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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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “To live is to suffer; to survive is to find some meaning in the suffering.”

        – Friedrich Nietzsche

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            PROLOGUE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        24 Age of the Æsir

      

      

      

      Those who watched such things might have said that the Æsir had rekindled the flame of the Lofdar. That they had become a second bulwark against the ever-encroaching Mist and thus a fragile hope in the final Age of a dying world. Loki had given them that flame, as he had done for the Lofdar and for others ere them. And indeed, in two decades, the Æsir had become the new gods of the North Realms. Petty gods though, and none too quick to face the true threats plaguing Midgard.

      And their king, as ever, proved both less and more than Loki could have ever hoped. Like a wildfire, he raged out of all control, consuming the World in his passions and leaving Loki the same hope as all others—that when all was done, perhaps the Mist would have burnt away in the conflagration.

      “I do not require your presence here,” Odin snapped at him. “Why do you not return to your wife?”

      Loki, crouched atop a boulder and staring into the Mist of a ravine, craned his neck around to take in his blood brother. He did not need to ask why the king failed to act on his own advice. Odin, for his part, looked away in acknowledgment of Loki’s unspoken point. Or dismissal of it, perhaps, for in truth, they faced different realities.

      Sigyn did wait for Loki back in Asgard, no doubt wondering whither he had wandered in his endless pursuit of Odin. She knew, of course, that Loki worked to guide the king ever toward a destiny that might, if he played his moves well enough, allow a semblance of victory, however temporary. Odin’s true love, though, had been cast out of Midgard entirely, and by his own hand, no less. Loki’s blood brother no doubt felt affection for his wife Frigg, perhaps even trust, but Freyja would always hold Odin’s heart and—as Sigyn did with Loki—even a piece of his soul. Loki knew the pain of separation all too well.

      Odin did not speak of such things oft, however. The king grunted instead, waving his hand southward. “We may have to move against them one day.”

      “You are not prepared for such foes.” The Miklagardian Empire spread across the better part of the South Realms, forcing Men to their religion by sword point, to say naught of ensuring a steady stream of tribute flowed into the city of Miklagard. Indeed, someday Odin might need to confront them, if only for the threat of the spread of their faith—and the perverse truth behind their doctrine of life beyond death—represented to the spread of his own. Beyond the Sudurberks, they called the lands Outer Miklagard, for it lay far from their centre of power and the labyrinthine politics that accompanied it.

      Odin stroked his greying beard. “Perhaps not yet. We will be … soon enough.”

      Loki sighed and rose from the boulder. “I told you I would help you see this through. My promise binds me, even if I do not wholly approve of your machinations.” With a last shake of his head, he strode toward the tunnel entrance below them. Not content with the barely controllable weapon that Fire represented, Loki’s blood brother now courted another power, as if unwilling or unable to imagine there might be aught worse than Mist.

      Odin snorted and fell into step beside Loki. “You are one to talk of machinations.” He fell silent a moment as they entered the dark tunnel, treading ever toward their treacherous ally. Given the choice, Loki would have suggested another path and yet, every glimpse of the future seemed to dry up more choices, leaving but the bitter urd he saw before them. Odin no doubt felt the same. “The Völsung line,” Odin said after a moment, “will allow me to recover the ring and finally bring down the Niflung dynasty, all in one stroke. Whatever the cost to them, the end result will prove worth it. You cannot tell me you have not made decisions in your long life—moves on the tafl board, rather—that sacrifice the happiness of a few for the long-term good of the whole.”

      Loki grunted, acknowledging the hit. He had wrought a great deal of chaos and death in his time, all in pursuit of an endgame Odin did not yet—could not—understand. Because when the stakes surged high enough, surely any act is justifiable, or so both men told themselves.

      Neither spoke while they trod through the tunnel, the only light coming from Loki’s flickering torch, and that at half the illumination one would expect, at least one who had never trod here. The clang of a hammer on anvil announced their host long ere the fires of his forge came into view.

      A stream of shadows played around Volund’s forge. No Man ought to have trodden into this dverg ruin, far beneath the Sudurberks. These peaks forged the boundary betwixt Miklagard and the rest of the lands of Midgard, and a welcome one, Loki thought. In another age, the dvergar had constructed a deep forge here—massive underground chambers capable of generating flames that blazed hotter than any known to Man. In such places, they crafted their great works, their terrible artefacts that cast a fell urd upon all who came into contact with them. The crippled, ashen-skinned man working the forge was no fjallalf, however, but the far more sinister svartalf. Volund glanced at them with his gleaming eyes and his wicked half smile. Left with but his withered soul, the smith now seemed intent on claiming those of others. Loki ought not have brought Odin here but, having had no choice then, he remained with no choice now—if he allowed his blood brother to face such an adversary alone, Odin might fall even farther into darkness.

      The smith set aside the blade he was working on and hobbled over to a shelf against the wall.

      “Is it done?” Odin asked.

      “As I said it would be. As you well know, Ás King, or you would not have come.” The svartalf’s voice was at once thick and etheric, as Otherworldly as the shadows that danced about him and his place, dimming Loki’s torchlight and leaving the forge in near darkness.

      Indeed, they had both foreseen the weapon’s completion. It had drawn them here across frozen mountains and long miles, beckoning and irresistible. That, however, was not the only reason Odin had ventured so far.

      Volund held up a short-hafted hammer with an overlarge head. “I give you Mjölnir.”

      “A hammer?” Odin snorted. “I asked you to craft the greatest weapon on Midgard, and you make a tool for building houses?”

      The smith grumbled and shook his head. “You are a fool, Ás, if you cannot see the weapon’s potential. I have improved on the design of Miklagardian war hammers, rendered it strong enough to break jötunn bones, even through armour. And should you yet have the vigour to wield it in your decrepit body, it will fulfil all your requests.”

      Odin took the proffered weapon, examining it and testing its heft as Loki watched. “’Tis not for me.” Loki, in all his interminable years, had rarely seen quite such a weapon. No, but he had seen a great many terrible works, and this hammer rivalled any of them. Why should it not—for ’twas plain Volund had forged it from the ruined mace Sharur, once wielded by an incarnation of the Destroyer. Loki cast a wary glance at Volund, uncertain how the dark smith had come to possess such a thing. “I wonder …” Odin said, blissfully unaware of Loki’s fears. “Did you refuse to make a sword or axe simply as one more means of proving your mastery of your craft—the man who could make even a hammer a mighty weapon?” Odin blew out a long breath and looked around the forge.

      Loki frowned. Odin was no doubt correct there. Volund had already forged a runeblade to rival those crafted by the dvergar as prizes for the Old Kingdoms. Now, he had crafted something new … But the way Odin looked on holding that hammer … did some part of him remember wielding Sharur? Vajra, before that?

      Volund spread his hands. “Your goods are delivered, and thus, I have fulfilled my bargain.”

      “And you shall have what I promised you.”

      Loki clenched his jaw, saying naught—for the bargain was struck and naught was left to be said. Odin might think himself unlikely to ever have to fulfil his part of it, but Loki had witnessed more years than Odin could imagine, and such things oft came about in ways unexpected.

      Grumbling, Odin slammed Gungnir on the floor one more time, then spun and stalked out of the workshop, Loki trailing behind. “Things are settling into place,” Odin said, making no reference to Volund’s accusations about Loki. He need not—already cracks rived their relationship, and Loki saw no easy means to fix things with his blood-brother.

      Sometimes, Odin resented him, aye. Oh, but Loki loved Odin. Loved him even as he used him. For like Odin, Loki needs must play a longer game.
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      Then sought the gods | their assembly-seats,

      The holy ones, | and council held,

      To find who should raise | the dvergar

      Out of Brimir's blood | and the legs of Blain.

      

      There was Motsognir | the mightiest made

      Of all the dvergar, | and Durin next;

      Many a likeness | of Men they made,

      The dvergar in the earth, | as Durin said.

      — Völuspá
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            THE DÖGLINAR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        26 Age of the Æsir

      

      

      

      Blood had crusted within the runes running along the length of the runeblade. It had drunk deep, many a time, earning Hervor great renown, though more oft than not as Hervard, newest thegn to King Haki of Ostergotland.

      She knelt by a stream, working the grime from the rune grooves with a fingernail, always careful not to touch the blade’s edge. One cut would kill like poison. Hervor had claimed her share of lives from mere nicks. Her wound-sweat trickled down beside her eye and she had to wipe it away with the back of her hand. A hairsbreadth closer and that big fuck with the axe would have split her skull. As it was, he’d ruined her helm.

      Over the course of the summer, Haki’s fleet had raided throughout the Morimarusa, preying on Jutland and islands nigh to Nidavellir. No man stood long against the runeblade Hervor bore. Tyrfing always claimed a life when drawn. Such was its curse. With a sniff, Hervor rose from the stream, then wiped the blade dry. The runeblade would never rust and needed no sharpening, but still, she thought it best to treat it with respect. ’Twas, after all, her father’s legacy and thus deserved tending even before her wellbeing. Hervor had not revealed her nature as a royal Dögling, nor as the daughter of Angantyr, but deep down, she yet swore to see her line rise again.

      Bodies littered the shore downstream. Fools. After seeing their men cut to pieces, the women and children had surrendered. They now knelt in the bloody muck that had become the village grounds.

      King Haki tromped amongst them, inspecting his new thralls. Raiding into Njarar had been bold, like to start a war even. But then, King Otwin Nidudson’s best days were long behind him now, and few would want to challenge Haki’s might. He was collecting champions from among the North Realms, and Hervor was more than proud to count herself among them.

      “Hervard,” Haki said as she drew nigh. The king knew the truth about her sex, of course. Her grandfather was a jarl under Haki, after all, and she had gone to Haki’s service with his blessing. Still, he let her have her disguise. Men were more like to fear the man wielding the runeblade than the shieldmaiden. Men were morons, of course. “Folke caught a wandering skald among these people.”

      “In this little village?”

      “Fled from Uppsalir.”

      Hervor frowned. The Yngling kingdom … aye. Moons in service to Haki had won her fame, wealth, a hoard to bury for her next life. It had not yet, however, brought her much closer to vengeance upon the Ynglings. Kings Yngvi and Alf—the whole Hel-cursed dynasty, in fact—had yet to pay for the death of her family. Oh, but they would. As Haki amassed champions, Hervor gathered allies, men who would follow her into battle. Not that Haki needed to know aught of her plans. He was a means to an end. She shrugged, trying to seem unconcerned. “Why would a skald flee the court⁠—”

      “Of the most powerful kingdom in Sviarland?” Haki finished. “Because those fool brothers have gone and killed each other, just like their parents.” He chuckled. “Fought over Yngvi’s wife, the skald says.”

      Now Hervor faltered, her mouth hanging open. That was not how she’d expected this to go. “Wha …” She shut her mouth. Odin’s balls! She couldn’t have vengeance on dead kings.

      Haki chuckled again, then moved on to inspect a thrall woman, turning her chin this way and that. “This is why brothers ought to have different kingdoms. Some things are best not shared.” He pinched the thrall woman’s cheek. “Leastwise, until one is done with them.”

      Did the king think to get a rise out of Hervor? If so, he would be disappointed. So Yngvi and Alf were dead now … her oath was to bring down the Yngling dynasty. “Who has claimed the throne?”

      “The skald didn’t know. The craven fled the kingdom when the brothers’ followers set to fighting one another. Here, he thought Njarar to be safer.” Haki grinned. “There’s no safe in the North Realms.” No, and Haki was fast becoming the most infamous raider throughout. Only Uppsalir matched his power, and Uppsalir was vulnerable without its king.

      “Both Yngling kings had sons, aye?” Hervor said, following the king as he headed back toward their ship.

      “So I’ve heard. Mostlike set about killing one another now.”

      “Whilst they do so, Uppsalir is weak.” Under Yngvi and Alf, some called Uppsalir the strongest of the kingdoms of Sviarland. But now …

      “We think alike, Hervard. Now’s the time for a raid, even late as the summer grows. We can sail around Njarar and strike hard.”

      “No.”

      The king had been about to jump in a boat to row back to the longship. Now he stopped, then turned back to her. “No?”

      “No, I was not thinking of a raid. I was thinking of conquest.”
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      Haki’s brother Hagbard lounged over the throne in Haki’s hall when Hervor and the king entered. The king scoffed at his brother but did not chide him. Perhaps Haki was right—without shared kingship, they lacked the rivalry that had brought down Yngvi and Alf.

      “The scouts you requested returned not an hour ago,” Hagbard said. “They confirm what the craven skald has told you.”

      That skald—Knut—stood in the hall now. Haki had forced the man to wear a woman’s dress whenever he recited poetry, which Hagbard demanded almost nightly. Folke, one of Haki’s karls, heckled the skald while flinging bits of grease at the fool. The oaf would tire of the game soon enough, Hervor supposed, and then the skald was like to wind up dead. Cravens deserved no better.

      Haki settled into a chair at the head of the largest table. “The kings of Uppsalir are dead.”

      “Indeed. And Hugleik has now claimed the throne. The young sons of Yngvi have fled Uppsalir.” So still an Yngling king sat the throne of Uppsalir, and still her kin’s shades might not hold her oath fulfilled. Hervor needed to restore the Döglinar, but she could little attend to such whilst the Ynglings went unpunished.

      She sat to the king’s right, nodding at the other thegns as she joined them. Kare returned her nod, but Folke was too caught up with tormenting Knut. Hervor looked to Haki. “Then we ought to find it a simple matter to strike now, ere he has time to consolidate his power.”

      “Ah, that.” Hagbard shrugged. “Too late. He’s already hired not only Geigad Rockfist but also Svipdagr the Mighty to guard his new throne. To say naught of the other mercenaries.”

      “Bah, Hel’s black gates …” Haki mumbled. Kare snarled and spat whilst Folke groaned.

      “It seems we are back to mere raids then,” Hagbard said.

      “No,” Hervor said. Not now. Not when she’d been so close to annihilating the whole damned dynasty. “No, we can still do this.”

      The king scowled. “Bring some mead!” He took a long swig of the drinking horn the moment a thrall brought it, then tossed it aside. “Great as our champions may be, Hervard, few men are more famous at arms than Svipdagr. They say his mother was a witch, that he has Otherworldly prowess. Even if we took the throne, the cost in lives would make it hard to hold.”

      She leant forward, pressing on the table. She was not going to let it end like this. “Few men are so famed, true. But I know of one more infamous.”

      Hagbard snorted. “Would you have us hire Tyr?”

      “Starkad Eightarms.” At that, everyone at the table looked to her. Even Folke broke his taunts and stared open-mouthed.

      Finally, Haki spoke. “The man has fought for the Ynglings oft over the years.”

      She shook her head. “His loyalty is to silver, same as any mercenary. And he knows me; we fought together. We were … friends.” Was that a stretch? Perhaps. They had saved each other’s lives, though, and that counted a great deal. Leastwise, she thought it did.

      Haki rubbed his beard. “Silver we have aplenty after so many raids. If he will join and lead my champions, I’d gladly pay him his weight in it.”

      “Let me offer him more. Twice his weight, even.” Starkad was worth it. Hervor had never seen a man faster with a blade.

      Haki looked to Hagbard, who shrugged. “So be it,” the king said. “Go and find Eightarms and carry our offer to him. And do so swiftly.”
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            DAYS GONE: TYR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        800 Age of Man

      

      

      

      Another body; not Odin, Njörd be praised. Tyr had searched the hills hours past the dawn, walking like a man in a daze. The Mist had turned on them in the spear-din, hid their foes as if allied with them. Odin must have had the right of it. Niflungar must have come for him. And now, with all the bodies laid to rest on the pyres, and still no sign of their king … Now what? If Tyr could not protect his king, his charge, what was left for him? The shame of his failure. Of his broken oath to Borr. Of living on.

      Aye, the Æsir had taken down dozens of trolls in Odin’s charge. In the sunlight their corpses looked like boulders covered in black ichor. But hundreds of warriors had been taken by valkyrjar this night, their bodies now burning to keep them from rising as draugar. And Odin captured. Was the only explanation Tyr could think of—no sign of the king or his body. Where would they take him? Halfway back across Midgard toward Reidgotaland? Somewhere closer?

      Perhaps Tyr could use the varulfur to track Odin and his captors. That was what they were best at. His legs felt numb as he trod back toward Idavöllr fortress. Back toward Frigg, where he would have to recount his failure. For all the power in his sword, still he could not even find his foes.
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      Inside the fortress, he found Frigg’s maid, fretting about. “Where is she?” Tyr demanded of the woman.

      “U-up on the battlements,” Fulla mumbled. “Did you kill all the trolls dead as dead?”

      Hardly. “We killed many of them.” Fulla wrung her hands, then busied herself tending to the wounded. Of which there were many. Trolls had cost them all a great deal. Tyr pushed on, toward the stairs. Didn’t get far ere shouting drew his ear.

      “The trolls broke off,” Jarl Arnbjorn said. “With them gone, we have a chance to retreat.” Retreat?

      “We swore an oath to our king,” Hœnir said. “Here we must bide until he’s located.”

      Kory Arnbjornson spat. “Man is troll fodder. He’s not coming back, and we can ill afford to tarry here.” Man might’ve had twenty winters. He could fight, Tyr would grant. If he kept talking such folly, Tyr would grant him a chance to prove it.

      “You do not know that Odin has fallen,” Hœnir said.

      “Even if he had,” Annar Ótmarson said, “naught do we know of the people of Valland. Marching through these lands, even back to Aujum, we may face other foes.”

      Arnbjorn waved that away. “You suggest we dawdle here like frightened children awaiting our parent’s return?”

      Tyr pictured his hands crushing Arnbjorn’s windpipe. The jarl and his son were a thorn. Always boring into him, puncturing flesh. Impeding Odin’s plans. As if Bedvig did not present enough problems. Now the jarl of the Itrmanni wanted to return to Aujum. Make all they had lost for naught. Ere he could say aught, though, Hermod drew Tyr aside.

      Hunter bore a gash on his forehead. Probably ought to see a völva. Man leant close, speaking into Tyr’s ear. “You asked me to watch Jarl Bedvig.”

      “And?”

      “Would it grieve you to know he’s been taking meetings with Moda and Arnbjorn?” Making allies. Moda Dallrson, jarl of the Björn clan, had never been one of Odin’s stoutest supporters, much though they needed his berserkir. Vili had trained with him, a time, in his youth. Arnbjorn … Last thing Tyr needed was those two allying themselves against Odin. Arnbjorn commanded the Itrmanni clan, and that meant the largest group of warriors. Lose the Itrmanni, they’d all wind up supping with Hel. “Though no schemes may yet hatch, still, I think we can see the rudiments settling into place.”

      Tyr grunted. “Forget Moda for now. I want to know everyone Arnbjorn or Kory meets with. And don’t let them know you watch them.”

      Hermod nodded. Tyr clapt him on the shoulder and left. Bedvig, Tyr would deal with himself. First, he needed to see Frigg.
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      Tyr looked to the stairs, drew a deep breath, began the climb. If not for the endurance the apple granted him, he would have collapsed. When he figured out how to draw on its power, he grew stronger, faster, nigh immune to pain and fatigue. All came rushing back on him in the end. Despite his supernatural endurance, Tyr’s chest heaved by the time he reached Frigg, who looked out over the battlements.

      “Any sign of him?” she asked. It was unlike her not to look one in the eye when speaking to him. A sign of her distress or just of her displeasure with Tyr?

      “He is not among the fallen. Niflungar may have taken him somewhere north. In the Sudurberks, maybe.”

      “Can you not track him?”

      Tyr swallowed. Throat was so damned dry. “We don’t know these lands. That foreigner seemed to, but the gods below alone know where he got off to. Bastard is never around when we need him.”

      Frigg did turn to face him now, her face creased by a deep frown. “Aye, well have I noted it. And he took my sister with him. What of Idunn? She seems to know all of Midgard and beyond.”

      True enough. Perhaps the Vanr could guess where the Niflungar were bound. And Agilaz could track almost anyone. Though there had been no sound, Tyr had the sudden sense of being watched and spun to find Vili approaching. Surprisingly stealthy for a man so large, but then the animal spirits made berserkir like that, if not as much as the varulfur.

      “We should press our attack,” Vili rumbled. “Now is our chance to hunt down the trolls. Find their burrows and slaughter the fuckers while they sleep. It worked for Odin in the Járnvidr.”

      Frigg shook her head. “Odin sought to rescue our people and was faced with only a handful of trolls.”

      “I am the king’s brother.” Vili lumbered toward her, dwarfing her in his shadow. “The command should be mine.” His nostrils flared and eyes dilated as he stared down at her. Too oft did the berserk watch her thus. Perhaps Vili thought Tyr had not noticed. Perhaps he simply didn’t care. Berserk was always brash. Sometimes, that served the Wodanar. Sometimes not. Oft enough, Odin had to rein in his brother. And now the king was not here to control the berserk.

      Frigg straightened her shoulders and met Vili’s gaze with an impassive stare. “I am queen of the Æsir, wife of Odin, and mother of his heir. My words are the words of your king, Vili. Do not make me repeat them.”

      Tyr’s grip tightened around Gramr’s hilt over his shoulder. Feel of it offered a sudden comfort, though he didn’t recall reaching for her. Vili glanced from Frigg to Tyr, as if thinking of trying his luck. “Vili,” Tyr said. “Find me our best varulf trackers. Send them to me.” For a moment, Vili glared at him, testing his will. Then the berserk snorted and slunk back toward the stairs.

      “He is apt to be a problem,” Frigg said when the man had gone.

      “You handled him well.”

      Frigg nodded. “Tyr, I … I can’t lead the people after Odin.” Tyr released Gramr and cracked his neck. What to say to that? Frigg was queen. Odin would want her obeyed. Frigg frowned. “If we forsake the shelter of Idavöllr without defeating the Troll King, we risk losing everything, all Odin has struggled for. All our people.”

      “This shelter will not last, either way. Not enough food to sustain our numbers. Hunters can’t bring in enough game whilst we linger here. Always have to be back ere dark.” Besides, Odin had been gone less than a day, and already the jarls had begun vying for his throne.

      Frigg’s scowl only deepened. “You have my decision, Tyr. We bide here and continue whittling away at the trolls.”

      Tyr drummed his fingers against his biceps. Frigg knew the truth already, even if she wouldn’t face it. Some three thousand Æsir were left, which meant nigh to a third of their number had already fallen on this march. The people could not take much more without breaking. But the decision was Frigg’s, and Tyr did not envy her it. He could see no good choices.

      Instead, he returned downstairs and to his room. A few hours’ sleep ere he met with the varulf trackers. A little rest. As if he could shut his eyes. As if he could shut out the visions of his failure. Tyr sat on the straw mat that served as his bed but did not lie down, just stared at the wall carved from blocks large as he was tall. Further reminder they had travelled beyond lands where they belonged. Of course, Tyr would have followed the son of Borr into Niflheim itself if he could. And what would Odin want now? Would he want Tyr to come for him? Or to remain at Idavöllr and protect Frigg, follow her? Hel’s Mist, but the man would ask Tyr to protect his family. Were everything to him, weren’t they?

      A rapping on his door shook him from his musings. He hadn’t expected Vili’s varulfur so soon. “Enter.”

      It was not a varulf but Idunn who slipped into the room, closing the door behind her. “I heard what happened.” Tyr couldn’t think of aught to say, so he just nodded. Idunn crooked a half smile, then slunk down in front of him. She took one of his hands in her own, tracing its rough callouses with her soft fingers. “Men like you want to remonstrate with themselves for everything that goes awry around them, huh? One could be forgiven for thinking the apple was to blame, that it led to delusions of grandeur. But I suspect—and you can tell me if I’m wrong—that you had this problem long ere you tasted the fruit. So every man and woman who died out there, that was your fault, right?”

      Tyr snatched his hand away. “Who else ought I to blame?”

      Idunn shrugged. “The trolls, maybe? The Niflungar? But you, Tyr, you’re the one trying to make the World a better place.”

      “You mistake me for Odin. I’m just a warrior following his lord.” Even if that led to places, times beyond Tyr’s ken.

      “Mmm, no, I think not. You strive toward an ideal, apart even from the goals your king chases, though I’ve no doubt of your loyalty to him.” She placed a hand on his face, and Tyr felt himself flush, his pulse pounding. “I believe in you.”

      “You believed in Odin, too …” His voice was barely a whisper.

      When she withdrew her hand, her warmth lingered on his cheek. “I still do.”

      “There are no heroes, Idunn. Just blood. Us and them.”

      Idunn smiled wanly. She rose, and though Tyr wanted to tell her to stay, he couldn’t.
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      Sigmund’s vision returned in bright flashes that sent lances of fire through his brain. He managed to roll over enough to cough and spit, hacking up blood and Odin knew what else. Groaning, he finally managed to sit. One of his eyes seemed bruised shut. Iron fetters bound his hands and feet. He blinked, trying to clear the blood from his working eye. He was on the floor in the great hall, in the back of which Siggeir Wolfsblood sat on a throne drenched in shadow, head resting on his fist.

      After staring at him a time, the king rose and drifted forward, though not quite into the light. “You have become one of us, Sigmund Völsungson. Well do I know the reek of our ilk.”

      Sigmund forced himself to his knees, staring daggers at the murderer before him. “So you are a varulf, then? The man who took his throne through treachery and lies.”

      A few guards stood in this hall, and they bristled at his words. A few guards and four women—berserkir, no doubt. In the shadows beyond the throne stood a woman, concealed by a hood, from which hung stark white hair. Fitela knelt beside Sigmund, similarly fettered. Their whole quest was lost, then. They had failed most utterly, having managed to slay but a few warriors and a pair of small children guilty of no crime.

      Wolfsblood paced about in the shadows, casting furtive glances at the main door, as if assuring himself only those he trusted would hear this. That seemed to include Sieglinde, his faithful queen, who lingered by the throne, face an unreadable mask. “Long have I sat in deliberating the slowest death you might suffer. For one of our kind, I can think of naught worse than starving in a cage, consumed from within by the beast. Thus have I prepared one for you.”

      Sigmund almost toppled over as he stood, his chains barely allowing it. “I fear naught you might conceive of, murderous craven!”

      Wolfsblood snickered. “Not yet, perhaps. The gnawing jaws of time and hunger tend to abrade courage.” He turned to the berserk women. “Take them to the cairn.”

      Two women hefted each of them up by their forearms, lifted them off the ground, rendering all their struggles pointless. Sigmund spat at them, earning himself a backhand that left him dazed as they dragged him from Wolfsblood’s hall.
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      Wedged against the older stone wall of the fortress sat a half dozen barrows, no doubt dug by the original builders ere the fall of the Old Kingdoms. Wolfsblood’s men had hollowed out one from the top down. The berserkir carried Sigmund and Fitela atop the mound. In the centre of this pit someone had placed a massive stone slab, standing on its edge, thus dividing the tomb in two. Sigmund peered down into the darkness of the cairn, making out the bottom, perhaps a dozen feet down. Stonework lined much of it, finely crafted in days when Men yet buried their dead instead of sending them to pyres. He could only pray the builders had never interred anyone in this particular cairn. If so, Wolfsblood’s people had no doubt woken the dead, and a curse was like to fall upon them as much as upon Sigmund.

      “Do you fancy your cell?” Wolfsblood asked. Ere Sigmund could answer, the king shoved him over the edge.

      He hit the ground shoulder-first, sending a shock of lightning through his system. An instant later, a woman landed beside him. She flung him up against the slab, knocking his head on it in the process. Her form split and danced before his one good eye, swirling through a miasma of pain now clutching him. With another chain, she bound the fetters on his feet to an iron ring jutting from the slab. Then someone lowered a rope, and she climbed out.

      Sigmund groaned, trying to clear his head. The wolf stirred, eager to wake, but at least another hour of daylight yet remained, and besides, shifting now, with his arms fettered behind his back, would mostlike tear his limbs off.

      “You see,” Wolfsblood called from above, “it occurred to me, it shall be worse for you, each to hear the anguish of the other, yet not be able to be together as the beast slowly consumes your mind.”

      “Go to Hel,” Sigmund said, his voice sounding slurred in his ears.

      Wolfsblood chuckled. “Perhaps, one day. But for now, you will begin a ponderous march toward her gates. I wonder how long will that wolf spirit sustain you without food? A moon? Longer? Of course, you shall be worse than Mist-mad long ere that. One cannot expect your mind to last half so long as your body. Enjoy yourself, Son of Völsung.”

      With that, someone lowered another slab over the top of the cairn, shutting out all but a hint of light. Sigmund slumped down against the rock, unable to do aught else.
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      “The wolf spirits brought us to this,” Fitela said, his voice reaching Sigmund through gaps between the slab and the cairn walls. “Perhaps you were right, and we ought never to have donned those skins and accepted them into ourselves.”

      They could not know what tracks they might have taken had they not seized upon their skins. For the fylgja had merged with them, and how was a man to separate the thoughts in his mind from himself, to judge whence they came? Did his savage desires arise from animal instinct or something deeper, always lurking within his core? Such lay beyond his ken. Wolfsblood, though, Sigmund understood. Petty jealousy and fear drove him, for which he deserved an ignominious death—one which Sigmund ought to have delivered unto him. Instead, he had failed. His only redemption lay in that Wolfsblood seemed not to suspect Sieglinde’s treachery against him, meaning she might yet be spared, albeit if only to live out her days beside the man she loathed most in all of Midgard.

      “Uncle?”

      “Hmm.” He shook himself. “Forgive me. I cannot think of much to say now … besides, I do not think the wolves alone to blame for this. They are but fragments of our prideful selves.”

      Fitela didn’t answer right away. When he spoke, his voice came out slow and laced with venom suited to a linnorm. “And this was my ill-conceived plan.”

      “What? You think I blame you?” Fitela had planned this, aye, true …

      “Do you not?”

      Sigmund scowled. “The plan was a fool one, I grant.” And tempting as it was to blame the boy, Sigmund had agreed to it despite his misgivings. “Still, it little behoves us to spit and spew recriminations now.”

      “What would you have us do, then?”

      Sigmund didn’t know. Lacking any other option, he began to whisper prayers to Odin, Thor, Tyr, or any other of the new gods who might chance to listen. But in the darkness, he found himself forced to wonder whether they could hear his words.
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      Flying above the Mist, Sigyn looked down on the giant fortress. Loki, the black swan beside her, continued flying, making no move to land on the battlements. Her lover had tried to speed them all away from this, tried to get passage from Ægir, and if Sigyn had listened when he told her to stay behind, if she had just for once done as she was told, mayhap this could have ended. Instead, she and her people remained holed up in this ancient place. Once, long ago as Loki told it, Freyr had laid siege here and broken the jötunn kingdom of Brimir. Once, in times even before the Old Kingdoms.

      At long last, the sun rose, its warmth heating her wings. Up here, above the Mist, the World was beautiful. She could see for miles, and though the hateful vapours covered the World like a blanket of choking clouds, the peaks of mountains stuck out above them. She felt the ire of the Mist, though, could feel it watching her, incensed that any would dare fly above its reach. Such made her fear for when she must needs land and re-enter the blight that encompassed Midgard.

      Exhausted as she was from the flight, still her heart longed to remain up here. How many people would ever see such a sight? But Loki dove down through the Mist, landed somewhere beyond the Ás scouts’ range. He didn’t want to reveal the cloaks to the others. How clever—by not letting them know about his newfound powers, he could seem even more mysterious. She followed him, beset almost immediately by the chill as she passed through the cursed vapours.

      This Mist locked the World in Fimbulvetr, gave rise to draugar and trolls and gods-alone-knew what else. Odin Borrson’s quest had seemed unreal, seemed Mist-madness—maybe because Sigyn had spent her entire life living among the Mist—but now she had seen a glimpse of the World without it. The Earth that should have been, the Earth that, according to Idunn, once was. And Odin would create that World again. Sigyn had to believe he could do it.

      Her body ached as she resumed human form. The transformation was as painless as removing the hood, but it served to remind her just how tired she was. Ere she could falter, Loki was there, supporting her in his arms. “Why do they linger in this place?” Sigyn asked.

      “We must get back, something’s amiss.” Something wrong besides that the goddess Hel had spewed her unholy Mist across all of Midgard? Something besides how badly Sigyn had thwarted Loki’s attempt to save them all? And how did Loki know what had gone awry?

      “Do you have visions like Frigg?” she asked as he guided her toward the fortress.

      “Not exactly.”

      Despite herself, despite the guilt she’d wallowed in since leaving Ægir’s castle, Sigyn smiled. This was their favourite game, after all, and Loki always seemed to find time to play, to dance with her. “You don’t exactly have visions, or your visions are not exactly like Frigg’s?”

      “Aye.”

      Damn it. Sigyn shoved him. “Which of the two things I asked was the aye in answer to? And don’t say both, because the questions were mutually exclusive.”

      “The latter.”

      “So you do have visions of the future.” At that Loki pulled up short. Sigyn slipped from his arm, then turned to look back at his face, waiting. If she asked the wrong thing now, he’d be able to deflect her original question, and she was pretty certain she had him now.

      “Prescience is a complex burden, Sigyn,” Loki said. “Maybe the greatest burden. I’ve known others who bore such burdens, and it has nearly broken many of them, left them writhing in madness or despondency.”

      “Which men?”

      “I did not say they were all men. Come, the Æsir have need of us.” Loki took off again, forcing Sigyn to follow. She frowned. So those of whom Loki spoke were not all male, or not all human? For that matter, was Loki human? Was Sigyn? The apples had made them immortal, given them powers. Made them, according to Idunn, like unto the Vanir. Freyr and Freyja, and the great king Njörd, beings of myth her people had worshipped for millennia—no different than she herself. Such thoughts were a heady mead apt to go straight to one’s head. Would the Æsir one day look down on ordinary Men, be worshipped themselves as the Vanir were? If they succeeded, Sigyn didn’t need prescient visions to know they would be worshipped, and, without proper care, they would become as apathetic as the Vanir—or worse, despotic tyrants.

      But if Loki could see the future, why had he not seen that she would follow him? Or had he? But that didn’t make any sense. If he’d known their moon-long trek was for naught, why go? So that must mean he saw glimpses of the future, but not everything. Not enough to avert every disaster Sigyn might stumble into, nor to spare the Æsir from every consequence of their folly.
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      She followed Loki into the fortress, much to the surprise of the gate guards. After a brief bout of questions, she drifted off to find Frigg. Large as this fortress was, the Æsir seemed to fill every corner of it, people packed so tightly together that everywhere stank of human sweat and human waste. Men and women and children looked up as she passed, eyes pleading with her—for food, if their sunken faces and gaunt bellies were any indication. They were starving, yet they had not fled this place.

      And Sigyn had naught to offer them, a failing that only magnified the weight upon her shoulders. Maybe, had she not gone after Loki, maybe he would have had a solution for them. Or perhaps not. The guards had told her trolls had besieged them, and trolls no doubt meant Vé Borrson had returned, pursuing them even to the farthest reaches of Midgard. The Æsir paid for Odin’s failings, and Sigyn had blamed him for that, but now, they also would pay for her own. Despite her worthy intentions, she had done ill by her people, and that realisation meant, perhaps, that she had judged Odin too harshly.

      Her sister walked in the midst of her people in the great hall, head and shoulders straight, seeming regal despite the losses. She wore an embroidered yellow gown, the fabric faded from the rigours of travel and too long wearing. Aye, for this sojourn out of Aujum had worn upon them all, had it not? Who among the Æsir had not lost loved ones, suffered privations, or taken grievous wounds? The jarls were here too, each shouting about the best possible course, some saying they must seek out Odin—where was he?—and others insisting they ought to return to Aujum. What madness had gone on in her absence? Were they to turn back now, all they had endured amounted to naught.

      Though Frigg barely smiled at Sigyn’s appearance, Sigyn could see the relief in her eyes. Given that Frigg was too damned proper to do so herself, Sigyn ran up and embraced her half-sister. “What’s happened?”

      “Trolls attacked us not long after you left,” Frigg said. “Odin had thought this place would offer succour but … they took him, Sister.”

      “The trolls?”

      “The Niflungar, Idunn thinks, though believes them working in accord.” Frigg spoke softly, speaking of her fears for her husband. And for her people, who were already beset by these trolls. Was Odin all these sorcerers truly wanted? If so, why? Sigyn had once spied on Idunn and Loki speaking of Odin. Her lover had dodged all her questions on the subject, but Sigyn had heard him call Odin the Destroyer. The Destroyer of what? The Vanir? In the depths of Halfhaugr, Sigyn had read ancient dverg runes. They, too, had spoken of a Destroyer, something the dvergar feared, which, at the time, Sigyn had taken to mean Hel herself. But Loki had referred to Odin by that term.

      Like it or not, the Æsir needed Odin Borrson. The king had carried them this far, and if the jarls were any indication, the whole alliance would splinter without him. So, if all their lives rested in Odin’s hands, Sigyn needed to understand as much about him as she could. Whatever this Destroyer was, Idunn seemed to know, and if Loki wouldn’t tell her, maybe the Vanr woman would.

      “I am losing them all,” Frigg whispered.

      Sigyn nodded and glanced around the hall. Jarl Arnbjorn was at the forefront of those proposing they retreat back to Aujum, thinking, perhaps, he could browbeat his niece with Odin out of the way. How he intended to effect a withdrawal—they could not well go back the way they had come—he did not say. Bedvig, meanwhile, kept carrying on about how they ought to go conquer the local Valls. In her flight here, Sigyn had seen a few cities, enough to know the rulers here must have a great levy of men to call if needs be. The last thing the Æsir needed was more enemies. No, they needed to find Odin ere one of these malcontent jarls drove them all to annihilation.

      Hugging Frigg once more, Sigyn slipped off, hunting down the goddess. She didn’t have far to look. As usual, Idunn travelled among the people, hopelessly fascinated by the details of Ás lives. This time, the Vanr walked with Fulla, asking about every last duty of a midwife.

      “Don’t the Vanir have midwives, Idunn?” Sigyn asked, interrupting the Vanr’s stream of inanities.

      “Oh, you’re back, Sigyn. Welcome back! Yeah, we do indeed. Well, sort of. They don’t find that much employment, you know? We don’t have as many babies as your people. I mean, we certainly have as much sex—or probably more. I think maybe the apples make us less fertile, nature balancing out our immortality. We don’t need as many offspring. Nevertheless, many of my people practice various forms of preventing conception. Freyja actually taught me a trick where you⁠—”

      “You don’t think I actually buy this vapid waif routine, do you?” Sigyn almost bit her tongue when she realised she’d just interrupted Idunn from telling her about some seidr method of contraception. Not that Sigyn seemed to need it. Oft as she and Loki warmed each other’s beds, they had no child to show for it. Perhaps Idunn was correct about a side effect of the apples. The flurry of Idunn’s words made her sound as simple as Fulla, and yet, this was a woman who vied with Loki, competing to manipulate Odin, a man all seemed to agree could change the whole of Midgard.

      Idunn clucked her tongue, then spoke to Fulla. “Maybe you should give us a bit alone. Sounds like someone has something she needs to talk about. Loki not running it deep enough for you?”

      The woman’s smile was so innocent Sigyn almost wondered if she really meant it. “He gets the job done. How about you?”

      “Oh, I’m still looking for someone to see to my needs. I spend so much time travelling out in Midgard. Yeah, I guess that’s why I get lonely. It’s so comforting to be able to actually talk to people, hear about their lives. Sometimes I get carried away, you know? Which is not a reason to be rude about it. Given a long enough time frame, most things begin to seem trivial. Modesty, social customs, they’re generally affectations of mortal minds, so we, at least some of the Vanir, let them slip away. Courtesy, however, never loses its value.”

      “So you’re saying letting your mind jump around like a cluster of bunnies running from a fox is not, in fact, an act?”

      Idunn frowned, then. “Have I done something to offend you, Sigyn? Have I, in some way unbeknownst to me, earned this vitriol from you? Yeah, because if not, but you so wish it, perhaps I could find some way to make us enemies. I imagined, sufficiently motivated, I might entice a mammoth to shit in your bed, or some such … prank. Unless this is some attempt at flyting with me? Do women do such things among your tribe?”

      Now Sigyn frowned. Was she too hard on Idunn? Sigyn had to admit, she did not like that Idunn and Loki seemed to know each other from some time ere, and perhaps she had let Loki’s obvious distrust of the woman affect her judgment about the Vanr. “You want to be my friend, Idunn?”

      Idunn laughed. “Child, I’ve tried to be a friend to all the Æsir. I’d never turn down a friend, though I’d prefer my friends not call me vapid. I’m not vapid, I’m enthusiastic. Spend a year or two with no one to talk to and see how you feel.”

      “Then I apologise. I spoke too harshly. I’ll watch my words.” Sigyn was always careful with her words. “But you won’t call me or any of the others ‘child.’ Because we’re younger than you does not make us children, least of all your children. But we can be friends, Idunn. Why don’t you tell me about Odin?”

      Idunn sighed and glanced off to the north. “As best I can tell, the Niflung king or one of his minions came for Odin. Long did that people slumber, and better for us all had they never woken. But they too have, perhaps, sensed a change in the air.”

      Sigyn had gathered as much herself, but she didn’t intend to stop Idunn until she got some real answers. “Where have they taken him?”

      “That I don’t know. I think they shan’t kill him, though.”

      And now the woman decided to drop the effusiveness? “Why not?”

      “Oh. Well, I don’t really know, just a feeling, I suppose. I mean, if they wanted him dead, they’d have killed him on the battlefield, you know? His death would have broken the Æsir, even more than his absence. But the Mist came in, and they took Odin and they left. They must have wanted him alive for one reason or another …”

      “Aye,” Sigyn said, folding her arms. “What reason?”

      Idunn giggled. “How should I know?”

      Sigyn paused as a troop of warriors passed them by. Their words were not for others. And Sigyn sure as Hel wasn’t buying Idunn’s act now. “What is the Destroyer?”

      Idunn, picture of grace that she was, actually faltered a step. “Oh, Sigyn. You should not be spying on others. Yeah, that’s rude. Now that you’re living forever, you have to think of your manners. Without trust, what is there?”

      “What is the Destroyer?”

      “A myth, Sigyn. A legend passed down from my grandmother to the Vanir. A primal force of … change. Change on a grand scale, the end of one world and the beginning of the next. The end of an Era. Like … like the coming of the Mist, when the seas retreated and the land rose, and Hel sought to claim the Earth.”

      The Mist had come nigh unto five thousand years prior, brought by the dire goddess, Hel. What had any of that to do with Odin? Or maybe that was the wrong question at the moment. “And who was your grandmother, exactly?”

      Idunn sighed. “She was magnificent, Sigyn. A warrior from eastern isles, a child of the moon. She guided our people to Yggdrasil, back ere I was born, but she refused an apple. She was a hero, and she fought to save the World, giving everything she had to protect it from Hel. As did my grandfather.”

      Sigyn had heard most of that already—that Idunn’s grandparents had tried to stop the Mist, had battled Hel herself—but this morn Sigyn had seen the sun, pure and undiluted by a shroud of vapours. She’d looked down on the World and up at a sky so blue she’d wanted to cry. “It seems they failed.”

      Idunn whirled, gaped. “They didn’t fail!” Several other Æsir paused and stared at Idunn’s outburst. Sigyn couldn’t blame them—she hadn’t thought Idunn even had a temper to lose. “My grandfather died to send Hel back to Niflheim and keep her there, Sigyn. He died to see my grandmother—and my mother in her womb—to safety. Whatever horror you think this world faces, believe me when I tell you it would have been far worse if they hadn’t closed the rift between the Realms.”

      Sigyn tapped her finger against her lips, uncertain how to interpret that. Things could have been worse? Somehow Hel had created a bridge between Midgard and Niflheim, and through that bridge she had unleashed the Mist. And if this man, Idunn’s grandfather, had not stopped her and severed the bridge … Then what else might have come through? More Mist? More vaettir? “But why the Destroyer?”

      “You have not attended, Sigyn. Grandpa Naresh saved the World by destroying the old one. Odin can do the same—destroy the World of the Vanir to save Midgard. He must, for the alternative is that we slowly sink into the mire clinging to us, decaying within.”

      Sigyn grunted, not certain what to say. Idunn believed Odin could be some kind of saviour, not just of the Æsir, but of all Mankind. She’d spoken of Odin bringing spring before, of breaking Fimbulvetr, but maybe Sigyn had never truly believed it. Idunn did. She thought Odin was … what? Going to finish what her grandfather started? So Idunn’s grandfather had been some previous incarnation of this Destroyer, and now Idunn thought Odin was as well. But Odin would do none of that now. He’d been taken by the Niflungar. And if he was destined to be some kind of Destroyer, what would it mean if he was made to serve them? Now Sigyn was the one hiding from the truth. She knew what it meant: it meant he would destroy the current World on behalf of the Niflungar. He would build their new World, one ruled by the Hel-worshipping sorcerers.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      As expected, Loki stood atop the ramparts, staring to the east, back toward the Sudurberks.

      “They’ve taken him there, haven’t they?” Sigyn asked.

      Loki didn’t turn toward her, in fact, he leant forward a little, resting upon the battlement. “I cannot see everything, not even in the flames. I patch together a picture of unfolding events through glimpses and intuition, through prediction and experience with human nature.”

      She laid a hand upon his shoulder. “But you think he’s there. And we’re going after him.”

      “Sigyn …”

      “No. I won’t be left behind again, not this time. We have the cloaks, we go together. I still don’t have all the answers, my love, but I have enough. I can see the fracturing and dissolution of all we’ve worked for. Everything falls without Odin, does it not?” Loki nodded, once, then turned to stare into her eyes. “So,” she said, “I am going with you. And we are going to find our king and bring him home.”

      He kissed her then, long, passionately. And then he pulled up the hood of his cloak and became a swan. Sigyn did the same.
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      As winter drew closer, the mountains of Njarar became more inhospitable. In such perilous heights rose the castle of King Otwin, son of the long-dead Nidud, famed for his cruelty. In the town below the mountains, Starkad stood on a bridge, staring up at those mountains, torch held out to his side. Below him plunged a waterfall that might soon freeze over. Ere the rise of the Old Kingdoms, dvergar built that fortress. Decades ago, Nidud had claimed the place and the riches within and built up his petty Gautish kingdom with it. Ominous and dark, the fortress rose above the Mist, a fell peak atop the mountains. Climbing such slopes, assaulting the hold, would prove a challenge even for the likes of the Æsir. But then, Starkad could never shy away from a challenge.

      Wudga sauntered up beside Starkad and leant against the bridge rail. “If we are to do this, we best do so ere winter settles in.”

      Starkad shrugged. “As long as you are paying, we can go whither you wish, when you wish.” He turned away from the rail to look at the man now beside him. Wudga’s eyes seemed nigh black. His hair was once sandy brown, but in the twilight, that too seemed raven-dark. He looked a man in his mid-twenties, but Starkad had known him a decade ago, and Wudga had changed almost as little as Starkad. Leastwise, outwardly. “I have to ask, though—and it matters naught, I’d aid you either way—but are your claims mere pretence to take the throne?”

      Wudga scowled, a look so dark Starkad could almost have sworn it hastened the fall of night. “I do not seek the throne, nor care much for the urd of Njarar.”

      “But you said you were the son of Princess Bodvild, aye? King Otwin’s nephew?”

      “You’ve a long memory.” Wudga sniffed. “My father sends me to complete his vengeance and claim his legacy. Naught else here concerns me overmuch.”

      His father … According to Wudga, he was the son of Volund, the legendary dark smith who had wrought vengeance upon Nidud beyond the pale of Men’s shallow imaginings. Moreover, Volund had crafted a new runeblade, the only such not made by the dvergar. And here Starkad was, about to let another of the damned things go. Let Wudga claim a runeblade, as he had let Ecgtheow do. That loss haunted Starkad’s dreams. It sent him skittering awake as though a serpent nested down with him. He ought to have claimed the runeblade of Thule for himself instead of letting Gylfi’s thegn take it. The mistake had tormented Starkad nigh to every night since.

      And he was about to repeat it.

      He swallowed. Sometimes he wondered, did his dreams of finding another runeblade come from his cursed nature, or did Odin so prompt him? In the end, it little mattered, he supposed, for in either case, he could not long deny his need. Yet Wudga had hired him solely to help him claim his legacy. Starkad could not well betray such trust, nor so old a friendship. He had … so few friends left.

      With a grunt, Starkad spat over the rail into the Mist above the falls. “Unless you plan to raise an army, we must rely on stealth to assassinate Otwin.”

      “Indeed. I see no alternative but to⁠—”

      The bridge creaked as another crossed onto it, obscured by the Mist. Starkad jerked his torch out in front of him to dispel the vapours. Night was already settling in, and most townsfolk should have locked themselves in their homes by now, justly fearing the Mist and its vaettir.

      The man striding toward them was no native, though, but a raven-feeder, clad in a hauberk and bearing a sword over his shoulder. One of Otwin’s soldiers. No surprise, given their proximity to the king’s castle. Starkad reached for one of the swords on his back. Wudga too had a hand on his blade.

      The approaching warrior removed his—her—helmet, and Starkad faltered. “Shieldmaiden?”

      “You know her?” Wudga asked. Starkad nodded, not quite certain what to say. He might ask what the woman was doing here, he supposed.

      Hervor beat him to it. “I’ve been searching for you the better part of a moon.”

      “Why?”

      She glanced around, then drew nigh to his side. “I’ve work for you.”

      Now, he snorted and shook his head. “Even did I not have a prior engagement, you could not afford me.”

      “Mayhap, but King Haki has deep coffers.” She looked to Wudga. “You trust this man?”

      Starkad shrugged. “Wudga, I will join you in the lodge soon. Give us a moment.” The other man frowned, and with it, the shadows seemed to deepen. Damned unnerving, that, and not something Starkad had remembered about him long winters back. Finally, Wudga nodded, then strode back the way Hervor had come.

      “’Tis good laying eyes on you,” she said, more pensive than he had last recalled her, when they’d returned from Thule. They’d come home to Uppsalir to find tale that Gylfi of Dalar was dead, and half Sviarland in chaos for it. Hervor had made for Ostergotland, had claimed kin there, and Starkad had not seen her since.

      He nodded, still uncertain what to say. What did she mean by that, anyway? A man could never trust a woman. Ogn had taught him that and taught him so well he was never like to forget. Though … Hervor had fought by his side and fought damned well. So … maybe he could trust her a little. Leastwise, in the spear-din. “I … what is this about King Haki?”

      “Haki of Ostergotland.”

      “I know who the Gautish lord is. I mean, what work does he offer?”

      Hervor looked around again, looking over the edge of the cataract. Did it remind her of going over those falls in Thule? Did she fear that? “This place looks
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