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This story contains themes of demonic possession, ritualistic violence, human sacrifice, death, psychological manipulation, and intense moral conflict. Readers may encounter detailed depictions of battle, plague victims, gore, bloodshed, and supernatural horror. Please proceed with caution if these topics may be distressing.
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To the brave and the damned,

Who walk where shadows whisper,

Whose courage is steel and whose oaths are blood,

Who hear the unseen and carry the hunger within,

May your sagas endure,

And your silence be long... before the storm returns.
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The chroniclers of the south, cloaked in their sun-warmed scriptoriums, declared that the age of gods had ended.

They lied.

Long before the bells of the White Christ rang out across the jagged northern fjords—before iron kings hacked their names into the living bone of Europe—the sea still kept its ancient counsel. It spoke in the roar of winter gales and the hush of midnight dreams, in the shadowed flicker of raven wings skimming low over black water, in the slow, aching groan of ice splitting beneath its own weight. Those born to the cold learned its tongue early, and among them walked one who would force the deep to remember his name.

Eirik Skorne, Jarl of Vardhjem, The Wolf of Godspire.

To the starving, he was deliverance made flesh—broad-shouldered, storm-eyed, a man who could stare down famine and make it blink first. To the fearful, he was a walking curse, marked by something that watched from behind his gaze. He had led the Skorne clan through winters that devoured children, through plagues that turned proud warriors into whimpering husks, through nights when enemy longships burned so brightly the snow itself seemed aflame. 

When the old gods—Odin, Thor, Freyja—finally withdrew into silence, refusing even the smoke of sacrifice, Eirik did not despair. He listened deeper.

Beneath the glassy surface of the mountain lake that fed Vardhjem’s river, something vast and patient stirred. A voice older than runes, older than the glaciers that carved the fjords, rose in slow coils of thought. It promised strength enough to break any invader, wisdom enough to outlast any king. It asked only one thing in return.

But something else had found him first.

Long before the lake-god whispered, a quieter hunger had slipped into his blood—like frostbite that begins as warmth. A thing with a name that could not be mentioned, yet always ravenous. It fed on certainty, on pride, on the bright edges of a man’s soul, and it grew fatter with every victory Eirik claimed. His people saw only the triumphs. They did not see how his dreams darkened, how he woke with salt on his lips that was not from the sea.

This is the saga of the Skorne bloodline: of the war-hosts that crossed the whale-road with fire in their wakes, of the god that slumbered beneath the roots of the world, dreaming in slow pulses of cold light, and of the price exacted when a mortal dares to answer voices that were never meant for human ears.

It begins not with the clash of steel or the cry of ravens, but with a single ripple beneath unmoving water—one man standing alone on the shore at dusk, head tilted as though listening to a lover’s breath—and the fearless heart that leaned close enough to hear its true name.

Welcome, reader, to the middle of the end.
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The longboats glided into the harbor, their hulls creaking under the weight of warriors, the wood slick with the damp of England’s relentless rain. The sky was a sagging shroud, gray and heavy, leaking a cold, steady drizzle that soaked beards and cloaks, leaving a chill that bit into bone. 

The air smelled of wet earth and salt, tinged with the faint, sour reek of rotting seaweed strewn across the docks. Waves lapped at the planks with a soft, wet slap, each one carrying the briny tang of the sea, mixed with a faint metallic hint of blood from battles past. The harbor was a desolate stretch, its timbers warped and slick, glistening under the rain like the hide of some drowned beast.

Archers in our boat rose, their bows taut, arrows hissing through the mist. Three Englishmen on the docks fell, their bodies crumpling with wet thuds, blood pooling beneath them, diluted by the rain into a pinkish slurry that ran between the planks. 

One man’s throat gaped open, a ragged slash spewing crimson that sprayed across the wood, the smell of hot iron mingling with the damp rot of the harbor. Another’s chest was pierced, his ribs splintering with a crack, his gasp cut short as blood bubbled from his lips, the sound wet and choking. The third twitched, an arrow through his eye, the socket oozing a viscous mix of blood and fluid that smelled of salt and decay, his body stilling as the rain washed his face clean.

Torin approached from behind, his staff striking the floorboards with heavy, echoing thuds, each one resonating like a drum in the damp air. His cloak, sodden and heavy, dripped water that pooled at his feet, smelling of wool and earth. 

“The English King arrives on our shores,” he rasped, his voice low, carrying the weight of prophecy. 

“I have seen it through the eyes of the raven.”

“Good,” I growled, my voice rough, tasting of salt and the bitter ash of anticipation. 

“I hope he enjoys the spoils.” 

My boots hit the dock, the wood slick and treacherous, the rain soaking through leather, chilling my feet. The air was thick with moisture, each breath heavy with the scent of wet stone and distant smoke. My mind screamed, a sudden, searing pain behind my eyes. Veryath ...

DRAUGRHEIM WALKS! 

Veryath’s voice roared in my skull, a guttural snarl that carried the stench of damp graves and rotting flesh. 

My head throbbed, my vision blurred, the world tilting as if the sea itself had risen to swallow me. Through the eyes of Torin’s raven, I saw it... 

Vardhjem, abandoned but for the English prisoners we left behind. Edward stood on the shore, his men slaughtering the captives, their swords hacking through flesh with wet, tearing sounds, blood spraying in arcs that mingled with the rain, the air thick with the coppery reek of gore. 

Bodies fell, limbs twitching, entrails spilling onto the sand, their stench a vile mix of blood and voided bowels. 

Then I saw him. 

Draugrheim, the Sleeping God, towering like a pine, his gray skin cracked like ancient stone, his eyes glowing red as molten iron, his beard matted with seaweed and ash, reeking of decay. He opened his mouth, a cavernous maw, and locusts poured forth, a buzzing, writhing cloud that swarmed the English, their mandibles clicking, their bodies crawling into mouths and eyes. The air filled with screams, high and raw, and the bitter, acrid smell of insect husks and blood. Edward’s crown slipped from his head, sinking into the sea with a soft splash, the water shimmering with an oily sheen that smelled of rot.

Brynja ran to me, her hands steadying me as I swayed, her grip firm through my sodden cloak, the wool heavy with rain and sweat. 

“What is it, my Jarl?” her voice sharp with worry, her breath warm against my cheek, smelling of mead and iron.

I could not answer. 

My eyes rolled back, white and blind, staring at the sky, the rain stinging my face like needles, its taste cold and metallic. 

The vision lingered, Draugrheim’s locusts devouring flesh, bones stripped clean, the shore a writhing nightmare of insects and gore, the air thick with the stench of death and burning huts. 

Brynja held me, her fingers digging into my arms, but my knees buckled, the dock’s wet planks biting into my flesh. She saw it then, the flare of red behind my irises, glowing like embers in the dark. Her face shifted from shock to awe, her eyes wide, reflecting the rain’s gleam. She knelt, pressing her lips to my slick forehead, the kiss warm, tasting of salt and fear.

“Eirik... what is wrong?” 

Her voice trembled, the words soft but urgent, her breath catching in her throat.

“The Sleeping God... it is awake,” I rasped, my voice raw, tasting of blood and ash, the words heavy with Veryath’s echo.

Warriors shuffled past, their boots squelching on the wet planks, their armor clinking, the sound muffled by the rain’s steady patter. The air was thick with the smell of wet leather and steel, mingled with the faint, sour reek of sweat and fear. A tower guard’s horn blared, a low, mournful wail that cut through the fog, the sound vibrating in the chest like a warning drum. I shook off the vision, Veryath’s voice stirring again in my mind.

Our God will lay waste to Edward and his men, he growled, his words a low rumble, carrying the stench of decay.  He feeds now. You will have no fight returning from the North.

Torin’s eyes met mine, his gaze steady, his face weathered by rain and time, his beard dripping with water that smelled of earth. He nodded, then bowed, his staff tapping the dock with a soft thud. Brynja and I joined my warriors, axe in hand, its handle slick with rain, the blade gleaming with a hunger of its own. 

We marched toward the castle, the path muddy and treacherous, the rain falling in sheets, soaking cloaks and chilling flesh. The air was heavy with the scent of wet stone and distant smoke, the ground sucking at our boots with each step, the sound a wet, squelching rhythm.

The castle loomed, Its walls slick with rain, moss clinging to the stone, its dank smell mingling with the iron tang of blood from the docks. Resistance was feeble, a few dozen Englishmen with swords, their armor rusted, their movements sluggish in the downpour. 

We cut them down without mercy. My axe cleaved through a man’s chest, the blade sinking into bone with a wet crunch, blood spraying in a hot arc that splashed my face, warm and coppery, the taste mingling with the rain. Another fell, his throat slashed, gurgling as blood poured from the wound, pooling in the mud, the stench of gore thick and cloying. A third tried to flee, but Sigrun’s spear took him through the back, the point bursting through his chest with a spray of crimson, his scream cut short, the air filled with the sound of his body hitting the ground, a heavy, wet thud.

A priest raised his cross, his robes sodden, his hands trembling, his breath hot with the smell of fear and incense. My eyes flared red, and he dropped to his knees, muttering prayers, his voice quivering, the words lost in the rain’s drone. 

I swung my axe, taking his head in one clean stroke, the blade slicing through flesh and bone with a soft, wet rip. Blood fountained, warm and sticky, coating my face, the taste metallic and rich, the smell of hot iron blending with the damp rot of the castle yard. His body slumped, the head rolling into the mud, eyes wide with shock, the ground drinking his blood as the rain washed it away.

Inside the castle, women and children huddled, their faces pale, their eyes wide with terror, their breaths shallow, smelling of sweat and fear. 

We would not harm them, my warriors knew our code. They stood in corners, clutching each other, their whispers soft and trembling, the air heavy with the scent of damp wool and unwashed bodies. 

A few English women, their hands shaking, served wine and food, their movements hesitant, their eyes darting to the floor. The wine was rich, its taste dark and fruity, with a faint metallic tang from the goblets, the food, roasted meat and bread, warm and savory, though the air carried the lingering reek of blood from the slaughter outside.

Veryath  twisted in my mind, his voice a snarling hiss, thick with the stench of decay. 

Take them! Take them now!

I responded within.

No. It is not our way. You have your blood this day, demon. My promise was kept. Souls have been given. I will not kill women and children.

Very well, Eirik, Veryath  rumbled, his tone mocking, heavy with the smell of rot. But the next moon comes quickly, and you will feed me!

I will, my thoughts sharp, the taste of defiance bitter on my tongue, though my tongue was never needed to speak to the demon within.

Over three days, we stripped the castle bare, the rain a constant drumbeat, turning the courtyard to mud, the air thick with the smell of wet stone and mold. Warriors hauled chests of gold coin, their metal clinking with a sharp, greedy ring, the weight heavy in their hands. Gold bars gleamed, their surfaces slick with condensation, smelling faintly of earth. Armor and swords were piled high, their steel cold and wet, the air filled with the clank of metal and the sour reek of rust. Crossbows, their wood warped by the damp, were stacked in heaps, their strings taut with moisture. Food stores, sacks of grain, barrels of salted meat, wheels of cheese, were loaded onto a spare English ship at the harbor, its hull creaking, the wood smelling of salt and rot.

Hilda inspected the vessel, her boots squelching in the mud, her braid dripping with rain. 

“It’s a strong boat,” she declared, her voice loud over the drizzle’s patter, her breath warm with the smell of mead. 

“It will hold plenty.”

We ensured no scouts escaped to summon reinforcements, our blades swift, their bodies left in the mud, blood pooling beneath them, diluted by the rain into a pinkish sludge that smelled of iron and decay. I knew more English were near, their presence a shadow in the fog, their horses hooves muffled by the wet earth.

On the third evening, the rain ceased, leaving a damp chill that clung to skin, the air heavy with the scent of wet grass and distant smoke. Sigrun approached, her armor gleaming with moisture, her breath sharp with the smell of leather and sweat. 

“Riders,” her voice cutting through the quiet. 

“A dozen men on horses, carrying torches, headed this way.”

I had a plan. 

Six of my finest donned English armor, the metal cold and rusted, smelling of iron and damp wool. They pulled hoods low, concealing braided beards and hungry teeth, their breaths hot with anticipation. The rest of us retreated inside, the castle’s halls echoing with the drip of water from stone, the air thick with the musty smell of mold and the faint tang of blood.

The riders approached, their torches flickering In the fog, casting a sickly glow, the air filled with the acrid smell of burning pitch. They dismounted, their boots sinking into the mud with wet squelches, their voices low, wary, carrying the scent of fear and sweat. 

My warriors dropped their hoods, revealing braided beards and grins that bared teeth like wolves, their eyes glinting with hunger. The English froze, their faces twisting in shock, eyes wide, mouths open, the air filled with their sharp gasps, smelling of panic.

The slaughter was swift. 

Axes and swords flashed, cutting through flesh with wet, tearing sounds, blood spraying in arcs that splashed the mud, the stench of hot iron and voided bowels thick in the air. 

One man’s chest was cleaved, his ribs splintering with a crack, blood gushing, the smell cloying and metallic. Another’s arm was hacked off, the stump spurting crimson, his scream high and raw, cut short as a blade took his throat, the wound bubbling with a wet gurgle. A third tried to run, but a spear pierced his back, the point bursting through his chest with a spray of gore, the air filled with the sound of his body hitting the ground, a heavy thud that echoed in the damp night.

Veryath’s voice rumbled in my mind, a low growl thick with the stench of decay. 

Good... more souls feed me. I’m beginning to enjoy our union, Eirik.

I am glad you are pleased, I replied in my thoughts, my inner voice sharp. I’m thankful for this plunder. My clan has been well rewarded.

Is that your way of thanking me, Nord?

Veryath  snarled, his tone mocking, the air in my mind heavy with the reek of rot.

Torvald approached before an answer could form, his boots squelching deep into the rain-soaked mud, breath rolling out in warm clouds laced with wine and the salt of sweat.

“Jarl, we feast inside. Join us.”

His voice boomed over the steady drip from the castle eaves. A broad hand thrust forward a brimming mug, dark wine shimmering within the goblet, its surface releasing a rich, fruity scent edged with cold metal. 

I took it. 

Wine spilled across the rim, staining beard and throat in crimson rivulets, the taste bursting ripe and heady—summer berries threaded with iron. I slung an arm around Torvald’s massive shoulders; leather armor creaked, smelling of wet hide and hearth-smoke. Together we strode into the castle, where warmth enveloped them, thick with roasting meat and the resinous bite of burning torches, the hall already alive with laughter and the bright clink of goblets.

Brynja stood just inside the entrance to the main hall, her braid gleaming with caught rain, eyes catching torchlight like polished amber. Her breath carried mead and quiet steel. My gaze lingered; her smile curved slow and certain, a silent vow. My own grin answered, teeth bared, the ghost of wine still clinging to his tongue while her scent—leather armor warmed by skin, faint musk of battle-sweat—rose between us.

“Come, Jarl.”

Torvald’s great hand clapped my shoulder, the impact ringing through mail and bone, mingling with the fire’s crackle and the low murmur of gathered voices.

“Eat, drink, and toast us.”

The hall thrummed with revelry. The air now hung heavy with the sizzle of roasted pig, fat dripping into flames, releasing waves of savory richness that tangled with the yeasty warmth of fresh bread and the dark fruit of spilled wine. 

English women drifted among the warriors, hands trembling, faces pale beneath torch-glow, serving platters and goblets while fear sharpened their breath and damp wool clung to their skin. One woman, hair matted from the storm, set a plate before me, her fingers brushed mine, cold as winter stream, eyes skittering away, lavender faint beneath the scent of her dread.

Hilda sat beside Sigrun on a bench beneath a painted glass window, colors muted by night, their laughter rough and rolling, mugs clashing with sharp crystalline rings. 

Halfdan danced atop the long oak table, boots kicking splinters free, wine splashing in scarlet arcs that stained the wood and sweetened the smoky air. His movements grew wilder, laughter bellowing deep from his chest, drowning the fire’s steady roar. 

Solveig cackled beside him, toothless grin splitting wide, hands clapping rhythmic thunder, breath hot with sour ale.

Haldor approached me bearing a plate of roasted pig, fat glistening and dripping, savory aroma thick enough to taste. His red beard hid the smile, yet his eyes sparkled bright as embers.

“Eat, Jarl.”

Torin sat with Kara and Bjorn at a corner table, voice low and rolling like distant surf as he spun tales of the God of Vardhjem’s black waters. 

I listened. 

He painted Draugrheim in words—colossal, gray skin cracked like ancient stone, eyes burning red as forge-coals, the air around him choking with decay and salt-heavy seaweed. Bjorn leaned forward, rapt, breath shallow with ale, while Kara’s gaze wandered, fingers idly circling her mug’s rim, indifference cool upon her skin.

Olvar stuffed his face with roast beast and foaming ale, grease shining on swollen cheeks. 

Ingrid lay sprawled in a shadowed corner, limbs limp with drink, an empty jug tipped in slack fingers, its last crimson dregs staining the floorboards. 

Around me, the warriors danced, sang, drank—voices rising in raucous chorus, boots stomping, mugs clashing, the hall shaking with shouts and laughter and the ceaseless scent of meat, wine, and burning pine.

“More wine!”

Halfdan’s bellow cut through the din as he kicked another mug from the table, wine splashing across wood and stone, its dark fruit rising sharp.

“To Eirik, our Jarl, who led us to riches!”

“To Eirik!”

The warriors roared as one, voices shaking rafters, mugs lifted high, wine spilling in careless rivers, the thunderous cheer swallowing the fire’s crackle whole.

Brynja leaned close, breath warm against my ear, carrying mead and fierce resolve. Her hand brushed my arm, heat seeping through damp wool.

“You’ve brought us glory, Jarl.”

Glory for now, Nord. But my hunger grows. You’ll feed me soon. Veryath’s voice stirred low in my mind, a growl thick with rot and ancient cold. 

The taste of wine soured on my tongue, yet I raised my mug higher, the hall’s warmth dragging me back.

“To The Godspire!”

Warriors thundered approval, boots drumming stone like war-drums, cheers rolling anew.

Rain resumed outside, a relentless drizzle drumming stone and slate, seeping through cracks to chill the air. Torches hissed and flickered, shadows leaping like restless spirits. Smoke curled thick, acrid, weaving through the rich perfume of sizzling pig fat and dark wine. English women glided silently, clearing trenchers, breath shallow, fear clinging like their sodden wool.

“To the plunder!”

Hilda roared, leaning back, wine dribbling down her chin in crimson threads, laughter bellowing deep.

Sigrun raised her mug to clash with Hilda’s, wine splashing across the table in fragrant clouds.

Halfdan’s boots thudded rhythmic atop the oak, splinters flying, sweat and ale shining on flushed skin.

Brynja’s fingers tightened on my arm, eyes burning with the same fire that scorched my blood.

“Jarl.”

Her voice dropped low, husky, cutting clean through the din.

“The night is ours.”

I nodded, pulse hammering, desire sharp as any blade.

“To the king’s chambers.”

We stood and slipped from the hall, warriors cheering fading behind like distant surf. Corridors grew cooler, stone walls slick with moisture, smelling of mold and deep earth. Rain’s steady drone echoed overhead.

The king’s chambers stretched vast and shadowed, air thick with old tapestries and polished oak, furs draped across the great bed carrying faint dust and wild musk. A low fire crackled in the hearth, smoke curling bitter and warm, mingling with dripping candle-wax. 

I pressed Brynja against the wall; cold stone met her back, yet her breath came hot, lips crashing into mine with raw hunger. She tasted of mead and salt and storm. Hands clawed at tunics, leather creaking, fabric ripping with soft urgent tears. 

Nails raked my chest, drawing thin lines of blood—sharp sting, iron scent rising faint and intoxicating. I tangled fingers in her braid, pulling her closer, mouth tracing the fierce pulse at her throat, skin warm, salt-sweet beneath my tongue.

The bed creaked beneath our weight, furs heavy and soft, smelling of hide and long-ago hunts. Our bodies moved frantic, air filling with gasps and low moans, fire’s steady crackle the only witness. Sweat rose between us, musk and leather and smoke braiding tight.

Take her, Eirik. Feed your hunger, as I feed mine. Veryath ’s snarl rumbled distant.

I drowned it beneath Brynja’s breath, her arching spine, the fierce rhythm of her cries.

We lost ourselves for a night and half a day, the chamber sealed in heat and storm-sound, rain a ceaseless shroud beyond the walls. Fire burned low, embers glowing like watchful eyes. We paused only for wine—goblets cold, liquid spilling across furs in dark sweet stains—or for bread and cheese brought by a trembling English woman, her averted eyes and fearful scent vanishing swiftly as she fled.

“You fight as fiercely here, Jarl.”

Brynja’s laughter came low, throaty, fingers digging fresh bruises into his hips.

“And you match me, shield maiden.”

My growl rasped raw, hands gripping hard, tasting salt and skin and victory.

This is but a taste, Eirik. My hunger waits.

I thrust the demon deeper down, burying thought beneath Brynja’s moans, the slick heat of her body, the thunder of a shared pulse.

By midday we lay spent amid tangled furs, air thick with sweat, wine, smoke, and spent desire. Her chest rose and fell slow, skin gleaming, breath soft against my shoulder.

“We’ve taken their castle.”

Her voice came, still tasting of triumph.

“And each other.”

My chuckle rumbled low, throat raw, wine’s ghost lingering.

“A better victory than gold.”

Beyond the chamber door the hall still murmured—drunken laughter softer now, Halfdan’s occasional bellow, the crash of a fallen mug, Solveig’s hoarse cackle, the quiet tread of English women clearing remnants of feast. Rain kept its patient siege upon the stone, yet within the furs warmth lingered, a fleeting fortress against the damp and waiting dark.
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Torvald’s voice rolled through the castle’s great hall like distant thunder, thick with wine, crashing against damp stone and dying torches.

“To our Jarl, wherever he’s gone!”

His mug rose high, wine spilling in dark streams down his arm, the sharp fruity tang cutting through smoke and the ceaseless drum of England’s rain. Warriors answered with a roar, mugs clashing in bright metallic song, laughter blending with the fire’s low crackle and the cold seep of water through ancient walls. Hilda and Sigrun threw back their heads, laughter rough as gravel, hands clapping sharp rhythmic thunder, breath hot with ale and victory.

A heavy knock struck the king’s chamber door. Eirik stirred from brief, exhausted slumber, skin still fevered from Brynja’s heat, furs beneath him heavy with musk and spent desire. The scout’s shout boomed through thick oak, urgent as war-horns.

“My Jarl, English ships approach the docks!”

Eirik’s eyes snapped open, heart hammering against ribs. Wine and Brynja’s salt still coated his tongue. He surged from the bed, coarse pelts peeling from sweat-slick skin, the scent of animal hide and lust clinging to him. Leather tunic slid over damp flesh, creaking, reeking of rain and old blood.

Brynja lay sprawled amid tangled furs, naked, breasts rising slowly and gleaming with sweat, the remnants of their passion drying upon her skin. She stirred, eyes catching ember-glow, yet Eirik was already moving, boots striking stone with hard echoes down the narrow corridor, air thick with mold and the rain’s distant roar.

The harbor lay shrouded in mist and rot. Rain fell in relentless sheets, drumming planks until they gleamed black and treacherous, wood groaning beneath every step, exhaling the sour breath of decay and brine. The king’s boat ground against the dock, hull creaking like a beast in its death-throes, planks slick with blood and yellow pus. A putrid wave rolled outward—rotting flesh, sour infection, grave-soil—striking Eirik full in the face, twisting his gut, stinging eyes.

Edward staggered onto the planking and collapsed to his knees, breathing a wet, rattling gurgle that sprayed flecks of black blood. His face had become a landscape of horror: black pustules swollen and pulsing, leaking gray fluid that stank of mold and slow death. Eyes sunken, filmed with milk, wept crimson tears down ruined cheeks.

Eirik halted several paces away, the stench was  a living thing clawing at his throat, bile rising sharp.

“King Edward, I presume.” His voice rang steady over the rain, edged with dark pity.

“I’m sure you’ve seen better days. What has happened?”

Edward’s cracked lips parted. Gray fluid oozed, hissing faintly where it met wet wood, stench blooming like an opened crypt. Only a guttural croak escaped, raw and wet. A trembling hand reached for Eirik’s leg; fingers split as they stretched, revealing raw red meat beneath, black ichor weeping forth, sizzling on the planks with the reek of gangrene and brimstone. 

Eirik stepped back. Edward pitched forward, pustules bursting against wood in wet pops, thick green mucus spraying outward, splattering rain and dock alike, the odor of sun-rotted carrion thick enough to taste.

A drop struck Eirik’s boot. He plunged it into the cold sea, shaking free the clinging filth with a grimace, faint sizzle fading beneath the waves.

He is plagued. Veryath uncoiled in Eirik’s mind, voice low and hungry, dragging the scent of damp graves behind it. 

Draugrheim walks in Vardhjem. 

End the miserable wretch.

The Sleeping God commands it.

Eirik’s hand twitched toward the axe at his belt, rain-slick handle cool, blade gleaming with eager light. Yet he held still, watching the ruined king writhe, each breath a wet rasp spraying blood.

“Not yet.”

The words left his lips low, tasting of iron resolve and lingering wine. He went then to his inner voice again.

Let him suffer.

You defy me, Nord? His soul is mine! Veryath’s snarl filled his skull, rot thick as swamp mist.

Yours when I say. Your thirst is sated, demon. I have fed you what I owed. Do not be greedy.

Eirik’s thoughts cut sharply. He turned to the gathered warriors, faces hardened beneath dripping helms, breath steaming in the cold.

“Gather the clan.”

His command rang out over the rain’s roar, clear as a war-horn.

“We leave this cursed land. Six longboats and the English ship—load the treasures and food. Take the women and children, thirty in all. They come with us.”

Torvald dipped his sodden beard in a swift nod, rain streaming from braided hair.

“Aye, Jarl.”

His rumble carried deep.

“To The Godspire!”

Warriors scattered into motion, boots squelching through mud and puddles, armor clanking, steel singing faintly beneath the downpour. Six dragon-prowed longboats rocked at anchor, hulls creaking, tar and seaweed heavy in the air. The captured English ship loomed larger, timbers groaning as chests of gold were hauled aboard—coins clinking with greedy music—barrels of salted meat and grain thumping onto decks, exhaling earth and brine.

Thirty English women and children huddled on the docks, pale as winter moon, breaths shallow and quick, the scent of terror rising from damp wool. Mothers clutched babes close, eyes wide, whispers trembling into the rain and lost.

Brynja appeared at Eirik’s side, armor gleaming with wet, braid dripping, leather and mead warm upon her skin.

“The captives are ready.” Her voice cut clean through the storm. “But they fear the sea more than us.”

“Let them fear.” Salt and old blood coated Eirik’s tongue. “They’ll learn our ways or drown.”

Sigrun strode among the captives, spear gripped tight, dried blood flaking from its blade, iron scent faint but sharp.

“Move, you English dogs!”

Her bark cracked like a whip, breath hot with lingering ale. Women stumbled forward, sodden skirts clinging cold to legs, reeking of mold and sweat. A child’s wail rose high and thin, swallowed instantly by the rain’s endless roar.

Hilda and Halfdan heaved another chest up the gangplank, muscles corded beneath wet tunics, wood creaking beneath the weight.

“Heavy as a dragon’s hoard.” Hilda’s grunt came rough, sweat mingling with rain on her brow.

Halfdan answered with a drunken laugh, slurred and booming, hands slipping on wet rope, the air thick around him with wine and harbor mud.

Torin stood at the dock’s edge, staff tapping slick planks in slow, deliberate rhythm, sodden cloak dripping earth-scented wool.

“The sea is restless.” His murmur floated low, heavy with old knowing.

Draugrheim watches.

Eirik

My eyes narrowed against the stinging rain, salt and ash bitter on my tongue while the stench of Edward’s rotting husk still clung to the air behind us.

“Let him watch.” The words scraped from my throat, raw as torn flesh.

“We carry his worth north.”

You carry more than you know, Eirik. My hunger rides with you. Veryath’s snarl coiled through my skull, thick with grave-rot and cold triumph. I ignored the demon and turned to the work of leaving this cursed land.

My clan—two hundred strong—moved as one beast. Boots squelched in harbor mud, armor clanked wet and heavy, breath steamed hot with ale and purpose. The longboats waited, sleek and eager, oars laid ready, hulls creaking, tar and salt thick in every breath. The captured English ship groaned beneath its new burden—chests of gold singing their greedy song, barrels of salted meat
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