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			Part I 
Sigmund and Sigrlinn

			Beneath the inky night sky, devoid of glimmering stars or moon, a demon’s tempest tore the waves. In a great flash, a web of lightning arced across the dark, illuminating the wild waves with the fiery gleam of the Thunder God’s power. The roar of the thunderclap was quickly drowned out by the biting gale winds.

			Through the furious storm, drumbeats sounded. A fleet of longships traversed the towering waves. Ranks of battle-hardened men heaved at their oars to the steady rhythm beat out by the drummers at the rear of the ships. Bunching, chorded muscle struggled against the frigid sleet and rain.

			‘Pull! … Pull! … Pull!’ the chorus of the desperate sounded.

			Roars and groans accompanied the bestial voices sounding off the chant: Pull. Row. Face the storm. Their only duty. Anything less meant certain death. 

			‘Do you want to die?’ the drummer screamed.

			‘No!’ cried the oarsmen.

			The struggle continued. Palms slicked with blood. Teeth clenched behind soaking beards. The oars sliced the waves. The boats cut through the sea. The churning frost lashed at their skin. Sheets of ice collided amidst the waves, scattering razor shards around them.

			‘Do you want to drown? Dragged down beneath the blackened waves?’ 

			‘No!’

			‘Die here, feeding Jörmungandr? Far from the field of battle? With neither sword, nor axe, nor honour? With no Valkyries to guide you to the Hall?’

			‘No!’

			‘Then row! Row, damn you! Lest we all be committed to the frozen depths of Hel!’

			

			‘Pull! … Pull!’

			Straining muscles bunched tighter. Voices roared a challenge to the tempest.

			‘Bring us home! For Sigmund! For the seed of Odin! For the Volsung King!’

			The drums beat louder. Faster. The leading longship surged ahead of the others.

			The King – a burly man, but grey and gnarled like weathered oak in his old age – gripped the figurehead, staring through the roiling blackness, unflinching. His bearskin cloak billowed behind him like a great raven wing. Another startling flash of lightning seared the sky, reflecting in his stern eyes of steel grey. 

			Behind him, Sigrlinn, his young golden-haired wife, clung to the taut rigging. A wave battered the ship and Sigrlinn was rocked from her feet. Her flaxen curls were matted to her face by the frigid downpour. She wiped her hair from her eyes as another flash of lightning lit upon her fair features.

			Wide eyed, she locked onto a nearby longship. In horror, she watched a towering wave carry the ship away from the fleet and into a jagged spire of rock. The wood splintered. The men screamed and were torn to bloody bits by the fang-like stones and swirling shards of ice. The waves smashed down around those few doomed souls who had not been sundered by the crash. The black sea swallowed them. Not one had time enough to cry out for the mercy of the Gods. Sigrlinn gasped, gripped in terror’s jaw. 

			Another wave battered the head ship and she was thrown off balance, tumbling towards the brink. Sigmund’s rough palm caught her wrist, snatching her back from the edge. A pained growl escaped his lips. His other hand pressed against his side. Sigrlinn clung to his chest. 

			‘Hold fast, my wife!’ he roared, defiant. ‘This demon’s tempest shall not hold us! Thor rages, but he will heed the plea of a Volsung King.’

			Her eyes went to his cradled flank. ‘My king, you are hurt!’

			Above the towering waves and fractured, swirling sheets of ice, another great, crackling web of lightning cut the roiling sky.

			

			Sigmund raised his head and bellowed over the waves, ‘Mighty Thor! Cool your fury! In the name of Odin, your father, whose blood we both share!’

			For a moment the chaos persisted, Sigmund gritting his teeth against the slicing sleet. Then, all at once, the wind stilled. The waves calmed. The longships surged through the swell, oars scything the icy water with ease. Land appeared ahead of them. The thunder grew distant.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Sigmund, weather-beaten, forced open the door to his room. Sigrlinn rushed after him. The king tore off his heavy armour, which bore the rents of battles beyond count, and collapsed onto the bed, his eyes screwed shut. Sigrlinn gasped and tears flooded her eyes. Sigmund’s flank was marked purplish red around a festering wound.

			‘My lord,’ began Sigrlinn, ‘I must call for a healer. A seeress! She will surely be able—’

			‘Hold, Sigrlinn,’ Sigmund groaned. ‘My beautiful young wife … There is nothing that can be done for me now. The blade of the Hunding has claimed me.’

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Sigrlinn, Sigmund’s foreign wife, was little more than a babe, not half the greying king’s age. A fabled beauty, she had attracted suitors from many lands. Sigmund, despite his age, had bested all competitors in combat. His valiant heart intrigued the waifish maiden. She met with the king from the Viken and initially found him to be an imposing figure, coarse and wild. Still, his depth of character, his countenance and strength had been captivating. He was unlike those countless desperate princes so determined to secure a legacy and a wife. Sigmund’s world was broader. His lands were mysterious and brutal, but filled with beauty, story, and wonder. 

			The fair maid thawed his ice-tempered exterior and the girl was captivated by Sigmund’s uncharacteristic kindness to her. A true King: confident, complex, kind in measure, but prudent above all. Sigrlinn won his heart, and he won her hand. Their palms had been bound before a great willow, ritual runes painted upon their brows. So, they had been married according to the All-Father Odin’s wishes. Sigrlinn became the Volsung Queen, ruling beside her wise husband over all Germania.

			No hope was held for a tranquil rule, however. Sigrlinn knew that her Volsung King, blood of Odin, was also destined to clash against the forces of Odin’s enemies. The Hunding, the dark-haired Hun-folk horsemen, had long been embroiled in cunning Loki’s malign plots. The Trickster-God brought forth this foreign element. 

			These two clans had once been allied – almost marriage-bound and so unified. But unity between these tribes was not to be and with the bonds of kinship broken, war was all that could remain. Loki incited this distant threat against the Volsung Line – and thus a challenge to the All-Father himself. 

			The wedding of Sigmund and Sigrlinn was darkened by the shadow of this long and bloody struggle. Newly married, but in a foreign realm, they had seen their joyous celebrations ended with battle chants and the steady beat of their convoy’s war drums. To this rhythm had their Nordic fleet clashed against the Hunding. 

			Many southern nations deemed the Norsemen barbarians, out of fear of their wild ferocity, untameable martial skill, and stoic resilience. But those southerners lived not in the Norse lands of frost giants and sea serpents. Their spectres and goblins were dissimilar – tame in comparison. Their winters did not close the sea in bone-white ice. Their winds did not cut and cripple the mightiest of men. They were not of Odin. They were weak; unused to true hardship and so feared hardship in kind. In this, they were dishonourable.

			But if the Norsemen were to be known as barbarians, the Hunding then were surely animals, half-bred from the same horses that they rode! 

			Sigmund and his loyal thanes had faced the dark hordes upon the shore, staining foreign soil with steaming blood. Many brave warriors had fallen – Einherjar to be gathered by the Valkyries and taken to the hallowed halls of Valhalla. The Volsung King led the attack, wielding Gramm, his legendary blade, which he had drawn from the trunk of the tree Barnstokkr, after it was planted there by the All-Father himself. 

			

			But the steel of the fabled sword was weakened by weather and by age … Sigmund himself had glimpsed his mortality then – the human element that undid the strength of Odin within his veins. 

			A one-eyed man had appeared amidst the raging war and brought his staff against the Volsung’s blade. The fabled sword was instantly shattered and Sigmund left without a weapon. The one-eyed stranger, uncanny harbinger of fate, immediately vanished.

			There, towards the disarmed king, loomed the Hunding champion. He had been a towering brute with iron teeth and shackled arms as grey as stone and broad as logs. Half-giant and wildest of the Hunding hordes, he had laid waste to the Volsung’s ranks. Sigmund had faced the behemoth valiantly then, gripping an axe in one hand and the fragment of Gramm in the other. 

			Their clash was worthy of the sagas. The King had felled his giant-spawn foe, but not before a desperate strike had shattered his axe and all that remained of Gramm’s once-mighty edge. The Hunding blade gauged deep into Sigmund’s side and spawned a taint there beneath his skin. The long journey back to Magna Germania and their village of Edda did not permit the grievous injury any chance to heal. It soured. The corruption spread.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Sigrlinn stepped closer to him and gripped the Volsung King’s hand. She wept most bitterly, knowing that he would not survive to see the coming morn.

			‘They think themselves conquerors? Kings?’ Sigmund spat, blood foaming from his teeth. ‘Ha! With dreams to be a king, first, one should be a man!’

			He was seized by a fit of coughing that wracked his body.

			‘I will die, Sigrlinn. I am destined for the halls of Valhalla this night. But those Hunding dogs will not spell the end of the Volsung line.’

			He pulled his hand from hers and set his calloused palm against her abdomen. Sigrlinn stared down at him, not understanding.

			

			‘You carry my child, Sigrlinn,’ the Volsung whispered, holding her with his stern and steely eyes. ‘My son. You carry the blood of the Gods. And he will avenge me.’

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			A great funeral pyre was lit in the heart of Edda Village and the great Volsung Lord was committed to the flames. Through the smoke and flame, a beautiful Valkyrie came to collect his warrior soul, Valhalla awaiting.

			An old hermit, one-eyed and cowled, watched from the edges of the village. Only he saw the descending Valkyrie. A faint smile curled his wrinkled lips, knowing Sigmund’s honoured fate. Next, he turned his eye on weeping Sigrlinn, tears coloured red by the raging flames.

			A pair of ravens plummeted from the sky, black droplets falling from the inky dark. They perched above the old hermit.

			‘Thought and Memory … my ravens … my eyes,’ he whispered, voice deep and strong. ‘You see there, the maiden fair? Queen Sigrlinn who now leads this Volsung clan. She carries Sigmund’s son.’

			The ravens’ cawed, a grim, laughing sound, filling the sombre night.

			‘She carries our Sigurd.’

			The ravens launched from the branches, sailing through the air to circle above the young queen.

			The hermit crept back into the dark of the forest, his wrapped feet treading lightly on the soft snowfall mingled with the underbrush. Into the shadows he went and then was vanished.
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			Part II 
Sigurd, Son of Sigmund

			Chapter 1

			It was a clear day. No wind to stir the waves when fair Sigrlinn hugged her five-year-old son to her chest. Tears streamed down her cheeks at their farewell.

			‘You will be strong, Sigurd. For your father … for your clan.’

			‘Yes, mama. I will be …’

			Sigrlinn pulled back from her child, wiping her tears. She knelt before the great trunk of Barnstokkr, the ancient tree around which King Volsung, the first of his name, had built Edda’s mighty hall. She gave a nod, unconvincing. Forced a brittle smile.

			The child stood motionless. A numbed expression on his face. Tears in his eyes that had not yet fallen. Sigurd, Son of Sigmund, the Volsung Prince.

			‘You will understand in time,’ whispered Sigrlinn.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			A light snow began to fall, though there were no clouds except for the faintest wisps, barely visible. Without a whisper of the wind to stir the silt, the flakes hung as if suspended throughout Edda Village. The clansmen and women gathered in small, murmuring groups. A wanderer, hunched, clad in furs, led his shaggy mare along the path towards the great hall.

			‘We were expecting visitors?’ a woman murmured.

			

			‘That’s just a wanderer,’ replied a fisherman. ‘Why no one’s run him out of town …’

			‘Nay, fool,’ snapped the seamstress. ‘You can’t recognise him? That’s the Dvergir smith, Reginn.’

			At the mention of his name, the drifter raised his head. His skin and teeth were grey as ash. His beard was orange-brown, long and tangled. His eyes mismatched – one green, one orange. He gave a wide smile and continued to the great hall.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Sigrlinn kissed Sigurd’s forehead.

			‘And remember, my son, my Volsung Prince, your blood is of Odin. You are Gods’ chosen. Asgard watches over you.’

			The doors to the great hall were thrown open. The dwarf, Reginn, strode inside. He bowed to Sigrlinn, shrugging the many snow-speckled hides off his broad shoulders.

			‘My Volsung Queen …’ began Reginn, bowing before Sigrlinn.

			‘Reginn. Take good care of him.’

			The dwarf bowed again. ‘Upon my honour, Bride of Sigmund. I work to honour the Gods.’

			Sigrlinn ushered her child forward. The dwarf smiled, the expression parting his long tangle of a beard to reveal his cracked, grey teeth. The child bowed his head in acknowledgement.

			‘And …’ Sigrlinn’s voice caught in her throat. ‘You had best leave now. The Hunding are soon to arrive.’

			Her voice trailed off – a phantom pain. Sigurd, facing away, shut his eyes at the wounded phrase. Sigrlinn stared lovingly towards her boy. Reginn, glancing over his shoulder, quickly gave a nod. He reached a hand towards the child. Sigurd took it.

			‘Come, boy. Farewells have been said?’

			Another nod from the child. He stared longingly into his mother’s eyes for the last time. Then Reginn led him from the hall.

			Sigrlinn remained, head bowed, softly crying. ‘Goodbye, Sigurd. My love.’

			

			A clansman hurried into the hall soon after Sigurd and the Dvergir had left. ‘My queen. They have been sighted. Black sails on the horizon.’

			Sigrlinn, shoulders quaking, stepped out from the hall. The snow speckled her reddened cheeks and clung to her braided hair. 

			‘Assemble the shield-bearers,’ she said.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Reginn and Sigurd, seated on the dwarf’s horse, rode up a steep mountain path. Their route overlooked the whole of the village.

			‘One last goodbye to the place of your birth, child,’ said Reginn.

			‘No …’

			The dwarf arched an eyebrow. ‘Nay?’

			‘I will return,’ said the boy, stalwart in his conviction.

			Reginn extended a calloused hand towards the village. He pointed to the harbour where a fleet of black-bannered ships was docking one after another. ‘You know what ships those are, child?’

			Sigurd nodded.

			‘Aye,’ said the Dvergir. ‘The Hunding. Enemy of the Volsung. The reason you must leave. If you do return, it will not be to the same village.’

			Reginn clicked his tongue and the horse continued up the winding path. The boy stared out, through the softly drifting snow, at the fleet invading his home.

			The path dived into the thick mountain forest. The travellers vanished into the shade.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Sigrlinn walked towards the docks. Her face was pale. Expressionless. The village clansmen stood behind her, shields readied, resting at their feet. Their hard eyes stared out past their queen. At the Hunding soldiers, olive-skinned and black-haired, lining up opposite the clansmen.

			Their leader, a brother to the Hunding King, was a tall, powerfully built man with thin facial hair. He approached Sigrlinn and bowed.

			‘Welcome, My Lord, to the shores of the Volsung Clan,’ she announced, voice laden with solemnity.

			

			The Hunding swept dark eyes around him, studying the village. He grunted. ‘Once the village of the Volsung Clan, governed by the Volsung Queen. Now—’ He seized her arm and pulled her towards him, lowering his head and breathing against her neck. Sigrlinn tensed, her mouth set in a tight line ‘—a Hunding Queen.’

			Slowly, Sigrlinn dropped to her knees. One by one, the clansmen followed. Behind the Hunding King, a bannerman raised a horn to his lips. He gave a single, strong burst of the horn. The deep sound resonated through the village. Sigrlinn’s tears fell to the dirt beneath her.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			The blast of the horn rang through the forest. From the canopy, scores of birds took wing, scattering leaves and twigs to the underbrush below.

			Sigurd stiffened at the sound, eyes wide. The din faded, replaced by the sounds of the deep forest. Sigurd screwed his eyes shut. His little hands bunched into quaking fists where he gripped the harness.

			

			Chapter 2

			They arrived at a clearing deep within the forest. The trees here grew broad as two oxen set abreast and stretched up as tall as frost giants. It was between these ancient trees that Reginn had built his hut. The ground here was brown and green and mossy, as no snowfall could pierce the thick canopy above.

			A span of exposed ground behind the hut welcomed both sun and snow into the area. Past this breach in the canopy, a rockface emerged from the woodland. Into this stony wall, Reginn had carved a large room – his smithing forge. 

			An additional structure jutted from the elaborate Dvergir hut at a slight angle, as if designed to follow the shape of the clearing. The Dvergir lowered Sigurd from the horse before this room.

			‘Here will be your place,’ Reginn said. ‘Winter is almost over and it shall not be harsh lodgings come summer.’

			The boy stepped closer, observing his bare quarters. He gave a nod. 

			Reginn led the shaggy mare into its small stable, clicking his tongue at the beast. ‘You haven’t the need to weep, child?’ the Dvergir smith asked.

			Sigurd shook his head. ‘What would that solve? I am Volsung. Tears are not for me.’

			The dwarf grunted and shook his head. ‘Do you even know what that means, child?’

			‘That I’ve the blood of Odin. That I have the responsibilities of Asgard.’

			‘And what are these responsibilities, boy?’

			The child remained silent.

			The dwarf shook his head. ‘Like your father, Sigmund, and your grandfather, Volsung, and your great-grandfather, Renrir, and his father, Sigi, the half spawn of Odin, your responsibility, boy, will not be to Asgard. Nay, your responsibility will not be to the All-Father whose blood distinguishes you from others, nor will it be to any other God, any Vanir God, Dvergir, elf, or giant. You will be responsible for your clan, Sigurd. A king must serve his people.’

			The boy remained quiet, staring into the dark woodland.

			The dwarf dragged a stone dais from his hut. He set a chess board atop it. ‘Why exactly are you here, Sigurd?’ Reginn grunted.

			The child frowned and turned back. ‘To escape the wrath of the Hunding, enemies of my clan. Enemies of my father and of Odin.’

			‘But why here, specifically? With me in this clearing?’

			Again, the boy fell quiet. The cawing of ravens echoed from the cold dark of the woods. Reginn paused, frowned, and stared towards the sound.

			‘It is … because you need a teacher, Odin-spawn. You wish to be a king? God-blood is not enough. Hone your mind. Your talents. Your skills. Capability determines who is fit to be a ruler. Other virtues – loyalty, responsibility, and sternness – they come later, boy.’

			Reginn returned to his hut, retrieving a pouch. He withdrew chess pieces from the bag, setting them up along the board, one by one. Sigurd watched quietly as he clapped each stone carving into a square. 

			‘Well, if you aren’t weeping, then we’ve no reason not to begin,’ the Dvergir continued. ‘Come, Sigurd. Your first lesson will be the rules of this game. Chess simulates battle, but the variables of conflict are constrained to these tiles. Learning, like life, is most easily accomplished within clear limitations. Do not think to apply the same strategies that you learn on this board to the conflicts of your life. That would be too simple. Use its lessons, abandon its tactics.’

			The fair boy approached calmly. A wind stirred the chilly clearing, tussling leaves and flecks of snow before the child. Sigurd took up one of the pieces, fingers trailing over the coarse, cold stone.

			The dwarf arched an eyebrow and stroked his beard. Grunted – a laugh, perhaps. ‘That piece, that piece is the king. Perhaps, one day, it will represent you in this land. Of course, Sigurd Sigmundarson, even Volsung Kings are pawns before the All-Father.’

			The boy swallowed. ‘But does not every pawn have value?’

			‘Nay. That depends wholly on the player and opponent. Usually, though, any one piece is enough to change the outcome of battle,’ the dwarf said, his deep voice sounding through the clearing as he swept his hand over the board. ‘Already, we arrive at a lesson. The king is the most important figure on the board, but any piece can eclipse the king if wielded skilfully. Even a pawn. They need only get close enough …’

			Sigurd set down the king, deliberately slowly, careful not to disturb the ranks of carved soldiers. The towers, ships, and seeresses were carved with such detail. The pawns were merely shields. Infantry, to be put between the king and the enemy. Already he understood this, lamenting Reginn’s lesson. Anyone could slay a king, provided they came near enough to him. 

			‘And the queen …’ Sigurd said, touching his fingers to the carving of the woman, positioned beside the king. 

			‘Ah, yes,’ Reginn whispered. ‘Every king is in need of a queen. A fact of life. The warrior, Sigurd, must be balanced by the nurturer. Some may say otherwise, the reavers and berserkira – beasts not yet tamed by love. Heed them not. Volatility and destruction … these are not the things to create a kingdom. Those that think the kiss of the axe blade to be greater than the tender touch of a woman are fools … Destruction has its place in this world. A caution against the fallibility of your kind. A means to guard what is good against that which is not. But creation is the mark of goodness true. Take it from a smith, whose life is one great irony, devoted to the creation of sword and axe, Asgard’s tools of destruction. You understand?’

			The child shook his head, dissenting.

			Again, the Dvergir arched an eyebrow, expectant. 

			‘Those are not values,’ said Sigurd. ‘Those are excuses.’

			‘Strong words!’ growled the dwarf. ‘Defend them.’

			Sigurd’s eyes remained focused on the chess board, his gaze intense. ‘It is the warrior who is honoured as Einherjer, to be carried to the Eternal Hall. Valhalla awaits the glorious dead. It is the mightiest who are rewarded for skill and tact. Virtue, if it is forced to pertain to only the lowly, is cowardice instead.’

			The dwarf nodded. ‘Your wit is keen for one so young. Be this the blood of Odin also? What you say is true to some extent. Capability, Sigurd, is more important than sentimentality. And this is true of creation and destruction both. The best shapers must shape, the best fighters must fight. Those who are neither, those in-between and unnatural, they’ve no place here. One must embrace what one is. As a king, you must master both fighting and shaping – an unnatural task that your blood, sinew, and soul may not permit.’

			He took up the queen piece again.

			‘That is why a king must allow one other to come close, as close as is possible for man and woman to be. He must rely on one other. One alone. A king is completed by his queen. Balanced. Perfected. As he comes to complete her in turn.’

			Sigurd remained silent for a while. Eventually, the golden-haired boy nodded to the Dvergir. ‘I see … I understand.’

			‘Do you really?’ replied the dwarf. ‘No matter. We’ve time for these teachings later.’

			He continued to stroke his beard, eyes fixed on Sigurd, whose eyes remained locked on the chess board.

			‘You spoke of Valhalla and the Einherjer,’ Reginn remarked. ‘What do you know of Odin’s chosen?’

			‘I know that the All-Father gathers the souls of the mightiest after they perish in battle. They are taken to the Great Hall, where they feast and fight, continuing to hone their martial skill. It is the greatest of honours.’

			The dwarf remained silent and still, eyes narrowed, scrutinising the child.

			Sigurd’s discomfort grew. He wondered, had he answered wrongly? Had he displeased his new caretaker? He had recited what the seeress had told him perfectly. His memory and his fluency were marvellous for his age.

			Yet Reginn seemed most displeased. Every mention of the Gods seemed to cultivate the Dvergir’s displeasure. His gravelly voice cut sharp. ‘The greatest of honours? Tell me, Volsung Prince, do you know why mighty Odin gathers these great warriors? For what purpose?’

			The child was now nervous to answer. ‘I-I think so.’

			‘You’ve heard of … you’ve heard of the coming Ragnarök?’

			The boy gave a nod.

			Again, a raven cawed from within the forest. Reginn stiffened. Peered into the dark woods. Held his breath … Sighed. He turned back to Sigurd. ‘Aye,’ whispered the dwarf. ‘But that will be a lesson for another day.’

			

			Chapter 3

			It was a year and a half later when Sigurd first left the clearing. Reginn would not permit him to return to Edda Village, but there were other, smaller settlements of the Volsung Clan that would be safe for him to visit, provided he stayed hidden. To any observer, they were now dwarven wanderers both. Dvergir. Relicts from another time and place.

			Sigurd shielded his eyes as he emerged from the dark woodland. He wore a bundle of furs, with a cap and collar to obscure his features. Only his blue eyes peaked out. The village reminded him much of home. The call of the skalds, the laughter of the children, the steady rhythms beat out by the craftsman and the shipbuilders. 

			‘That rune, there at the bottom, what does it say?’ Reginn asked, pointing towards a stone slab marking a crossroads. He had been instructing Sigurd on the reading of the runes. The boy was a prodigious student, grasping the topic with ease.

			‘A name – Migfraud? The market street, by the runes above.’

			‘Aye and you conjectured as to the name by the shapes and those in common with other names?’

			The child nodded.

			‘Aye. Correct. And does the name hold any special significance? Think on your histories.’

			The child considered this. ‘Nay.’

			‘Good. A local honouring.’

			The Dvergir led the horse down that road. Children ran past, throwing sticks in some sort of game. First, two boys, fiercely competitive; then, one girl, younger than them, accompanied by the final, eldest member: a girl whose keen eyes summed them up.

			For a moment, Sigurd stared longingly, trying to imagine what sort of game they were playing. Then, he shook his head. He was a Volsung and the name lingered on the tip of his tongue like a spell. He would not play those games.

			

			Next, the Dvergir led them past an aged skald. His eyes were milky white with blindness, his face dotted with blue tattooing. His long, white hair fell to one side, mingling with his wispy beard. His body, which may have once been strong, had since withered to slender weakness. His voice, though, remained powerful, rich, and deep. Two children sat before him, enraptured by his stories. The tale was of Loki, betrayer of the Aesir and enemy of the All-Father. Sigurd pricked his ears. 

			‘The Dark God, wearer of many faces, defiler of truth, and beauty, and virtue … was fathered by the mighty giant, Fárbauti. Yet, still, the All-Father accepted the cunning one into Asgard and clever Loki became Aesir. Had Odin only traded his eye at Mimir’s Well before this choice, he would have known of all the chaos that wily Loki would bring.’ 

			Reginn dismounted. 

			‘Wait here,’ he said to the boy. ‘Watch the horse. Attract no attention. I will return soon enough.’

			Reginn approached the ship-makers yard and Sigurd returned his attention to the ancient skald.

			‘The trickster one was companion to wise Odin, mighty Thor, and fearless Baldur all, but do not be fooled by this companionship. We’ve all heard how he promised to bring about the great end, Ragnarök! We know how the trickster’s brood plots against the tribes of man and Aesir both!

			‘“But who and where is this Loki?” the seeresses cry! “What guise does he wear?”

			‘The cunning one who hides from the Völva’s sight and distorts their Seidr magics … The sly thief, poisoning tongues, weaving lies and deceptions. He who may don the form of others, passing even as woman or beast – a repulsive changeling, unnatural. Loki, the Lord of Lies, who could never face the strength and speed, expertise and power of Thor and so relies on deceptions and traps to sow his seeds of chaos.

			‘This is the story of how the weak, but wily trickster murdered a mighty Aesir, not through honourable battling, matching skill against skill, but by deceiving another, more powerful, to do his dirty bidding … This be the tale of the death of Baldur by Hödr’s arrow.’

			

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			‘Baldur, most favoured of the Gods: skilful, strong, handsome, clever, and patient. An aid to his wise father Odin and counsellor to his reckless brother Thor. He had accompanied the Thunder God on a great hunt, where the mighty brothers felled an invading tribe of giants. The great bodies of the vicious jotun were piled beside a tall mountain until their broken, smouldering forms eclipsed the summit! 

			‘Though adroit Thor, among the greatest of Asgard’s Warrior Gods, had led the attack – breaking their ranks as quick as lightning, as swift as the sudden storm – it was Baldur who had planned their attack and supported his brother’s tempest charge. The brothers, whose kinship was strong and merry, shared the glory of this triumph!

			‘And all of Asgard and all of man did celebrate this fierce victory. But from the shadows, the guileful one grew envious of their greatness. Loki would not face fierce Thor, who possessed the fury of the storm. Loki sought to assassinate Baldur, thinking such a foul trick to be as charming as any act could be. 

			‘Now Baldur, who was always of mirthful heart, began to be plagued by grim dreams of disaster and woe. Thor beseeched his father, wise Odin, to discern the meanings of these dreams. And so, wise Odin shifted into one of his many disguises and traversed the great tree of Yggdrasil to reach the mist realm of Niflheim. 

			‘There, the All-Father descended into the frozen depths of Hel to consult with a long-dead seeress. Odin saw that the halls of Hel were decorated as if for a glorious celebration. He woke the seeress and questioned her on the grand festivity he had witnessed. With great mirth she declared that all preparations were in order to welcome a most honoured guest to the frozen depths – yes, the celebration was for beloved Baldur!

			‘Odin raced back to the celestial hold of Asgard and Frigga, Baldur’s sweet mother, wept with grief and fear. In desperation, the mother travelled through all the realms, demanding that all entities, living and not, swear an oath not to harm her son. So, too, did Loki swear. Of course, he swore, but for those without honour, an oath means nothing.

			

			‘But woe to the shadowed one, for Baldur could no longer be killed! Nothing – neither blade nor stone nor flame – could mar his noble visage. Baldur was invincible, undying, and no effort could draw a drop of blood … No effort, excepting one. 

			‘Nay, Baldur was not invincible. He harboured a weakness. A weakness known only by his mother who had secured his invincibility. Loki deceived Frigga, shifting his form to pose as Frey, Frigga’s young and beloved handmaid. In this unnatural guise, Loki questioned whether she had truly received an oath from all things, living and not. Poor Frigga revealed that she had not received an oath from the lowly mistletoe, for such a comely bloom would pose no threat to a God, and so fair Frigga divulged the only means to kill her precious son … The humble mistletoe was Baldur’s bane. The simple plant was poison to his godly blood.

			‘By now, Thor had taken to mocking the seeress’ prophecy and the other Gods made a sport of hurling all manner of weapons at Baldur and exulting him as each attack glanced off him without leaving any mark.

			‘From the mistletoe, Loki crafted an arrow. Then, he used his shadowed, deceptive arts and shifted his form to take that of Frigga and approached the blind hunt master, Hödr, who was a great friend to both Thor and Baldur. Loki, disguised as Frigga, asked the noble Hödr if he did not feel excluded after losing his sight. He asked if he would not honour Baldur’s new prowess by demonstrating again his invulnerability. Hödr agreed eagerly, believing the trickster to be the good wife of Odin. And so, he drew back his mighty bow and Loki centred his aim. The mistletoe arrow flew free, flew quick, and pierced Baldur through the heart from behind.

			‘Cowardly Loki vanished as quickly as he came, his laughter echoing in his wake. Hödr, hearing Baldur’s cry, broke down weeping and screaming. Thor, in his anger, wished to kill the hunt-master. Odin, grieving, intervened and showed Hödr mercy. His raven Muninn – Memory – had seen the slaying and knew the culprit to be the Dark One.

			‘Loki, in order to avoid his punishment and escape Asgard, shifted into a lithe salmon and leapt into a great river. None but Thor was fast enough to catch him. The God’s grip was so tight as to taper the salmon’s body back towards the tail. The Thunder God was about to castigate the rogue, but Loki quickly turned into an eel and wriggled from the fist.

			‘Thor, in his anger and grief, took to the heavens and charged through each of the nine realms, churning a fierce tempest throughout all the branches of the great Yggdrasil.

			‘The other gods found themselves unable to speak, for their anguish left them mute. Odin knew also that this event was the first presage of the Ragnarök, the Twilight of the Gods, the time of all downfall and death, and the death and downfall of all.

			‘But this tale, young skald, is not yet done. Poor Frigga, as she cradled the corpse of her precious son, composed herself enough to address the leagues of Asgard. She asked who would be willing to venture to the frozen Depths of Niflheim and offer Hel, the Death Goddess, a ransom for Baldur’s release. 

			‘Mysterious Hermod, usually quiet and inscrutable, came forth to accept this dire task. Odin lent him his legendary steed, Sleipnir, and the great horse bore Hermod to the underworld. The other Gods, meanwhile, arranged a lavish funeral for their fallen friend and kinsman. They turned Baldur’s ship, Hringhorni, into a floating pyre befitting a great king. And the giantess Hyrrokkin launched the boat to sea. Thor kindled the flames with a flash from his war-hammer Mjölnir. 

			‘Beings from all the nine realms attended the funeral: the Gods and the Valkyries, and the most trusted of giants, elves, dwarves, and men. Sigi, mortal son of Odin and grandfather of Volsung – the father of our mighty clan – had been among those to stand beside the All-Father as the flames claimed Hringhorni and the corpse of noble Baldur.’

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Where he waited with Reginn’s horse, Sigurd was suddenly pulled back to himself. Sigi, the demigod son of Odin and Sigurd’s great-great-grandfather, had attended in Asgard the funeral of the God of Light. Sigurd wondered then if such marvels awaited him. The boy had known no feasts in his life. No great celebrations of good or ill. How far had the Volsung line fallen …

			

			The boy squeezed his eyes shut. Reginn was still busy talking with the ship-makers. The old skald chuckled. His unseeing eyes seemed locked onto Sigurd, as if he knew the truth of the boy. As if the blind man were the only one to see through the disguise. A pair of ravens circled overhead. The tale continued.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			‘Meanwhile, Hermod rode for nine nights and nine days, through ever darker and deeper valleys on his urgent quest to rescue the part of Baldur that had been sent to Hel. In absolute blackness, his breath and the breath of mighty Sleipnir fogging and freezing before them, Hermod arrived at the black river Gjoll. In the Niflheim realm, those waters rushed with the cries of the lost souls of the dishonoured dead. 

			‘Hermod was confronted by a fierce giantess. She asked him his name and purpose, wondering aloud why an Aesir with the glow of the living would come to such a place and why his footfalls echoed as if they had come from not one, but a great and fierce army of the damned. Odin had sent his other raven, Huginn – Thought – after Hermod, and upon its wings, the raven-black feathers froze to white. The weary raven came behind Hermod, whispering the answers to the giantess’s questions. Now quiet Hermod spoke loudly. His answers given, the giantess smiled, for the honest words of the Aesir were satisfactory to her and she allowed him to pass over into Hel’s domain.

			‘Hermod reached the throne of Hel, mistress of the void and once the daughter of traitorous Loki. Baldur, pale and weak, occupied the seat of honour beside her. Hermod stayed there for one night as Baldur’s coming was celebrated, then he beseeched Hel to release Baldur from her icy claws. He begged on his knees, telling Hel of the great sorrow that all the living things felt in Baldur’s absence.

			‘The mistress of twilight at first laughed at the efforts of the noble Aesir, but Baldur’s longing then moved her. She answered Hermod that, if what he said was true and he had uttered no deception before her darkened throne, she would release Baldur as soon as all the living things in all the cosmos proved their sorrow by weeping at least a single tear for the death of this God.

			

			‘Hermod rode back to Asgard, travelling upon the sturdy back of mighty Sleipnir for another span of nine nights and nine days. Hermod told the All-Father of Hel’s bargain. And the living things did weep for Baldur. Even Loki wept, under threat of Thor’s lightning. All wept. All save one, for Loki’s plans are carefully spun, like the network of threads that make the spider’s web. A giantess by the name of Thokk refused to shed a tear. She shouted, ‘Let Hel keep what prize she has won!’ But no giantess named Thokk had ever been born. Nay. Again, this was the trickster in disguise.

			‘Hel heard of this giantess’s challenge and so sealed great Baldur away into the eternal, frozen dark of the void. Never again would the great Baldur’s light and exuberance grace the realms of the living, for the sovereign of our grief, unlike he who was once her father, never deludes an oath.’ 

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			‘You were warned, elder,’ a gravelling voice cut in, the accent thick and foreign. A Hunding guard approached the group. The children scattered. Sigurd withdrew beside the horse as the black-haired invader approached, his strong mount snorting and pawing the earth behind him.

			‘No more of this talk of dead kings and Norse myths.’

			The old skald chuckled, his unseeing eyes still intent on Sigurd. 

			Another Hunding arrived. Black eyes flitting over the shrouded Volsung Prince. The man stepped forward, towards Sigurd, heavy boots crunching on the snow. He reached his hands towards the boy, who had backed up against the wall behind him. Reginn’s horse neighed in distress.

			Then the skald’s voice came again and the Hunding halted. The skald’s loud baritone, strong and melodious, rose through the icy wind and enfolded the village: 

			‘Oh, I know you by your eyes,

			Young blood, blood of Odin.

			Guide him home this night,

			swift Huginn and Muninn.’

			‘Though you have young blood,

			

			You return home so weary.

			Why, our Child of the Volsung?

			What burden is so heavy?’

			‘Though you have young blood,

			Yours is blood of Odin,

			We wait for you, led by Huginn,

			Counselled by wise Muninn—’

			The Hunding approached with a growl like a rabid dog. He drew his sword and struck the man hard in the head with the pommel, all in one motion. The song died on his tongue. Sigurd watched his frail body crumple into the sleet, blood blossoming from his head, matting the wispy white hair and fresh snow beneath him.

			Sigurd clenched his jaw, a new anger swelling in his core, white and furious. He could hear a screaming in his ears, like the breaking of thunder within a storm. He tensed himself to lunge at the assailant – but too late, as calloused palms fastened around his shoulders. Reginn snatched him backwards, into the dim station of the ship-maker.

			‘Don’t struggle!’ Reginn hissed, exertion evident. ‘You’ve the strength of Odin about you, boy, and I am too old now to restrain you.’

			Sigurd calmed. The storm subsided. He shut his eyes against the tears threatening to spill down his cheeks. 

			Reginn was panting. ‘Quickly, Sigurd, come to the back. We must slip away. These lessons will wait for another day.’

			The ship-maker led them through the back of his workplace. A woman brought their horse and Reginn urged the shaggy mare away again.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			They re-entered the woodland, seated in silence as the horse trotted on. Sigurd cleared his throat to speak. When the words came, he was surprised to find that his voice was strained.

			‘Reginn … why did we go there?’

			For a time, the Dvergir made no move to reply. He was angry, Sigurd could sense it. The child had never before seen the Dvergir so stolid in his rage. When he did speak, his voice was harsh and soft, as if he were tightening his jaw in frustration.

			‘You’ve skills to learn. Seamanship, craftsmanship. Things that require practical tutelage. But we won’t be returning there anytime soon.’

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Returned to the clearing, Reginn helped Sigurd dismount, again in harsh silence, then turned his back on the boy. Sigurd kept his eyes downcast, uncertain of what to say.

			Eventually, Reginn spoke first. ‘What did you do?’ he pressed, voice growling.

			Sigurd shook his head. ‘Nothing. I was just waiting.’

			‘I will only ask you one more time, boy. What did you do?’

			Sigurd hesitated. He could sense Reginn’s barely contained anger. Could see how he ground his teeth together with every pause. The boy did not know how to answer, so, tentatively, he said again, ‘I did nothing …’ 

			The Dvergir whipped around, broad hand curling into a fist. ‘Liar!’ And he struck Sigurd forcefully, knocking the child to the ground. The boy, for a moment, was stunned where he lay. His lip was cut, turning teeth red. A droplet of blood lit upon the white snow. Again, the sight of the old skald rushed into Sigurd’s mind.

			‘We could have been killed,’ the Dvergir said. ‘I told you to remain hidden. Quiet and still. Attract no attention.’

			‘I-I was. Truly,’ the boy stammered. ‘I waited with the horse. They came to me.’

			‘And then? You thought to attack them! Armoured Hunding? Fool child! Faen boy! You think your Odin’s-blood makes you impervious to the blade? You’ve speed and strength and wit of a godly sort, but the control of a dog and still – yet still – the stature of a child. Do not let your power be your undoing! Know your talents! Your adroit inhuman traits! But pay heed to every mortal facet also, or you will still die as a common man.’

			The Dvergir stalked away, leaving Sigurd alone in the clearing. The child picked himself up and returned to his room. He was haunted by the image of the old skald, blood splattering down his head, eyes rolling back, body crumpling … That night, young Sigurd found no sleep.

			

			Chapter 4

			In the morning, the boy was weary from sleeplessness. His mouth still ached where Reginn had struck him. The Dvergir saw the boy’s fatigue and granted Sigurd a concession: lighter lessons for the day. However, the Dvergir was not above grumbling about this conclusion. Sigurd felt that yesterday’s shift in disposition had persisted in Reginn. The boy worried how long this might last.

			‘Though we’ve no means to train these skillsets practically, we can at least work through the ideas on a theoretical level. We have discussed before that if you are to become a king, you must be an expert in all fields surrounding your nation. You will have advisors who profess themselves to be experts in each of those fields, but you must know their duties as well, if not better than each of them to ensure that they conduct their duties correctly. This is the burden and challenge of leadership at all levels.’

			The Dvergir gestured the child into the forge.

			‘As a Volsung King, you will occupy the peak of the hierarchy in this land. The weak will envy and revile you if you are capable and worthy of that power. If you are not, the strong will replace you with the one who is. You think that this influence is a blessing? Wrong. It is your burden. It is the challenge that you must rise to and the crucible by which you will be immortalised or broken.’

			The smith brought forth ingots of iron and dropped them before the child. 

			‘We have begun weapons training and your Odin blood lends your slender arms the strength to lift an adult’s sword, but from now we must explore all facets of this art. The usual practice will be accompanied by instruction on the crafting of blades.’

			Reginn pushed the ingots towards him.

			‘Stoke the forge and pay close attention.’

			

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Sigurd would come to visit many villages and study under many tutors, from swordsmen to carpenters to fishermen. The boy was studious and his mind was keen. He learned quickly, remembered every fact, and understood what was taught him.

			He learned the ways of the farmers: when to sow and when to reap. He learned the skills of the ship-makers and the sailors, understanding how the sails best harnessed the wind at an angle. The nautical arts were important to Reginn, who insisted that it was the Norsemen’s superior shipbuilding and sailing that gave them a definitive advantage over the horsemen. Furthermore, Sigurd learned music from a young skald, alchemy from a seeress, and countless different fighting styles from reavers, raiders, shield men, and berserkirs, mastering bare-knuckle brawling, knife-fighting, duelling, archery, and axe-throwing with time. There was also fishing, painting, sculpting, and housebuilding. On one occasion, Reginn had even found a tutor to teach Sigurd how to cook. Thereafter, the child prepared the Dvergir’s meals daily.

			Reginn, however, grew harsher with every passing year, becoming less of a guardian – less of the father that the boy longed to have – and more of a severe arbitrator. No matter the boy’s diligence, the Dvergir would demand more of him and decry all that the child, in his extraordinary capacity, could accomplish. The punishments for disappointment would only grow more severe.

			Eventually, the Dvergir’s temper could only be soothed by his work at the forge.

			ᛜ ᛜ ᛜ

			Some lessons took them far away from their woodland home. When it came time for Sigurd to learn to read the stars, as the shipbuilders and mapmakers did, the Volsung heir and his Dvergir carer, made a winding journey to the Split-Tooth Mountains. The twinned peaks were not truly distant from their clearing, but a small village was nestled near the foot of the precipitous fangs and Reginn decided that it would be best not to stray anywhere near a potential Hunding patrol. 

			

			‘You’ve your furs?’ the Dvergir asked as they led their stocky little mare between the towering forest trees. 

			‘Yes,’ said the boy with a nod.

			The smith handed him a tied parcel, blotched in places with oil.

			‘Rations,’ said the dwarf. ‘You must eat, frequently – especially when you are going to colder places than those you are accustomed to.’

			Sigurd had not required any such explanation. He was used to receiving fatty travel rations when they ventured further north or up the surrounding mountains. He understood well that the frost intensified as one climbed higher – up a crag or cliff and up towards the icy crown of the world.

			‘Thank you,’ he said softly.

			The Dvergir gave a noncommittal grunt, as Sigurd anticipated, but the boy still hoped that the grunt might mask approval. He thought that demonstrating good grace was sure to earn him some favour from his guardian. 

			Reginn muttered something under his breath, tugging hard on the mare’s reigns to hurry the beast through the thicket, to where the ground became clear enough to ride. Breaking from the hardy shrubbery, the dwarf paused suddenly, raising a calloused hand to signal Sigurd to halt. The boy froze, alert. There were voices nearby. Dextrously, he skipped backwards, into the denser woodland. Crouching low, he listened. The voices came from the right, and by their familiar phrasing and accent, were not foreign invaders.

			He pulled a stiff grey branch aside and peered through a gap in a thick and thorny bush. A man appeared nearby, similarly wrapped in furs. Behind him trailed a boy. Maybe around Sigurd’s age. This boy had messy red hair. As red as Thor’s beard, Sigurd supposed. So too did the man.

			Swallowing dryly, the Volsung understood that they were father and son. By the bow slung over the man’s shoulder and the carving dagger clutched in the boy’s hands, they were hunters. They saw Reginn and paused, and Sigurd was intrigued to see that the man halted his son with a similar gesture as the one Reginn used.

			

			The Dvergir exposed his grey teeth in an uncharacteristic flash of a smile. He nodded. Raised one hand in greeting, and then the hunter did the same.

			‘No stags this way,’ he said. ‘Else I’d have disturbed them. Wind blows from the west – I would try that way.’ 

			‘Aye then, saved us the trouble – isn’t that right, boy?’ the red-haired hunter asked.

			‘Aye,’ piped the child. ‘Saved us the trouble.’

			Reginn gave a single nod. The father and son began to move away, at a right angle from the way they had come. Sigurd watched them go. Saw the boy struggling in the snow. His cheeks were thin. As were his father’s. 

			Sigurd hoped they would find their prey.

			Reginn clicked his tongue, signalling the boy to make his way towards him. Sigurd glanced at the hunters again, finding that it was a strangely unhappy thing to gaze upon them. He was filled with feelings of guilt and of longing, and a strange unplaceable pang of pride. They were his people those hunters and he wanted to help them. He might have, if Reginn had not been so near – but the Dvergir would have been angered if Sigurd had given away his rations instead of eating them himself.

			Then he was slightly pleased by this thought too; that Reginn had carefully provided such rations to help sustain him through the cold. Just as the hunter would for his son, Sigurd thought, and a smile pulled at his lips as he raced to catch up with the Dvergir. He hurried to walk beside the skilled and strong smith, who was wise in so many things, as the red-maned child had followed beside the fur-clad hunter through the snow.

			Eventually, they reached the Split-Tooth Mountains and began to wind their way up the western ridge. In the split that separated the toothy mountain into two dominant peaks, Sigurd saw that a frozen river ran between the towers of rock. A river of ice to divide western ridge from eastern peak … Perhaps that same river had, in warmer seasons when the white waters had flown freely, carved the split into the stone, which had earned the mountain its name. 

			As they climbed, a low crack, like that of a glacier breaking in two, sounded from the frozen valley below them. The crash of the fracturing ice reverberated through the mountain stone, echoing between the massive peaks that surrounded them.

			‘Reginn, why have we come here?’ Sigurd asked, hugging his furs tighter to his body, noting that the sun had turned the horizon a deep purple on the other side of the ridge. Night was coming. ‘Why not a shipbuilder, a sailor, to teach me? Are they not the ones that read the stars as a map?’

			‘Nay,’ Reginn grumbled. ‘You’ve a rarer audience this night, boy.’

			Sigurd knew better than to nag. Intrigued he climbed higher to meet with his newest teacher. Nestled on a ledge shelter that circled the steepest scarp, they came to a little snow-covered hut. It had no windows. No chimney. Bones carved with runes were set atop the door. Sigurd recognised some of the symbols there. They had to do with war and with the War God, Týr. The boy wondered how anyone could live up here, amidst desolate rock and snow.

			Reginn narrowed his eyes, slowing the mare to a stop as they neared. With a grunt, he dismounted and stalked towards the hut.

			‘Be you Hunding or be you Dvergir?’ a throaty voice rumbled from within, making Reginn freeze mid-stride. 

			‘I am no Hunding,’ he answered disdainfully. ‘So I must be Dvergir.’

			‘Bring me the boy.’

			Reginn glanced back at Sigurd and signalled for him to dismount. A frigid wind drew a flurry of snow down the mountainside. The frost flooded over them, like a cloud of cutting vapours. Sigurd set his jaw, suppressing a shiver as he approached the hut. 

			Reginn eyed the last crimson band of sky along the horizon. Night had arrived. Sigurd turned his head upwards and saw how brightly the stars shone overhead – sparks from Muspelheim, glittering in the void sky.

			‘I will keep guard lower down,’ Reginn said, hugging his bear furs tighter around his body.

			Sigurd gave a nod. Stepped up to the rickety wooden door. He was not sure if he should knock or merely force it open. Inside, he heard the clickety-clack of rattling bones and the scrape of metal against a sharpening stone.

			‘Enter, boy,’ the throaty voice from beyond the threshold instructed.

			

			Sigurd swallowed his fear and gripped the frigid handle, heaving the snowed-in barrier open. He blinked at the gloom inside. The hut was even more cramped than he had imagined. There were herbs and dried hides of hare and horse on the one wall, the potent smells wrinkling his nose. On the other side, weapons and rune stones, almost like a shrine. And sitting opposite the open door, beside a small kiln of red-glowing, smokeless coals that provided the only dim light, sat the Volsung’s newest teacher.

			An old man – made gaunt by age and with wisps of snow-white hair as fine as gossamer. At first, Sigurd was reminded of the blind old skald and he felt a twinge of panic at the memory of his body crumpling to the ground.

			But this man, Sigurd saw now as his eyes adjusted, was not like the storyteller. This man was not blind as the skald had been, with milky white eyes. Nay, like Odin, this man had but one eye, that focused on Sigurd with unblinking intensity. The other socket was an empty, scarred cave. From the old and ugly wound, a thick scar split the man’s face up along his forehead, like an inverted trail of tears.

			A smile pulled at the old man’s mouth, revealing sharp teeth. Sigurd realised that he was staring and bowed his head apologetically and in greeting.

			But the old man shook his head. ‘Do not bow your head to me, Volsung Prince,’ the figure growled. ‘Mine is but the blood of man.’

			Slowly, Sigurd raised his head again. The old man gave an approving nod, smile widening. It was a vicious smile, contorting scared lips that Sigurd had not noticed at first because
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