back at me.” He managed to get out.

Gudrum smiled and helped him pick up the wood. “It is just your mind playing tricks on you, lad; it is all right.”

Gudrum looked at Fafnir with a concerned look on his face. Fafnir got up and started giving orders to the other men while Gudrum and Ulfr started a fire.

Ulfr lay his head down to rest next to one of those fires. He had not been this tired since that day of training last spring when they sparred till the middle of the night, threw the rain and mud. His muscles ached from riding so much. It was cold, colder than it usually is this time of year. He could use the warmth of one of the village girls right now, especially Sigrid. He let his mind drift, thinking of her soft skin and her curved body. It was not long before he fell to sleep. He found himself in an unfamiliar land; all around him was mist. He walked up to the stone steps with maroon banners on tall spikes lining the stairs. There was a symbol, but he could not make it out. At the top of these steps was a stone throne, draped in a single black cloth atop a dais. A man walked out from behind it. His face blurry, he could not see who it was, he told Ulfr to sit in front of him and spoke these words.

“Fear, my boy, fear is not real, but danger is very real. Seek your courage and accept your fears, and you will know victory.”

The mysterious man’s voice faded as Ulfr was jolted awake by the voice of Fafnir. “Wake up, lazy dogs! Throw some bread in your gullet and get moving!” Fafnir walked over to Ulfr and threw him a piece of bread. The morning was foggy, and it hung low to the ground as small rays of light forced through what openings it could in the tall trees around them. 
“Sleep well, lad?

Ulfr shook his head yes and ate his breakfast before packing up camp and riding onward towards the Hall of the Gods. 
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Ulfr:




They rode through a forest path all morning; the sun had disappeared behind gray clouds now, the fog had all but vanished with the warming of the air, and the forest grew thicker as they rode on. Ulfr looked at his uncle riding next to him.  He had been quiet since last night, and it was strange. Gudrum was usually cheerful. He had been stern and of few words all morning. The men were acting strange too; usually they were laughing and making jokes, but now serious and constantly scanning the woods. It made Ulfr uneasy. The forest was dark now, even when the sun came out; tall oak and ash trees covered the forest, bare of any leaves. And even taller great pines canopied the forest, blocking most of the sunlight. The path was wide as if it were ridden daily. They stopped at midday to take a rest and feed the horses. Ulfr hopped down and grabbed some fresh fruit for him and his horse. Fafnir’s doing the same beside him,

“Why is everyone so gloomy?” Ulfr asked Fafnir.

Fafnir fed a handful of oats to his horse as he spoke, the creature greedily slopping the oats from his hand. “We should be seeing signs of stag by now, and we have not seen a single track.” Fafnir replied, “Keep your wits about you, lad. I don’t like it and neither does your uncle, though he will not say it.”

Ulfr’s gut twisted a bit at Fafnir’s words. It had not crossed his mind that they had not seen a single animal, not a bird, rabbit, or even squirrel.

Their short rest was over, and Ulfr climbed back onto his horse as everyone moved out. They reached the second point around late evening, the camp was already mostly set, firewood was split and stacked, and small shelters from sticks were built. Fafnir looked at it like seeing an old friend.

“We are close now, lads, I can hear the Gods,” he said with a smile, the first bit of cheerfulness from the group all day.

The men got down and started lighting the fires and preparing for the night. Gudrum set out guards around the camp. Ulfr was still a bit sore, but riding was getting easier.

“How are you making it, lad?” Fafnir asked as he sat down next to Ulfr on a log. 

“A little sore, but I am getting it down. How is your nose?” Ulfr said with a laugh.

Fafnir gave him a good punch in the arm. “Aye, that was a good shot, lad, it’s healing up just fine, I’ve had more than one broken nose, you know, in fact, in the war…” Fafnir was stopped by a slap on the back of his head.

“There will be no talk about the war,” Gudrum spat as he sat down across from them on a stump, barely making out his face from the raging fire.

“Oh come now, we’ve got to talk about it sometime, Gudrum,” Fafnir spoke sternly.

“No, I will not pray the man to such stories not yet.”

Gudrum was cutting a golden apple in half, stuffing it into his mouth. He did not look happy, and it is a look Ulfr did not like on his uncle. Just then, they were startled by a gut-wrenching scream that came from the woods.

“That cannot be good,” Fafnir spoke, spitting out a chunk of apple.

They both jumped from their spots, the camp now stirring, and ran to the screaming. Ulfr followed behind them. They ran a bit from the fires into the dark. Ahead, they could see the outline of a body lying on the forest floor.

Rskier, one of Gudrum’s men, a red-bearded fellow, thin and tall, was splayed out on the ground holding on to his stomach with both hands. Ulfr could make out blood spilling over his fingers, pouring from a gash in his leather armor, then noticed gut and bile spilling from his side. Ulfr grimaced, turning pale. Gudrum knelt next to him.

“What happened, Rskier?” a sense of urgency in his eyes.

“I am not sure, Chief; I was making my.” His voice was slow, and his breathing was short.

“Take it easy, lad, tell us what you saw,” Fafnir spoke with soft words.

“I was making my rounds and heard a rustle in the leaves.” his voice was rasped and shallower now, “so I wandered towards it, and a shadow of a man was standing over there.” He pointed his bloody finger in the general direction. “I asked him who he was, and there was no answer, so I asked again and drew my sword. Within seconds, I was gutted open like a fish.” Rskier sputtered and coughed up blood. 

“Aye, lad, rest your head.” Fafnir looked at Gudrum with a look Ulfr had not seen before on any man.

“Move to the scouts and get them closer to camp. We do not want to lose anyone else tonight,” Gudrum whispered.

Fafnir drew his sword and ran off into the darkness.

“You come back with me and stay close.” Gudrum grabbed his sword hilt and motioned Ulfr back to camp as two more men came for Rskier.

The air was different now, thinner. Ulfr could not breathe as if his lungs had frozen. Gudrum sat him down by the fire and looked him in the eye.

“Are you scared, lad?” Gudrum asked with a concerning look.

“I am, who wouldn’t be? But I am ready for whatever happens.”

Gudrum smirked for a moment, only for it to be replaced by a saddened look. “Ulfr, it is time we talked about the war. I know I yelled at Fafnir, but maybe he was right,” Gudrum hung his head. “Do you remember those stories the old woman used to tell you as children?”

“Of course, Uncle, like it was yesterday. Wars and Battles, Saga tales of dread beasts. Though a bit foggy, Ulfr looked at his uncle, now gripped with fear for what he thought was coming next.

“Yes, all those things, but there are stories they never told you.”

Ulfr was startled at what his uncle had just said.

“There is more than that,” he thought in his head. Ulfr was silent, waiting for his uncle to say something else. Gudrum stirred the fire, looking into it deeply. The scar over his eye, lit by the fire, seemed bigger than normal. He paused as if reliving the moment he got it. 

“Your grandfather told the people of Gronnheim we were at war against the other clans, when that was far from the truth; we were allied with them against a greater threat.”

" What are you talking about, uncle? Ulfr was now horrified at these words coming from him.

“Have you heard of a Draugr Ulfr?” Gudrum asked.

“Yes, in a few sagas, they are horrifying,” Ulfr replied.

“Well, normally they do not go far from their graves or caverns,” Gudrum spoke. Ulfr choked on the bread he had stuffed into his mouth. “What do you mean usually?”

Gudrum looked up from the fire, “They are as real as the Aesir and the Vanir.” Ulfr put down his meal, staring into the coals. All his life, he had trained for battles. Battles with other men skilled like him, he had thought he might face a bear or even a troll in the wild, but this was beyond what he could even imagine. His uncle went on as the fire burned.

“Draugr can’t leave far from their resting place, but years ago, a force stirred up something ancient, before man, maybe.” He tossed another log on the fire.

“We don’t know what it was or even what to call it other than it came from another realm, a void-like place with nothing but darkness and terror. Most men took to calling him lord of the void. He could control all manner of Vaettir; the Dokkalfar- dark elves, took to him especially.” Gudrum ran his fingers threw his beard,

“ And even more beings from other realms outside Midgard. This lord had immense power. He could control them, twist things into shadow and malice, and make Draugr wake up and move around, and even organize them.”

He looked off into the dark as if they all approached again, coming to take him. “That’s what we were fighting, that’s what the war was about, all the clans banding together to take down these creatures, along with Aesir and Vanir and allies of light.”

At this point, Ulfr could barely breathe. It felt like ice had frozen over his heart like a fjord in the winter.

“And… and you think a Draugr killed Rskier, is that why you are telling me this?”

Gudrum looked at Ulfr with calmness. Which made him feel slightly better.

“I don’t know, I hope not, but we must be ready if it is. Now, get some sleep; we have a long day ahead of us still. I’ll take first watch.”

With all his uncle had told him swirling through his mind, Ulfr ate in silence before rolling into his fur beside the fire, not that he would get any sleep after what he had just learned.

Ulfr woke to the sun peeking through the tree line. The only time of day that the woods saw any of its light. He did not sleep well, considering the conversation with his uncle. He had stayed up most of the night, his mind wandering. He could not imagine what it was like to fight something like that, and what his friends would think of all this. He wished his companions were here. Bjorn’s battle rage and Veth’s quick thinking. They were a good team and had never been separated for this long. Most of the men were already up and moving around, putting out fires and packing things up. He could see his uncle trimming his beard in a bucket of creek water. He always liked to keep it neat. Ulfr scanned the camp, his eye catching on a cloth that was laid over something by the horses, and Ulfr remembered last night.

“It’s Rskier, he did not make it through the night,” Fafnir said as he caught Ulfr looking at him and placed a hand over his shoulder.

“He died by the sword; he’s drinking with our ancestors in Valhalla, or the halls of Lady Freya.”

Gudrum finished trimming his beard and splashed the bucket over his face. Donning his gear, he jumped up onto his horse.

“We ride men, it is not long to the hall of the Gods, we will continue there and search the area once we are settled,” Gudrum shouted. Ulfr scurried to his horse, loading his gear and mounting quickly. 

Ulfr had heard of this place as a child. The biggest hall you could imagine, ceilings taller than the trees, statues of Odin, Thor, Tyr, and Freya. And all the Aesir and Vanir. It is where the clan did their most sacred blots. A sacrifice to the Gods for a good harvest, hunt, and a good year, years ago, the Gods could travel there, if one was lucky enough, and commune with them in person; now they had ceased to visit Midgard.  
They rode for half a day through thick woods and snow-covered valleys.

The beach trees were covered in shining ice like a coat of armor. They travel up a shallow ridge, a vast lake down below them. The lake was frozen with black ice like the scale of a darkly clad dragon, although there was snow all around them, the lake was barren; harsh winds had blown it clean. The party came to a clearing at the top of a ridge. Ulfr looked down from his horse and the sheer drop below him,

“Careful, lad, it’s a long drop,” Fafnir spoke with a half mouth full of bread.”

“It’s a longer walk to the bottom.” Gudrum walked passed, slapping Fafnir hard on the back.

Gudrum spoke loudly, “ALRIGHT, you know the drill, men, grab what we can from the horses and make it on foot down the ridge.”

Ulfr grabbed what he could from his horse, slung his bow over his shoulder and his shield, and dropped his Axe to his hilt by his side. They started down the steep ridge covered in ice and snow, the sound crunching beneath their boots. It was late evening as they went down the path; the sun was behind them, and they could feel its subtle heat no more as it dipped below the horizon. As they came to the bottom, a large field stretched in front of them, at the end a small mountain littered with fir trees, the frozen lake now behind them. Near the top of the mountain, Ulfr could see parts of wood and stone,

“The hall of the Gods!!” Ulfr shouted with excitement.

They stared across the long valley, the lake to their backs, and the moon just starting to peak over the skyline to the left of the fur trees. The company was halfway across when a thick mist settled in around them. At first, it was thin, but with every step, it grew thicker and harder to see in front of them. All was hidden save the faint light of the moon in the distance. There was a foul stench in the air, and Ulfr could not place it, nor had he ever smelt such a foul thing. Just then, a shadow moved quickly through the mist as if walking on air. It came closer and closer, then vanished as if it was not there at all. Ulfr turned to his uncle,

“Did you see that?”

“No, see what? Keep walking,” Gudrum replied with a stern voice, “we must get through this fog quickly.”

Ulfr looked in the direction of the shadow he saw, as he stared into the mist, a scream broke the silence. Ulfr saw one of the men dragged into the mist as if tied to an anchor that had been cast into the depths of the sea; the mist swallowed him whole as he flashed out of sight.

“Uncle!!” Ulfr yelled

“I see it, lad, SHIELD WALL!!” Gudrum shouted with a commanding voice.

The men quickly closed around them in a circle of shields, tightly woven, every man covering the one next to him.

They stood there in silence for what felt like forever, nothing but the sound of heightened breathing. Just then, something slammed into the shield wall as if a long ship had rammed there own. The wall faltered, and more men began to be picked off into the mist as their screams faded. 
“We need to make a run for it, Gudrum!!” Fafnir spoke up.

“Agreed, old friend, but which way?” Gudrum replied.

Ulfr looked around the mist, not able to see ten feet in front of him. Looking to the sky, he could faintly see the light of the moon.

“Uncle!! The moon! Would it be atop the hill by now!?”

Gudrum looked at his nephew with a smirking smile as if he knew all along. “Aye, lad, you are correct! We make for the temple, stay close to one another, we cannot see what attacks us!!”

The men began to shuffle the shield wall and started for the moon as fast as they could. Just as they hit the tree line, they broke apart.

“TO THE GATES!” Gudrum screamed aloud.

As they broke, what seemed like arrows started flying by them; they could hear them whistling by their heads. One hit the tree next to Ulfr; he looked it over for the markings of another clan, realizing it was like no arrow he had ever seen. It was black and needle-like but almost see-through, like an icicle smoldering as if it had just been on fire. He could feel his uncle’s hand on his shoulder.

“RUN!!!” Gudrum shouted.

Ulfr turned up the hill just as his uncle’s shield blocked three more arrows, hitting it with a thwack, thwack, thwack. The company continued up the hill until finally they reached the gates of the temple.

“Quick lads, get it open and inside,” Fafnir shouted to the men.

Everyone made it inside, and just as they closed the gate, Ulfr could see a thick shadow moving up the slope as if the mist had a life of its own, tendrils around it like a coil of serpents. It hit the gate and was thrown to the sky and up and around the temple as if the temple itself had some type of shield protecting it, and vanished as if it was never there.

“It cannot be,” Fafnir spoke, looking up to the sky where the shadow had just vanished.

“It seems to be, but we cannot get ahead of ourselves, Fafnir. Get the men inside, tend to the wounded, and get some food in our bellies, and then we will talk,” Gudrum replied as he opened the doors to the hall next to the temple.

The hall was huge, the stories were true, and it was bigger than anything Ulfr had ever seen. The beams were massive, as if they were built around a thousand-year-old trees, the fire pit twice as long as his uncle’s mead hall. Tables lined one side enough to hold what seemed like two hundred men; torches above lit the entire hall, giving a faint orange glow to everything. Ulfr slung off his bow and placed his shield and Axe on one of the tables and sat down, his muscles tense and his adrenaline high from their encounter. Fafnir sat down across from him, slamming down two horns,

“Water for the muscles, mead for the mind,” Fafnir spoke softly.

“What’s going on, Fafnir? out there, I have never seen anything like that.” Ulfr’s stomach churned just thinking back on the events of the last three days. “I can’t say for sure, but one thing I do know is it’s not good. I’m sure Gudrum will talk soon once we converse with the veterans. For now, try and get some sleep.”

Ulfr laid out his deer skin mat and tried to close his eyes for a bit. He drifted off quickly and found himself in a deep dream.
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Ulfr:


Ulfr found himself at the foot of a long pathway, cobblestone beneath his feet lit by A few torches above cedar posts, a maroon flag waving in the wind. A symbol lay upon it, but he still could not make it out. A voice echoed down the path, shaking the trees around him.

“Come to me, my son, we have much to do,” the voice trembled.

The path was fuzzy, but he could see the way. Just as he started walking, he heard another voice.

“Ulfr, wake up, wake up!!”

Ulfr opened his eyes to his uncle, shaking him awake.

“It was a dream, lad, just a dream,” Gudrum said as he gently shook Ulfr. Confused and covered in sweat, Ulfr blinked his eyes,

“What. What time is it?” Ulfr replied, rubbing his hands over his face.

“The sun has just come up; the men are stirring, and we must discuss our next course of action,” Gudrum replied, helping Ulfr up off the floor.

The men now were around the long hearth, one of them relighting the embers that had gone out in the night, a few heating some porridge in some iron pots. There were few now, only twelve out of the twenty men that left Gronnheim remained. The veterans looked pale and worried as if they all had the same nightmare in the night.

Ulfr sat down close to the now rekindled fire, grabbing some bread and a bowl of steaming porridge. Gudrum walked up to the group, sighing before he spoke. “Alright, men, the veterans that are left among us know exactly what I’m about to say. I never hoped I would have to again, but I fear it is true. What attacked us last night, we believe to be remnants of the old war.”

Fafnir handed him a steaming bowl,

“We have heard rumors of such things, but did not think anything of it until now.”

Ulfr choked down a piece of his bread, now getting a lump in his throat, remembering the story his uncle had told him of what the old war was about. “Now that being said, we have a duty here; this old forgotten shadow is a threat to our people and all the people of our lands, and we must hunt them down and send them back to the darkness they crawled out of.”

The men started talking among themselves, some of the younger warriors expressing concerns and arguing with the veterans. One of the younger men spoke up, “What exactly are we dealing with, Chief? None of us has seen such things in our lifetimes.”

Everyone went silent as they waited for the response of their Chieftan.

“Most of you know the story of the war, what we fought against, and the darkness that tried to swallow up the world. We defeated the armies of Draugr, Dokkalfar, and Vaettir that plagued our lands. Well, some of the captains and greater beings were never defeated; they fled into the shadowlands and a few small islands to the Northwest, and there we thought they would stay. It seems we were wrong.”

Ulfr looked around the room full of men. He had trained with most of the younger men, and the Veterans had trained him his whole life, some of the toughest warriors he had ever seen, and they all looked scared, and it made Ulfr even more worried than he already was, but he would do what he had to and protect his people.

The group ate breakfast before continuing the conversation. They did not have much left from the journey. Usually, they would have hunted by now, but due to the situation and the fact that they had not seen a single creature on the way, no one had been allowed to leave the temple gates since last night, not knowing if the shadow had been left behind. Fafnir dished out what was left of porridge and bread. Then sat and ate quietly, not a word was said, no cheer, no laughter, just silence. Ulfr did not particularly like porridge, and there was no honey to sweeten it, so it was stale, but he ate it, his thoughts racing.

The morning was extremely quiet, not even a songbird could be heard as Gudrum opened the hall doors and looked out across the courtyard. Fresh snow had fallen on the ground as if a Cotton blanket had been thrown across the land. The fresh snow muffled their footsteps, and it was eerily still. Ulfr followed his uncle out to the courtyard, struggling to understand the events of the last couple of days, but even after all that had happened, the strangest thing to him was his dreams of late. They felt so real, as if he were there, and he felt tired like he hadn’t slept at all.

Ulfr stepped beside his uncle, who was staring out into the wood,

“Uncle, what are we going to do next? Whatever it is, I stand beside you. I will stand and fight.”

Gudrum looked at his nephew with a grim face,

“We may have dark times ahead. The shadow that came over us in the valley is nothing to play with; it was dark magic, a force of pure evil. The Vaettir was a captain of the army of chaos in the Great War, second only to his master. In our tongue, he is known as Skollr or the deceiver. He is a Vaettir of shadow and mist; his power is great, and no man was able to bring him down. And he escaped to the west. We will have to tread carefully from here on out.” Gudrum slapped Ulfr on the back,

“But don’t worry, nephew, we have Fafnir on our side,” he said with a chuckle. His uncle’s joke made Ulfr laugh a little, though short lived. Gudrum stepped closer to the gate, staring down the snowy slope, his face hard, 

“Things may be in motion now. I have feared it for so long, I pray mankind is ready.” Gudrum turned and walked inside. Ulfr wanted to ask his uncle what that meant, and about his dreams, but did not want to worry him with more troubles, so he kept it to himself as he followed after Gudrum.

Back in the hall, the men had finished eating and were beginning to pack up. “Alright, men, listen up. We must travel back to Grindr and gather more men and supplies. Finding this dark Vaettir and what he is up to so far away from the shadowlands is a priority over everything; tell your family what you must, but keep this as secret as you can. We don’t want to worry the people.”

Then, grabbing a horn of mead on the table and swiftly chugging it down, he began to pack his things. Ulfr walked over to where he had slept the night before, started rolling up his sleeping mat and packing what things he had, he couldn’t help but think of the shadow that had passed over them the night before at the temple gates, what kind of creature could possess such power, he had never seen anything like it and it sent fear through him, but he thought of the dream he had in Gronnheim the night before they left and the words the blanked face man told him and it gave him strength and he continued packing. The group made their way to the ridge where they had left the horses. Untouched and stirring at their approach, which was a great relief for Ulfr. It would have been a much longer trip back to Gronnheim without the horses. The men saddled up and started across the ridge the same way they had come.

The snow was much deeper now than when they had arrived, and the horses were having trouble pushing through. Ulfr, trying to think of an easier path, remembered the lake they had passed on the way to the temple. It was lower than the ridge they were on, and the snow was not as deep.

“Uncle, I suggest we check out the lake below, maybe the snow is not as deep and would give the horses an easier path for a short while,” Ulfr suggested.

Gudrum looked at Ulfr with a surprised look, “Well, lad, you have been full of good ideas lately.”

After a short walk back down, slowly guiding the horses down the steep ridge, a plan Fafnir contested, they briefly left the horses at the edge of the lake as they came upon it, Ulfr was more than just right the lake was almost bare, the harsh winds had blown most of the snow off the ice from the night before and even more, the snow was less beyond the lake do to the Lower altitude.

“Looks like Ulfr made a good choice, aye, lads,” Fafnir spoke.

“The ice should be plenty thick enough. Let’s get moving,” Gudrum yelled to the group.

The men retrieved the horses and started across the lake. The sun was hidden behind dark clouds, giving no reflection in the ice, leaving it dark and almost black, and there was a slight fog in the air. Halfway across Ulfr’s heart stopped, there was that same foul stench in the air he had smelled the day before when the mist fell. Turning to his uncle, he waited for him to say something, but his uncle was already staring off into the distance with a shocked look on his face. Ulfr slowly turned his head in the direction his uncle was staring at, and his heart dropped even further. The horses spooked and ran back off the lake behind them. In the distance, he could see a mass of men standing just inside their range of view, though he could not make out their faces; they looked shambled and ragged. He could see tattered clothes blowing in the wind and yellow eyes, those same yellow eyes he had seen in the woods gathering wood a few nights ago. Before Ulfr could even gather his thoughts, a figure stepped out in front of the group of men, cloaked in darkness like a living shadow, with what looked like smoke smoldering from a put-out fire around him. Ulfr could hear his armor clank as he walked closer to them.

“Weak men of Midgard, tremble before my sight!” It raised its hands, spreading them wide, “There will be no escape from the darkness. Fall on your knees now and serve the Chaos. I am Skollr, captain of my master’s army, and he has awakened!!”

Skollr’s voice echoed across the lake as if he were one hundred men, raspy and deep, which made Ulfr’s hair stand on the back of his neck. The younger men all stepped back in shock while the veterans stood still, shields up; they had seen his like before and long fought against it. Fafnir drew his sword and yelled back across the lake.

“That is impossible, we sent your master back to the void!! He is no more.” Skollr let out a horrifying shriek and drew his sword; the sound it made, grinding as it came out of its sheath, was enough to blow any man’s eardrum. You could see his teeth in the darkness, situated around his face in a circle like the mouth of an eel. “You cannot kill the master, foolish mortals; he is of the void and was only delayed. Your doom is near.” Skollr lifted his sword and pointed it towards them.

Just then, the men behind him started towards the group.

“Shield wall!!!” Gudrum yelled.

Just as the men got their shields up, those same black arrows from the woods hit them. Their wall held; their shield wall was tight. Ulfr crept to the front and looked through a peephole in the shields. He could now see the small host of men more clearly as they got closer. He realized that they were not men at all, their faces were hallowed and wrinkled as if they had been in the water too long, most had barely any armor on save for a few shoulder guards and helms, their eyes were a bright yellow as if lit from a forge fire, none of them had skin and most were shriveled muscle and bare bone. He then realized that they were the Draugr his uncle had talked about. Ulfr took a deep breath, steadied himself, and tried to remember his training. Most of the battles he had fought were among his kin and friends, though it was tough, and he had been cut and bruised many times. This, this was different; these creatures were coming to kill them, and he had to be better than them. He finally slowed his breathing down and started counting the group of Draugr. There couldn’t be more than twenty of them scattered and looking undisciplined, just a shamble of dead wandering towards a single goal: destroy. If they could pick them off slowly without sustaining any losses, they could win!

Ulfr stepped back from the shield wall, remembering his grandfather’s bow. He pulled it off his back and knocked an arrow from his quiver. Though it was not his primary weapon of choice, he was particularly good. He closed his eyes and felt the bow in his hands, and focused on that feeling. He opened his eyes
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