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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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        For full colour, higher-res maps, character lists, location overviews, and glossaries, check out the bonus resources here:

        https://www.worldanvil.com/w/eschaton-cycle/

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        [image: Map]
      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Hearing I ask from all the holy tribes, greater and lesser, the offspring of Heimdall; do you wish me to declare Woe-father’s deception, living beings’ ancient stories, those I remember from furthest back?”

        — Poetic Edda, Völuspá
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        790 Age of Man

      

      

      Twilight crept upon the sea, the Mist thickening with each moment, hungry for the soul of a Man too stubborn to come ashore. At either end of Grimr’s fishing boat, torches guttered, struggling to hold back the treacherous vapours. Icy waters, rough, as if bestirred by something in the depths, lapped against the sides, sloshing over Grimr’s sealskin boots as he hauled in yet another empty net. His father, Ketil the Trout, was king of Hálgoland in all but name, and Grimr would be damned if he was going to let this famine take his people.

      Maybe he’d just plain be damned. Others, they daren’t venture so far from the ice sheet that bridged the numerous islands in northern Nidavellir. Here, the wild was thick with landvaettir and the Mist billowed like dragons’ breath. Serpents slept in the deeps, men said. Inland, beneath the soaring peaks, dwelt the dvergar whom all the lords of Nidavellir paid tribute in plunder, in thralls. In game and fish, even if it left too little for the people living on Hrafnista or in surrounding Hálgoland. Starving, Father said, was still better than what the dvergar would do if unappeased.

      Dark clouds rumbled on the horizon. With a huff, Grimr hurled the useless net aside. The sunlight died, and the moon soon silvered the Mist. He felt it watching him, felt it wroth over his temerity in venturing here. Bah! As if he so wished to live, after losing his betrothed.

      Something clattered against the hull, and Grimr started, cast about until he saw the chunk of ice floating off. He’d thought himself well clear of the bergs. Was that a piece of the shelf, broken? More ice stones hammered the boat, became a drumming hail. What in the Gates of Hel was happening? Grimr peered into the Mist, couldn’t make out much, save perhaps the hint of something watching him where no mortal thing could lurk.

      He heard it ere he saw it: the crunching sound of the sea freezing beneath the Mist, reaching for him like frozen hands from beyond the world. A new ice shelf grew up around him, closing in. As if asking whether he really sought to embrace Hel and join her in her icy demesne.

      Then he knew he did not. With no time to unfurl sails, Grimr seized the oars and came about, rowing for shore for all he was worth. He was a strong man, so strong some claimed he had jötunn blood in his veins, and he could row so fast his boat would seem to skim along the surface of the water like a swooping seabird. Even so, the rapidly spreading ice shelf was drawing closer. The Mist wanted him now, was determined to have him, to drag him screaming to its dire queen.

      Grimr grunted, heaved against the oars until his arms burned, until his lungs seemed to freeze in his chest. Until the boat smacked against the opposite shelf. Grabbing his bow and axe, Grimr vaulted the side and landed on the ice, came up in a roll. The Mist surged over his boat, crystals forming along the hull, seeping up the torch poles, even, to tease the dying flames. Grimr broke into a run, made for the cliff. His boots skidded, he slipped, cracked a knee on the ground, sending a jolt shooting through his spine. Like a solid wave, the Mist rose behind him. No man had ever called Grimr craven. No, but dread rose in him then, clenched around his heart and turned his bowels watery. He was up, running, a mad dash away.

      Without flame, he couldn’t see anything, could scarce make out his hand before his face. He was breathing in Mist, could go Mist-mad from it, he knew, yet he could not stop to light a torch. Should have made offerings to the vaettir. He had angered the spirits of this place, defiling it with his presence and doing naught to propitiate them. Only, he’d had no spare goat to spill its blood and had not wanted to kill a thrall to feed the rest of his clan.

      The Mist thinned as he reached the cliff. Above, a dozen feet up, he could see a recess, a cave, perhaps, where he might find shelter and strike up a fire. His axe wasn’t for climbing, but that little stopped him from hacking into the cliff, trying to carve handholds. Then he was scrambling up that wall, making for the darkness within …
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      Grimr woke, heart drumming as it had back then, cold sweat drenching him as had the seaspray. Beside him, Lopthoena was already awake. His wife did not ask what he’d dreamt. She stared at him, as dour as he felt. Maybe it was the hazy light from the fire pit, but her eyes looked red.

      “You’ve slain trolls,” she said. Well, maybe she knew well enough of what he recalled, of where he’d regained her, once he broke the sorceress Grimhild’s curse upon her. “What need to fear a berserk?”

      Grimr wiped his face, scratched the shaggy patch of fur on his cheek. “Sörkvir is a Dögling prince.” And Grimr would not be shooting him with magic arrows crafted in the dark of Pohjola, tempting though it was. The berserk had challenged him to a holmgang, and Grimr’s honour bade him fight fair. He didn’t know whether he could win, but he was not about to back down and sure as Hel’s own arse was not giving up his daughter to that beast.

      “There’s hours, yet, ere sunrise,” Lopthoena said. So eager for delays. So was he, but his daughter could not afford such.

      Grimr lurched from the bed shelf and donned trousers, a tunic, a fur cloak. He’d come back for his war-garb. “Have her readied,” he told his wife. “I’ll see her off before I go.”

      “And if you win⁠—”

      “When I win,” he said, hoping his voice showed confidence he did not feel, “then she’ll foster a few years with a close friend ’til she’s of proper marrying age.” He’d never have married his daughter to a berserk—savages were as much beast as Man—but even less so at fucking twelve winters old, and damn Sörkvir for forcing such an issue.

      He stretched cold muscles, tight from the nightmare, then washed his face. Finally, he donned his war-garb, the habergeon, and above that the hauberk. His sword over his shoulder, his axe at his hip. A time, he looked at his bow, at his magic arrows, taken by Father, long back, from the witches of Pohjola. It would be so easy to end this with a single shot … Maybe no one would blame him, even. No one, save himself.

      Time came too soon, and he found Lopthoena and the children in the harbour. Hrafnista was an island, joined to the mainland by the ice shelf. The harbour, such as it was, stretched some distance out over the sea, though no one knew where the ice shelf began for certain. It seemed to be growing, though, for the poles driven into the ice in his grandfather’s time were now too far inland to use, and Father had extended the harbour.

      Brynhild knelt beside her brother Orvar, who refused to let go of his sister’s leg. The boy had not yet five winters behind him and probably had little idea what was happening. No idea, save a Mist-mad berserk had come to take his sister, and now his father had to fight a holmgang. And either way, because of the berserk, Brynhild was being sent to Hlymdalir, gone from them. Brynhild rose and met Grimr’s gaze, not a tear in her eyes, and a sword—mostlike too heavy for her—draped over her shoulder. “When I return, I will be a shieldmaiden even Freyja will look upon with awe.”

      “Aye,” Grimr said and knew Heimir would make that of her, for they were friends of old, even with him being of the Dani tribe and not a proper Haleygr.

      “Don’t go,” Orvar pleaded, still tugging at his sister’s skirts, until Lopthoena had no choice but to sweep the boy up in her arms. Once, a völva had prophesied the boy would die by his own horse, of all things. Sometimes, Grimr thought his whole family was cursed. His wife, both his children, all still suffering the wrath of Grimhild, who’d tried to usurp Agder, and cursed Lopthoena as a troll. Grimr had broken the curse, driven the sorceress out, cast her into the sea, and dared hope Rán had taken her soul. But then, who knew, with a Niflung?

      “I’ve no choice,” Brynhild said, her voice betraying the terror beneath her bravado. She could have gone to her kin in Agder, to King Harald, her grandfather. But Agder lay close enough to lands claimed by the Döglinar that Sörkvir would know of it, and it would bring trouble there which the kingdom little needed. Hlymdalir was far.

      Grimr muffed Orvar’s hair, then kissed Brynhild on the brow. “Make the Haleygar proud. The blood of Ketil Trout runs through your veins, girl.”

      “Aye, Father.”

      With that, Grimr climbed into his own boat and took up his oars. The island of his holmgang awaited him. Whether victory or the sword-sleep lay before him, perhaps only Freyr knew, but either way, the Haleygar did not shirk honour. So, in the darkness ere dawn, to the sound of the crackling flames of his torch poles and the slap of oar on sea, Grimr took up a song of glory.
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      Trolls, trolls, trolls, the children sing.

      Trolls, trolls, trolls, the maidens scream.

      When the Elders’ blood grows thick with brume,

      When the hunger comes to wake in you,

      Trolls, trolls, trolls all the hills do weep,

      Trolls, trolls, trolls and the woods shall creep.

      — Sviar children's song
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        25 Age of the Æsir

      

      

      

      Yngvi had constructed a sea-steed that could handle long days and nights at sea, yet still, they sailed the coast. Each night, they made camp upon land. It suited them all well enough, Starkad included. At night, the Mist thickened, and Men preferred the radiant flame of a bonfire to the small comfort of shipboard torches. By day, they passed the kingdoms of Sviarland through the Gandvík Sea, skirting betwixt Skane and Sjaelland, and now were already moving into the Morimarusa.

      Starkad had heard the sea here earned its name for the dead waters giving rise to unnatural stillness on the surface. That stillness was an illusion though. The depths hid unfathomable secrets, dangers not even Starkad deluded himself into thinking he understood. There were clans of saealfar, some in service to the dire queen Rán, who ruled the ocean alongside her husband Ægir. There were great serpents hidden in the depths, said to rise only in the most wrathful of storms. And worse, older benthic creatures slumbering, waiting to wake and consume the World. The Kraken, skalds called one such monster. And a sick part of Starkad longed to look upon the monstrosity lurking beneath these dead waters … to see it with his eyes.

      Still, monsters of the deep concerned Starkad less than what ancient evils laired upon the islands of Reidgotaland. True, in the past decades, a strong kingdom had risen and begun uniting many of the islands. Some said the king, Healfdene, had done so bearing a runeblade, of all things. But Healfdene was dead, and his son Hrothgar seemed not a fraction of the king the great man had been. But Healfdene’s faltering kingdom did not concern Starkad. The Niflungar, last of the Old Kingdoms, had wakened, stirred by the changing of the World. For all Starkad knew, Odin had woken the ancient powers, whether intentionally or by blunder as the so-called god so oft stumbled blindly in the dark. They laired upon Samsey, not far from Sjaelland, and though the ship had passed them by, still he felt uneasy. ’Twas Niflung Art which had, in the end, cost Starkad his mother.

      At the ship’s bow, staring into Mist of uncanny thickness, Starkad did not suppose it mattered how they had awoken. Only that they had, and that now, the Mist seemed intent upon his ship. It blinded them, obscured their course. They oft could not make out the sun in the day or the stars at night. Mist pursued them, chasing after their vessel like a pack of wolves, waiting for a moment of weakness.

      Starkad spit into those dead waters. What was worse, the unknown horrors of the deep or the terror he knew too well lurking on the land all around them? With a grunt, he turned away and threaded his way toward the stern, where Orvar sat, head in his hand. They had grown becalmed as soon as they passed out of the Gandvík, a day ago, but so far, the men had not complained. Working the oars tired them, no doubt, but it also distracted them. They did not know what Starkad knew, did not know what was amiss here. But they would feel it, the slight foulness in the air, the chill on their skin that never passed.

      Starkad knelt beside Orvar and placed a hand on the back of his head, whispering so none of the others might overhear. “We cannot make land here.”

      Orvar looked up, eyes wary. “I have never seen these sorcerers you so fear, Starkad, though I have witnessed wonders enough.”

      Starkad tightened his grip. “I have faced down a jötunn, Orvar. I have fought trolls, draugar, and a great many Men. And still I would not willingly fight these Niflungar. They are perilous and treacherous, and I have a strong sense they are aware of us, following us even. Have you noticed the silent Mist, ever chasing us? If we make land on these shores, I do not think we will ever leave them.”

      “There”—Orvar pointed—“lies the northern promontory of Norreyyske, where you’ll find naught save fishing villages, and aye, perhaps a pirate cover. Many times have I sailed here and never have had trouble with aught save storms and Men.”

      Starkad released Orvar but did not back away. “I ask you to trust me now. Push on, as hard the crew can take it.”

      “The men will take it amiss.”

      “Better unhappy upon the whale-road than unhappy waiting at the Gates of Hel.”

      Orvar rolled his eyes, then pushed Starkad away. He rose. “Men—we will not camp on shore this night. We push onward, rowing in shifts until we sight the north-eastern shores of Ostergotland. Then we rest, follow the coast up and along Agder in Nidavellir, and outward.”

      As Orvar had predicted, a collective grumble ran through the crew.

      “What the cock-beetle, man?” Ivar the Loud shouted. “You won’t camp at Reidgotaland, but you’re willing to do so at Nidavellir? And pay tribute to the stone-cocked dvergar, I reckon? Mayhap trade one of us off as a thrall to the little rock-fucking bastards, too!”

      Orvar jerked the man up from his oars and cuffed him on the side of the head. “You know me better than that, I hope. I’d not give the dvergar so much as a hair off my arse. We’ll land in the wilds, do some hunting, and be gone with the dawn.” Which was well, as Starkad did not look for welcome in Agder, after what he’d done to Vikar.

      Ivar shoved Orvar away and sat sullenly at his oars. “Look now,” Orvar said, turning about to address the full crew. “Nidavellir is the last place we can stop ere trying for the Faeroerne islands. And from there, we sail into unknown waters. None of us favour angering the dvergar, but we need to get supplies whilst we can. We don’t know how many days—or moons—we may be on the whale-road ere we find this Thule. And every single one of you knew well the danger of this voyage ere you first sat your arse on your sea trunk. So man the damned oars and let us push on as best we may.”

      Starkad tapped Bragi Bluefoot on the shoulder, then took his place at the oars. The steady work would keep his mind from growing too busy. Leastwise, once his body tired. Now though, all he could think was why? Why would the Niflungar care about them or their mission to Thule? They were a people ruled by the Raven Lord, King Gjúki. The birds acted as his spies across the North Realms, ferrying whispers and secrets back. Perhaps they told the sorcerer king of this quest. But that did not explain why the Niflungar would bother to interfere.

      They knew what really lay on Thule, for certain. Perhaps they wanted to stop Men from claiming it. Or … they wanted to stop Odin’s allies from attaining those treasures. The Ás king had made enemies of the ancient people, and now King Odin and King Gjúki seemed to be playing tafl on a grand scale, moving pieces in a slow game to control the North Realms. Perhaps all of Midgard. And Starkad did not like the thought of being a pawn.
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            DAYS GONE: ODIN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        799 Age of Man

      

      

      

      A shelf of ice rimmed the shore of the Morimarusa, stretching perhaps a quarter mile out. That sea wrapt around Reidgotaland where it joined with the Gandvík Sea. Some said the ice grew so thick you could, at times, walk from Reidgotaland to Sviarland. Reidgotalanders around the sea took fishing boats out beyond that, some hunting fish and sharks. Out here, the Mist never seemed to part. Every boat Odin could see had a torch pole mounted to both ends in a feeble effort to keep the perilous vapours at bay. Odin had watched these people long enough to realise they spoke a dialect of the North Realm tongue but understanding them proved a challenge. Besides, there were few enough in any event. More ravens haunted this town than people, though Odin saw and heard ghosts, drifting in the fringes, bemoaning their urds. He patted Sleipnir’s neck. “How are we going to cross?” Perhaps he could barter for a boat. Even if the locals didn’t understand his words, they might understand an offer of value. Perhaps Odin’s arm ring, or …

      Sleipnir started off again, down toward the icy shelf.

      “Whoa,” Odin said. “You crack that ice, and we’ll be taking a cold swim.”

      The horse paid him no heed, holding a steady gait right toward the water. Odin pulled back on the horse’s mane, but Sleipnir just jerked his head forward and kept on. Then the horse trod onto the water itself. His hooves hit the sea like solid ground. Odin let his grip slacken, too shocked to even try to control his mount. The moment he did, Sleipnir took off at a gallop.

      Odin clutched the horse’s neck. “Gods above!” He should have learnt by now not to underestimate this animal.

      Sleipnir charged across the Morimarusa, waves lapping at his many heels. The Mist out here grew so thick Odin couldn’t see past Sleipnir’s snout. “I hope you know where you’re going,” he mumbled. The horse snorted. They charged out, far past all fishing boats and beyond. A few shouts rose as he went by, fishermen no doubt fearing spirits out in the Mist over the sea. Perhaps he’d give rise to a new legend here.
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      Odin had no way to judge distance, but he guessed a quarter hour’s ride and he heard hooves on solid ground again. The island of Samsey. At last. The path Sleipnir trod inclined upward, and soon Odin passed high enough that the Mist thinned, revealing a treacherous route winding along a rocky mountainside. Beyond, through the Mist, stood the outline of a castle stretching far up into the sky. As they neared, the sound of rushing water began to fill his ears. No vegetation grew on this mountain, though moss had sprung up on some of the rocks. When Odin drew closer to the castle, he at last caught a glimpse of the water; it fell in a steady unfrozen stream that ran from the base of the castle in a cascade that pitched over the mountainside, emptying into a Mist-veiled inlet below.

      “What kind of madmen would live in such a place?” he asked. Predictably, Sleipnir gave no answer. Odin kicked the horse forward toward a bridge crossing the stream. Halfway across he paused. No soldiers guarded the gates ahead, which stood open but hardly inviting. No men walked the crumbling battlements above, though an unkindness of ravens watched his approach. Where were the Niflungar themselves? Had they fled this place? Odin heard the whispers of ghosts, drifting about the fringes.

      The Mist congregated into an almost solid mass at the castle’s threshold, cutting off any vision of what might lie beyond. This Mist was born of Niflheim, all Men knew that. It carried the whispers of the dead and gave rise to the draugar. But never had Odin heard of it forming a wall like that. A fell sorcery lay about this place, as if Hel herself lurked within. A fool he’d been to come here, and twice a fool for agreeing to the ghost’s quest in the first place. He’d leapt at any chance to save his brother, never considering she might send him on such a perilous errand, never—in the throes of his desperation—considering her curse might cost him more than he could bear to pay. But then, any price was worth it to save his brother.

      Almost of their own accord, his fingers drifted to stroke the runes carved along Gungnir. At last his fist tightened around the shaft, and he climbed from Sleipnir’s back, drawing strength from the dragon spear. He had no choice—Vé depended on him, and Odin would be his brother’s salvation. He would fulfil his oath to the Odling ghost, and she would halt Vé’s … transformation. Whatever darkness lay beyond, he had tasted the fruit of Yggdrasil. He had slain a jötunn. He, a Man become god, would fear no sorcery.

      “I am Odin Borrson!” he bellowed into the Mist. Above, ravens cawed in answer. Odin pushed forward until his fingers brushed the cloud. It had no more substance than any other vapour, but frost iced his hand as he drew it back. “I am a lord of the Æsir! I come for audience with the king of the Niflungar.” His voice echoed off the high cliffs and the castle walls, disappearing too soon, as if swallowed by the Mist. And then the fog in the threshold parted, forming a vague corridor into the courtyard.

      Odin swallowed. Despite his bravado, such a display little reassured him. Though, of course, there was no turning back. He pressed inward, and the path ahead turned. If he strayed from it, he’d find himself in a wall of blinding Mist, and mostlike wind up walking right into an icy well for his trouble. He glanced behind: the Mist had enclosed the way he’d come—even now it continued to fold back to its original shape, driving him forward. A simple gesture to show where the power here lay? Or a deliberate course to force him into a trap.

      Either way, he had no real choice. Gungnir levelled before him, he pressed onward, watching each step, training his ears for any sign of his surroundings. He’d sworn he heard whispers coming from the Mist itself, but he could make out no words. ’Twas no language he knew—or perhaps it was several he didn’t, a cacophony of souls bemoaning their urd, though he saw no ghosts here. A shadow passed through the Mist to his side. He spun, spear brandished toward the sight, but it was gone, vanished so quickly he could have imagined it. Or perhaps the Niflungar enjoyed playing with his mind. But then there was the other possibility. The glimpse of visions he’d inherited from his union with Frigg seemed to show him the Otherworld that lay beyond the eyes of Men. Could it be, then, that he saw no illusions planted in his mind by others but a reality they would have tried to conceal from him?

      In either case, Odin had had enough of these games. He knelt, snow crunching beneath his knees, and shut his eyes. Fear had never been his problem. Heidr would mostlike have said the opposite, in truth. She would have been wrong, of course. Odin felt fear the same as other Men. But he knew it for what it was—a challenge to separate the weak from the strong. The weak would back down, broken by their nature, whilst the strong rose above themselves. His brothers needed Odin. All of the Æsir needed him. So he let the fear go.

      A völva could train for years to harness her gifts. Odin didn’t have years right now. But if he could see beyond this world … He waited until his heart had slowed, slow as a man sitting around the fire with his friends. Then he opened his eyes, careful to keep them relaxed. He needn’t fear the Mist. He needn’t even see it. Slowly, the World around him dimmed, fading into a haze, and with it, the Mist. The world shifted into a muddle of grey and ultramarine hues, and he beheld the tenebrous landscape beyond the sight of Men, that frightful reality that lurked forever just beside all that was known. It was desolate, but not empty, for within drifted spectres: some were shades, drifting on the currents of the Mist, seeming as lost as he had been not a moment prior, and Odin wondered how he had not seen them before. But other shadows, they moved with intent, their shapes more defined, like his. One paused right beside him, bending over to inspect Odin’s kneeling form. Odin rose and looked straight into the shadow’s eyes. The figure froze, then glanced side to side and even behind itself, wondering what Odin was looking at—they had no idea Odin could see them. These sorcerers were too clever for their own good.

      At last, through the parting Mist, Odin espied the main gate and strode purposefully toward it. The whispers around him intensified as he ignored the winding path the sorcerers had set for him through the Mist. Frost gathered on his sleeves and cloak. To a mortal, breathing in such thick vapours could be hazardous. Odin, however, was no mere mortal. He was, he suspected, naught like what these sorcerers would expect.

      He flung open the doors to the keep. Shadowy forms jumped at his entrance, a woman dropping a platter with a shriek. She ran, dashing toward a spiralling staircase. Other shadows moved about the hall, edging around him. These must be the Niflungar—men and women of this land. Odin shut his eyes again, willing away the Otherworldly sight. When he opened his eyes, still the World seemed hazy, colourless and out of focus. He could tell the Mist had not seeped inside, but he couldn’t get his eyes to return to normal. Whatever had allowed him to look fully into the shadows beyond the Mortal Realm had occluded his world in the process, as though he now perceived it through stifling fog. Again he shook himself, the World cast in shadows. A sudden weight settled on his chest. Had he been too hasty in turning to this Otherworldly sight? He could not well save his brother if his vision was so obscured. Too, he knew from experience, whilst he peered into the world of ghosts, they could reach him, touch him, harm him, as Fjörgyn Radmundsdotter had striven to do.

      A raven cawed behind him, then soared right over his shoulder, so close a beat of its wings brushed his cheek. The apparitions of men and women in the hall parted for the bird as though accustomed to it, making way for its flight. The animal alighted on the shoulder of a man who stood at the end of the hall. He turned to the bird for a moment ere drifting toward Odin, wisps of shadowy matter seeming to trail behind him. The figure’s eyes gleamed, the only distinct feature in a maddening umbral blur that seemed to bleed off into the background. The man had more substance than the ghosts, but less than the common servants who fled at his approach.

      Odin planted the butt of his spear in the ground and stood firm. He would offer no threat, but nor would he grant honours to a man who treated his guests to mazes and mysteries. A proper king would introduce himself, not hide behind the Mist.

      When the man at last neared, he paused and spoke. “Your Sight troubles you, Odin of the Æsir.” His voice was thick, as though he were tasting the words for the first time, his accent strange and unplaceable. “Of course, once you open the door, ’tis never truly shut. You may choose not to look to the Spectral Realm, but you will always know more waits just beyond the edge of vision.”

      “Who are you?”

      “I am Gjúki Raknison, King of the Niflungar, High Priest of Niflheim, known to some as the Raven Lord.”

      “How’d you fasten that name?” Odin asked dryly.

      “You are yet nascent in your powers, young lord, but not without potential.”

      “What potential?”

      “The potential for greatness, of course. The chance to take this Realm and make it ours. The power to shape our destinies and those of the common folk beneath us. And I have watched you, Odin. I know your heart longs for that power. You will be content only when the World kneels at your feet. That, I can give to you. Come.” With that, Gjúki turned and started down the hall.

      Odin’s grip on Gungnir tightened. When the World knelt at his feet? Odin had no such lofty dreams. Idunn had forced kingship upon him, and he would claim it, if only to save Vé. He could not, however, deny Gjúki’s majesty. Still, Odin was little accustomed to being summoned like a thrall. Gjúki did not wait for him, however, disappearing around the corner. With a grunt Odin started after the Niflung king, more disturbed by his words than he’d have liked. The man spoke of kingship like tyranny, just as Loki had warned. Was that the power Odin sought? And could he accept such a gift, should it come from these sorcerers? These people seemed to hold control over the Mist. Men and women alike, clearly wielding seidr. They were more than just völvur; they were true sorcerers as Loki had said, ones who had delved into the powers of Niflheim more deeply than any should, and yet … and yet they showed no fear. Men like Gjúki could rule Midgard if they so chose. Or rather, Odin could, had he such powers. And Gjúki offered them freely?

      The king led him through a great hall lined with thousands of candles. Another raven came to alight on the king’s right shoulder, whilst the one perched on his left took flight. Scouting ahead? Did this sorcerer truly speak to the birds? The so-called Raven Lord had as many secrets as Loki. The man spoke of the Otherworld as if he knew it. Völvur told tales of such, but they spoke in whispers, hinting at Realms unknowable to mortals. But Odin was no longer mortal, and, he suspected, neither was Gjúki Raknison.

      At the end of the great hall, the Niflung king paused. A rune-carved altar stood on a raised dais. Gjúki spoke without turning to face him. “The winds carry word of you far, young lord. A mortal man who slew Ymir. No mean feat, even for one of us.” He held up a hand, and the archway beyond the altar trembled. Dust jetted from cracks in the wall, stinging Odin’s eyes. Then the stones sank into the floor, revealing another hall beyond. Odin swallowed. How powerful were these sorcerers? Could they match the seidr of the Vanir? “Come,” Gjúki said again. “I will show you to your chambers.”

      “My chambers?”

      “My ravens have watched you for some time now. More than long enough to prepare for your arrival.” If this man thought to keep him prisoner, he would find himself swiftly disabused of such. Odin followed, eyes darting down every side passage. All the people of the keep watched him as he passed, though none seemed intent on threatening him. But then, they were mere shadows to him. It was hard to tell which ones were alive and which were shades trapped in this fell place, much less judge their intent.

      Odin followed Gjúki up seemingly endless flights of stairs. His superhuman stamina let him take all those flights without becoming winded, but then, neither did Gjúki breathe heavily. The stairs wound around in a spiral, carrying him up a tower until, at last, they reached the highest landing. The king strode toward an iron-banded door on one side, but Odin drifted over to the window. Below ran the stream he’d seen earlier, jutting around rocks in a violent torrent ere pitching over the cliff. Now that he could see through the Mist he could make out where it hit the Morimarusa far below.

      Odin turned from the window, trying to look the Raven Lord in the eye. But the man remained a shadowy form, his facial features blurred. “What do you wish of me?”

      “The only thing that matters. Power.”

      Odin chuckled. These sorcerers wanted his power? What could he teach them? He shook his head and took a step toward Gjúki. He had come here for the Singasteinn, and he aimed to take it, whatever power it might hold. The Raven Lord was alone now. If the king didn’t have the amulet on him, he’d at least know where it was. Whatever these people might teach him, Odin had given his oath to the Odling ghost. He would live and die by that oath. And that would fix everything; it had to.

      Ere Odin could even ask, Gjúki opened the door, revealing the lush chamber beyond. A four-post bed dominated the centre of the semi-circular room. A dresser, wash basin, side rooms—this was no prison tower but rather a chamber for an honoured guest. A woman stood by the window but turned when the door opened.

      “My daughter is quite an adept at the Sight. She can help you regain your normal vision. When you have rested, we will speak of the future.” He turned to the woman. “Odin forced part of his mind into the Spectral Realm and—unless I err—has yet to be able to shut out the visions that now haunt him.”

      With a quirked smile, the woman stalked toward Odin. Transfixed, Odin watched her, then jumped at the sound of the door shutting behind him. This king trusted Odin with his daughter. Moments ago Odin had intended to overpower Gjúki and take the amulet by force. His neck heated. These people might have deserved better than he’d intended to give them.

      The woman pulled off gloves and tossed them aside, then placed her shockingly warm hands on Odin’s cheeks. She stood nearly as tall as he did. She leant in closer, so close he could feel her breath on his face. Still, her eyes were naught but shadows. “Let it go,” she whispered. “The mortal world has much to offer.”

      “Who are you?”

      “Gudrún Gjúkisdotter.” She pressed a goblet into his hands. “Drink, my lord. Find yourself.”

      A draught of mead to relax away the Sight? Odin would gladly take it. He downed the liquid fast, gasping as it burnt his throat. Ere he could catch his breath, Gudrún pulled him to her and pressed her lips against his, ignoring his half-hearted protests. She was soft, unhardened by the bitter chill. Odin started to pull away. However he and Frigg had parted, Odin was a married man. He should … Gudrún wrapt her arms around his shoulders and drew him closer. All thought fled his mind as Gudrún massaged his lips. He shut his eyes, lost in the sensation.

      Gudrún shoved him. Odin stumbled backward, falling onto the plush bed. The Mortal Realm shot back into focus as he opened his eyes. After so long gazing at shadows, the colours seemed almost too vibrant, and he blinked at the sight. Gudrún was dressed in an embroidered blue dress and a cloak lined with thick fur. Long flaxen hair flowed over her shoulders, escaping past a large golden headband wrought with intricate patterns. And around her neck hung a pearl set within gold encasement, the jewel seeming to shimmer with its own faint light.

      “Yes,” she said. “The Singasteinn. Well do I know what she wants of you. But I can give you so much more; I can break the curse that vaettr placed on your soul. I can give you everything.”

      Odin tried to speak, but a lump formed in his throat. Dimly, he realised he had dropped Gungnir when she kissed him. Gudrún released the clasp on her cloak and it fell away. With two fingers she pulled at the laces of her bodice, exposing her breasts. Her nipples stood erect in the chill air, bright pink against her pale skin. “I’m a married man,” Odin stammered.

      “Married to a völva? You hold yourself tied to a woman whose powers are as a child’s compared to mine, and you dare to imagine she might give you a shadow of what I can offer?” Gudrún’s voice dropped, becoming huskier, almost hypnotic. It seemed to echo in his mind until he could hear naught else. “She cannot satisfy your lusts as I can. You hunger for flesh, for knowledge, for power … I offer all the secrets of the World. You, with such potential, I can train as necromancer, as wizard, as … sorcerer.” The Niflung princess straddled him on the bed, forcing him backward.

      Odin’s arms trembled. This was wrong. Part of him insisted it was, but that part could scarce be heard over the all-consuming volume of her regal voice. A fire built in his loins, apt to devour him alive unless he sated it.

      “Take what you want,” Gudrún whispered in his ear. “Take it all. Forever.”

      Odin grabbed her shoulders so tightly she cried out, and he rolled atop the princess. Some other thought had been in his mind. Something on the tip of his tongue—he couldn’t remember. The fire kept building until he roared like a beast. He snatched two sides of her bodice and ripped the dress in half. The gods had made her for him. And he could not deny them.
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      Odin shot awake, gasping for air as though he’d been drowning. The winds were chilly against his bare skin. A glance around told him the previous night had been no dream. Gudrún Gjúkisdotter lay sprawled naked across the bed, a glorious goddess. Splinters of the dresser littered the floor. They had smashed it when … Gods, how many times had he taken this woman? The bed, the wall, against the window …

      Her voice seemed to coil inside his mind, as though demanding he come and ravish her sleeping form once again, and already his body began to rise to the challenge. Only a slight hesitation held him back. Wasn’t there some other woman in his life? He tried to picture another face, but all that he found were the wisps of a half-remembered dream.

      Some force pulled him closer to Gudrún, her scent growing heady with the nearness, until he could not stop himself. And why should he? She giggled and jerked awake as he buried his face between her breasts. He felt his kisses grow so fevered he thought he would faint, then flung her legs apart so he could enter her. Any sense of time fled him.
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      When next he looked out the window, the sun had set again, the sky turned violet and grim above churning eddies of Mist. In the moonlight, this ice-encrusted castle felt even more removed from the World of Men, a bastion of Old Kingdoms yet enduring. An uneasiness settled over him, like something he was forgetting tingling the edge of his mind. “This place is steeped in sorcery,” he said when Gudrún put a hand on his shoulder. “Like something time forgot.”

      “Not entirely inaccurate,” she said. “Long did my people slumber, tended by thralls whilst we bided our strength against a changing of the times. What do you know of sorcery? Of the Realms beyond Midgard?”

      Not enough, that he could say for certain. When he turned to her, she was fully dressed, as was he, though he didn’t remember donning clothes. A fog seemed to have settled over his mind. Hunger, perhaps. “I could use something to eat,” he mumbled.

      Gudrún pressed a goblet into his hands. Odin drank the burning liquid once again, then sank back onto the bed. At the edge of his vision, those shadows had drawn up again, trying to creep into the room through cracks in reality. “There are ghosts in here.”

      “Shades are everywhere, Odin.” She held out a hand and pulled him back to his feet.

      He was so tired. He wanted only to feast, to fuck, to sleep. What had he been doing that had left him so exhausted? The thought seemed to flit through his fingers. Instead he followed her out among the halls. Other Niflungar greeted him by name, nodded at them. He knew them, he realised. He’d spoken to some over the night meal, met others out in the courtyard. He knew them, but most of their names escaped his grasp. His memories seemed sunken in a bog, moiled together, occluded by the ever important, endless present.

      The little Niflung, no more than ten winters, that was Gudrún’s brother Gunnar Gjúkison. Always running about with a sword, training, testing himself. Hadn’t he asked to spar with Odin once? Odin had refused him.

      “Gunnar wants to become a master like his big brother,” Gudrún said.

      “Big brother?”

      “Guthorm. He’s away with … our mother. Not one of Father’s heirs, so he avoids Castle Niflung most times. Come.” She led him further down halls that blurred, obscuring thought and time as in a dream. All of life had become a dream. “You have awakened to the Sight, Odin, and with it, you see and feel things others cannot. You see past the Veil into the other side, the shadow of this Realm where eidolons dwell when they watch us. We call this shadow the Spectral Realm, or Penumbra. Beyond it lies the Roil, and beyond that the Spirit Realm.”

      “So I … I’ll always see these shadows now?”

      “You’ll always know they are there, for you have beheld a glimpse of Truth, of Ontos. The Sight is more than one thing—those strong in it can pierce the veil of time, forward, backward, gazing upon the strands and fetters of urd. Some hear the dead, some can look through the Veil as you have done. I suppose, were I to try to definite the Sight, I would term it a psychic sensitivity that allows one to perceive fragments of Truth beyond the facade most take as reality. Some acquire this perception through traumas that bring them so nigh to death their soul escapes their body a moment, whilst others seem to have a latent ability quiescent within them until awoken. Either way, the greatest of the völvur—or shamans or wizards—they will have some aspect of this psychic awareness. Sorcerers are those who rise beyond such humble standards as mere völvur, no longer imploring favours from spirits, but rather commanding them.”

      Gudrún led Odin farther into the castle, to a wall that folded in upon itself at her approach, revealing an opening. It led to a long hall, and he followed her down it, eyes latched onto her arse. Would anyone dare speak against them if he took his lover right here in this secret passage? No. None would dare challenge Odin Borrson. Lord of the Æsir. Prince of the Niflungar.

      He grabbed both of her arse cheeks and pushed her against the wall. She chuckled as he lifted the back of her dress. “I’ve something to show you.”

      “Show me,” he demanded.

      Instead, she spun around in his arms and pushed him backward. “Say you love me.”

      “I … I … love you.”

      At that she kissed him, then pulled away far too soon. “Midgard is but one of many worlds, Odin. A small, weak world compared to the many domains of the Otherworld. Tell me of Niflheim.”

      They’d had this conversation ere now, hadn’t they? The words came to his mouth as if by rote, and he knew them. “The land of Mist, of cold. The world of the dead, ruled by Queen Hel. There is none greater. From Niflheim comes the power of sorcery, the power to unmake the Realms of Man.”

      “Yes.” She smiled. At that she grabbed his hand and pulled him forward until they paused before an iron-banded door. Inside, a man shrieked in pain. The sound ran through Odin like a wash of icy water, the haze in his mind clearing a moment. And then Gudrún’s lips were on his again, her breath mingling with his, returning the peace.

      She then opened the door, revealing a scene of horror beyond. An obsidian altar marked with strange runes rested at the head of the room. Gjúki, the Raven Lord, stood before it, ravens on each shoulder. But it was the naked man strung above the altar who held Odin’s eyes. Wound-sweat dribbled down numerous cuts along his abdomen, the stains all but invisible on the black stone beneath.

      “What is this?”

      “Sorcery,” she said. “Sorcery is the most dramatic form of the Art, the greater arcana. Sorcery calls forth the power of spirits, enjoining them or bending them to our will. And what greater spirit could there be than almighty Hel?”

      “There is none greater,” Odin said.

      “Yes. So now is your chance to practice it. Kill him—offer him to Hel and complete the ritual.”

      Odin’s stomach lurched at the thought. Even as his hand drifted toward the victim. Bile scorched his throat. Something was wrong. Who was this man? He shook himself. Sorcery called up power from vaettir. It ate away at body and soul, by its nature and by its cost. Why would he want to harm this innocent man? No, no, this was wrong. Odin opened his mouth, trying to find words to explain to his love she had taken a wrong course.

      Gjúki slapped the altar. “He is not ready.”

      Gudrún spun Odin around and kissed him again. She drew him from the room by his hand. “He will be,” she called over her shoulder. Odin followed as she led him back toward their bedchamber. Fear threatened to drown his lust until he found himself disgusted by the reaction of his body, unable to keep himself from rising again at her call.
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      They had taken a long road to Dalar. Other men went by dogsled, but dogs could sometimes sense varulfur, and Sigmund could ill afford to risk such. Thus, they had run as wolves themselves, stealing clothes when they entered the kingdom. Dalar, like mighty Uppsalir, was led by scions of the Ynglings, who claimed descent from Freyr. But where Uppsalir had been torn asunder by political turmoil and the recurring assassination and usurping of the throne, Dalar had represented a pillar of stability in all the land. Gylfi had ruled fairly and—more importantly—without interruption for decades. For his funeral, Men had come from the farthest reaches of Midgard. Some claimed that even mighty Thor drank inside the hall. Part of Sigmund wanted to peek inside, to try to catch a glimpse of Odinson, and yet, he would not chance it. In the open, someone might recognise him as the son of Völsung, even after all these years. He did not want Wolfsblood to know he yet lived—not until the moment he was ready to strike the wretch down.

      Instead, Sigmund drifted among the outskirts, watched the great fires rise, and kept to darkness. In truth, it had been long since he’d been around so many Men at once, and he preferred his solitude.

      Run. The wolf needed to run and be free. And kill.

      The familiar scent announced Fitela’s presence, even over the congesting smoke of so many fires. The young man drifted closer until he could whisper in Sigmund’s ear. “Jarl Olof will meet with you.”

      Sigmund nodded. Good. He motioned for Fitela to lead the way, then followed the boy back to the far side of the town. The men from Njarar had opted not to stay within the Dalar hall, rather claiming shelter with a lesser jarl for this ceremony. Perhaps Gylfi’s old hall lacked accommodation for so many well-wishers. Either way, it worked in Sigmund’s favour since it allowed him far more privacy with the visiting jarl of Njarar.

      The Dalaric jarl’s hall was thick with smoke and sweat and strong mead, the mingled scents almost enough to overwhelm Sigmund’s lupine senses. Men were eating, boasting, a pair wrestling. In the back, his varulf ears heard someone fucking. Gods, too many people in one place. Sigmund grimaced, trying to focus on Jarl Olof Sharpsighted, who sat with his wife off to one side.

      Fitela led him toward the jarl in a roundabout route, drifting around the hall without obvious purpose and pausing to exchange a few words or accept the drinking horn or share in the boasting. Sigmund’s nephew had retained a knack for such events Sigmund seemed to have lost. At last they settled down beside the jarl, who looked Sigmund over a long moment. “I saw you once,” he said at last. “Young and prideful and nigh to unstoppable with that runeblade in your hand.” Olof cleared his throat. “Ere I was jarl, of course, in the days when I fought as a mercenary.”

      Tale claimed Olof had once fought for King Vikar of Agder, a famed raider. After the fall of Agder, the mercenary had resurfaced and claimed a place as a jarl under Nidud Otwinson of Njarar.

      Sigmund grunted. Well enough, if the man recognised him, it solved the issue of proving his first claim. “Ever I long for the days fighting beside my father. Such days were stolen from me.”

      Olof beckoned to a servant who brought over a plate of steaming boar. The jarl picked at it ere waving for Sigmund and Fitela to do the same. “The tale reached us, of course, of Völsung’s death. A great many tales, I should say, different versions to explain why Wolfsblood would turn on his in-laws. But none of the Völsungs lived, or so we all thought, and thus the king’s claims were accepted. And now I come to learn you have been here all along. Why did you not come to seek an ally sooner?”

      Sigmund pulled at the greasy meat, tore off a great hunk, and took a bite ere answering. “Who was I to trust after one king of Sviarland had so misused myself and my kin?”

      “Gylfi, perhaps, for one,” Olof said. “A man of honour, respected by all the kings in Sviarland.”

      “And murdered by varulfur,” Fitela said. Sigmund bit his tongue. The words were true enough, though Fitela left out that he and Sigmund were the damned varulfur guilty of that crime. Now they became liars as well as murderers.

      “So I have heard.”

      “And then?” Fitela asked. “What of Wolfsblood’s claims to have suppressed all varulfur in his lands? Clearly he has lied. Either those varulfur serve him, or he knew of them and claimed to have made his roads safe anyway. Either way, a man could lay blame for Gylfi’s death at his feet.”

      “Indeed.” Olof let the remaining pork fall from his hand, then wiped his fingers on his trousers. “One could blame him. Is that why you are here? To finally seek redress for crimes done long ago?”

      “Now we know what Wolfsblood thinks even of his fellow kings of Sviarland,” Fitela said.

      “Gylfi was favoured by Odin,” Olof’s wife added. “Surely his death, unavenged, will anger the gods.”

      “What would you have me do? March all the way to Wolfsblood’s hall? A prolonged war would leave Njarar at risk itself. We are not so strong as others.”

      Sigmund shook his head. No. No, having Olof Sharpsighted kill Wolfsblood was not enough. Vengeance was his to claim. “You need not besiege his hall. Simply lead a large raid into his lands. It will force him to send many of his warriors to confront you.”

      “To what end?”

      “Do you not raid in summer regardless? Instead of sailing to Kvenland or Reidgotaland or anywhere else, prey on those close to home. And whilst Wolfsblood’s men engage your own, he will have fewer at his hall. So when I go to face him, he will have no one to hide behind.”

      Olof snorted. “The two of you? And if he refuses you your challenge? This plan is like to end in both of you dead—but at least we will hear one last tale of Völsung valour.”

      “Then you agree?” Sigmund asked.

      “Aye …” Olof leant back in his chair. “So be it. Come summer, every able man who serves me shall raid into Skane. The rest falls on your shoulders, prince.”

      Sigmund pushed away from the table and rose. “No one else must know I live—not yet.” When Olof nodded, Sigmund beckoned Fitela to follow him from the hall. They had preparations to make. Besides which, he was already more than sick of the stench of humanity and the push of people so close together. He could not leave this place too soon.
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      Naught could be allowed to interfere with Sigmund’s vengeance. He would go to Wolfsblood’s hall and call out the king, force him to fight, to die for his crimes. If Olof Sharpsighted remained true to his word—and Sigmund thought he would, given his reputation—Wolfsblood’s main force would be occupied come summer. Ere that happened, all else needed to be in place. Because Wolfsblood had other allies. Forces lurking in the marsh, hidden from sight, even as Sigmund and Fitela had become expert at hiding from them. And should this varulf pack somehow catch wind of their master’s distress and come to his aid, Sigmund’s battle might turn against him. That left but a single recourse—the remaining varulfur must die.

      Thus did he follow their trail, sniffing after them, beyond the marsh and onto the solid ground of the wood. They roamed far, true, and Fitela had already caught a straggler separated from his brethren. The man had lived long enough to reveal the size of his pack—a mere six wolves remained. Six varulfur left in these woods, and Sigmund would be ready.

      Hunt. Stalk. Kill. The woods were not large enough for two packs.

      The trail led down a steep hill and into a valley. Within that valley lay a cave where their prey no doubt slept away the daylight hours. Sigmund crouched above it, unable to make out much in the darkness within. The cave itself descended steeply into another hillside. Large rocks piled around the edge meant only one man at a time could slip inside. More importantly, it meant they could only escape one at a time as well.

      And that led to an idea.
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      It was late when Fitela returned, laden with a cask of lamp oil. Soon, the wolves would wake. Perhaps waiting another day would be prudent at this point, but every night they lingered so close to the wolves’ den increased their chance of discovery. Besides, Sigmund had wearied of waiting.

      The last time he’d fought any of Wolfsblood’s pack he tried to offer them a fair fight. Instead, they stalked him in darkness, using stealth and trickery. This time he would not offer a fair fight. Crouched low to the ground, the cask tucked awkwardly in his arms, he snuck close to the entrance. The steep slope would serve well for this. Sigmund glanced at Fitela, and the boy nodded. So, here it was. His heart was pounding. So loud that varulf hearing might actually catch it, or at least it felt that way. Do it. Do it! Hunt. Kill. The wolf inside felt apt to burst from beneath his skin at the thought of it.

      Sigmund popped open the cask and tipped it over, sending oil pouring down into the cave. He rose and backed away. Then Fitela tossed a torch into the vicious flow dribbling over the rocks. Flames erupted along the path, spreading wildly down into the cave and lighting it like some perverse vision of Muspelheim. Flame and smoke and horror.

      Sigmund drew his sword while Fitela nocked an arrow to his bow. The howls erupted an instant later. Wails of pain and fury and terror. A singed, naked man came stumbling out, flailing as he tried to climb free of the conflagration. Fitela’s arrow caught him dead between the eyes. The man pitched backward, knocking over another trying to escape. A third man crawled over their burning bodies, coughing and slapping at flames ignited in his hair. Sigmund swung. The man tried to fall back but too slowly. The sword opened him from groin to shoulder, spilling his gut rope over the ground. Not even a varulf would heal from that. Sigmund kicked the dying man, sending him sprawling back into the flames—and his pack.

      Even as he did so, a naked woman leapt over all of them and collided with him. She slammed Sigmund onto the ground, and his sword clattered from his grasp. One of Fitela’s arrows sprouted from her shoulder. She batted it away, snapping off most of the shaft without slowing. Blows rained down on Sigmund’s face as the woman snarled and growled. Again and again she punched him with blows powerful enough to leave his whole World blurry. Her fist cracked his nose. Everything went red. She hefted him up by his throat. Lifted him off the ground with one hand, staring murderous daggers at him.

      Breathless, Sigmund caught what remained of the arrow shaft in her shoulder, and he twisted as he yanked it loose. The varulf howled in pain and dropped him. Gasping, barely able to see, Sigmund thrust the arrowhead up into her belly. The woman doubled over in agony. Another arrow flew over her shoulder.

      Sigmund couldn’t see who Fitela was shooting at. Didn’t matter right now. He had to trust his nephew.

      Still fighting for breath, he snatched up his fallen sword and rose, swiping it across the woman’s face. The blade shattered skull and splattered brain and left her dead ere she hit the ground. Sigmund blinked, rubbing blood from his eyes with his forearm. Someone was crawling from the blaze, skin black as char, cracked, and bleeding. Hair all burnt away. The half-dead varulf reached a hand toward Sigmund. The gesture seemed so weak he couldn’t be sure if it was meant as a plea for mercy or an accusation. The former, probably. His response would have been the same in either case. With an overhead chop, he cleft down into the man’s skull.

      “Are you injured?” Fitela asked as Sigmund backed away from the carnage.

      He shook himself. A broken nose at least. Maybe a broken jaw. Given his varulf nature, those would heal in a day, two at the most. He opened his mouth to answer, then thought better of it as blinding pain sent him wobbling. Yes. Definitely broken. Instead, he shook his head. Breathing hurt too, between his nose and his mouth both being so damaged. And he wouldn’t be eating aught in the next day—which actually might slow his healing, gods damn it.

      They waited until the fires had dwindled, and then Fitela went to check. “Six corpses,” he said on his return. “So we are done here?”

      Aye. Now they had but to wait for summer, and all would be settled. All, at long last, avenged.
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      Shouting from beyond the smithy. Angry cries, grunts of effort. Damn it. Tyr raced around the building. Three of Hadding’s men surrounded Vili, fists raised. Another lay in the snow. Blood pouring from his broken nose and split lip. Damned berserk.

      “What in Njörd’s name is this!” he demanded.

      One of Hadding’s people leapt on Vili’s back, wrapt an arm around his neck. Vili lunged backward, slamming the man into a post of the smithy. Force of it cracked the post—damn nigh split it in half. Another man stepped in, swinging. The wet thump of his fist against Vili’s jaw.

      The berserk turned to face his attacker. Grinning. Fucking grinning. Bears don’t look fast. But they can be. Berserkir too. Vili had the man by the throat, hefted off the ground ere anyone else had moved. The Hasding man’s eyes bulged. He clawed uselessly at Vili’s grip.

      Tyr wasn’t a berserk, but the apple made him strong. He seized Vili’s wrist and shoulder and shoved the man. Borr’s son released his victim. Spun on Tyr.

      “Enough!” Tyr bellowed. Vili glowered. “These are our hosts.”

      “Poor fucking hosts.” Vili spat. “We’re not wanted here. Let’s be gone, and Hel take these trollfuckers.”

      Would that they could. Odin had ordered them to remain here, hold Halfhaugr. Even against its ruler. Angry shouts agreeing they ought to be quit of this place. At this rate, the whole town would rise against them. Tyr scowled at the gathering crowd. “Everyone, calm down. Go back to work.”

      They didn’t. More of the town arrived with each passing moment. Watching, simmering. Ready to boil over. Tyr’s hand drifted toward the sword on his back. Not the way it ought to go.

      Vili grinning again. Fucking imbecile. Cracking his knuckles.

      Wodan warriors had begun to form a crowd on the other side. A few had drawn blades, axes. Blood would run these streets. And then the Hasding crowd began to part. Making way for someone, a woman, bearing sword and shield. Tyr had seen her a few times in the past moon. Olrun, wife to one of Hadding’s thegns. A shieldmaiden, clearly one these people respected a great deal.

      Olrun planted her sword in the ground—mushy snow and mud now. Looked from Tyr to Vili and back, barely acknowledging the rest of the crowd. “Jarl Hadding has grown displeased with this alliance.” Small wonder, given Odin had betrayed him, denied him the damned apple and then run off. Olrun locked Tyr’s gaze. Understanding. Warning. “The jarl believes it is time for the Wodan clan to return to Eskgard or wherever else suits you.” Shouts of agreement from the crowd. Anger was rising fast, but they deferred to her.

      Vili spat.

      Tyr cracked his neck, barely stopping himself from scowling at the man. Fool berserk wanted a war. “It suits us to remain here. Until
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