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

      

      I strive to blend gut-wrenching action, thought-provoking ideas, and complex characters into dense narratives that explore the human condition and the nature of free will. In the end, I hope to create art that stays with you long after you turn the final page …
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            THE WHISPER

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        It starts with a whisper, a haunting intimation of a World askew. That we are, in the end, caught in a death spiral, time nearly played out, whilst entropy tugs ever harder upon the Wheel of Fate.

      

        

      
        Looking now into the dying embers, we at last apprehend Truth, and in it the revelation that the vaunted tales of old were not what we thought … And neither, in fact, were we.

      

        

      
        For if we have lived before, might not all we’ve dreamt be but our souls’ memories of Worlds become dust …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Fear not death, for the hour of your doom set and none may escape it.”

        -Völsung Saga
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        Year 2 Age of the Æsir

      

      

      

      Fire is life. Such were the words that sustained Men against a frozen world saturated by the soul-stealing Mist, an aphorism to buttress courage as much as to importune against allowing flames to dwindle. The words slithered through Gylfi’s mind as he trod through the moon-dark wood, the Mist retreating—if only just—from the sputtering flame of his torch. Almost, he could feel the ire of the hateful vapour, incensed to find a Man daring to venture forth at night, in a time when the Otherworld waxed.

      Oh, but such was the point of this sojourn, he mused, packed snow crunching beneath his boots.

      Only the evergreens still bore leaves, bowed as they were by the weight of the snow that, this far north, did not always melt even in summer. The rest of the trees were skeletal obelisks reaching desiccated fingers toward the gibbous moon, as if to claim succour from its wan light. He had passed beyond the bounds of his kingdom, into the wilds betwixt there and Lappmarken, lands all but forbidden to Sviars out of fear of witchery and ill urd—fate—that could befall a man who crossed such forces.

      The völva—witch—Gylfi sought was not, so far as he knew, a Lapp, though rumour claimed she may have learnt somewhat of their arcana, forbidden to men. For a man to breathe in spirits, to allow them to penetrate himself, it was thought ergi—unmanly—by common folk who little understood the perilous cliff upon which Mankind found itself stranded, surrounded by forces beyond his ken. Lost in the dark, should not one tend toward any source of light, be it faltering flame or treacherous wildfire? Aye, Gylfi sought the wisdom of the Otherworld, though he would not let it be known that he longed to claim such Art.

      Somewhere overhead, hidden in shadowed branches, a raven cawed, answered a moment later by another. The Mist coiled about Gylfi’s shins, hungry for a soul, almost sensual as it teased his legs. It would, given chance, worm its way into mouth and nose, fill lungs, and choke life from him, even as it froze and choked life from Midgard. The flame held the brume at bay. Still, when a sudden, fell wind swept over him, dragging at his fire as if to tear it loose from the oil-sodden rag about his torch, Gylfi’s heart clenched in primal dread. Fire is life.

      With one arm, he sheltered the flame until the wind abated. The breeze had flung snow flurries and ice crystals into his hair, riming Gylfi’s furs and crusting his beard. Aye, it was an ill night to be about. He faltered, considered turning back, finding a glade to camp and kindle a fire. Daylight proved fleeting this time of year, and mayhap he ought to have awaited summer, when the sun would linger long overhead. Caution might have been prudent, but strange dreams had come upon him, night after night, intimating peril for Dalar, and Gylfi, like any good king, must think to his people.

      Ever did his cousins at Uppsalir, especially Alrek, seek to reunite the Yngling house, perhaps even at the cost of extinguishing Gylfi’s branch of the clan. Maybe, they would have accepted him as jarl beneath them, even as they had made another cousin the Jarl of Jamtla. But Gylfi was a king and to surrender such a title would shame him beyond endurance, a cave lion allowing itself to be named a house cat.

      So he pressed on, into the howling wind, mindful of predators that stalked the night. Dire wolves prowled these wilds, he knew, stockier than other wolves, and more aggressive, with teeth that could rend mail as easily as flesh. A pack could take down a mammoth; he’d seen it once in his days as a hunter, ere he took the throne.

      The woods broke, opening into tundra, one illumined by the ghost lights that danced in winter skies. Moonlight silvered the Mist here, giving the plain the appearance of Niflheim, of Gylfi’s nightmares of Hel’s frozen underworld. He’d gone not a hundred paces beyond the tree line when he came upon tracks so heavy even fresh snow had not yet filled in the impression. Gylfi knelt, examining the spoor. Not quite the size of mammoth prints. A crash of woolly rhinos, he thought, roaming free between the glacial shelf off the mountains and the woodlands. Perhaps they had migrated out of Kvenland, for in winter an ice shelf oft bridged the narrows of the gulf. His hunters could have fine game, should they choose to venture so far afield, though he knew none would. There were worse predators than dire wolves or cave lions haunting the wild places, and men would have accounted him a fool for trekking here, even to consult a völva, much less one who clearly loved her solitude.

      Aye, there were völvur enough on the fringes of Dalar town, plying herbcraft, called in as midwives, or even casting runes to divine a man’s fortunes. None had given him the answers he sought, and ever his dreams stalked the corners of his mind, sleeping, waking. A shadow passed in the dark halls of sleep, as of some fell vaettr—spirit—haunting him. He touched his iron brooch at the thought, warding against the Otherworld. Mayhap he found himself plagued by a mara, weaving for him nightmares as the Norns wove Urd, or perhaps by some disquieted ghost, wroth with him for a slight, real or perceived. Or, if not, if his dreams were warnings of peril impending, be it from others of the Yngling clan or even the Gautish tribe to the south, this he must know.

      For to foresee a dread future and fail to strive against it was a grave shirking of responsibility handed to those given such knowledge.

      His torch guttered as he pressed onward. Soon, he would need to replace it, though he had but a handful left, and still no sign of the witch’s lodge. Onward, he pressed, and again ravens cawed, promising to feast upon his corpse should he fall in these unknown lands. Considering the Mist might well give rise to a living ghost, he might account himself lucky to serve as raven-food.

      In the distance, he saw a gleam, hazy through the Mist, and toward this he trekked, his steps quickening with anticipation. Firelight meant Man, for beasts and vaettir shunned such. At last, a hall came into view, its roof sagging beneath the weight of too much snow. Its fence was high, cut from solid logs, with the hints of iron spokes poking out from above the snows. The völva welcomed vaettir, aye, but only when invited; she would not want denizens of the Otherworld coming upon her dwelling unannounced. In likewise warding, torch poles rimmed either side of the main door, belching oily smoke into the night sky.

      Gylfi pried open the ice-crusted iron latch of the fence; the gate creaked like aching bones when he eased it open. The sound must have alerted those within, for someone cracked the door ajar, though Gylfi could make out naught within the darkened hall.

      “I seek the völva,” he cried from the gate. “I am a Man.” He placed his palm upon its iron latch to prove his claim.

      “’Tis past the middle of the night,” a girl’s voice answered, younger than he’d have expected. But, of course, the völva would keep girls here, apprentices in training whom she no doubt set about work that thralls would have done in civilised halls. “Who comes calling at such an hour?”

      For a moment, he considered lying, fearing his presence here might earn him the scorn of his people. But it would little behoove him to come seeking answers and refuse to reveal his purpose. “I am Gylfi, King of Dalar, scion of the Yngling clan.”

      Hushed voices sounded within the hall and Gylfi shifted from foot to foot, for the first time wondering if they might turn him away after he had trekked so very far. “Leave sword and seax outside,” the girl said, after a moment more.

      Taking the invitation, Gylfi removed his broadsword from his shoulder and unbelted his seax, then trudged to the house and leant both blades against the outer wall. He drove his torch into the snow, then he raised his empty hands, showing he was unarmed. The girl opened the door further. His torchlight spilled over her face, revealing ashy, flaxen hair, and a girl of no more than thirteen winters.

      “She’ll see you soon,” the girl said, motioning Gylfi inward and indicating the fire pit where he might sit and warm himself. An invitation he immediately availed himself of, collapsing in a huff and shaking the rime from his furs ere tossing them aside to dry. Next he raked his numb fingers through a beard grown unkempt from too long in the wild.

      With the shutters drawn tight, smoke from the pit made the hall thick and turned the light hazy, the fumes trickling through vent holes near rafters carved in the likeness of feral beasts and venomous serpents. The old house creaked with the wind. This place sat somewhere betwixt Midgard and the Otherworld, or at least such was the impression the völva sought to engender. Nestled in the shadow of the towering glacier as her hall was, Gylfi would have named that effort a success.

      The woman who appeared through the smoke-haze looked more shadow than mortal, lingering as she did just beyond the firelight’s threshold. The crackle of the flame almost covered the sound of bones clinking in her hair. As she drew nigh, stepping half into the light, he beheld her face, weathered by time though not quite matronly. Her brow and cheeks bore runic tattoos that, in the scant illumination, seemed sinister, writhing in the flame-shattered shadows. In one hand she carried a staff, its tip carved in spirals, feathers dangling from strings wound into the grooves. In the other, the woman bore a spirit drum which Gylfi knew völvur used to enter their trances. Almost unconsciously, he brushed fingers over his iron brooch.

      “Tell me, King, why come to my hearth at such a late hour, and alone, no less.” The latter, he thought a jibe, for all men who sought völvur came in supplication, be they king or thrall. To have brought a retinue would not only have damaged his reputation amongst his people but might have aroused the ire of the vaettir with whom völvur mediated. In this space, she was a queen, and he the subject of her whim, to aid or spurn as she saw fit.

      “Ill omens plague my dreams, and I find myself compelled to seek a reading of the urd before Dalar. Those wise women nigh at hand have not the seidr needful to say what impends.” Witch or no, Gylfi found few men or women immune to flattery. As for the future, the cusp of summer was a time for making raids, aye, or war, if one was so inclined. Gylfi withdrew a silver arm ring from his wrist and laid it in the space between himself and the völva.

      Though the woman made no move, the girl scampered forward, grabbed the treasure, and inspected it. She nodded to her mistress and disappeared into a side room. A moment later, the girl returned—the ring gone—now bearing a leather pouch, which she gave to the völva. The older woman snatched it and shooed the girl away, drawing loose the strings in well-practiced motion, before withdrawing a handful of something.

      This, she cast into the space where Gylfi had left his ring. Rune-carved tiles of bone skittered along the rushes, and Gylfi leant forward, almost imagining he could see something in the pattern of their fall. When he looked up, the völva stared not at her runes but at him. Among the Kvens and Lapps, it was said, men could practice seidr, there named shamanism, and for such, those foreign peoples were much feared among Sviars. The most feared of all were the Witch-Queens of Pohjola, and again, Gylfi caught himself wondering if this völva had trained among their ilk. Wordless, the woman tore her gaze from his and pored over the runes, grumbling under her breath all the while. Every so oft, her tongue darted from between her teeth like a serpent snapping prey.

      “What do you see?” he ventured when the silence had drawn on long enough to carry choking weight.

      The woman sighed, dropped her chin to her chest, closed her eyes, yawning wide. “I see a quickening of the Mist. I see … wolves … ravenous, hemming in the lands of Man. A change I feel, shifting of the winds that may betoken weal or woe, though which none can say …” She breathed a longer sigh, her eyes popping open.

      Gylfi tried not to squirm, tried not to accuse the woman of working false, though to his mind, she said little with many words. He had not trekked across leagues of frozen waste and perilous wild for vagaries he could have heard uttered in his own hall, by half-trained völva apprentices. “Surely the famed völva can offer more light about what impends.”

      A sneer crossed her face. “It gluts itself on doomed men’s lives, reddens the dwellings of gods with crimson stains, whilst sun turns black and weather vicious. Would you yet know more?”

      Skalds claimed, in the days of the Old Kingdoms, sorcerers great and terrible ruled, calling upon powers now faded from the world. This woman seemed but a pebble beneath such mountains of power, and yet, something about how she uttered her last words prickled his flesh with misgivings. A chill ran through him, heedless of the stifling warmth of the fire pit.

      It became hard to swallow, hard to speak. “What urd lies before Dalar?”

      “Herald the change … or be swept away in its tide.” A strangeness had settled into the timbre of her voice, only reinforcing the sense of unease that crawled up Gylfi’s spine. With a wide swoop of her arm, the völva scooped all the tiles away and rose, arching her back with an audible pop. “Rest yourself by the fire ‘til morn, if it please you.” She cast a weighty look upon him, which, though she did not speak, made plain what might befall any man fool enough to lay a finger upon a völva’s apprentice.

      Not that such a threat would prove needful; Gylfi did not take girls so young to his bed, and after this night, such companionship was far from his mind. Almost, he had thought the völva a fraud, thought her rune-craft and ramblings theatrics to bring in silver. And yet …

      No, Gylfi did not think to spend the night here, though fire was a welcome bulwark against the Mist. Instead, with mumbled thanks, he withdrew from the hall and its yard, closing the latch behind him. By the very Gates of Hel, this night had proved weighty, no mistake, and still, he had no true answer. Only, the völva seemed to confirm the import of his dreams, of a changing drawing nigh, and one, according to her, he must herald rather than vie against.

      Instead, Gylfi took up his dwindling torch and hurried back toward the woods, uncertain whether the open tundra or the shadow-drenched forest offered more peril. All he could say at present was he would see himself well away from the völva’s hall ere he allowed himself a moment’s rest. He knew he moved with incautious speed, but it felt as though a flame now kindled in his own breast, demanding he fly from this place.

      At last, he passed back into the wood. As he crossed the threshold, his vantage changed, the trees becoming the supporting pillars of rafters high overhead. He was within a long hall, one thatched with golden shields above the rafters. The light from twin hearths cast an orange gleam among the shields, leaving them nigh radiant above, whilst coils of the smoke slithered around them like linnorms—dragons.

      “I …” Gylfi spun, looked behind himself, for he could not recall how he had come to such a place, nor had there been a hall here when he had passed this way earlier. Once more, he looked into the hall, and before him stood a man, juggling seaxes, seeming not the least concerned to have a full seven in the air at once. “Whose hall is this?”

      “The hall of the king,” the man answered, his gaze unfocused, looking neither at the blades he tossed nor Gylfi. “He waits within. If you would have his name, you may inquire it of him.” As the knife-juggler spoke, the fires within the pits flared as if stoked by forge bellows. Warm light illumined an archway leading deeper into the hall.

      Uncertain why—indeed, feeling his feet were no longer his own—Gylfi plodded forward, passing into the main room. Here, the ceiling rose even higher. Another set of fire pits, larger than the last, ran along the length of the room, leading toward a high seat on a raised platform at the back. Columns with graven images of feral beasts supported the roof. Between the pits ran long benches, along which many men and women sat, feasting and cavorting.

      Gylfi took a step forward, and every face in the hall turned toward him in a single motion, as if possessed of one mind. The figures had no eyes, only gaping holes of starlight. At the sight, Gylfi’s breath caught, and he turned, intent on fleeing, only to find the archway he’d come through had vanished, replaced by wainscoted walls depicting fierce battles. Once more, Gylfi turned toward the high seat and found himself obliged to trudge forward, as if he were but a karl summoned by his lord. Atop the platform, a wizened man clad in grey sat upon a throne, a wide-brimmed hat slouched over his face, concealing his features. At his feet curled a pair of wolves, and by his side leant a spear capped with an undulating blade. The old man leant forward, resting his chin upon a palm. “What will you hear, King of Men?” His voice was scratchy, rough as the hints of his features, stern, but grandfatherly.

      Gylfi had thought to conceal his identity, but the figure on the throne made plain he knew Gylfi and thus obviated any need for pretence. “I came in search of wisdom,” Gylfi said, and that much was true. “I would know the meaning of the signs and portents that haunt me.”

      “Wisdom is the worthiest of aspirations,” the man on the throne said. “You needs must grasp it to survive.”

      Whilst it seemed plain seidr was at work here, at work upon him, Gylfi was not given to grovel before the feet of another man. “If you claim to have wisdom, tell me then of the divine and the will of the Norns.”

      “The divine … Well asked, for those your tribes have long worshipped, the Vanir, are fallen, overcome by the greater gods, the Æsir. Aye, fabled Vanaheim lies broken, Njörd slain, gone are the vaunted ones of old. Cast down, by the lord of the Æsir.”

      Gylfi struggled to swallow such a claim. He had felt a change coming. But to think of the fall of gods, that bespoke Mist-madness, inviting the wrath of the Vanir. “What do they call this lord?”

      “He is called the High One, the Grey Wanderer, the one who hung from the branches of Yggdrasil until Sight before him arose. They call him Ásagrimmr, Gagnrádr, Thrithi, or Vófuthr. Some name him Valfodr.” Gylfi started at such a title, for it meant “father of the slain,” and thus did the Ás god claim mastery over death itself. “Last, they name him Odin. In his hands was the World of Man shaped like clay before the kiln. By his spear, Gungnir, did the ancient frost jötunn Ymir fall. From his corpse did the sons of Borr craft the land, from his blood the seas, from his skull the sky. From the lashes of Ymir, they built the Midgard Wall to embower the mortal world against Ymir’s jötunn heirs. Then last, from ash and elm, did Odin fashion the race of Man. And now, when ages have passed and that race has begun to wane under the guardianship of the Vanir, the Æsir returned and broke those who had failed you and your ilk.”

      Gylfi shifted, uncomfortable in the stifling hall, conscious of the eyeless faces still watching him. He knew incredulity ought to have been his part. Yet still, he could not shake the thought that the hundred faces gazing at him, peering into his soul, were but aspects of the high one before him.

      Herald the change … or be swept away in its tide, the völva had said.

      The figure before him rose, no longer the height of a man but of a towering jötunn, half again as tall as Gylfi. “Carry my message to the Men of the North Realms. For a new Age of the world has begun. The Age of the Æsir has arrived.” The man waved a hand through the air, and flaming runes appeared in a circle before him, burning bright, their images seeming to sear into Gylfi’s retinas.

      He screamed, shielding his eyes against the blinding pain.

      Gylfi blinked awake. He lay in an open field with no sign of the hall. Yet when he sat, he saw ashen stains, as if flames in the shape of runes had burnt into the snowscape. A time he lingered, patting himself to see if he had truly wakened, asking himself if any of that had happened, or if Odin had spoken the truth of the past. There was something cunning and dire about the god, aye, but too something far beyond Man. And Odin had chosen Gylfi as his herald.
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      Thousands of years before recorded history, when the Earth was cold, locked in an age of ice and Mist, then did the Æsir walk the world, and with flashing blades and gritted teeth strive against the foretold end. But the weavers’ threads may be by no hands untwined, and Urd forever impends. Thus, truly it may be told, already has Ragnarök played out, and valiant though we fight, still again it creeps nigh.

      —The secret histories
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            DAYS GONE: ODIN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        799 Age of Man

      

      

      

      Flames from the pyre leapt high into the night, banishing Mist and preserving the living even as they consumed the dead, devouring flesh and dreams and hopes. Father. Odin stood at the forefront of the crowd, staring into the flames, unwilling to look at the mass of people who had come to bid farewell to Borr, the great jarl. All the nearest Ás clans had come. The jarls decked in their embroidered furs and golden arm rings, their thegns clad in mail or leather, and even völvur—witches steeped in secrets forever denied to men. All had come to pay respect to the greatest Ás in living memory. The World was lesser now, the flames a failing defence against the ever-encroaching cold. One day, all fires would burn down to cinders. One day, the World would die. Soon, Odin mused.

      Almost, Odin thought he could hear Father’s voice in the susurration of the wind and the crackle of the flame. Almost, he could make out words. If Father had last thoughts to share with him, though, such remained forever denied to Odin. What would the man have said, could he still speak?

      Odin’s two brothers looked to him now, to see what he, the eldest, would do, what he would say. He had already spoken in their father’s honour, his voice almost breaking, afraid to give in to the avalanche of grief lest he seem ergi—unmanly. But his brothers, the rest of the Wodan clan, and even the other jarls all waited for his words. As if some speech, feeble gesture, or sentiment, might preserve the tenuous peace Father had held betwixt the clans. All words would fall short, so Odin had none to offer. How disappointed they would be to learn the son could not match the father. Would not, if he could. Father’s dreams of a united people smouldered and turned to ash around his broken body. Someone had betrayed him, murdered him. Tyr, his champion, had found his body rent asunder and crushed almost beyond recognition. A body left out in the Mist might rise as a draug, damned to wander Midgard somewhere between life and death. Not Father. Too little remained of the man for that. His head, torn from his shoulders, had lain far from his body.

      And yet, his murderers had not claimed his spear, Gungnir. That had remained lodged in a tree trunk. The sacred weapon of the jarls of the Wodanar, granted to them by the Vanr Idunn during the Great March, fell now into Odin’s keeping. When he held it, he felt both strong and unworthy, filled with righteous wrath and the implacable need to avenge this wrong. By Freyr’s flaming sword and the spear of his father, he would do so! Odin would slaughter any and all who had so dishonoured Borr and he would leave their carcasses to the anguish of Mist. But how was he to fell foes unknown to him?

      The logs popped, and sparks flew from the pyre to land sizzling in the snow beneath it. Again, Odin could almost have made out a lament within the sound.

      Odin had borne Father’s head back—it weighed so little, so very much—in his trembling hands, unwilling to accept a litter for it, no matter how heavy it grew over the miles. Head and body both burnt now, on a mighty pyre just outside the town wall. Fists clenched at his side, Odin stood motionless until that pyre had dwindled to sputtering embers. The others had gone, he knew, drifted away one by one, leaving him alone with the cinders. Only the ravens perched upon the trees accompanied him in his grief. In the town, his brothers threw a feast in Father’s name. Odin had no mood to feast.

      Footfalls crunched on the snow behind him. A hand fell on his shoulder. Jaw tight, Odin turned to see Tyr. A powerful man with long hair and a trim beard, Tyr was taller than Odin—and Odin was a large man. The champion bore the scars of a hundred spear-dins, more perhaps. But he hadn’t been at his jarl’s side in the end. Odin fixed him with a glower and did not speak. Naught remained to say.

      “Valkyrjar have taken him to Valhöll by now,” Tyr said. “Borr feasts with the Vanir.”

      Odin shrugged the man’s hand off his shoulder and turned to the pyre. If only he could believe Tyr. But surely his father’s spirit did not rest easy, not while his murder stood unavenged. Thousands of ghosts dwelt in the Mist, lingering just beyond firelight, wandering in eternal torment, so the skalds said. Father would not rise as a draug, for such things inhabited their own corpses. But a restless apparition, mayhap, watching as his son did naught to end his suffering.

      But then, whom could he take revenge against? No one in the village of Unterhagen had survived to tell the tale. When Father did not return from his secret meeting, Tyr had tracked him to the village. Odin followed with a small war band. The slaughter and savagery they found in Unterhagen suggested trolls—except trolls didn’t usually kill the women, preferring to claim them as wives. Men, women, children all lay dead, battered and beaten, their corpses strewn about the village. Odin had walked there in agonised torpor, dreading what he’d find. Unterhagen lay in a small valley, only nine homes clustered together a few days from Eskgard. A storm had swept in and blanketed the massacre, forcing Odin and Tyr and the others to dig through the snow to find many of the corpses. Find them, they had to, for no corpse could be left to rot, out of fear of the draugar. So they had dug through the snow—Odin unable to shake the sensation the dead watched, aggrieved at their state—until at last, they found a severed head.

      Father.

      They burnt the bodies of the freemen and thralls in three large pyres. But Borr was noble, of the line of Loridi, and thus deserved a funeral fit for such venerated blood. And so they brought what pieces of him they could find and waited. Waited while the other clans braved the winter storms to come and pay respects to the greatest of the Æsir.

      “You must speak to your guests,” Tyr said. Odin scoffed. He had questioned all he could, trying to learn whom his father had gone to meet. Searching for an answer, searching for the path to vengeance. None had those answers. Not the völvur, whose useless visions told him less than naught. Not the jarls nor their thegns. No one. “You do not well remember the Njarar War⁠—”

      “Of course I don’t fucking remember it. It was twenty winters back, I was four.”

      Tyr scowled at his interruption. “You may not remember it. I do. By the end, more than half the Ás clans, the better part of all Aujum … were drowning in blood. Were it not for Borr, Njörd knows what would have become of this land. Your father ended the war. Brought peace.”

      Relatively speaking. The Ás clans still raided each other, from time to time. Father did—had done—his best to direct their aggression back north, into Sviarland. Njarar was one of seven petty kingdoms. Father had spoken more than once of turning from raids to conquest, of bringing the northern kingdoms under Ás control. Might have done it, too, save that not all the Æsir cared overmuch for Father’s attempts to unite them. Some claimed the man thought he was Vingethor himself, thinking to be king. No one had stood as king since the man, not in the five generations since the Great March out of Bjarmaland. Maybe no one would ever be king again. None of it mattered. Not compared to the weight on Odin’s shoulders. His first duty was to his father’s honour. Blood called for blood, and he would bathe all Aujum in it to avenge Father.

      One of the other jarls must have planned this, tired of Father’s attempts to direct them—the slaughter, the barbarism, a mere ruse to distract from the truth.

      “Odin, you must see to the guests,” Tyr said. Persistent man, Odin would have to grant him that.

      Odin spat in the snow. “Aye, I will see to them, thegn.”

      “Hold the clans together. Let Borr’s life mean something.”

      Odin lunged at him ere he knew what he was doing, snatched up a fistful of Tyr’s fur cloak, and jerked the man closer. “His life meant everything!” A savage paroxysm seized him, choked him, a glimpse of the surface of an ocean of grief, of rage.

      Avenge me … Almost words now, borne on wind that had begun to howl from distant mountains.

      Tyr growled. “You are not the only one who loved him.”

      Odin shook his head, his rage stifling. “He took you in. But he was not your father.”

      “Never did I say he was. He was a great man. Many loved him for it. I ask you to be worthy of that legacy.”

      Odin shoved Tyr away and stormed off, back toward the town and his feast hall. The guests awaited. The jarls of the Hasding, Didung, and Godwulf clans had come, though each sat apart from the others, surrounded by their own men and shieldmaidens. Smoke from numerous braziers choked the feast hall, mingling with the smell of roasting mammoth. Between the braziers and the press of bodies, the hall remained warm despite the freezing winds.

      Lodur, Jarl of the Diduni, clapped Odin on the shoulder and offered a solemn nod. Naught remained to say, really. Odin’s father had fostered Lodur for two winters, and in that time Lodur had tried to best Odin in every feat of strength and arms. The Didung won oft as not, too. Lodur’s grief for Father was real, Odin had no doubt, but it was a candle next to the raging inferno consuming Odin.

      Odin wandered the hall, finding no solace in any who had once been his friends. He sought neither friendship nor condolence. He wanted vengeance. He wanted blood. And to get it, he needed someone who knew something of Unterhagen and what had befallen it.

      Decrepit Jarl Hadding Gundericson of the Hasdingi had no sons, so his daughter sat by his side, speaking to others about the great Borr. As if she might begin to imagine. Hadding’s long beard and longer hair had both gone grey, and Odin guessed the jarl had seen at least fifty winters, probably more. That was an age few men reached, fewer still among warriors. A man of honour would have fallen in the spear-din long ago. Hadding didn’t care for raids, always hiding behind his fortress walls, aye, but that fortress, Halfhaugr, lay at the heart of Aujum. All the clans came there to trade, share stories, and take respite from the Mist. That meant that many tales reached Halfhaugr.

      Trying not to glower, Odin stalked to the table where the old craven sat. He almost tripped over one of the numerous elkhounds seeking warmth inside the hall. Grumbling, Odin ruffled the hound’s ears to show he meant no harm. Father always said, trust the hounds for they smelt when aught was amiss—that’s when you brought out the iron. Iron to ward against the Otherworld, iron to slay foes of this one.

      Hadding Gundericson lacked the stones to have betrayed Father. Ironic that his weakness made him one of the few men here Odin had little reason to doubt. Whilst the Wodanar—indeed, all the other clans—migrated around Aujum every few years, the Hasdingi cowered behind their fortress, trusting in dverg runes and the goodwill of others to keep them safe. They had grown fat off Borr’s peace and would not have wanted that to end. Odin slumped on the bench across from the other jarl. Hadding did not rise to greet him, instead clearing his throat with a thick cough.

      His daughter stood and inclined her head. “Jarl Odin Borrson. You honour us.” She was young, clad in a vibrant green dress, her long, auburn hair worn in elaborate braids. What was her name again? Frigg, he thought.

      He inclined his head to her. He had imagined himself bedding her, at least briefly. But a jarl’s daughter would not give in easily, and he had no time for pursuing her, not with blood screaming in his head. He had plenty of thralls to fulfil his needs.

      “We grieve with you,” Hadding said. Again the man coughed, slapping a hand to his chest. The Mist-thickness—mucus already filling up his lungs—too much Mist breathed in over the years. Odin pitied any man forced to endure such a death. One more reason to seek the end on a battlefield and find the embrace of valkyrjar. Dying like that, Hadding had naught to look forward to save a long march to the icy Gates of Hel.

      “Thank you,” Odin said. The old man seemed almost sincere. Without Father’s watchful eye, other clans might look to seize Halfhaugr for themselves.

      “Will you eat with us?” the girl asked.

      Odin motioned to a thrall to bring him the drinking horn. He took a long swig of mead ere handing it to the next man—one of Hadding’s thegns, no doubt, aging himself. The whole damned clan would probably find themselves eating from Hel’s table within a winter or two. Odin cleared his throat. “Jarl Borr went to Unterhagen for a reason. Someone knows why, knows whom he went to meet. I want information.” He thumped his forefinger on the pine table. “I want it now. Father’s ghost has languished too long already. I feel his grimace from the shadows.” In the quiet, he swore he heard the shade’s laments, his pleas for vengeance.

      Hadding rubbed his chest. “Mayhap so. But as yet, men speak of other things. They speak of war. We face dangerous times, and when winter breaks …” When winter broke, Hadding would no doubt have any of the other eight clans trying to seize Halfhaugr from him. Did he think Odin would do aught to protect him? Odin fixed the useless old man with a level stare. At the moment, the Wodanar themselves had no reason not to claim the fortress.

      “What about the foreigner?” Frigg said.

      Odin looked to her. “What foreigner?”

      “A man came to us,” she said, “someone from far away. Somewhere in the South Realms, maybe; he didn’t say. But rumour claims he is a masterful tracker, wise in woodcraft, and nigh as learnt as any Miklagarder, as well.”

      Hadding waved his daughter away. “The man is full of himself. You can’t trust someone who talks like a völva and fills his mind with South Realmer learning.” That earned him a scowl from Frigg.

      “Tyr already searched Unterhagen for tracks. With the snows, he found naught.”

      “Maybe,” Frigg said. “But this man might know something. He has a strange urd about him.”

      Urd? What did some jarl’s daughter know of a man’s fate? Fate wrapt its threads around all lives, made mockery of Man’s dreams. Still, he had naught else to go on. “Then I will go back to Halfhaugr with you, meet this foreigner,” Odin said. “If he can do as you say, you shall both earn my gratitude.”

      Almost as one, a number of the hounds perked up and stared at the doors to the feast hall. A moment later those doors crashed open, and every hand, even Odin’s, touched iron to ward against vaettir. Men rose to move toward the newcomer, a woman. A crowd quickly surrounded her, and she took each into her gaze. When her eyes met Odin’s, he stumbled. She wore her long, brown hair loose, flowing around her shoulders. Her skin was rich, deeper in colour than any he’d ever seen, and now that he’d drawn nigh, he could see the flowing red gown she wore beneath her furs. The material shimmered in the light of the braziers and was sheer enough to give a hint of the delicate flesh beneath. Odin had no doubt that every man in the circle eyed her with lust, even as he pictured himself carrying her off to his bed in the back room of the hall.

      “Dangerous lands to walk alone,” he said. “Especially at night.” Especially for an unarmed woman. Visitors from another clan were not uncommon, but no one travelled in the dead of night unless desperate. The deathchill was the least one needed to fear, and that could easily bring down a man. Beyond that, trolls and vaettir, especially the vilest ones like draugar, often grew more active at night. Sunlight thinned the Mist and tended to drive its horrors into hiding. Some might question whether this woman was of Menfolk. Still, lore claimed no vaettr would stride thus into a hall lit by flame, warded by iron. Alfar haunted the wild, not the places of Men.

      The foreign woman smiled at him—or rather, she crooked half her mouth in a smile. “You are Odin.” Her voice was light, her accent lilting and odd.

      “I am,” he said. “And who are you, my lady?”

      “My name is Idunn.” A murmur rose through the crowd. Someone scoffed and someone else gasped. Odin caught himself glancing at Gungnir where it rested against his throne.

      “Idunn?” The goddess of spring? One of the Vanir here, among them? The same who had given the spear Gungnir to his great-great-grandfather, Vingethor?

      “Aye,” she said, flashing a bit of teeth in her smile now. “Do your people yet remember me? I’d hoped they would.” How coy. Every Ás remembered Idunn—assuming she was who she claimed to be. Beautiful, no doubt, but a goddess? Since when did gods come strolling into Ás halls in the middle of the night? Though that was exactly where his ancestors claimed Gungnir came from. Regardless, there was but one thing a jarl could do when a guest came calling.

      “Lady Idunn, I extend to you the full hospitality of the Wodanar.”

      With that smile, she’d have any man in the clan eager to do her bidding.
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      That South Realmer king, Karolus, had dared venture across the Rijn, perhaps thinking to cut around the Myrkvidr, and thence to Xanten, for no man who styled himself an emperor would long bide the boundaries of his empire. Well, Sigmund’s father Völsung had disabused the Valls of such a notion, most of all the train of fettered thralls now marched back to Xanten and bound for auction, Sigmund thought as he plodded through the mud. The late frost had at last begun to thaw, well in summer as it was, and the passage of dozens of boots had turned the paths to muck that sloshed halfway up their legs.

      Still, he was of good cheer, as any man who had first proved his mettle must be. His palm rested lightly on Gramr’s pommel where the bone-hilted runeblade lay sheathed at his side. The blade, blessed some said by the new god Odin himself, had left Sigmund peerless on the battlefield. She cut through foes like the tide crashing against rocks, unstoppable as any force of nature. He hewed splinters out of shields, cleft in helms, and felled all who dared stand before him, whilst Gramr took no notches, her edge never dulling.

      Making haste toward the vanguard—for Xanten would come into view soon and he’d speak with his father before that—he sought out the king of Rijnland. “The three moons have nigh passed,” Sigmund said when he’d found the man mounted yet oddly lost in the mire of his own thoughts.

      His father cast a sidelong glance at the trees of the Myrkvidr, running along their path, though no man sought to stray close to the wood’s ancient expanses. Rumours persisted of vaettir lurking behind the oak and birch, and of beasts fell and giant along the mountain slopes.

      “Hmm.” Völsung, whispers told it, had once challenged the might of Odin and in the Ás found a foe against which he could not stand. Sigmund did not know how much of such rumour held truth, but since his earliest days, his father had never backed down from any fight. When word came of Karolus’s soldiers crossing the Rijn, Father had hidden before charging into the thick of it. Armed with Gramr, Sigmund had hoped to cross swords with famed Roland, but the paladins had never made the crossing, and Sigmund had wetted his blade with the wound-sweat of lesser men. “My thoughts tended in the same direction. I would lay eyes on your sister sooner rather than later.”

      Did Father have misgivings about Siggeir Wolfsblood? As if Völsung had not nigh tossed Sigmund’s twin Sieglinde at the Gautish king in exchange for alliance. That, and the wealth to enkindle his own empire here in Hunaland.

      A howl sounded from the Myrkvidr, wolves welcoming the gloaming. He and Father would need to hurry if they were to make Xanten’s gates before dark settled and the Mist thickened. Like Sigmund, Völsung again looked to the wood, though he let show none of his misgivings, save by brushing his fingers over the iron pendant he wore.

      “Within three days I would set sail for Skane,” Sigmund’s father said. What he did not say hung heavy in the air betwixt them, so thick Sigmund could not have carved through it even with Gramr’s keen edge. For Wolfsblood was a Gautish king, and like the men of Reidgotaland and Sviarland, he and his ilk had long taken to raiding the coasts, Rijnland being no exception. Skane, though most oft held by the Skjöldungar of Sjaelland, had fallen to the Gautish king, and none had known whether he would press further, across the Morimarusa to strike once more into Hunaland. Besides which, the man was a bore, and Sigmund had little loved him when Wolfsblood had called upon the Völsungs. Expecting trouble with the Valls, perhaps, and nurturing his own ambitions, Völsung had traded his daughter to a man across the sea.

      It sat ill with Mother, and more so with Sigmund. He wondered, now, if Father’s sudden yearning to lay eyes upon Sieglinde came from the man himself or from the woman behind him: Hljod might well have made Völsung’s past three moons even longer than Sigmund’s had seemed.
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      Despite the billowing Mist and the overcast sky, Sigmund’s cheer held when they made sail. No passage across the Morimarusa was free of peril, even in summer, but these were the best months to trek the whale-road, and they had made their offerings to Rán ere the voyage—a bound man, hurled into the icy depths. They had every reason to expect smooth seas.

      Skane was the southernmost of the petty kingdoms of Sviarland and therefore the most accessible from Hunaland. The voyage took but a few days, first skirting the island of Sjaelland, then breaking off for Sviarland.

      “I think I see land!” Vern shouted from the bow. Sigmund’s other brothers raced forward to watch as well. The youngest of the Völsung clan had remained behind with Mother in Hunaland, but five of Sigmund’s brothers made this voyage with him. For Carr and Colborn, it was their first time abroad. At ten and eleven winters, they were not yet men, but Father thought them close enough to visit an ally. Besides, they wished to see their sister. For the first time in their lives, Sieglinde was not there when they came home to the Völsung hall, and that absence had become a hollow in Sigmund’s gut, made worse by fear for her happiness.

      A rider mounted on a black mare watched as their ship drew nigh to the shore. One of Wolfsblood’s thegns, no doubt, sent to escort them to his castle. Such an escort was custom in some lands, and they were all kin to Wolfsblood now, though Sigmund thought the man a cur.

      “That’s … that’s Sieglinde!” Vern said. The shout jolted Sigmund from his musings. What was his sister doing down on the shore? He frowned and joined his brothers at the bow, shoving Colborn aside so he could see. As if in answer to one of her so-called foretellings, his sister did await them on the rock-strewn shore, astride the mare. Her horse stomped about as if in distress.

      Sigmund looked back to Father, who raised an eyebrow. After Sigmund nodded to confirm it was indeed her, Father scowled. “Sigmund and I will go ashore to meet her first,” Father said. “The rest of you, heed Vern’s command until we return. Prepare to drop anchor.”
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      Sieglinde wore a cloak stained with blood on its hem yet insisted no injury had befallen her. Her belly seemed slightly thick; Wolfsblood had already planted his brood in her.

      “What has happened?” Sigmund demanded as soon as he drew nigh enough.

      His sister’s gaze darted back and forth betwixt the ship and the road to Wolfsblood’s keep. “I had to kill a man my husband set to watch me.”

      “Odin’s spear, girl!” Father said. “Why on Midgard would you do such a thing?”

      “I had little choice. My husband plots perfidy. He has spent these moons gathering an unbeatable army to his side and has called his levies, even hired mercenaries from afar. I beg you return to your kingdom.”

      Father scoffed. “All peoples know well I have never fled from iron or fire thus far and do not intend to do so now in my twilight years. Nor will I have maidens taunting my sons as cravens running from their foes.” Sigmund tapped a finger on his thigh but held his peace. True or not, Father had one thing right—if they fled now, they would lose face at home and abroad. Their enemies would multiply while their chances at alliances withered.

      “Father, I beseech you,” his sister said. “Go and gather your levies. With more men, you might return and avenge your honour, but you cannot escape his treachery with so few.”

      Father raised a finger to silence her. “A hundred spear-dins have I fought, daughter. I will not now run from one, even if it be my last. We have troops enough and my strong boys. You have not seen Sigmund fight with Gramr.”

      A tear welled in her eye, and she shook her head. “Then please, Father, at least do not send me back to him.”

      “You must return to your husband, daughter. However it goes with us, you will be secure, in his home or in ours.”

      “Damn you.” She mumbled under her breath, and Father’s old ears did not seem to catch it, or so he pretended, at least. Finally, tears running free, Sieglinde remounted, cast a mournful look at them, before trotting away.

      Sigmund stood still, watching her go. “You do not approve?” Father asked after a moment.

      “It is not for me to judge the will of the king.”

      “You will be king one day, and then may you weigh the consequences of decisions. Our honour is not merely for ourselves, Sigmund. It is the shield with which we guard our people. Broken or cast aside even once, it becomes useless forever after.”

      Sigmund glanced back at their three ships. They had some few warriors with them, mainly as protection against raiders or pirates amid the Reidgotaland isles. Not enough for a war, not by far. “A shield can only protect against but so many foes.”

      “That, Son, is why you also carry a sword to strike those who are not deterred by the strength of your shield.” Then Father sighed. “I thought to give you a united Hunaland over which to rule.”

      “Father?” The weariness in his voice set Sigmund’s gut twisting more than the anticipation of any battle. “You will yet do so.”

      “Aye, of course. Tonight we rest, and in the morn, we march to meet our foes.”
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      A dozen men lay at Sigmund’s feet and a stream more behind him, all sent to the valkyrjar or else cast screaming down to Hel. And still, Wolfsblood’s army pressed on, their numbers at least eight times those of the Völsungs’. Roaring, Father hewed down another man. Though aging, Völsung yet had the heart of a raven-feeder and the muscles to match it. Grim as the tide looked, Sigmund dared hope they might yet claim victory. And if not, perhaps he too would feast with the valkyrjar this night.

      A man rushed him. Gramr cleft through his spear, then through his neck, sucking up his blood with an icy hunger. She needed this. It gave her purpose, and Sigmund would not see her unsated. Not when tale claimed Odin himself had granted him such a boon.

      Before him, Vern toppled to the ground, an arrow jutting from his arm. Sigmund raced forward, blade flashing in the morning light as he cut a path to his brother. Two more men fell before him, then Sigmund stood over Vern as his little brother reclaimed his feet. “Fall back. You cannot fight without your sword arm!” If Vern answered, Sigmund did not catch it. Screams and the clash of metal on metal created a tumult over which naught could be heard. The whole shore was awash in wound-sweat, stinking of iron and shit and fear. They feared him now, and rightly so.

      Father now squared off against a man bearing a sword in each hand. What the fuck? Who could fight thus?

      “Starkad Eightarms,” Father said. “How much is that Mist-cursed bastard paying you?”

      “My weight in silver.” Eightarms, a famed raven-feeder and the worthiest challenge for Gramr. Sigmund ran for his father, but one of Wolfsblood’s men intercepted him. Father spat and charged the mercenary. His blade dove for the man in a mighty strike. Eightarms deflected it.

      Sigmund killed the man before him and shoved the corpse aside. He made it only three strides. One of Eightarms’s blades knocked Father’s wide; The other opened his gut. The mercenary’s first sword swept back with uncanny speed and sliced through Father’s throat.

      All at once, the edifices of Sigmund’s world crumpled, his bedrock rent asunder. For Father had been, whilst not always in line with Sigmund’s thought, the amaranthine foundation in his life, the very shape upon which he might model his own thought and aspiration. And that pillar, that paragon of kingly virtue toppled into the mud and Sigmund could not accept it, could not fathom such an impossibility. His mind lagged, unable to form coherent thought, only dimly aware that he roared, charging at the mercenary. The man parried. And again, his blades seemed to come from nowhere, faster than any man ought to move. Sigmund bellowed at him. Struck again. Eightarms caught Gramr between his two blades and twisted his wrists. Sigmund’s sword flew free from his grasp. He fumbled for it in the air a moment. Then a pommel crashed into Sigmund’s face.

      Ears ringing, he fell. The World turned red. And then went black.
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      Odin Borrson had taken Idunn out into the night despite the cold. Tyr assumed he wanted to speak with her without prying eyes. Keeping others from following was probably the only reason he had allowed Tyr along. Hand resting on the sword over his shoulder, Tyr followed several paces behind the pair. One of the elkhounds walked at his side. Always best to take a dog if you could. Hounds smelt foulness in the Mist. Let you know when aught went creeping about.

      Like Odin, Tyr carried a torch. A man needed fire. Without it, the Mist would seep into his body, into his soul. Tyr had seen men go Mist-mad, lose themselves, have to be put down or banished for the good of the clan. Besides, the Mist sheltered ghosts, trolls, draugar. All waiting to prey on the World of Men should fires dwindle. Always hungry.

      “So,” Odin said after walking through the town.

      The Wodanar were spending the winter at Eskgard in reinforced old houses not used in a decade. When summer came, they’d abandon this place for better hunting grounds. Migrating in winter was left to the foolish and the desperate.

      “So,” Idunn answered. “Here we are.”

      This woman was like none Tyr had seen. Dark brown hair, exotic skin like some South Realmer. Graceful movements, confidence. And she had wandered the wilds alone. Did that make her a fool, or desperate? Could she truly be one of the Vanir? Nigh to absurd. If the Vanir existed at all, they no longer walked the lands of Midgard. Not in centuries. But then … most would have said the same of jötunnar. Tyr knew better on that count.

      “Aye, here,” Odin said. “Where you would have me believe a Vanr has come to call upon my people.”

      She shrugged. “Oh. Well, aye. I think so. I mean you should believe me. You still have Gungnir, don’t you?”

      Odin grunted. “What do you wish of me?”

      Tyr knew he ought to keep a more careful watch, but he could not tear his eyes from the two of them. The one, a self-proclaimed goddess. Beautiful, outlandish enough he could not quite dismiss her claim. The other … Borr’s son. Borr had been a hero to many, had saved Tyr from a wretched life as a raider enslaved to a more wretched master. Had taken him in. In time, Borr made him first a thegn and then his personal champion. Had trusted him to help instruct his own sons with weapons. If naught else could be said for him, Tyr knew his way around the spear-din. Blade, axe, or bow, Tyr had mastered them all.

      And Odin had grown up quite skilled, at least in weaponry. But he was not his father, not by any measure. The young man had fire. But that fire stoked his pride more than his honour. Rage consumed him. Tyr did not blame him for wanting to avenge his father. Indeed, Tyr himself would have gone to great lengths to do so. But Odin was allowing Borr’s legacy to splinter around him while he quested for revenge against unknown enemies. Tyr had helped Borr forge this peace. Had waded through rivers of blood to do so. And Odin and his brothers saw none of that. Would not listen.

      Idunn giggled. What kind of goddess giggled? “What a question. What do I want from you? Let me ask you—what do you think your father would want of you?”

      “Vengeance.” The man didn’t hesitate.

      Tyr stifled a groan. Barely. The hound cocked one of his ears, asking if he had sensed danger. He had, though no danger he could explain to the animal.

      “Truly? Don’t you think he’d care about maintaining the world he strove to create? Mayhap he’d want you to continue on the path he’d begun?” Goddess or not, Idunn had the right of it. Maybe she could talk some sense into Odin. If she did, his brothers would fall in line. Odin was eldest; they looked to him.

      Odin cast a glance back at Tyr. Tyr offered him a nod. “What of it?”

      “You are jarl now. What would it take for you to be something more? To be a king?”

      Tyr’s foot snagged in the snow. King? Not even Borr had held such a lofty goal, despite the claims of other jarls. Mist-madness, if he’d ever heard it.

      Odin stopped, turned on her, forcing her and Tyr to pause as well. “We’d have to call an Althing, put it to a vote among the nobles of all nine clans. Which is not going to happen. No Althing, no vote, and if there was, not one man everyone could agree on to be king. Least of all me.”

      “Oh? Can you think of some better way to honour your father?”

      Odin folded his arms over his chest and shook his head. “What do you hope to gain from this?”

      “Hmm.” She reached inside her fur cloak and pulled something out. It looked like an apple, only golden, glittering in the torchlight. “Do you know what this is?” Odin shook his head. “This is immortality, my dear Odin. This sweet fruit tastes of the World itself. And I bring it to you, even as I once brought Gungnir to your ancestors.”

      “Wh-why?”

      Tyr’s mouth hung open.

      Idunn withdrew the apple and stuck it back within the folds of her cloak. “This ultimate gift I could grant you. The power to live forever, to lead your people—all of the Æsir—forever. But you must do two great services for me.”

      Odin licked his lips. “Live forever? How am I to believe such a thing?”

      “The apple comes from the World Tree, Yggdrasil, the heart of Vanaheim, the source of all life. But then, you wouldn’t know until you tried it, would you?” She shrugged. “It’s a puzzle. Sometimes you have to have faith. Sometimes you have to take a chance.”

      Tyr’s heart pounded against his ribs. What she spoke of sounded impossible, sounded like the prattling of a Mist-mad völva. And yet … he wanted to believe. Her voice, like music, offering such temptations. And Odin had not quite leapt at the chance. Had Tyr underestimated his new jarl?

      Odin released a shuddering breath. “Your terms, Vanr?”

      “You must make yourself king of all the Æsir.”

      Odin spread his hands wide. “I’m not fucking Vingethor. And do you really think my father intended to become king? Do you think he could have? The other jarls wouldn’t have bowed before him, and they sure as Hel will not bow before me. In any event, why do you care?”

      “Mankind is dying, Odin. Slowly, aye, but with each generation the numbers dwindle. The Mist suffocates your world and the cold creeps ever closer, while petty kings and jarls fight each other for scraps. It’s why I gave your ancestors Gungnir. I thought it might prove enough. It did not. If naught changes, there will be but a few more generations of life left in Midgard.”

      Her words left Tyr shivering. Skalds’ tales claimed that long ago, maybe thousands of years ago, this world was warmer. Ere the Mist. Now, each passing winter claimed more lives. Men froze. Murdered each other over scraps of food. Or because they could. And out in the Mist, those who fell lingered. Grim, wakeful. Caught between life and death. Idunn spoke of the end times as a nigh certainty. And worse, as fast approaching.

      Odin pressed his palms against his forehead. “And if I would or even could do such a thing, claim this throne … what of your other request?”

      Tyr had almost forgotten she had asked for two services. As if becoming king of nine clans on the brink of war were not enough burden for the brash young man.

      “Once you are king, I will come to you with another task. You will owe me then, and I will have your oath you’ll do all in your power to grant my final request.”

      Odin scoffed. “You still have not told me what that request is.”

      Idunn giggled again. “I suppose I haven’t. First make yourself king.”

      The jarl held up his hands. “I will not give an oath to any task without knowing what you ask. A man would have to be a fool to do such a thing. If you care so much about Mankind’s urd, goddess, you attend to it.” With that, he shook his head and stormed back toward the feast hall.

      “I am trying,” Idunn mumbled.

      Tyr took a few steps closer. “You truly believe that man would make a good king?”

      Idunn grinned. A half smile, like a wicked child. “I think he could be the greatest king the Æsir have ever known. Beyond Vingethor, beyond even Loridi. Maybe. If he can see past his own petty desires. And stop staring at my tits.”

      Tyr realised what he had been doing and flushed. Maybe she couldn’t tell in the torchlight. His tongue felt heavy in his mouth. What did a man say to a goddess? Particularly one as odd as this. “I … er.” He cleared his throat. “Borr worked his whole life to win and keep peace between the clans. Everyone respected him.” Or feared him. “But Odin is right. The other nobles wouldn’t have supported Borr as king; less so, still, his son.”

      Idunn scratched the hound’s head—and the animal let her. “Hmm. Not yet.”
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