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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/
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        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 …

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
        “Man is the only creature who refuses to be what he is.”

        ― Albert Camus
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        800 Age of Man

      

      

      

      Long had Loki flown in swan form, heading ever back into the far north, back toward Reidgotaland, toward the island of Samsey the Niflungar called home. He had not thought to return to this place, but now he had no choice. Odin would be looking for him, Loki knew, and would face hard choices and dangers without his guidance, but Loki could not turn back. His visions had failed him once, allowing the Niflungar to capture Sigyn and manage to carry her so far off. They had borne her through dark troll tunnels where he could not easily follow in person nor in vision. But now they had reached open ground in their homeland.

      He saw them. The Sight would not fail him again. Pyromantic divination could focus the Sight and reveal other times and other places. As now, the visions danced in the bonfire, unfolding images beneath Castle Niflung. Loki knew all too well what monstrosity they kept down there and what havoc the progenitor varulf might wreak upon Midgard. Such things were concerns for another time, carefully hidden away until he could take steps to deal with them.

      Some things, however, could not be borne. The fire surged with his anger, leaping high into the night sky even as Grimhild led her foul daughter into the Pit, as the fires revealed Sigyn suspended there, bloody, frightened, and alone. Deep down, she had thought herself safe, thought Loki could never allow harm to befall her, and, in that confidence, had overstepped her abilities. It only made things worse that through her sacrifice Sigyn had, in effect, saved Odin and thus all of the Æsir, all of those for whom Loki himself had taken responsibility. And now she shivered. A tear dripped down her cheek as the Niflung queen and princess disappeared into darkness.

      Loki roared into the night, unable to contain his rage. And from that unquenchable fury the bonfire expanded, doubled in size, and swept outward in a ring of fire that obliterated Mist and darkness. As Loki himself would soon do.

      Gudrún had taken from him the one thing Loki could not live without. And in so doing, the Niflungar had sown the seeds of an inferno that would rise to annihilate all who stood in its way until, at last, the Children of Mist trembled before the rising conflagration.

      The flames would soon spread, and as with the end of all things, naught but ash would remain.
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      Nigh unto five thousand years prior, Loki—under another alias—had borne witness to the spreading of the Mist as it escaped from Niflheim. The Worldsea had dried, the land was changed, and a new Era had begun. The same Mist now saturated all of this world, enshrouding Castle Niflung and Hel’s so-called children, as if it might hide them away from the wrath of the fire coming for them. In the flames, back in those bygone days, he had seen the Mist coming and done all he could, prompting the Destroyer to stop Hel—yet another of her aliases—from consuming the Mortal Realm. And the Destroyer had succeeded, after a fashion, at least in banishing the dead queen and closing the breach to Niflheim. And he died, as ever, leaving Loki to watch alone as the Mist ravaged civilisation and ushered in an ice age.

      The Niflungar awaited the return of their goddess, deluding themselves into thinking her reign would be the stuff of glory rather than the very incarnation of nightmares. In their scheming, though, they had taken Sigyn from him, for which crime he had tracked them across half of Midgard. He had warned Sigyn that he did not wish to reveal himself to his enemies and thus allow them the chance to factor his presence into their machinations. He did not wish them to know of him, but that did not mean he would not do so when forced to it.

      He rose from where he crouched atop a rock and stalked closer to the castle hidden in the Mist. He did not bear a torch now, trusting in an apple consumed in a distant Era to ward him against the deleterious effects of those vapours. He would need flame, without doubt, but the Niflungar—still Men despite their efforts to the contrary—would stoke a few fires by which to see, and those tiny blazes would serve his needs.

      Some few of the sorcerers may have noted his passing, but they could not imagine any foe would come among them, much less alone, nor yet guess who dared enter their stronghold. Given the utmost care, he might have passed through much of this hold without drawing notice, and that, without doubt, held temptation. After Ages of moving only in the shadows, he had grown loathe to act so brazenly as he now planned, but the rescue was not enough. Loki had to make certain Queen Grimhild understood the dire consequences of trying to use Sigyn against him. The sorceress thought to control him by holding his love hostage. But fire was a living thing—never easily contained, always seeking freedom. Much like the burning spirit now squirming beneath his flesh, so eager to manifest and claim another piece of him. Today, he would feed the fire.

      Thus he strode toward the dungeons, making no further attempt to disguise his presence or passage. A single soldier straightened, barring his way with a halberd.

      “Who are you?”

      Loki did not answer. Instead, he lunged around the halberd, caught its haft, and chopped the side of his hand into the soldier’s neck. The man dropped in a heap, unconscious or dead. As he fell, his armour scraped against the stone wall. It might draw others, but then, that too would serve Loki’s purpose here.

      He descended the stairs into darkness broken by torches set along the winding wall. Loki pulled one from its sconce and continued down to a landing that opened into a large, high-ceiling room lined with cells on both sides. Grimhild stood at the centre of the room, surrounded by guards. Beyond them, Sigyn hung suspended over a pit, naked, her body marred by scars of torture. His love had her jaw set, as if trying not to scream, though her eyes widened as he drew nigh. The Niflung queen had released an adder along the chains, and it had begun to slither along Sigyn’s arm, worming its way toward her exposed neck.

      Loki glared at Grimhild. The woman still bore some bruising from her fight with Odin, but that was naught compared to what Loki would do to her now. A few other torches lined the walls here. Loki was apt to need them, too.

      “I give you one chance to release her.” The words tasted foul, and he barely managed them through the seething rage threatening to explode out from him in all directions. Seven men protected the Niflung queen, the largest of which stood a head taller than any of the others and bore an axe too big for most men to lift.

      Grimhild scoffed. “And are you truly Loge, patron of the Lofdar, returned to the world of the living?”

      “I am.”

      “Then allow me to repay the indignities visited upon us in times past. You, who kindled Nóttson against us.” Ice crystallised along her fingers, and Mist began to surround her, her cryomancy much more powerful than most practitioners of that perilous Art.

      The soldiers slowly advanced on him.

      Loki looked to Sigyn, then began to advance himself. “You know naught of the past. I gave man pyromancy long ere the coming of the Mist. I stole it from the Otherworld to empower humanity against the darkness and hold it at bay, even if the cost come in scorched flesh. And you, Children of Mist, who scorn that gift and fail to imagine the price paid for its giving, you think to redress wrongs to me?”

      He flung the torch at the floor, drawing the flame from it in the process. Those fires swirled around his arm and danced over his palm, even as the entity within his breast wakened. Four of her soldiers rushed him. Loki twisted and flung his arm out, uncoiling the flame like a whip that lashed the nearest man across the face. He fell screaming, clutching seared flesh and singed eyes, even as the man behind him tumbled over his prone form. The next man swung a sword at him. Loki dodged out of the way and kicked the back of the attacker’s knee, sending him sprawling as well. The fourth scored a nick on Loki’s shoulder, but the pain was distant. Loki had had eons of practice at blocking out pain. He spun, caught the man’s wrist as he recoiled from his swing, and twisted. The sword fell from the man’s grasp as Loki’s palm crushed his windpipe and the flames in his hand burnt away Niflung flesh.

      Missiles of ice surged toward him, lancing through even Grimhild’s own men who tried to rise. Loki dropped to one knee and spread flames between his hands like a shield, melting the ice, even as it extinguished his flames.

      The man with the giant axe swung. Loki rolled to the side and the axe crashed into the stone floor, sending up a shower of dust and pebbles. As Loki rose, he caught the next attacker by the arm and flipped him over his shoulder, down onto the back spike of that axe.

      “Die!” Grimhild shrieked and flung more cryomantic shards at him, even as she backed away.

      Loki dove to the ground, but lances still lacerated his back and shoulders. The man with the axe was freeing the body from it, while the last soldier ran at Loki. Ere Loki could gain his feet, the man thrust a spear at him. Loki twisted one way, then another, dodging strikes, and finally kicking the spear out of position. He rolled to his feet, reaching one hand toward a torch on the wall whilst the other slammed into the spearman’s face.

      The axeman screamed and charged him again. Loki turned, stepped inside the attack, and caught the big man’s face in his flaming hand. His attacker’s bellow turned into a whimper, but Loki wasn’t done. He drove the man down by his head, flinging him off his feet and cracking his skull on the floor. Flesh melted beneath his fingers. Loki screamed at the Niflung and released all the flame in an explosive surge that disintegrated the man’s head and left behind only singed gore.

      Panting as the flame spirit inside reached for control, Loki rose, glaring at Grimhild.

      It didn’t matter the cost—he had to finish this. He had wanted to leave these people for Odin, who—when he truly realised who and what he was—would have a penchant for destruction and death not even Loki could hope to match. But Sigyn lay suspended over an abyss, frightened and in pain, because these people wanted to hurt Loki.

      Sigyn’s suffering was a blade in his heart.

      He ran at Grimhild, who fell back, summoning more ice, though it clearly pained her to do so. She was losing herself to the spirits inside even more quickly than he was. Loki drew flames to both hands as he ran, calling the fires streaming out of torches along the walls.

      Grimhild launched a rain of ice at him. Loki rolled out of the way and flung an orb of fire at the queen. She raised a shield of Mist, and the flames exploded against it, scorching the air into oblivion that, for a bare instant, made it hard to breathe and sent Loki stumbling. Even as he rose, he flung the second orb at her. It slammed into the recovering sorceress ere she had finished drawing up more Mist, flames bubbling the flesh along her arms, the impact sending her careening over the edge of the Pit.

      The sorceress screamed as she plummeted.

      Loki tried to stand, but his knees had grown weak. It had taken a lot out of him. And the flame spirit wanted out—it always wanted out. He shut his eyes and gritted his teeth, levelling his will against that of an ancient power. For an unmeasurable moment, it fought against him, ever seeking the barest weakness to exploit. Loki clenched trembling fists, knowing they smouldered, feeling cinders crushed between his fingers.

      “Loki!” Sigyn shouted.

      Flames writhed just behind his eyes, seeking outlet, and he dared not open those eyes for fear she would see those fires. He dared not open his mouth nor divert his attention even for a moment. Until, after longer than he could stand, the spirit acquiesced and relented, settling down to wait for a fresh opportunity. Using pyromancy thus, unleashing such flames, it came with cost.

      “Loki,” Sigyn said again as he rose, stumbling closer to her chains, “Grimhild caught herself on Mist below. She’s not dead.”

      He grunted. He had not expected her to die so easily, nor did he have strength left to fight the sorceress now. “We have to go now, ere more of them arrive.”
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      The sun, the sister | of the moon, from the south

      Her right hand cast | o’er heaven's rim;

      No knowledge she had | where her home ought be,

      The moon knew not | what might was his,

      The stars knew not | where their stations were.

      — Völuspá
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        800 Age of Man

      

      

      

      To see things other Men did not, to know truths they could not imagine, was both blessing and torment. Loki had once told Odin that the Sight carried with it many aspects, that he would see things he might rather have not. His blood brother could not have been more right, but he had neglected to mention the nigh irresistible temptation to keep looking, to keep striving to understand all things in the World. Unfolding realities of the past and future, the living and the dead, and the connections that bound them together—these visions taunted him, always just out of reach, always promising enlightenment but never quite delivering.

      Rather than linger among his Men, Odin fled the hall they had built on the beach, trusting his instincts to guide him to Idunn. That much of the Sight he could rely on. Feelings and intuitions which, over the past moons, had grown ever sharper. Odin knew with uncanny accuracy where to find those he sought, sensed when vaettir drew near on the other side of the Veil, and felt it when those he cared for were in pain. Sometimes the cries of his children—of Thor, his blood, and of Geri and Freki, the varulf twins—would draw him from halfway across the camp. Frigg had asked how he always knew, but he had no real answer to give her, and she, a völva, had seemed to understand. Perhaps everyone touched by the Otherworld acquired some semblance of the Sight. Maybe that was how Loki always seemed to find Odin when times grew to their worst. Except now, when Odin would have given a fortune in gold for but a few moments of the man’s counsel.

      The full moon silvered the Mist as it coiled about his legs, hungry, as ever, for his soul. He bore no torch, now; the apple he’d tasted fortified his Megin, made it too strong for the Mist to claim him. Besides which, the night was fast becoming a part of him, a perhaps inevitable change in one who spent nigh as much time hearing the dead as the living. As he straddled the spaces betwixt World and Otherworld, Odin could not help but feel himself falling, never quite certain onto which side he would land. Thinking himself part of this reality did not stop him from touching iron to ward it off.

      The dead wandered here, aimless and forlorn, and Odin, as oft he did, pretended neither to see nor hear them. If he—necromancer as he was—were to acknowledge them, they would ask and ask of him, beseech him to contact those they had left behind, or revenge themselves on those who had wronged them. But the ranks of the dead were endless, and Odin could spend a thousand lifetimes trying—oft in vain—to appease them, without stymieing in the flood of suffering saturating the Otherworld.

      The shriek of a distant raven had gooseflesh rising along his arms. One of Gjúki Raknison’s spies, mayhap, reporting Odin’s progress to the Niflungar. Aye, for Odin’s people now camped along the shore at the edge of Midgard, ready to make sail for the unknown west, where gods dwelt. The Æsir did not know what waited for them in Vanaheim, and it was a question even Idunn had not truly answered. Perhaps she could not. After all, if Odin was to risk the continued existence of all the Ás clans, what surety could the Vanr woman ever offer that would be enough? He could favour one clan by selecting them to send scouts and report back to him. But even then, he could not place absolute trust in such a report. There were some things he had to see for himself. Thus had he spent the past hours relaxing his vision, trying to open himself to an unfolding sea of possibilities, to look across the bay and see what waited for him.

      He had failed.

      Odin was far from a master of the Sight. He could, when necessary, gaze into the Spectral Realm. Such vision allowed him to see ghosts and alfar—always he heard them—if they ventured close enough to the Mortal Realm. At times, he had even been able to throw himself into the past, embrace his father Borr’s memories, and live another life. He had tried that tactic, too, to solve this dilemma but had found the only memories he could access were those of his parents, especially his father. He’d seen pieces of his mother’s life, though, had learnt she had been half-jötunn, which explained how the Mist had brought forth the trollish nature out of Vé. That blood coursed through their veins, made Odin a monster, shamanism and necromancy aside. His father had known, had not cared, had loved her and his children by her regardless. Odin supposed love was like that.

      There were hints of other lives, other lands, people he felt connected to. But he could make no sense of them, could not place the occurrences in time or space. The rest of his visions unfolded in chaotic turmoil, a blurring of incomprehensible images. Once, he saw endless ice fells leading to a terrible iron wall. Another time, he saw a land of lush greenery that might have been Vanaheim. He might have been looking at the past, or the future, or a projection of his own desires. It was useless. He had too little control for the Sight to grant him what he sought.

      And Loki, the one man who might have helped Odin control his psychic abilities, remained nowhere to be found. He and Sigyn had vanished in the wake of the battle with Grimhild and never returned, much to Frigg’s consternation. And without Loki, Odin had but one place left to turn, one source to help him make his decision.

      Embrace the shadows …

      Odin knew the wraith’s rasp came from within his own mind, yet it seemed to resonate with the Mist, to echo off the hateful vapour. He steeled his mind against Audr, whose essence resided inside Odin’s soul and stirred on painful occasions. Mostly, the foul shade waited for a moment of weakness in which to strike. The ghost hated Odin, hated everything.

      Once more steady, he pushed on, threading through the Mist. The dead were in that brume, perhaps subsumed by it, and they flowed in with it, as if caught in a loathsome tide. Were the Mist to be pushed out of the World, Odin wondered, would the dead at last claim some peace? No, he supposed, denied ingress into the World, still they would wander the Otherworld.

      Idunn stood with her feet in the freezing surf, staring out over the sea. If he was correct, then she too—perhaps all the Vanir—must see glimpses of things beyond human perception. The longer you looked at things Man could not understand, the further you became removed from Mankind. It was a lesson he could not afford to forget, lest he become no different than the Vanir themselves.

      “Do you see your homeland?” he asked.

      She shivered, though not, he suspected, from the cold waters of the bay. “I wanted to save the World, Odin. Yeah, I thought I could make Midgard a better place. How arrogant is that? I grew up on stories of my grandmother, tales of her and my grandfather fighting against Hel herself. And I allowed myself the hubris of thinking I could accomplish feats such as they did. Did you know, most of the surviving Vanir were born on Vanaheim? I was. Only a handful remain from the sojourn my grandmother led across our world, when the Worldsea receded and the land rose. We call them the First Ones, those few who came from beyond.”

      “What happened to them?”

      A few dozen paces down the beach, a vaettr, an alf of some sort, watched them. Odin kept the spirit in the corner of his eye. Alfar might study Men out of curiosity or malice, but either way, he’d not reveal himself to her unless he must.

      Idunn sighed and rubbed her arms, and Odin wondered if she too felt the alf spying on them. “A lot of the First Ones, my father among them, died fighting the jötunnar. The jötunnar ruled our world till the Vanir drove them into the wastes of Utgard. And, over time, others died wandering this world, fighting each other in duels, on occasion in battles with other peoples.”

      We are all dead … Audr rasped.

      “People like the Niflungar,” Odin said, ignoring the wraith once again, as best he could. “You fought them.”

      “A long time ago. My husband was the patron of one of the clans descended from Halfdan the Old. When the Niflungar began their wars of conquest, Bragi tried to get the Vanir to intercede on behalf of the Bragnings. Our new king, Njörd, refused. Such was … well, ’twas not the beginning of our isolation. That was deeper; there were never enough apples to go around, even for us, much less to share with outsiders.”

      To ensure immortality for their own children, the Vanir had shut out the rest of Mankind. Odin could not truly blame them. What wouldn’t he do to protect his children? Loki had been prepared enough to save an apple for Thor, for when he was grown, but Odin intended Geri and Freki to get apples as well, even ere his jarls.

      “The Old War wasn’t the beginning of our isolation, but that was when we began to completely turn our backs on the outside world. Yggdrasil is suffused with an unimaginable amount of Megin, connecting our World to the Otherworld. Because of this, we call it both the World Tree and the Tree of Life. And that energy kept the Mist at bay, diminishing the Niflungar’s powers. Njörd and his daughter, Freyja, they used the tree’s power to further fortify Vanaheim against any intrusion by the Niflungar or their sorcery.”

      The alf was still watching them; Odin could little make out her features through the Mist, especially without staring. Had the vaettr come out of the sea? A saealf? Down from the woods? Men knew so little of the denizens of the Otherworld or what they wanted.

      Souls … Audr rasped, cackling. Flesh and souls …

      “The Vanir,” Odin said, “they protected themselves and were content to allow Naefil and his sorcerers to conquer all of Midgard?”

      “Content? No, never content. I also argued for helping mortals, but few saw things my way. Yeah, that was actually when I first became involved with my husband, Bragi. We wanted to help the other descendants of Halfdan. ’Twas never enough, though. The humans weren’t prepared to fight against the Niflungar or their mastery of the Art. The Niflungar froze Valdia, and Bragi was never the same.”

      Odin folded his arms, no longer looking at Idunn. At her words, images flickered across his mind like shadows, replaying hints of the ancient wonders of which she spoke. He could almost see the events, witness their essence, if not their specifics. And he had seen frozen Valdia, had fought a linnorm there.

      Once, the Ás völvur had thought the Era of the Mist had lasted for a thousand years. Now he knew it had been nearly five times that long, and in the passing of Ages, countless kingdoms had risen and fallen. Lands of jötunnar, dvergar, and sorcerers. “But the Niflungar failed to conquer Midgard.”

      “Well, they broke the Old Kingdoms, but in the end, they were themselves defeated by the Lofdar—fire worshippers, pyromancers, aided by a godlike priest named Loge. Fire is life, the Lofdar would say, even as it burnt them to ash inside out. They were sure it would purify the World, cleanse the Mist.” Lies … Audr hissed in Odin’s mind. “The Lofdar,” Idunn continued, “they banished the Niflungar from the known lands to the far north. Until your encounters with them, I didn’t know where, exactly. The Lofdar did not survive the war, either, not as they were. Some few refugees fled to Bjarmaland.” Bjarmaland … That was the ancestral home of the Æsir along the Black Sea. That meant … “Oh aye, Odin. Your ancestors intermarried with the remnants of the Lofdar. The Æsir are thus heir to their legacy. Yeah, I met him, Loridi, in those days.”

      Was he that obvious in his thoughts? He shook his head. His ancestors had defeated the Niflungar and built a glorious civilisation, only to be swallowed up by the Mist. It was not a mistake he intended to repeat. Vanaheim’s power came from Yggdrasil. Everything came back to the World Tree. With it, he could ensure eternal life for the Æsir, freedom from the Mist. More than that, though, it would grant him a place from which he could begin his true mission. He had sworn a blood oath to make the World a better place. The Mist of Niflheim did not belong on Midgard, and he would find a way to cast it out.

      The Vanir had failed Mankind and had failed Midgard. In hiding from their fears, they had proved themselves craven, unworthy of the blessings they found on Vanaheim. He looked to Idunn now, and she turned to him, not meeting his gaze, her fingers twitching erratically at her side. Ere now, Odin couldn’t recall seeing such sadness in her eyes. Idunn had always been a fount of life, bursting with vivacious energy and a pervasive joy she tended to share with those around her. Now, preparing for the last leg of their journey, it must have become real to her. All the people she had spent the last five thousand years with were about to die. People she knew and loved.

      They were not all cowards. Idunn was not. She had risked her life time and again, wandering this world, trying to help Mankind, to bring the promise of spring whither she could. She had granted Gungnir to Odin’s great-great-grandfather, after all. “You gave us Gungnir because we were descended from the Lofdar.” He knew it with sudden clarity, born or enhanced by the Sight.

      “Hmmm. I had given it to the Bragnings in times past, at my husband’s urging. Still they failed to stop the Niflungar. But the Lofdar succeeded where the Bragnings had failed.” She stepped out of the surf and began to walk along the beach, heading in the direction of the alf as if she saw the spirit not at all. “Even if the cost …”

      Odin followed. The alf retreated at their approach, diving into the waters, leaving him to wonder what she would have done had Idunn not chosen this course. After a moment, Odin looked to the Vanr. “I do not know what to do from here, Idunn. The ships will be complete soon enough and then … then we must sail for the islands. And you have not told me what threats we will face on those shores, not in earnest.”

      “Huh. Well, I don’t know that I can say, in earnest. It has been long years since anyone attempted an assault on Vanaheim. There is only one safe approach through the reef surrounding the islands, but other than that … I know Freyja and Njörd have woven together defences, but not the details. Besides which, I imagine the Vanr soldiers represent the greatest threat. Freyja’s brother, Freyr, leads them.”

      Freyr—bearer of the flaming sword of legend, which Odin now knew to be one of the runeblades of the Old Kingdoms, the very blade of the Lofdar. Such a man would no doubt slaughter Odin’s people as easily as Odin cut down common soldiers on his route here to Andalus. He clenched his fists, trying not to allow visions of such massacres to cloud his mind. So many Æsir had fallen already on his quest. Odin needs must find a way to protect the rest. And still, to make those sacrifices mean something, he had to finish this, and soon.
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      The Vall emperor had allowed the Æsir to march through his country and into Andalus, a land embroiled in intermittent but fierce struggles between the Vall Empire and the Serkland Caliphate. The Serks came from beyond the Midgard Wall, in Utgard, and thus did not even qualify as South Realmers. Odin had no desire to involve himself in such conflicts whilst Vanaheim loomed before him, and thus he had negotiated with the Empire to remain within its holdings in Andalus. Ideally, they would have camped at what Idunn called the Straits of Herakles, nearest to Vanaheim, but that region remained the most contested by the Serks. Instead, they remained further north. That had seemed wise, save that now, every two moons or so, a Vall emissary showed up expecting fresh tribute to ensure the Æsir remained unmolested.

      As now, when the man—overdressed in embroidered silks that would have looked ostentatious on a princess—came calling on him in his hall.

      “You cannot trust these Serklanders,” the emissary said. The man spoke the Northern tongue badly, and with a lilting accent that grated on Odin’s ears and made him want to break the South Realmer’s nose. “They say they lie down with … uh, well, I don’t think your language has a word for it—so call them, uh, Fire elves.” The word was eldalfar, though the spirits of Muspelheim were more legend than fact, Odin would have thought.

      Odin drummed his fingers on the armrest of his hastily constructed throne. Frigg had insisted he needed a throne, even here, to maintain the semblance of authority. The jarls did not openly question him, but after all that had happened in his absence, his wife seemed to fear further disloyalty among the clans. “I’ve little interest in Serkland.” Leastwise, for the moment. “You, however, have been paid rather handsomely for safe passage through your lands.”

      “Indeed, you might think so, and yet keeping this beach free of Serks requires extraordinary effort, which, in turn, requires extraordinary expense. Surely your, uh, adventures through Hunaland might help us continue to fund our mutual defences.”

      Odin glowered. Ere allowing the emissary into the hall, Tyr had argued they ought to refuse. After all, the man had pointed out the Valls could hardly afford to fight the Æsir and the Serks, both. Odin did not entirely disagree, but if he refused now, he made an enemy of the Vall Empire. Given how many lives they had already lost, he needed no new enemies, and he certainly did not want them behind him whilst he tried to scout Vanaheim.

      When Odin gave no answer, the emissary began to shift his weight from foot to foot. “Uh, so, perhaps we might discuss specific terms of tribute to the emperor?”

      One did not harm an emissary, and yet, Odin could not help but envision sending the emperor a tribute of this man’s head. Odin rose from his throne, leaning on Gungnir as he paced closer to the emissary. He stood almost a head taller than the man, so Odin forced the Vall to crane his neck to meet his gaze. “Emissary.”

      “Uh, aye, King Odin?”

      Send his soul screaming into the Roil …

      Odin curled his lip at the wraith’s tempting suggestion. He could kill this man—save for restrictions of law, custom, and practicality. Still, the temptation remained. “If the mighty Vall Empire cannot hold back the Serks, perhaps it is them to whom we ought to pay tribute to ensure we remain left alone.”

      “Uh …” The emissary took a step back, and then another, looking around as if suddenly realising the peril he had walked into. “Surely Your Majesty cannot think to bargain with these foreign savages.”

      “Not yet. But do not test my patience, Vall, for it has reached its end. I will send you back with one last chest of hacksilver in tribute. If that will not suffice to ensure the empire’s continued friendship, I shall seek elsewhere for friends.”

      The Vall mopped his brow with a tiny cloth. “Your Majesty is most generous.”

      Odin waved him away. “Get out.”

      He would send someone to pay that final tribute, aye. Odin had larger concerns than these squabbling empires of Men. Very soon, he would instead ride to challenge a kingdom of gods.
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      The ships were all but complete, and still Odin had no answer, save that he needs must see Vanaheim with his own eyes, to make his plan once he knew his enemies. No other recourse lay before him—if they sailed without his scouting the situation, more lives would be lost.

      He found Idunn still sitting on the beach, as she oft did these days, staring out across the sea. Beyond the Mist lay her homeland … and his target.

      She stiffened as he approached. “’Tis time, then?”

      Odin sank down beside her. “Tomorrow, I think. Our numbers are less than half what we set out with. Too many of my people have died already, Idunn. I need you to take me there, to the islands. I need to see them for myself, to know what we face ere I lead the Æsir into it.”

      Idunn blew out a long breath and slapped her palms up and down on her folded knees. “It was an ideal, you know? A dream I was trying to fulfil for my grandmother. I keep telling myself that she was right, that no other way remains to us.”

      And yet, she was opening her own people to death. As Odin had done with the Æsir in starting this journey.

      We are all dead …

      Odin grimaced, ignoring Audr. “You all but forced me down this road, Idunn. Still, if I can win the loyalty of the Vanir, I will. I don’t relish the thought of their slaughter, but we both know why we came here. Let me go to them as an emissary. I can scout their defences and numbers, catch the lay of the land. And I can try to negotiate on behalf of Mankind.”

      “All you’ll do is alert them to your presence. Njörd won’t negotiate with you. After turning his back on your ancestors, how would it look for him to side with you now? He would seem fickle or a fool, at least in his own eyes. He is too cautious, too full of his own pride. Not unlike other Men I know.”

      Odin glowered. Aye, he had known pride, and his people had paid the price for it. Vé, Heidr, and thousands of others. But he would do better this time. He would not lead the Æsir into an ambush. “Then take me to others, go around the king. Surely some of the Vanir are reasonable, as you are. If they can be convinced of the need to work with mortals, a war might yet be avoided.”

      Idunn glanced at him. “Do you really believe that?”

      Mostlike not. But he could try. “Either way, if I go there, I learn the truth about the Vanir. Would they harm a guest?” Such a crime would be unforgivable among the Æsir. For them, the implied pact between host and guest was sacred, as no one should be left out alone in the Mist. But the Vanir were long removed from such things.

      “No. They might banish you from Vanaheim or imprison you, but they wouldn’t harm you unless you resisted.” She turned to face him now. “This is truly what you want?” When he nodded, she sighed. “So be it, Odin. You’re right. This is why we crossed Midgard. There are secret paths we can take to reach Vanaheim. I will take you there. Maybe to my mother, or maybe Njörd’s children. Maybe someone will listen to your words. If not …”

      They both knew what “if not” meant. It meant war. It meant he would take Vanaheim by force. He had not marched the Æsir across half of Midgard, faced trolls and draugar and sorcerers, only to give up now. Odin and all the Æsir had made this journey planning to kill their gods. And if those gods would not step down or join his quest to save the World, kill them was exactly what he would do.
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      After passing the winter in the Yngling hall at Uppsalir, the place had almost started to feel like home. Strange thought, that, given that Hervor had sworn an oath to bring down the Ynglings at any cost. And here she was, sipping mead and leaning back against the table, cheering the spectacle with the rest of them. Benches had been pushed aside in the centre of the hall, making way for the contestants. Ecgtheow the Tiny had both arms locked around Starkad, bearing him down to the ground. It looked like the big man was finally going to pin his opponent. Despite all Starkad’s speed, Ecgtheow was larger and stronger than … well, almost anyone.

      The sun had not yet set, and the fires were low, the doors thrown wide, so the hall was less thick with smoke than it had been through the winter. Outside, over the incessant drizzle of rain, she could hear the cry of sailors bringing in a sea-steed. Sometimes she imagined Afzal would sail home from Thule, join them. He wouldn’t, of course.

      Ecgtheow grunted, driving Starkad down. Starkad tilted over backward. As he did so, he twisted around so fast Hervor barely followed. Suddenly Ecgtheow was in midair, flipping over Starkad’s shoulder. Hervor’s mouth fell open the instant ere the big man hit the dusty ground. A horrendous oomph escaped Ecgtheow and the man lay dazed.

      Huh. Hervor had trained at wrestling since she was seven winters old. By the time she was nine, she could beat boys her age, a few even older than her. She couldn’t have pulled off what Starkad just had. The man never ceased to amaze.

      The boy king, Aun Jorundson, raised his drinking horn. “Eightarms!” The others echoed his cheer throughout the hall. Everyone was in good spirits, what with summer now underway. Summer meant time for crops and safer fishing and, of course, raids.

      Well … except Aun, or rather his mother who ruled for him, refused to send his people raiding. The effective queen claimed Uppsalir had lost enough men in the wars, which was true enough, Hervor supposed. These Ynglings were like weeds. Yngvi and Alf Alrekson were dead. Alf’s son Hugleik was dead. Yngvi’s sons Jorund and Eikkr were dead. Hervor had helped most of them to the grave. And now here was Aun, a boy who had apparently been sheltering with his mother in Dalar since the death of Yngvi. Maybe Hervor ought to have killed him too, but … She’d already held her oath fulfilled, and besides, he had maybe ten winters behind him. She wasn’t about to kill a godsdamned child, was she?

      Yngvi’s man had slain Hervor’s father, but she’d killed the murderer and the king’s son both. What more could Father expect from her? Was she to scour every snowy mound and bog in Sviarland to make sure not a single Yngling pest survived? No, she had seen enough of war in any event. War had cost her friends, family, even her own body … her right arm might never again be as strong as it had been. She’d spent the past moons trying to heal, trying to train to fight left-handed—by Odin’s balls, was that an ordeal she’d have as soon done without.

      Besides, she’d given her new oath to Starkad, promised to help the man recover a runeblade from Jötunheim. Odin preserve her against such folly.

      Starkad helped Ecgtheow rise, and the two plodded over to join Hervor on the benches. Each took a turn with the drinking horn. A long turn, in fact. Finally, Starkad wiped his mouth on his sleeve and tossed the empty horn on the table. “So, then, Tiny. What brings you to Uppsalir? Should you not be seeing to that wife of yours?”

      That drew a wry grin from the big man. “Oh, Ylva’s been well seen to. Starting to thicken in the belly already, you know, and no complaints, far as that goes.”

      “And so you left her alone, and with child?” Hervor asked. “How courteous.”

      “She’s not alone,” Ecgtheow objected. “You said it yourself, she’s with the child.” Starkad snickered and Hervor frowned. Naught amusing about the situation she could see. Ecgtheow groaned and rolled his eyes. “You were more entertaining as a man, I think,” the Sviar shot at Hervor. “Ylva is with her parents. Actually, that’s why I’ve come. See now, the throne of Ostergotland lies vacant since the death of Haki. Don’t suppose it’s like to stay that way overlong, though.”

      Starkad leant on the table, frowning. “Still no one has risen up?”

      Ecgtheow snorted. “More mead, wench!” he shouted at one of the thralls. “As yet, no one has held the throne. Men have tried though, and more than a few. Haki made himself king by force of arms and force of character.”

      “All kings are so made,” Starkad said. “’Tis only their heirs who think themselves entitled to aught simply for the achievement of having been squeezed from their mother’s nethers.”

      The chill wind from outside whipped through the hall, bringing with it scents of brine and fish. Hervor took the horn when the thrall brought it, sipped it, then handed it on to Ecgtheow. “I heard the tales of Haki,” she said. “He was fearless back then. That’s why I joined him.” One of the reasons.

      “True enough,” Ecgtheow agreed. “Haki Seamaster, he earned his fame, no mistake.” The man paused to take another swig. “But. Now he’s dead, his brother’s dead, and his sons lack the strength to hold the throne. And now, more than one man had risen, blood of Gauti and all that.” Gauti was well-famed, though Hervor had little memory of him. She’d grown up on stories of how Haki had overthrown the old king. Tossed him off his own walls, down into the sea, where the man had broken on rocks. Ecgtheow was no doubt right, plenty of men yet lived from Gauti’s line. And women. Through her mother’s side, Hervor would have been a distant relation herself, though she had no ambition to try to become queen of aught.

      “Then shouldn’t you be in Ostergotland where the action is?” she asked.

      “True enough, and so I should. And you two, as well. Hervor, if you convince Jarl Bjalmar to join with Hrethel, we’ll have the strength to take the throne without overmuch bloodshed. And Starkad … the jarl will pay you a hoard of silver and more to fight for him.”

      “I can’t,” Starkad said ere Hervor could answer. “I’ve a prior commitment to Vófuthr. One does not keep a wizard waiting longer than needful, if even that much.” Hervor did not think Starkad feared the wizard who had saved her life, but nor did he seem much keen to owe the man. Not that Hervor could blame him.

      Ecgtheow grunted. “Fair enough. And you, Hervor? Will you speak with your grandfather?”

      She sighed, then shook her head. “I go with Starkad and we plan to sail in but a few days for Holmgard.”

      “Bjarmaland! What in the Gates of Hel do you want with that awful place? Have you not seen enough of far-flung lands?”

      Indeed, she truly had. But her oath to Starkad bound her. “What claim does Hrethel even have to Ostergotland? He is but a jarl in Njarar.”

      “A position he inherited from his father-in-law, Swerting. But he was born a man of Ostergotland, and kin to Gauti, same as the other claimants.”

      Which, she supposed, made the jarl distant kin to her line, as well, so maybe Grandfather would indeed join him. And maybe Hrethel would make a good king. Still, it meant joining in more wars, and surely Sviarland had seen enough of war this past year. Of course, Grandfather would do as he damned well pleased. He took counsel only from his karl Gunther Uffeson, and rarely that.

      Hervor hated to see this matter settled without her … And she had no business being in Holmgard, especially given what her other grandfather had done there. But she’d never break her oath, least of all to Starkad. Never. So where did that leave her? Fucked, more or less. Having to trust Tiny to handle things here. And the big man would put his own fame and glory high above concerns like sparing the kingdom another war. He always put his own fortunes first, same as Hervor, same as anyone with half a mind. Hervor shook her head. “Just … just remember. Grandfather sheltered us all when things turned against us with Jorund. Take care to recall that friendship.”

      Ecgtheow nodded. “I never forget such things.”

      “Go with care, my friend,” Starkad said and clasped Ecgtheow’s arm, and Hervor repeated the gesture.

      Ecgtheow smiled as he stood. “May Odin watch over you both.”

      “And you,” Hervor said.

      Starkad said naught else, but then, that was oft his way. When Ecgtheow had left, the man turned to her. “We can be ready to leave in a few more days. Are you still certain you wish …”

      “Need you ask? You’re not like to get a different answer than you did the past twenty times.” She’d go with him, beyond the bounds of Midgard and into Jötunheim. She’d go because she’d sworn it. She’d go because he was doing all this because of her. She’d go … because some part of her couldn’t stand the thought of him not coming back. And here, in her absence, the wars would continue. But they were a small worry. Small compared to the truth she left behind: Orvar-Oddr, the Arrow’s Point. The draug was out there, hunting her, keen to bring his vengeance on her and those she held dear. Would he pursue her as far as Jötunheim? If he did, how could she ever explain his presence to Starkad?

      Sooner or later, Starkad would discover the truth. Over the course of the winter, that fear had coiled around Hervor’s heart like a constricting serpent. Crushing it. Leaving her in such constant terror all else felt far away.

      Numb.

      Orvar was out there.
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      Even in the midst of summer, the Gandvík Sea had a chill about it. The Mist wafted over the waters and obscured the view of much beyond the sea-steed, though scouts had called out land spotted ahead. Old Bragi Bluefoot had once told Hervor that plentiful serpents—the spawn of Jörmungandr—dwelt beneath these waters. In her days as a raider, she’d heard tale of ships brought down by sudden storms or vanishing without reason. This voyage had gone smooth enough, though, and she counted herself lucky. Men chanced the Gandvík, for it was the only real way to the lands beyond Sviarland.

      And Starkad, well, he wanted to go far beyond. The man himself drew up beside her where she stood, leaning upon the gunwale. “Holmgard, the town, ’tis a small port, but there’s a fair-sized kingdom of the same name around it. The only civilised spot left in Bjarmaland. Of late, though, the jötunnar plague these lands, coming through breaches in the Wall.”

      Hervor had learnt well enough of the history of the Holmgard, for her grandfather Arngrim had slain the old king Sigrlami there and claimed Tyrfing. The blade was the ancestral relic of the Siklingar, who, as it turned out, where the ancestors of the Gautar who had settled Njarar and Ostergotland and, she supposed, Holmgard. Arngrim had claimed Sigrlami’s daughter, Eyfura, who became Hervor’s grandmother. Of course, if she told Starkad all that, he might work through it, unravel the bloodlines. Might realise she was Angantyr Arngrimson’s daughter. Might then understand what she’d done, how she’d murdered his friend Orvar-Oddr. And lied about it ever since. And then he’d fucking kill her. Or, worse still, turn his back on her. And so she bit her tongue and wallowed in silence, as ever. Choked on it.

      The ship drew up to the pier. Holmgard … In a way, Hervor had claim to this kingdom. A claim she could never press nor announce, but still, she’d longed to see it. Maybe even to lay eyes upon a jötunn. Stories aplenty had reached her about them. Chaotic beasts from beyond the Midgard Wall, supposedly cast out by the Vanir in Ages past. Like everything else, even that protection was failing. And now, they built their own kingdoms in Bjarmaland, whilst the folk of Holmgard claimed it was only a matter of time ere the jötunnar pressed into Sviarland and Kvenland.

      Who was to say if they spoke truth or merely their own fears?

      Hervor worked her right arm as the men unloaded empty crates from the ship, eager to re-provision here. The wound in her shoulder had not fully healed, mostlike never would. Made fighting with her right hand difficult, though it had gotten better. And her left, well, it had gotten easier. Not easy. Having had a draug bite off one of her fingers on that hand hadn’t helped much, either, if anyone had asked.

      “Come,” Starkad said and clapt her on the shoulder. “Hrethel sent word ahead of our coming to King Rollaugr and he’s offered us a guest hall for our use in town.”

      Hervor knew little of the king of Holmgard, save his father claimed the throne after her grandfather had slain Sigrlami. And would the king thank her if he knew the crimes of her family? Or her own crimes?

      Hervor swallowed. She had grown too maudlin of late. Maybe it was the knowledge that Orvar-Oddr remained out there, deathless and hunting her. Eager to revenge himself upon her. While Starkad dragged her off beyond the edge of Midgard.
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      The guest hall—hardly worthy of the name—was a small longhouse, really, with a well-stoked fire pit and not much else about it. And still, it suited Hervor well enough, especially when Rollaugr’s men brought them hot soup and warm mead.

      Starkad reclined near the fire, empty drinking horn dangling from one hand, staring off at naught she could see. He’d become even more … Otherworldly … since Wudga had given him that draught of eitr. The man she’d known was in there, somewhere, but changed. Then again, she wasn’t who she’d been, either.

      In the winter, once, he’d come to her chamber and lain with her. And she’d expected him to come to her again. He never did, no matter how cold the nights grew. Now, they had a house all to themselves. It should have been right, but everything was off. Or maybe she was overthinking again. She kept doing that. Naught she ever did seemed to quite bring them to where she wanted. And whose fault was that?

      She leant back on her elbows, legs spread as provocatively as possible. Bastard didn’t even glance her way. Right. His fault, then.

      “I’ve been asking after this place we seek,” he said after a few moments. His voice was thick with the mead, far away. Not lustful, though. “There are legends of a valley in Glaesisvellir … a place beyond time or death. A place where reality becomes … fragile.”

      Hervor shut her eyes. She wanted to moan. To complain. After the horrors she’d gone through, if she never saw aught else born of the Otherworld, it would be too soon. Yet she could hardly object after so fervently insisting he take her along. He had agreed to retrieve the runeblade Skofnung for Vófuthr in exchange for that bastard wizard using his Art to save Hervor from a wound that ought to have slain her. Starkad had given up his own desires for her sake. So didn’t that mean he should have fucking wanted her? Hel take him anyway. Man had no idea what was right in front of him.

      Finally, Hervor leant forward and folded her legs beneath her. “It can’t be worse than what we faced on Thule or beneath the mountains back in Sviarland.”

      Starkad tossed aside the horn, rubbed his hands on his trousers, then patted them together. “I hope you’re right on that count.”

      He doubted? Odin’s balls, what were they walking into? But Starkad had given his oath. And no one felt the power of an oath more keenly than Hervor. When he said naught more, Hervor pushed aside her bowl and curled up to sleep by the fire.

      Alone.
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      The tree-man’s face appeared in the stone of the wall, leering at her.

      Hervor choked on a scream, gasping. Unable to breathe. Unable to press on or turn back. He came to her in her nightmares. Whenever she thought them past, thought the horror of what she’d seen in her dreams finished, he came back. To rape and torture her once again, this vaettr.

      And she’d never know if it was even real or drawn from her own mind.

      “Hervor?” A hand fell on her shoulder.

      She blanched.

      “Hervor!”

      Starkad. He was shaking her awake. “You were screaming.”

      She wanted to reach forward, seize him, hold him close for the comfort of it. But already, he had turned away, returned to his own bed shelf. Hervor shifted onto her other side, faced the wall.
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      On the outer edges of Holmgard, they came to a village. A desolate place Hervor misliked the instant she saw it. In her raiding days, she’d have bypassed it without stopping. No one here had aught worth stealing. Since snow had already fallen—and in the middle of summer, no less—Starkad had traded for a dogsled. The locals had no food to spare, forcing them to stop and hunt. Still, the sleds helped, and they made good time. Or she’d have thought they would.

      Yet Bjarmaland stretched on and on, bigger than any land Hervor had ever seen. They traveled east from Holmgard, toward a region the villagers named Qazan. They spoke of it in angry, hushed whispers, mumbling about needing Odin’s protection against trolls. Simple folk were given to wild fears, of course, but the sheer scope of their trepidation about the next kingdom over sat ill with her, had her touching iron.

      Still, the days were mercifully long, so long they must be approaching the solstice. This land was even colder than Sviarland, but at least there was no godsdamned rain, here. Starkad insisted they use that daylight, pressing hard, till when at last the sun began to dip and he agreed to make camp, she found herself sore and more than ready for the night, much though she detested the dark. The moment she untied them, the dogs trotted off, probably in search of snow rabbits or other game. Hervor set to building a fire whilst Starkad pitched their tents. The tree cover was light, but still enough remained out here that she had built up a fair-size pile of tinder ere Starkad finished.

      The man slouched down across from her as she worked at sparking the flame.

      “We’re going to miss the Sumarauki festival,” she said, not really looking at him.

      He was staring at the sky. “I think it may have started today.”

      “W-what? Today?” Odin’s balls. The new year had crept up on her, and instead of drinking and boasting and fucking, she’d spent the day freezing her arse off, riding across an empty wasteland. To get to Odin alone knew what.

      “Quite likely. Hard to keep precise track of the days out in the wilds.”

      Hard to argue with that. Hervor rubbed her brow with her palm. “Don’t suppose you have any mead left?”

      He grunted like the lack of it physically pained him. And that was it. Here was Sumarauki and he wasn’t saying a damned thing to her. Not really. Well, what the fuck did she want from him, anyway? She’d murdered his friend, and no matter how she turned and twisted that truth, it always came back around. She’d never quite be able to be honest with him, would she? And why should she? Starkad was a worse murderer than even her if all the stories about him were true. Man left a swathe of carnage in his wake everywhere he went. Now here he was—here they were, since she was still with him, Hel knew why—off to try to find a way across the godsdamned Midgard Wall and beyond.

      So she’d given her oath to help him, because he’d made his oath on her behalf. That was honour, right? What little honour she could manage.

      “If you find this last runeblade …” she began. “If you find it, then what?”

      “It’s not the last. There are nine, not counting Wudga’s.”

      “No, I know. But I mean … what comes next?” The spark caught and finally the flame took, spreading quickly into a thankfully warm blaze.

      Starkad turned to look at her now, shrugged. “I don’t know. Maybe … maybe I’ll have to find another of the things.” Hervor groaned. “Well, it’s not like you have to come along if that happens. Your urd is your own, Hervor.”

      Well, fuck him too. What did she even want from him? Did she want to share a life with the cursed, self-loathing vagrant? Did she? Maybe. There had to be some way to bridge this gap between them. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. It wasn’t supposed to feel like this. She was no simpering maid to get caught up in fool notions of love or aught else, but … but they had something. Or they had almost had something, at some point. Blood and lies and murder notwithstanding. What did she want from him? She wanted to not be alone during the damn festival.

      “So, back in Uppsalir,” she said. “Over the winter. How many thrall girls did you bend over?”

      “What?”

      “Maybe it got you through the cold moons. But we haven’t seen another person in a while now. Long while. Your stones hurt? They about ready to burst?”

      He snorted, but his face didn’t quite manage to conceal his sudden interest. “Sounds like you’re the one apt to burst. Throbbing down there? Need it, do you?”

      Oh, she had him now. Maybe it just took the direct approach. She brushed her hair back from her face. “Here’s the solstice and we’ve got no mead. Hardly got a feast. Got naught really, except …”

      Each other … Did they? He crawled over to where she sat. Pushed her down by the shoulders, hard. Yanked at the laces to her tunic. And it was something.
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      By sunset, the last ships would be ready. The Æsir would sail for Vanaheim. And Odin still had no plan—leastwise, none he’d told Tyr. Didn’t bode well. Odin had called him his champion once again, true enough. Said Tyr had earned back that right when he fought the draugar. King still didn’t take his counsel. Not anymore. Odin had let him keep Gramr, aye, but bade Tyr not to draw her save in direst need.

      Tyr wandered the camp, inspecting the longships. They needed to be strong, able to withstand churning waters, harsh winds. Idunn had advised on the building. Said they might have to endure nigh unto two days at sea. No one much cared for that. Sailors kept to the coast, made land for the night. Otherwise, fucking Mist would blind you even as it poisoned you.

      Skaldun clan was outfitting this ship. Zisa wasn’t exactly the new jarl. No, but men looked to her. Aye, and she looked down at Tyr. He hadn’t won back her trust, maybe never would. Nor did he need to. ’Twas Idunn who graced his thoughts, oft as not. She sat on the beach again, staring out over the waves. Always sat there, of late. Beautiful, graceful … tormented. Even Tyr could see that much, and he wasn’t so good with reading women. Idunn spoke less these days. Her losing that bubbling sense of life, it set his teeth to grinding.

      Tyr cracked his neck. Idunn sat there, looking all forlorn. Not dancing or laughing or chattering. He trudged over, stared at her a moment. She looked so tiny now, just a hair over five feet, slender as a waif. Could almost make him forget she’d seen thousands of winters pass by. “You, uh … I’d like to talk to you.”

      “Hmm? Oh. I’m always happy to talk, Tyr. Yeah, I like talking, to give voice to the roil of thoughts building to a crescendo, to release them before they rupture my skull … Such I sometimes imagine, as the pressure builds. Like rabbits giving birth, little bunnies eager to scramble forth from my mouth …”

      “Can we, uh … in private? My tent?”

      At that she turned, arching an eyebrow. Quirking that little half smile he loved. She said naught else, though, and rose. Followed him back.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      “You hope to do more than talk, don’t you,” she said, when she ducked into his tent.

      Tyr swallowed, a little stunned by her brazenness. Probably shouldn’t be. Idunn was no shieldmaiden, but she was at least as forward as one. He liked that, the confidence. Surety. A woman who knew what she wanted and wasn’t afraid to go after it. Maybe there was something he could learn from that. From her endless lifetimes of experience. Maybe that, even given centuries, life was too short to be held back by doubt? ’Twas why he asked her here. Wasn’t it? His damned tongue
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