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“Wealth dies, kin die; one must also die. I know of one thing that never dies: the fame of a dead man.”
Hávamál. Poetic Edda

“Little soul, gentle, wandering guest and friend of the body,
Where will you dwell now, pale, rigid and naked,
Unable to play as before...”

Publius Aelius Hadrianus

“Do everything in life as if it were the last thing you do.”

Marcus Aurelius Antoninus
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Smøla Island, Scandinavia
Late Summer, 320 B.C. 

––––––––
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My name is Pythias, a Greek navigator who has reached the ends of the world. I write in this logbook in the hope that someone may read these events in the future. My hopes of returning from this glacier fade with each passing day. 

It is a strange land; the sun barely hides below the horizon for a couple of hours. It feels as if daylight has conquered eternity, and night has been banished solely to the nightmares born in my mind when I close my eyes. It is then that I see his image—the face of that indescribable being who greeted us when we disembarked, and with whom I meet daily in his forest cabin before sunset.

The island is beautiful, covered in a dark green mantle of ash trees, elms, and lindens. The mountains plunge into the waters of the fjord. There are waterfalls, dozens of them. The roar deafens you, refreshing your eyes with the force of the rock struck by the fist of water. I am thirsty. I reach for the cup on the table beside the papyrus and bring it to my lips. It’s empty, and my teeth clench. I long for warmth on my skin. This sun is a dying god, a pale yellow that barely warms the face under an eternally cloudy gray sky. There is no more wine; the last amphorae were emptied a week ago when we arrived here. All we have left is beer and mead, a gift from our host, for which he has exacted a high price; I have lost two men from my crew.

I have not found giants, nor the home of the Hyperborean deities mentioned by the priests in the temples. The god of the wind strikes the cliffs and the sea, but the skeletons on the beach are whale bones, dying cetaceans whose flesh feeds the inhabitants of these lands. Men, men like us, pale-skinned barbarians with tangled blond hair and blue eyes. It is true they are tall, but they are not titans or colossi; they are simply fishermen and farmers who sow wheat, millet, and other herbs. There are grains, fruits, and honey. Helios is a liar, shining faded, and the barbarians thresh the cereals inside large granaries. The threshing floors are useless due to the lack of sun and incessant rain.

I must recover my two sailors. He has taken them from me. That being says they chose to stay of their own will, that they voluntarily offer themselves as sacrifices. And it’s true; my men do not deny it. But they are not the same; it’s as if that sorcerer has taken their spirits with some trickery. The creature calls himself Loki, saying he is a god, or at least that his essence uses the body of the wizard who babbles before me. That, he claims, is why he understands our language. I do not believe in gods; may Poseidon forgive me and not seek vengeance for my heresy. If the gods exist, they are busy with their own affairs, far from the concerns of wretched mortals. My idols are philosophy and mathematics; they are the ones who accompany me on this odyssey.

The sea—it is a fathomless blue, a black pit of raging waters and foam. I have decided to call this land Thule, a ghost island shrouded in mist. The day before yesterday, we sailed a day northward, finding a frozen sea where ice floes covered the horizon. The glacial white fascinated me; my breath froze in the air, and I felt fear. We returned. And then it happened. During the brief shadow of the night, a green veil of light appeared in the sky. I believe it was a hallucination; a luminous halo moved like a feather stirred by the wind, drawing arcs that silenced my voice.

I close my eyes, smell the salt, and the fury of the wind slaps me. I return to the present, rise slowly, take the scroll of papyrus in my hands, and review the first notes. A season has passed since we left the port of Massalia. My beard has grown, receding from my skull and leaving a dark bald patch in its place. The clothes stink; the sweat, the rain, and the sea have turned the tunics into rags. The woolen chiton has lost its color. Those who hired me to find new routes for the tin trade would look upon me with disdain. It is the contemptuous pride of those who have never left the comfort of their homes. They have already forgotten that the Greeks were born in the sea. I wonder what Alexander the Great’s envoy would think. No, for his lord, appearances do not matter; what truly counts is the outcome of his assignment for the exploration of the coasts. Alexander is insatiable; one day, he will launch a conquest expedition to the west.

My eyes trace the lines of the writing. In the Mediterranean, we escaped the Carthaginian blockade, passed through the Pillars of Hercules under the cover of darkness on a moonless night. We were fortunate. I discovered that Iberia is a peninsula, something we did not know. Then, we circled the British islands, Prettanikḗ. They are larger than we imagined, with a perimeter of about forty thousand stadia. We shipwrecked and had to stop several times for repairs and lack of supplies. There, they spoke to us of a new substance, amber, something more precious than tin used to make bronze. I must see that resin with my own eyes. The fevers claimed a Gallic sailor. Then, we left the northern coast of Britannia, sailing northward, always north. On the sixth day, we discovered the coasts of Thule. 

I store the papyrus, leave the cabin, and speak with the second mate.

“If I do not return, you will depart at dawn.”

The boatswain nods. It is agreed. Words are unnecessary; he knows this is my last chance to retrieve the two men abducted by that entity.

I enter the forest; the elms on the hill conceal a barely visible path. A flickering light dares not penetrate the treetops. Then I arrive at my destination and swallow hard. He waits for me in front of the door, laughing like a madman and leading me inside.

“This will be your last night in this land, Greek. Let us drink.”

My host smiles, showing jagged, saw-like teeth. He paces back and forth in this small hovel he calls home. To his right, mushrooms over the fire release a scent that makes me dizzy. His appearance is sinister, dressed in a darkened cloak of furs and leathers. He wears a belt from which hang a ram's skull and two dead ravens that sway as he bends to fill two mugs with mead. I have grown used to his appearance, though a shiver still runs down my neck when I see his empty eye sockets. He is blind, yet he sees, and on his face, no skin is visible—only strange blue tattooed symbols cover it.

“Do you fear me, Greek?”

I touch the sword hidden under my chiton.

“No.”

He laughs and hands me a frothy mug.

“If I wanted to harm you, Greek, weapons would not save you, but I need you.”

I grab the mead; I am thirsty, an infinite thirst. I drain the liquid until I see the bottom of the clay mug.

“I know you want to recover the two sailors. That is why you have come, is it not?”

I nod.

“We will listen to the runes. If they agree, I will break their oaths and release them.”

The being pulls out a bag of carved bone symbols, forces me to kiss them, and then throws them onto a plate.

“The bone runes are made from the fingers of warriors who died in battle. They will guide us.”

The old man smiles with his crooked teeth.

“You are lucky, Greek. The spirits are on your side. You will have your men; let us drink to that.”

Without realizing it, I have held my breath. I slowly exhale and take the mug he offers. The alcohol burns within my veins, giving me the courage I lacked until now. The smell of the mushrooms fills my nostrils. Reality distorts. The earthen floor becomes wet, transforming into a sea; the walls of this hut of entwined branches blur. The lamp's light shines brighter. I watch the shaman intently; he drinks and fixes his dead eye sockets on me. The question leaves my lips; it is the only thing that truly matters.

“Will you show me the route that leads to the amber?”

He smiles, stands from his chair, and places a light stone in my hands. It barely weighs anything; it is a translucent orange-brown color.

“The islands of Abalus, where amber is harvested on the shores.”

I greedily hide the resin in my tunic; it is my little treasure. No one else will know this secret; I will be the first to bring this stone to our world. I will be wealthy for the rest of my days. Unlike my ancestors, my descendants will never go hungry again.

“But first, there is something I need, Greek.”

I swallow; I am naive; everything has a price.

“Speak, Loki.”

“I am a god, but my eyes do not reach your inner sea.”

A chill runs down my spine. My thoughts mix.

“What kind of god are you?”

“Some say I am wise; others say I dwell in deceit.”

I need another mug of mead. I hide my head in my hands. This man is mad, but I need his guidance to obtain the fossilized resins. Loki now fills a couple of horns. It is a different brew, with a more bitter taste. My insides twist, pained.

“Where are the children who fled from Troy hiding?”

The question confuses me. I try to organize my thoughts but find no meaning.

“The descendants of Aeneas, Greek. They are my only concern.”

This strange mead burrows into my brain like a spider, searching my memory. A small light awakens within me.

“Are you referring to a small republic in the Italian peninsula, north of Magna Graecia?”

“Yes, that is the one. What is its name?”

“Rome.”
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Jutland, Scandinavia

Winter Solstice, 117 A.D.

“Row, bastards, in the name of Odin, father of all, row with strength, or we won’t make it in time.”

King Olaf stands at the prow of the drakkar. The waters of Kattegat are calm today, a mirror reflecting the sky. To port and starboard, two other warships accompany us, each carrying sixty warriors. Lastly, at the rear, there’s a small knarr with supplies and goods, the only ship equipped with a sail.
Father adjusts his royal crown and gazes toward the horizon, resting his right hand on the dragon-head figurehead. The wolf skin of his cloak flutters in the wind, revealing the gem-studded axe hanging from his belt. His long hair and white beard trail behind him, chasing the cloak’s wake. The moist breeze cools our cheeks. His face is burned by the sea’s salt—serene, though I sense the worry in his expression. His gestures, his thoughts, have always been transparent to me, even when I was a child.
“Ladgerda, come to my side.”

I leave the oar; a half-naked berserker takes my place, and I walk along the ship toward him. I behold his noble, upright figure—this giant bear who has embraced me so many times, who, at night, braided my golden hair with his huge, hairy hands. He claims I have the blue power of ice in my eyes. My chest swells with pride.

“Do you know why it is so important that we reach the temple of Uppsala before the full moon?”

“Yes, Father. We must participate in the Dísablót.”

“True, but this time, I have a request not only for Freyja but specifically for Odin. For this, I will offer what is most precious to me as a sacrifice.”

A chill runs down my neck. Age has hardened Father’s face, though I still remember the caresses that consoled me when Mother died. Also, the blows during training until I became a shield-maiden. No man or woman surpasses my skill with the sword.

“A human sacrifice, Father?”

“Indeed. Only with a blood blót will the gods heed my plea.”

I nod and bite my lip.

“You have already decided who the offering will be, haven’t you, Father?”

“Yes.”

A dark veil crosses my father’s face. It must be because of my expression; I sense my brow furrowing. Something warns me that this is not a casual conversation and that I am not the first person he has discussed this matter with. My eyes automatically turn to the other drakkar positioned to port. On the prow, I see my half-brother Harald’s eyes fixed on me. He smiles with that wicked grin he always wears. He also wears a black wolf-skin cloak, as dark as his eyes and beard. He is a giant whom all fear. All but me—I would slit his throat if I could.

“Was this Harald’s suggestion?”

“Your half-brother is my heir to the throne of the Cimbri, the future of our people.”

I swallow. My half-brother is the chosen one, though I am the firstborn, and he is a vile bastard—the product of Father’s extramarital relations with a priestess of our allies, the Suiones—a woman who had already replaced my mother in his bed while she was still alive. My mother, a true descendant of the Valkyries with Odin’s blood in her veins, whose sudden death has always been shrouded in mystery. My blood boils—an enigma to others, but not to me. All because of a whore who sold herself for a horn of beer.

“Am I the offering to the gods, Father?”

He doesn’t respond. He pulls a gold coin from inside his tunic, bearing the image of a Roman emperor with strange runes. I touch the coin, feeling the metal’s relief beneath my fingertips.

“This is the reason for my plea to the gods.”

“Who is it?”

“His name is Trajan, and the runes are the symbols of their writing—Latin.”

Father hides the coin in his fist, his gaze fixed on the sea. His thoughts drift beyond the horizon. His lips move, though it’s as if he’s not speaking to me.

“We have known of the Romans’ power since the beginning of time. In our legends, their lineage is intertwined with blood and pain. Their power destroyed our expedition when the Cimbri, Teutons, and Ambrones were forced to migrate to their borders due to hunger. Those were the days of Teutobod, Boiorix, and of a name cursed in our people's history—burned into our memory: Consul Gaius Marius.”

“But, Father, the Romans are far from us; they will never reach our shores.”

Father shakes his head, looking grim. I believe fear is confusing him. This is not the man I am used to, the one everyone respects. I have the impression that my half-brother’s bile and venomous words flow through his veins.

“Five generations ago, Caesar Augustus, their first emperor, brought a fleet to our shores. Years later, after the defeat they suffered at the hands of the Cheruscan Arminius, their revenge was terrible. Their general Germanicus armed a fleet of a thousand ships with more than seventy thousand men and thousands of horses. They ravaged everything. In Thor’s name—a thousand ships! Who could believe it?”

“That was a long time ago, Father.”

The king spits into the wind. The long call of the gulls circling above our drakkar rises, ending in a shrill, drawn-out lament. The coastline begins to appear on the horizon. Then, he shows me the Roman gold coin again.

“This emperor is different. Trajan’s ambition knows no bounds; no Roman has ever gone so far. He has defeated the Germans, conquered Dacia, and now the Parthian kingdom in the East. Do you think we could stand against him in our small fortress at Lindholm Høje? No, he won’t stop. And there is more.”

“Is that why Harald has met several times with the Suiones of Uppsala?”

“Yes, the Jutes from the northern part of the peninsula and their brothers on the island of Fyn control the trade of amber, iron, and slaves with Rome. The old King Erik has no heirs, and according to the Suiones, he plans to leave his kingdom to the Romans. We cannot allow those devils to establish a garrison. It would be the beginning of our end.”

“So, Father, the Dísablót at the sacred temple is just an excuse. We are going to meet with the Suiones’ army.”
The king nods, puts the coin away, and fixes his gray eyes on me.
“The sacrifice is necessary; we need the gods' help. Not even they know the fate the Norns weave.”

His lip trembles; he still hasn’t answered my question about who the victim will be. A shiver runs down my spine. His answer will not please me. That damn Harald has already done his work.

“Am I the offering, Father?” I repeat.

“No, Ladgerda. Although your half-brother proposed your name, I need you for battle; you are a great warrior.”

A tear appears on his face. The wind pulls it from his skin and dissolves it in the air. His eyes shift just a few degrees, piercing the space behind me. It is then that I become aware of the unspeakable. My gut tightens, and I feel my pulse pounding in my ears.

“No, Father, please, not him. He’s just a child.”

“I’m sorry, Ladgerda; the gods demand it. It is a great honor.”

Father grits his teeth and turns his back on me. He rests one hand on the axe at his belt and the other on the prow. His unwavering gaze is fixed on the darkening coast that begins to fill the horizon. His face is stone. I slowly turn to return to my place at the oar. I cry inside; I, too, make an oath. It is then that I see his blue eyes. My son plays with two other children, smiling, unaware of his fate, ignorant of the death awaiting him. 

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​II

[image: ]







Jutland, Scandinavia

Winter Solstice, 117 A.D.
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“The king’s drakkar has turned and is sailing away, Harald.”

“It doesn’t matter. Stay the course; we’ll meet them later. First, we have an appointment with the Jutes.”

In the distance, a simple nod from Olaf serves as confirmation to continue with the planned mission. The royal ship disappears over the horizon. The seagulls’ cries above are not soft coos but a harsh, discordant wail that beats in the ears. The sea foam strikes the keel of the ship, splashing my face. My beard is soaked. The sky and sea have lost their blue, turning into the dark gray of the North Sea.

Moments ago, I saw the king talking to his daughter. Both had tense faces, eyes forward, and hands gripping the axe handles. I can imagine her reaction upon hearing the news of her child’s cruel fate. The fearsome Ladgerda, my half-sister, is the pride of our army. There is no warrior among the Cimbri who does not admire her bravery in battle and her mastery of the sword. Last year, when she faced the giant Sven of the Geats tribe in Gotland, no one bet on her—except me. It didn’t matter how tall the colossus was, as towering as a ship’s mast; nor the strength of his arms, capable of halting the charge of two moose; nor even his skill with the axe, which some say was forged by Eitri, Brok, and Buri—the dwarves who built Thor’s hammer—and with which he felled four opponents in a single blow like a colossal scythe. No, Ladgerda is special; it must be true that the blood of the Valkyries and of Odin himself runs through her veins. She never falters; she is cunning, able to soar, and the speed of her blade is beyond human sight. That is why she is so dangerous.

“Ladgerda.”

Despite being a woman, and against the laws of other northern peoples, the firstborn was destined to be the future queen of our people. She is aware of this, and Olaf’s love for his daughter knows no bounds. He trained her as a warrior himself. But that was before he learned of the prophecy. Olaf doesn’t fear only the Romans; at night, he experiences a terror that keeps him from sleep. The oracle foretold a nightmare that would end his life and raise a Valkyrie as queen of the northern peoples. Olaf is wary of her; too many deaths lie hidden under his bed, and he knows history repeats itself. If Ladgerda were to discover the truth about her mother’s death, she would never forgive him. I still remember—those bulging eyes reddened by madness, blood on his arms, his white beard in shreds, and the body of his wife lying there, dagger in hand, trying to defend herself

“She’s a Valkyrie, Harald. She forced me to do it; it’s the oracle’s prophecy.”

My mouth is dry; I could use a horn of beer. I close my eyes and swallow, hoping the images fade.

Ladgerda thinks I am the one who covets the throne; she is wrong. I have never pursued it. I have endured the role of the second without resentment, fully aware of the stain of my birth. A bastard, like so many others Olaf has fathered during his raids on defenseless villages. It is Odin’s law; I do not complain.
I am fortunate. I love my wife Elin and Inga, our daughter, whose face shines when I hold her. I have earned the people’s respect. I am considered a fair negotiator, not a beast wielding an axe with a bare chest, shouting to the gods like the berserkers. I listen with pride to the praises of my role as the kingdom’s ambassador.
“I fear for you; you will be Ladgerda’s enemy. You know her—she will show no mercy. Nor to us. Think of your wife and daughter.”

“It’s true. Vengeance runs in her blood. Olaf has made a decision, and he won’t stop. I cannot disobey him, even if the king is mad.”

Elin’s words sadden me; she is a good woman. With her, life has meaning. Our daughter grows, blossoms in this harsh land. Her will to live is unyielding, limitless. Elin, I wish you were here. I miss your lips, your breasts, the warmth of your skin pressed against mine. I hear the gasps in my ear, whispers that turn into cries as I enter her. Her body moves, strong and sweaty, with a feverish joy in her eyes. She is far away, so very far. I imagine her splitting wood, feeding the fire at home with Inga by her side. Perhaps they are thinking of me at this very moment.

“We could also go to other lands, Harald. In your travels, you have met many tribes. We don’t have to stay here in this fratricidal struggle.”

“It is a path I have considered. The conversations with the king of the Jutes might be an option.”

“Are you talking about the Romans?”

“Yes, the old King Erik has maintained good trade relations with them. They are a different people. I’ve heard of things I never thought men could build with their hands. They live in such a different world.”

“Let’s move to the land of the Jutes.”

“Olaf will not allow it; he fears them too much. He will use the Suiones’ ambition to invade them.”

“And if we flee to Rome, Harald?”

“Rome?”

“Yes, Harald, let’s lose ourselves at the edge of the world.”

The drakkar sails over dark waters, the wind stinging my eyes. Reality reshapes itself as if I were waking from a dream, and the memory of my wife fades. One of the men on the prow alerts us to a spot on the horizon.

“Land to port.”

Yes, it is Fyn, the island stronghold of the Jutes.
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Curia Julia, Senate House of Rome

August, 117 A.D.

Four months before the winter solstice
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“Patres conscripti, our beloved optimus princeps is now among the gods. Trajan has died.”

In this urgent nighttime session, the lamps illuminate the curia with shadows that blur the faces in a sea of white togas and purple-edged tunics. The air smells of sweat and fear. Fear of what may happen from now on. The more than seven hundred senators filling every chair on the three levels of this chamber cannot take their eyes off the central mosaic, with the small table where the funerary urn containing the august ashes rests.

“The divine Trajan will remain in our hearts and in the annals of history. An exemplary Roman who leaves us orphaned. Sit tibi terra levis, divine Caesar.”

It is Father who has taken the floor in this senate under the agreement of the two consuls. The seriousness of his face reflects the gravity of the occasion, and I sense a certain tension in his lips. Annio Verus has occupied the curule chair previously, but his hands lack the graceful harmony with which he usually accompanies his speeches to the chamber. His mastery of oratory is affected by his grief.

“Senators, despite our sorrow, we must acclaim a new augustus to steer the ship of the empire.”

The feeling of grief is palpable in the air; the silence in the hemicycle is sepulchral. It is hot, this infernal heat of Roman summer nights. Father walks slowly, his eyes sweeping the rows of senators. His gaze first studies the group surrounding me—the entire Hispanic clan. I don’t think we will have problems when it comes to the vote. Since Nerva’s rise, we have dominated trade, the priestly colleges, the institutions, and most importantly, the army. A few meters beyond are the magistrates. I see a gesture of complicity with the consuls, accompanied by the leading patrician families. However, my father’s face hardens as he surveys the left side of the bench. There are still prominent figures whose hatred of our Hispanic origins is public. They smile maliciously, waiting for their moment. Father turns his back on them and raises his arms as if addressing the gods.

“We are not alone in this dark hour; Publius Acilius Attianus, prefect of the Praetorian Guard, is with us. He held Trajan’s hand in his final moments, alongside his august wife. He has brought us a signed letter in which the Imperator designates Publius Aelius Hadrianus as his successor.”

A great ovation sweeps through the hemicycle, and I can almost read their thoughts. Father scans the benches, counting those who remain silent.

“For this role, his nephew and pupil, as the sole male descendant, accumulated countless honors over the years under the ever-watchful eye of the emperor, now culminating in the handwritten letter of adoption the prefect has brought us. Let us honor the last wish of our beloved augustus and acclaim Publius Aelius Hadrianus.”

A new ovation shakes the walls of this old building. On the right bench, a large number of senators stand up, applauding while others stomp the ground in approval. Father smiles, satisfied. Our eyes meet, and I perceive relief in his pupils. However, his expression becomes rigid when, turning, he faces the left bench. An ill-tempered elderly senator steps onto the senate floor, demanding to speak. It is Lucius Publilius Celsus, and another has stood up in the front row—Aulus Cornelius Palma—accusing our faction. The consuls call for silence and grant them the floor. This is not over; there will be trouble.

“Senators, senators, what Marcus Annio Verus argues is a string of lies. Our beloved augustus never adopted Hadrian as his successor. Everyone knows the disagreements they had, despite the many merits Trajan granted his nephew.”

Shouts, insults, and boos follow Celsus’s words, making it feel more like we are among the butchers at the market in the Forum Boarium than in a senate session. The old senator tries to be heard by shouting.

“You will not silence me. That supposed letter is false; it is a ruse by Pompeia Plotina. She faked the adoption, hiding a slave under the dead emperor’s sheets, who whispered the adoption as the alleged last will of the dying man.”

Father indignantly raises his hands to the ceiling of the hemicycle, theatrically pretending to tear his robes. Then, he strides toward Celsus, confronting him. For a moment, I thought
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