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      This series is for Emlyn Amato. You didn’t read this story, mom, but you were first and foremost in believing.
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      Authors and Reviewers

      “Strikes a great balance between knowledgeableness, humour and gripping storytelling."

      -Dr. Carolyne Larrington, translator of The Poetic Edda and author of The Norse Myths That Shape the Way We Think on Burden to Bear

      

      "Burden to Bear is a blast and highly recommended."

      -Rowdy Geirsson, author of The Impudent Edda

      

      "The action shines like a sword in the gloaming."

      -Liam Hall, Liam's Lyceum, on The Skald

      

      "Amato's Nordic world is gritty and real, and his characters are instantly believable, whether they're witches or talking ravens"

      -C.K. Sorens, author of the Trimarked series, on The Skald

      

      Readers Respond to Spear of the Gods Book One: Burden to Bear

      "Entertaining from beginning to end. The fighting scenes were A+."

      -Goodreads reader Charlton

      

      “If you like Norse fantasy, you will really enjoy this book.”

      -Goodreads reader Bob

      

      "Woe to you if you start the final chapters past your bedtime because you are not putting the book down until the magic has unfolded."

      -Goodreads reader Lilith

      

      “Love the pacing, humor, and action that all work well together to keep the story moving.”

      -Goodreads reader Brian

      

      "The ending scratches an itch that builds all through the young protagonist's flailing and impetuous decisions in the early pages of the novel."

      -Goodreads reader Scott Mist
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      Welcome to the Spear of the Gods series, where the myths, magic, and monsters of the Viking Age are real!

      Stories in the series, with the exception of The Sorcerer’s Reward, are told from the perspective of Ansgar the Skald, the Norse version of a traveling bard. Trollsbane is the most introductory story to the series. Here Ansgar is about 18 years old, on one of the first delivery jobs he is tasked with by his foster father. All he needs to do is bring a shiny new axe to its owner. He can handle that, can’t he?

      Ansgar is just getting out into the world at this point. Wise in lore and languages, but not a warrior. He needs to be careful on the road. At least he has enough sense to travel with a reliable companion.

      Trollsbane allows me to ease a new reader into the Norse world. What are trolls? What is magic like? Who are the heroes and monsters? What does this Norse fantasy world feel like?

      Spear of the Gods is, in part, a coming of age story. Ansgar goes from merely a man to more than that. He does so with many influences through three novels. His first influence, Bolli Mossneck, provides the basis for his later decisions. Even in the very first paragraph of Burden to Bear.

      Bolli Mossneck is a wandering warrior on paper. He is more than that to me. Bolli is partly a response to popular fantasy literature that portrays heroism as naive. I write about heroes, and they are not naive. They are the Norse saga heroes of old, more interested in defying corruption than death. Bolli Mossneck, whose sense of honor, or drengskapr, is stronger than most, is one of them.

      Ansgar the Skald has a lot of learning ahead of him in this series. He drinks too much. He has juvenile ideas about women. And he seeks out comfort rather than adventure. But he never, ever, forgets the story of Trollsbane, where he learns what a hero is.

      

      -Gregory Amato, 25 September 2024

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter 1

          

          
            Misdirection

          

        

      

    

    
      I felt it when the landvættir around me fled. I was sitting on a rock to cool my bare feet in the gentle current of a stream, and I felt a tug pulling inexplicably upstream for a few seconds. There was urgency, even fear, in that sudden rush. Happy spirits of the land one moment, unhappy the next. The cool water on my feet seemed less comforting when they were gone.

      I didn’t have the same seer’s sense my foster mother did. That would maybe have told me more details about why the landvættir were unhappy. I didn’t need it to know this was an ill sign.

      Sunlight sparkled on the stream, which was more than a creek but not quite a river and just perfect for what I needed at the time. I turned on the rock I sat on and gave a quick look behind me. Normally I would have remained facing the bank to keep my pack and its treasure in sight, as you never know what’s creeping up on you from behind. What I needed was comfort for my feet though, so I had faced away, looking out at the rest of the stream and the woody bank beyond.

      I turned around toward a long, rocky bank leading to a dense treeline. My travel pack was still there on the bank. So was my traveling companion, Bolli Mossneck. He was a great comfort as far as watching my back. He was also the source of my sore feet.

      Bolli was a constant traveler, known to me from many a night in a friendly mead hall. I wasn't sure he had ever spent two nights in the same place. I knew him as a trustworthy man, if a bit on the simple side. Others knew him as a wandering warrior. Happy to travel on his own and often taking odd jobs. Assuming he felt those jobs were honorable.

      He never trimmed his beard as other men did, though. Just let it go where it would, like growing moss. Some joked he might find birds nesting in that chin-forest if only he ever stayed in one place long enough. Staying still was not in his nature, however. As far as I could walk and run in a day, Bolli Mossneck was capable of twice that and still having enough left in him to fight after. Hence my sore feet.

      “Ansgar, you’d better get your boots on,” Bolli said to me as he eyed movement just beyond the trees.

      “I got that sense,” I responded, already taking careful steps to reach the bank.

      I was a great runner. And climber, swimmer—anything that helped me avoid violence, I was an expert at. Sore feet or not, I was certain I could outrun any person with ill intent. A witch or a warg with ill intent, or some other troll . . . that I had less confidence in outrunning. But running or fighting, I did not want to be caught with bare feet.

      “Maybe we should hide before it sees us,” I whispered once I had my boots back on.

      I walked up to Bolli, who had one hand on the axe in his belt and the other on his hip. A ready stance with no intention of hiding. I took the hint and took two steps to his side, got out my sling, and loaded a bullet. Two more ready in my off-hand, I could loose the first in about a second. At that distance, I could loose at least one more even if the thing in the forest was fast.

      Say what you will about a sling not being the manliest weapon. It had two great advantages. One, it was lethal in skilled hands whether the victim thought it a manly weapon or not. And two, it afforded me distance. Distance to attack, distance to not have to close in and fight with my seax.

      Granted my seax was made by the best smith in Midgard and I kept it razor sharp. But that did not increase my paltry skills at infighting. I relied on not needing a weapon at all and then relied on my sling when that failed.

      “Not an it,” said Bolli. Eyes fixed on something just beyond the treeline, giant bush of a beard barely moving as he spoke, he perceived while I only saw. “A he.”

      Underbrush shivered and broke under steady but careless steps. Not the gait
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