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      You can follow Zack on Facebook, here and here, where he posts about books, movies, screenplays, games, and all kinds of other cool stuff. It’s a great way to be a part of the discussion, or just a way to learn about updates and new releases.
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      The only thing bigger than Adam’s sword is his harem.

      Book 2 begins with a bang, literally, as Adam, Beowulf, and their posse of friends and warrior women are sent back into time, hot on the heels of Mossheart, the evil alchemist. Arriving in the time of the Vikings, they set off on another incredible journey through a mystical forest to track the alchemist down, rescue the king’s hot daughter, and save the world from a powerful book that can undo creation. Along the way, they’ll encounter monsters, berserkers, sexy temptresses, and at least one big-ass dragon. If that sounds like the ingredients for a cool, action-packed book with plenty of spicy sexy times, you’d be right so pick it up today!

      WARNING:  Would it surprise you to learn that this book’s intended for those over the age of 18 who like fresh takes on old stories, crazy alchemists, monster women, shapeshifters, adrenaline-fueled action, cool snarky characters, and lots of haremy (yes, that’s a real word) adult situations? Probably not, so if you like those things, and I’m guessing you do, come and get swung with The Swordsman 2!
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      Chasing after Jonathan, Beowulf, and the others, Adam launched himself into the vortex swirling over Griffith Park and was immediately buffeted by a strong upthrust of wind. He lost his grip on Sawyer’s hand and pitched down into a void that was blacker than the bottom of the ocean.

      Suddenly, lightning ripped the darkness and he held up his hands to shield his eyes. He gasped because he was able to see through them, wiggling his fingers which appeared to be made out of dust.

      His hands vanished like a dandelion head blown by a strong wind and he screamed, pulled down into what looked like a darkened tunnel. Several of the others were barely visible up ahead, riding a burst of pure energy. He picked up speed and the walls of the tunnel fell away as he once again roller-coastered down into the blackness.

      Adam’s mouth opened in a silent scream as he plummeted deeper into the vortex, skysurfing through the gloom like a skier sluicing down over the edge of a cliff.

      He was assaulted by black stars, blue vortexes, all the secrets of the universe seeming to reveal themselves at once. He plunged straight down into the darkest space he’d ever encountered and then a wall of blue light suddenly appeared as he was shotgunned toward it—

      Fired through what he assumed was a hole in the universe.

      He looked through the hole and darkness upon darkness peered back. He bombed down into the nothingness until his field of vision compressed into a tiny, obsidian bead followed by a sudden, violent burst of angelic light that brought complete and absolute silence.

      Adam blinked and that’s when he saw it.

      Daylight.

      Beautiful, glorious daylight along with…what was it?

      A gust of chilly wind and something else.

      A glimpse of the snow-covered ground.

      A single thought sprang to mind: why the hell am I looking down at the ground?

      Adam realized to his horror that he was falling, tumbling down through the air, spat out of the vortex, his arms and legs chopping as the ground rushed up to greet him and—

      WHUMP!

      He landed hard, the snow cushioning the impact.

      He breathed a sigh of relief only to realize that he hadn’t stopped; rather, the impact had shot him sideways, sending him spiraling across the ice like a human hockey puck.

      Punching at the snow to stop his forward progress, he saw the that ground in front of him was leading directly to the edge of a vertiginous cliff!

      Adam planted his feet but his momentum carried him forward, sliding through the snow and ice toward the lip of the cliff until a form lunged at him.

      Hands grabbed the back of his shirt, saving him at the last second.

      Adam dangled over the edge the precipice, breath steaming the cold air, watching waves crash against a battery of razor-sharp rocks.

      Chest heaving, he glanced back to see Jonathan holding the back of his shirt. “Whatever you do, do not let go.”

      “That all depends on what I get in return, amigo.”

      Jonathan mimed losing his grip on Adam then bared his teeth and pulled him back to safety as the two collapsed into the snow.

      “It’s cold.”

      “Always the master of the obvious, Jon.”

      Adam rolled over and rubbed his temple. His vision still swarmed with stars and he had to yawn several times to pop his ears. He stood and smacked the snow from his jeans. “Where are we?”

      “Would it be too much of a cliché to say we ain’t in Kansas anymore?” Jonathan offered.

      They heard shouts and Adam pivoted to see a figure running down a hillside toward them. He squinted and saw that it was Sawyer.

      She was being followed, chased might be a better word, by a horde of what looked like… Vikings. The whole thing reminded Adam of the scene in Raiders of the Lost Ark where Indiana Jones was thundering toward the float plane, being chased by a small army of native warriors.

      “Who is that?” Jonathan asked.

      “Sawyer.”

      “You know her?”

      Adam nodded. “She’s a friend and followed me into the vortex.”

      “Can I ask a question?”

      “Ask away.”

      “Is it just me or is she being chased by an army of Vikings?”

      “Sure looks that way.”

      “Next question: why is she being chased by an army of Vikings?”

      “Because I think we went back in time.”

      Before Jonathan could respond, Sawyer threw out her arms, sliding on the snow as Adam caught her. Her cheeks were crimson, and her hair was a mess, but she was still as gorgeous as ever.

      “Okay, so that just happened,” Sawyer said, flinging a look at the Vikings. “I was just hanging in the air and then I fell down onto the snow and they started to chase me.”

      “What did you do to piss them off?” Adam asked.

      She swatted him in the arm. Adam pointed to Jonathan. “Sawyer this is Jonathan. Jonathan this is Sawyer.”

      “Nice to meet you,” Sawyer said, fighting to catch her breath.

      “Likewise.”

      “So what do we do?” Jonathan asked.

      Adam searched for Beowulf, Zori, and Aerowynn, but they were nowhere to be seen. “Well, we’re nearly surrounded by what looks like the castoffs from the Night’s Watch, so I’m pretty sure there’s only one thing we can do.”

      Sawyer scrunched up her nose. “What’s that?”

      Adam pointed. “RUN LIKE HELL!”

      The trio spun and ran laterally along the cliffside, slipping, nearly sliding to their deaths on several occasions as they scampered across the frost-crusted snow. Adam spotted a tall, lean warrior breaking away from the others. He wore his hair in long, ratty braids, carried a spear and circular shield, and howled like an animal at a branding while churning through the snow.

      The warrior planted his feet and heaved the spear.

      Adam grabbed Jonathan and Sawyer, tugging them down as it whistled over their heads.

      Angry that his spear missed the intended targets, the Viking unleashed a string of indecipherable invective and charged forward as Adam dropped into a crouch and threw an elbow that caught the surprised assailant in the jaw.

      Down went the Viking, which allowed Adam to grab his shield. He signaled for the others to follow up toward a ridgeline that was crowned with a slab of rock.

      The other Vikings were gaining ground, shrieking and clawing at the air. Some of them hurled spears and axes that thudded into the ice to the left and right of Adam and the others.

      Adam fought his way to the apex of the ridgeline. He looked back to see that the Viking horde would overrun them in two or three minutes, maybe less. Adam traded a quick look with Sawyer. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”

      She shivered, dressed only in shorts and a long-sleeve t-shirt. “That I should never have come through that vortex thingie?”

      Adam shook his head. “Nope. I was thinking that it’s time to do a little sledding.”

      Flipping the shield over, Adam lay down on it as Jonathan climbed on top of him and Sawyer on top of him.

      Hands out, Adam clawed at the ice and snow, using his fingers and feet to power the shield forward. Soon, the trio were rocking the shield which tipped over the ridgeline and began sliding down the other side of what looked like a glacier.

      In seconds they were cruising down over the ice.

      Picking up speed.

      Adam’s eyes hopped in every direction, taking in the cliffside, some hundred feet off to the left, then a wall of imposing stone, eighty feet off to the right. And then, of course, the dozen or so Vikings who were patrolling the slope directly in front of them!

      They surprised the Vikings, who barely had a chance to react as Adam grabbed the sides of the shield to steer it, slaloming between the Vikings who swung their weapons wildly and ineffectively.

      Jonathan let loose a rebel yell as they weaved through the Norsemen. The ground ahead dropped, spooling down toward a wide valley. In seconds, the three were shooting down over the bluish-white glacial ice at an alarming rate of speed.

      Adam was having trouble maneuvering the shield as Sawyer screamed and pointed.

      An immense berm of ice and snow was approaching. The shield hit the front of it and went airborne.

      Adam looked down and was shocked to see the ground twenty feet below. Holy shit, they’d caught some serious air!

      He and the others shrieked while pinwheeling down through the air before—

      BOOM!

      Crashing into a mound of snow and coming to a stop.

      Adam spat out a mouthful of ice and snow, then reached over and pulled Sawyer and Jonathan free only to see a terrible sight.

      Several dozen Vikings had used their shields as sleds and now surrounded the trio, and there were more of them in the distance, cresting the ridgeline.

      Adam held up his hands and one of the Vikings, a mountain of a man dressed in what looked like the skin of a bear, lifted a massive hammer and angled the end at Adam.

      “We give up!” Adam shouted, his voice cracking.

      The big Viking grinned a mouth full of blackened teeth. He spat in the ice and moved forward with menacing purpose when a sound echoed over the glacier.

      The bleating of a horn.

      The Vikings reacted to the sound.

      Craning his head, Adam spotted something in the distance.

      A man and two women astride mighty horses.

      The man held up a horn which he blew again.

      The three figures galloped down through the valley.

      They drew near and Adam smiled because it was Beowulf, Zori, and Aerowynn. They were  garbed in chainmail and looked ready to kick some serious ass (although Beowulf wasn’t wearing his glasses).

      “Let the strangers be,” Beowulf said to the big Viking.

      The Viking barked a reply to Beowulf in his native tongue. Then, in a kind of guttural, broken English heavy with strangled consonants, he muttered. “Tell me why they should remain unmolested.”

      Beowulf nodded at Adam. “Because they are my friends.” He reached a hand down and pulled Adam up onto his horse, flashing a wide smile. “Welcome to the land of the Danes.”
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      Mossheart was launched out of the vortex and found himself tumbling through the air toward a dense forest. He struck the canopy first, snapping limbs, shielding his face and vitals as he tumbled down through snow-covered branches before coming to a jarring stop in a deep, fluffy berm.

      The alchemist searched for and found his rucksack, grateful to be alive and free of Beowulf (who was nowhere in sight), but uncertain of where he was. He scanned the landscape, which was very different from the one he’d just left. The air was clear and cold and the forest, a bunch of massive firs and hemlocks, was eerily silent.

      The spell had worked!

      There is a sensation that one gets upon returning to the place they call home. Nothing definitive, but rather, a feeling. Mossheart’s gut, without examining any other evidence, told him that he was back in his own time, returned to the land of the Danes.

      A soft breeze wavered the branches and he shivered, for what little clothes he’d worn had largely been torn from his body by the fall through the trees. He covered himself with his flimsy cloak, breathing into his hands. Still, he took the time to brush the snow and dirt from his body and checked (and rechecked precisely four times) to ensure he wasn’t missing any parts.

      His head and innards were knotted with pain and when he took a step his ribs hurt so badly that he raised a fist and screamed, knocking the snow off some nearby branches. His mind was filled with disordered thoughts. He would need to find someone, some semblance of civilization and then regroup, manufacture a healing elixir, and then obtain the materials he would need to regain his full powers. He screamed again. This time he heard a rustle in the woods, the snapping of a branch, the padding of paws across the frozen snow.

      Turning, he spotted what looked like a pup, a small dog with a coat marked by silver and black patches. The patches were irregular in shape which annoyed the alchemist, because irregularity symbolized chaos. While it had long been said by the ancients that the world sprang from chaos and order, light and darkness, fire and ice, Mossheart generally preferred order because it was susceptible to meaning, to computation…to control. It was something he understood.

      “Go away,” the alchemist said to the pup, tossing snow at it. “GET OUT OF HERE!”

      The pup stood his ground. Mossheart snatched up a tree branch and stomped toward the beast when he suddenly came to a stop because he could see them.

      Forms.

      Six dark forms toiling in the shadows.

      He smiled because six was a harmonious number and then his smile wilted when the forms resolved themselves into the shapes of wolves.

      Six very large wolves.

      Coming to the aid of the young pup.

      Mossheart dropped the tree branch. “It was a joke! I wasn’t going to hurt him!”

      The wolves slashed through the trees.

      “I COMMAND YOU TO STOP!”

      They didn’t.

      Mossheart spun on the heels of his boots and shot off through the woods, dashing through a dense stretch of conifers, following several deer paths, twisting this way and that.

      The wolves were hot on his trail, wailing like banshees. Mossheart had long heard wolf tales, about how the creatures enjoyed the hunt most of all. Soon they would surround and knock him down and then, if the stories were true, they would feast first on his privy parts. The alchemist covered his groin, sliding to a stop because the trail was ending up ahead at a windfall, a section of ancient, wind-felled trees.

      Mossheart scrambled up onto the windfall, picking his way across the cavity-riddled mass of branches and trunks. He stopped and turned back to see the wolves testing the wood, trying to find a way across the trees.

      “Ha! I beat you!” Mossheart shouted.

      He pivoted and took a step and immediately wished he hadn’t.

      The branch under his right foot gave way and Mossheart dropped straight down into a cavity in the windfall, a chute that spiraled all the way to the ground—

      WHAM!

      The wizard slammed into a snowy drift and immediately began sliding straight down. Before he knew what was happening, he was on his back, plunging down a tunnel that snaked  through the immense pile of fallen wood.

      The ground whipped past. Mossheart was unable to stop his descent as he hit an icy jut and somersaulted through the air before crashing hard to the ground in front of a group of homines sylvestris, filthy and ill-clothed men of the forest. The men, who were gathering wood and laying snares for small animals, gasped at the site of the alchemist.

      Not knowing whether the men were friends or foes, Mossheart shot to his feet and pointed back. “Wolves. I escaped a pack of wolves.”

      The men grunted, impressed, and signaled for Mossheart to follow them back to their meager village which was peopled by a dozen men, as many women, and several fine-looking maidens that he planned to take a few liberties with. Mossheart began making eyes with some of the young lovelies who tended to his wounds while giving him food, clothing, and the healing elixir he so desperately needed.

      After speaking with the ladies, he realized that he had indeed been able to bring himself back to precisely where his journey began: the land of the Danes.

      He conferred further with the village elders and found that he was within walking distance of Heorot, King Hrothgar’s great mead hall, the place that Beowulf frequented and defended. That also meant he was close to two other things of note: the forbidden forest called the Blight and the outer moors that allegedly concealed a deep, dark lake where something terrible slumbered. Something Mossheart hoped to have an audience with.

      Grendel’s mother.

      The alchemist bided his time, keeping his mouth shut, flashing smiles and ingratiating himself with the villagers. He transmuted a few pieces of lead into gold for show, even as he gathered up the herbs and other supplies he would need for spells when he traveled to the outer moors.

      A smile curled up the edges of his mouth because he knew that since Beowulf was lost to time, there would be nobody to stop him. He would find the dark lake. When he did, he would call forth Grendel’s mother and make Hrothgar and all the others pay for what they’d done to him.
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      Adam adjusted his glasses as he rode behind Beowulf, the horse threading up over a mountain pass, maneuvering between enormous stands of bare rock flocked with ice and snow. Besides being a little in shock at the realization that they’d actually gone back in time, Adam was surprised at the quality of the air.

      It was unlike anything he’d ever experienced before. Fresh, almost sweet, and when he closed his eyes he was shocked to hear…the sounds of silence. He’d lived in Los Angeles for so long that he’d forgotten what a lack of background noise sounded like. The only notes were his own breathing and the clip-clop of the horses.

      Turning, he spotted Sawyer riding behind Aerowynn, and a grinning Jonathan holding onto Zori for dear life while aiming the small camera that Foster had given him. He gave Adam a thumbs up while aiming the camera in every direction, shouting, “Winter is coming!”

      “Why does he keep saying that?” Zori asked.

      Adam didn’t respond, watching the long procession formed by the other warriors, who Adam assumed were Vikings. Some rode horses while others trudged on foot.

      “Where’s Huldra?” Adam asked, turning back to Beowulf.

      “Each of us was separated from the others when we arrived and it took you longer to get here than us. I imagine she found her way back to her people in the forest or fen. She has gone away from us.”

      Adam felt a pang of sadness. While Huldra had first appeared as a villain, she’d changed and saved his life back in L.A. more than once. He hoped she was indeed safe and sound.

      Beowulf exhaled, breathing steaming the cold air. “Tell true. What do you think of these lands?”

      “Beautiful, but a little chilly.”

      “Take this,” the warrior said, handing an animal skin to Adam for warmth.

      “Thanks, but what happened to your glasses?”

      “I don’t need them anymore,” Beowulf replied, guardedly.

      “Says who?”

      “Says me. I can see just as well as I always could.”

      “Sure about that?”

      “Surer than sure can be,” Beowulf replied.

      “Then why are we about to fall off of that cliff!”

      Adam pointed and Beowulf pulled back on the reins as the horse nearly plunged down into a deep depression. The horse whinnied and climbed in the opposite direction as Adam held on for dear life.

      “Put those specs on, Beo.”

      “I can’t,” the warrior replied. “Not in front of the other men.”

      “Why not?”

      “In our culture it might be considered argr…unmanly.”

      “So you’re going to risk our necks to look cool in front of your boys?”

      Beowulf considered this. “Pretty much, yes.”

      Adam groaned as Beowulf spurred the horse, which galloped down over the spine of a hill. They soon rode in single file across a frozen lake that was obscured by heavy mist. The horses moved slowly forward as the mist dissipated to reveal a form on the horizon.

      It was the largest wooden wall Adam had ever seen before, a structure formed by stacked tree trunks that appeared twenty-five or thirty feet tall. The wall rose out of the side of a glacier, stretching as far as the eye could see. It was guarded by heavily-armed men and women who prowled the front with what looked like wolves partially covered in chainmail tethered to chains.

      Adam gulped because whatever was on the other side of the wall was obscured by…a second wall.

      A wall of white.

      An expanse of swirling, otherworldly clouds or mist stretching from the ground up the heavens. And the strangest thing was that the clouds were only on the other side of the wall.

      “What is that?” Adam asked.

      “Do you want the proper name or the nickname?”

      “Proper.”

      “Some call it Hel-Viti.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It roughly translates to ‘abode of the damned.’”

      Adam tensed. “What’s the nickname?”

      “The ‘Blight.’”

      “Let’s stick with that.”

      Beowulf cast a wary glance at the wall. “It is a masterless land the Danes claim the gods have largely forsaken. A place where nightmares and fantasies meet.”

      A look of recognition washed over Adam. He remembered what he’d been told. “Aerowynn said it was ruled over by someone named Freyja.”

      “She is associated with fertility.”

      “A sex goddess?” Adam asked.

      Beowulf nodded. “A lesser one, but yes.”

      “Why is it walled up?”

      Beowulf smiled darkly. “Because a spell was cast once upon a time. Besides, some things are best left undisturbed. There is but one man who has ventured inside and come out alive. His name is Dag the Unsound, a vitlauss, and what he saw inside caused his mind to become…disordered.”

      Adam brooded. “You think maybe Mossheart’s in there?”

      Beowulf laughed. “Maybe Mossheart is no more, Adam. Maybe he was sent to another place, another time, or perhaps he just vanished on the way back.”

      “You really believe that?”

      Beowulf nodded, but there was a lack of certainty in his eyes. “I believe we have seen the last of the wizard.”

      Under a few slivers of late-afternoon sun they rode on across the lake and crested another ridge that afforded an excellent view of a valley. Adam was surprised to see spirals of smoke rising from chimneys on several dozen crude structures that wreathed a mammoth, square building made of stone and timber.

      “Welcome to Lejre,” Beowulf said.

      [image: ]
* * *

      What passed for the main street in Lejre was a muddy artery that resembled pancake batter covered with straw. Men and women in tunics raised their hands in gestures of goodwill or called out to Beowulf in a patois of mixed Old Norse and guttural English, which was the only thing that Adam could understand.

      Adam thought back on the Dirty Dozen-type spec script titled Men of Valor that his manager had been trying to sell before everything happened and how the reality of that world looked. In his script, he’d imagined the Early Middle Ages as a dank, filthy place, but the land of the Danes, aside from the main thoroughfare, was anything but.

      The people were fair-haired and fair-skinned for the most part, their hair long and snarled in curls, knots, and tangles. Everyone also seemed to be in great shape, as if some form of primitive Cross-Fit was mandatory once you reached twelve years old. The men, women, even the kids were sturdy and sculpted, which Adam attributed to their diets, the pristine countryside, and everyone constantly being on the move. If and when he returned to Los Angeles, he realized everything he was experiencing would be invaluable the next time he wrote a script.

      Glancing up, he watched small delegations of children run alongside the horses, barking in what sounded like modulated English, casting handfuls of what Beowulf said was a kind of salt powder which was both a blessing and a weapon against evil.

      Beyond the children, older women tended huge bonfires over which small groups of men turned gobbets of meat on wooden skewers. Beside the bonfires were a series of wicker cages holding strange creatures, including what looked like green bearded dragons the size of small dogs, and several bats that were larger than vultures. One of the men tending the cages, a tall, one-eared Dane, waved at Beowulf.

      “Who is that?” Adam asked.

      “Arun the Boneless.” Beowulf pointed to two men standing behind Arun. “And that’s Thorgier the Bluetooth and Ingolf the Bloodaxe.”

      “Does anyone around here have a regular name?” Jonathan asked.

      Beowulf pointed to a linebacker-sized woman who was hacking up an animal carcass with a cleaver. “That’s Inerva.”

      Inerva brought her cleaver down on the groin of the carcass.

      “She used to be known as the ‘Sack Cracker.’”

      Jonathan shivered as the air filled with smoke, the odor of burning flesh, and the tang of methane from the many cows and horses that were milling about. The horses carrying Jonathan and Sawyer drew up alongside Adam.

      “Probably not the best time to tell them I’m a vegetarian, huh?” Jonathan asked, looking out at the people tending the fires.

      “What does this mean?” Zori asked, mouthing the word “vegetarian” silently.

      “It means that he doesn’t eat meat,” Sawyer replied.

      Zori laughed.

      “He’s serious,” Sawyer added.

      Zori’s eyes widened. “Oh. Why wouldn’t you eat meat?”

      “I like animals,” Jonathan said.

      Zori nodded. “Me too. Especially with brown gravy and soft bread.”

      Aerowynn smiled and pointed to a well where people were tossing haunches of cooked meat down into it. “Even our water has meat in it.”

      Beowulf looked back and thumped his chest. “Meat puts steel in a man’s sword, sustains vitality, and the body’s four temperaments.”

      Jonathan frowned. “Says who?”

      “Says the town’s chief medical healer, the læknir named Fell the All-Seeing.”

      Beowulf pointed to an older man standing at the edge of the well. He was holding up what looked a crude surgical instrument and his eyes were the color of boiled eggs. Adam was pretty sure he was blind. Beowulf grinned. “If you need a good leeching, he’s the man for it.”

      “Remind me never to get sick,” Adam muttered.

      “He’s also adept at crafting things,” Beowulf continued. “Why, just last summer he invented a type of material that can be woven into sheets and used to replace the oars when powering our boats.”

      “Sounds like he invented the first sail,” Jonathan replied. “Coolness.”

      “We have plans to make great use of them.”

      “To visit other countries?”

      Beowulf nodded. “Yes, that. We shall sail up and down the coasts and visit the many lands near and far. And then we will take everything we find.”

      “Take as in…trade things?”

      Another nod from Beowulf. “Yes, if by ‘trade’ you mean grab their women and treasure by force.”

      “Why would you do that?” Jonathan asked.

      Beowulf snickered as if this was the dumbest question ever asked. “Because that’s what we do.”

      “Even a Viking can change his spots, Beo,” Adam said.

      Aerowynn heard this and shook her head. “Not all of us are Vikings, Adam. The word Viking means a job…a profession. Just as some Saracens are herders, some, but not all, of the Danes are Vikings. Others are merchants, fishermen, iron mongers, and people who revel in the pleasures of the flesh.”

      Jonathan raised a hand. “I’d like to meet the female flesh pleasurers at some point. Just for…research purposes.”

      The ladies smiled as Adam spotted something beyond the townspeople and the fires. It was a lonely spire of roughly-stacked grey stone, two stories tall, with a single window and a black door on the façade.

      “What’s that?” Sawyer asked.

      “The tower where they keep the those afflicted by vitvirring,” Aerowynn replied. “People who are touched in the head, who’ve become unmoored from the realities of life.”

      Adam heard shouts and screams coming from inside the stone spire as they rode on, trotting past what looked like a partially open-air blacksmith’s forge where a figure in a black leather outfit was hammering and punching a length of white-hot metal.

      The figure stepped out of a cone of smoke to reveal a beautiful woman with long coal-black hair. The woman had bronze skin, Mediterranean features and was muscular and ripped with gravity-defying hips and a bosom like a sixties pinup.

      She threw back her head and blew smoke from the piece of smoldering metal while swapping a long look with Adam. There was something about the way her cleavage was dappled with sweat and streaked with soot from the fire that was incredibly sexy.

      “W-who is t-that?” Adam asked, his voice cracking.

      Beowulf smiled. “Her name is Astrid. She’s the town’s smith and metal bender. She has taken the place of the man who raised her in the forge and is known far and wide for her craftsmanship with swords. If you’ve got a shaft that needs tending to, she’s the one to see.”

      “I’ll bet,” Adam said, nearly falling from his horse as he continued to eyeball her.

      Soon, the procession headed through a wooden gate which surrounded the large structure that was three stories tall. Its walls were made of split trees stacked horizontally and slathered in some kind of shiny amber pitch. It looked to be two hundred feet long and a hundred broad, a square structure with no substructures or wings.

      “That’s Heorot,” Beowulf said, gesturing to the building. “The great mead hall.”

      “The place where you battled Grendel?”

      Beowulf nodded. “The very same.” The big man breathed deeply. “It’s good to be back.”

      A door opened and out came a retinue of men and women, all tall and hale with unshorn hair, clad in animal skins or shirts and skirts of mail. They moved as one, surrounding an older, regal-looking man with a shock of gray hair and a silver beard who communicated with looks instead of words. Behind him was a thin woman with striking features and red hair who was clad in a skintight leather singlet.

      Beowulf traded a look with Adam. “Dismount and take a knee.”

      “Why?

      “Because that’s the jarl. King Hrothgar.”

      Adam dropped down from the horse and took a knee as Beowulf marched forward. He exchanged words with the king and then the men shared a laugh and clasped hands before hugging. Then Beowulf whispered in the king’s ear and pointed to Adam and the others. The king nodded and then motioned toward Heorot. “Please come inside,” he said. “There is much to discuss.”
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      The inside of Heorot looked like a multi-level hunting lodge on steroids. The far wall was filled with stacked stone from floor to ceiling, including a gigantic fireplace that was tended by a group of large-boned women.

      The walls were covered with all manner of antlers and hides, weapons, and strange symbols carved from wood. At the very top of the building, near an opening in the roof that allowed smoke from the fire to escape, was a piece of thick rope that was wrapped around a moldering hunk of flesh.

      Adam remembered the Beowulf story, how Heorot was assaulted by Grendel for something like twelve years, the king’s men devoured, the mead hall rendered unusable when Beowulf showed up and offered to defend it.

      If the stories were true, Beowulf and Grendel battled one night and the fight went back and forth before Beowulf managed to rip Grendel’s arm off. Then Beowulf hung the arm from the rafters of the hall as a kind of trophy while Grendel retreated to a marsh-den in the moors where he died of his wounds. Adam studied the moldering flesh near the roof and realized it was indeed Grendel’s arm.

      “What is that?” Sawyer asked, gaping at the trophy.

      “I’m pretty sure that’s Grendel’s arm,” Adam replied.

      Beowulf heard this and nodded. “I tore it off the devil and still he managed to escape.”

      “He eventually died in a marsh den,” Adam replied.

      “How do you know that?”

      Adam pulled the Beowulf flip book out and the warrior put his hands over his ears. “Don’t tell me any more. I already told you I don’t want to hear anything from that book. It’s bad luck.”

      Adam pocketed the book as Jonathan sidled up next to him, gazing at three beautiful hall maidens in chainmail who were passing by.

      “I think I’ve died and gone to heaven,” Jonathan whispered.

      “Keep it in your pants.”

      “They’re maidens.”

      Adam slapped Jonathan on the shoulder. “They’re Viking maidens.”

      Jonathan placed his arm around Adam’s shoulder. “It’s almost as if we’re characters out of somebody’s else imagination, eh?”

      “What do you mean?”

      “This whole thing is nutzo. There are so many unanswered questions. How does a wizard travel back in time? How did we end up at exactly the right place? And how the hell are Beowulf and the others speaking English?”

      “I heard Mossheart cast a spell on everyone so that he could understand them.”

      “That’s pretty damn convenient, huh?” Jonathan replied. “I keep expecting to wake up and discover this whole thing is a dream.”

      The hall maidens, all tall, well-built and blonde, approached Adam and Jonathan and ushered them over to a long wooden table with benches. On top of the table were wooden tankards filled with a yeasty, gold-colored liquid, along with heaping trays of what the ladies said was mutton, honey cakes, wild birds, and salted fish.

      Adam was seated with Jonathan on his right and Sawyer on his left. King Hrothgar stood at the head of the table and lifted his tankard, saying something in his native tongue that Adam didn’t understand but which caused Beowulf and all the other warrior men and women to raise their tankards and cheer. Then, in recognition of Adam, Sawyer, and Jonathan, the king switched to broken English.

      “Our hearts were heavy when Beowulf and his comrades disappeared,” he said. “Word reached us that the wizard had cast a spell, and a team was sent to search far and wide.”

      “How long were we gone?” Beowulf asked.

      “Six cycles of the moon,” said a tall, heavyset man in his mid-forties with an eye patch and a black beard that resembled a witch’s broom who stood to the right of the king. The hot woman with the red hair stood behind him.

      “Who’s scary eye patch dude?” Adam whispered under his breath to Beowulf.

      “A hersar, a lord. Unferth is his name,” Beowulf whispered back, covering his mouth.

      “And the lady in red?”

      “Hilde.”

      Then Beowulf addressed the king, his voice louder, “It seemed like less than a day that we chased him forward.”

      “‘Chased him forward.’ What does that mean?” Unferth asked.

      “They traveled through time,” Adam blurted out.

      He watched Unferth mouth these words. “Your mouth moves, boy, but the words that come out make little sense.”

      “He tells true,” Beowulf offered.

      Unferth’s one eye hopped from Adam to Beowulf. “The youngling can answer for himself.”“His name’s Adam,” Beowulf offered.

      “I can say my own name, Beo.”

      Beowulf waved Adam off. He stood and traded a long look with Unferth and it was apparent to Adam that there was some bad blood between the two. “He is a skald, a scop,” Beowulf continued, motioning to Adam. “He fought valiantly by my side and speaks not lies. Mossheart did propel us forward in time by virtue of one of his spells.”

      “I don’t believe you,” Unferth said.

      “They’re telling the truth,” Jonathan said.

      “We all met up in L.A.,” Sawyer added. “Hollywood.”

      “Who are these people?” the king asked, perplexed.

      Beowulf swept his hands. “They are warriors, your worship. They assisted us on our journey.” Beowulf gestured at Adam. “As was said before, his name is Adam Fraser.” Beowulf pointed at Sawyer. “Her name is Sawyer and that young man,” Beowulf continued, pointing at Jonathan, “is…”

      Jonathan held up his hand. “Jonathan, and how come I’m the only one whose name you forgot?”

      Beowulf ignored this and turned back to the king. “Mossheart found a way to call forth Grendel once more from the infernal regions, your worship. In the place that my new allies call home: Los Angeles.”

      “And there we did slay him once more,” Aerowynn said.

      “All of us working together,” Zori said, standing, placing her hands on Adam and Jonathan.

      The king frowned, unconvinced. “Give me some evidence that what you say is true.”

      Beowulf looked at Adam, who froze because aside from his clothes and his appearance, he really didn’t have any proof that what they were saying was true. Unferth looked at the king, whose gaze narrowed. The older man looked pissed and Adam, quickly taking the temperature in the room, was worried they might be punished for lying if he admitted that. He had no desire to see what a Viking punishment might look like.

      He stood to address the king and opened his mouth, and that’s when he heard it.

      A sound.

      A song.

      He followed the sound and saw Sawyer holding up the cellphone he’d seen her with back at the Griffith Observatory. Some electronica song was blaring from the phone.

      The eyes of the Vikings expanded. “Wha-what is that?” the king asked, baffled.

      “It’s a music box, your worship,” Beowulf said. “In the future it is called an Apple.”

      The king gestured and Sawyer handed the phone to Beowulf, who slid it across the table to Unferth. The one-eyed warrior tapped at the phone with a trembling finger, absolutely baffled by it. Then he swiped a finger across the phone and pushed the volume tab as the sound ratcheted up, a heavy rap track booming that caused the big man to flinch and toss the phone back to Sawyer, who killed the music and twirled the phone around in her fingers.

      “Okay,” the king said. “I know not what magic is in that Apple, but I believe you. The question now is, what happened to Mossheart? What of him?”

      “He is no more,” Beowulf said with a satisfied smile. “We destroyed his crystal. He has both feet in the other world.”

      King Hrothgar nodded approvingly. “Then this night we shall celebrate as none have celebrated in honor of you and your comrades. A banquet for all the good people of the land.” Adam watched as the king raised his tankard and cheered as did everyone else assembled, except for Unferth, whose fierce gaze swung from Adam to Jonathan and Sawyer.
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      Mossheart stole away from the small village, cutting down an indistinct trail in the woods that he’d traveled several times in the past. Always thinking ahead, he’d taken the time in the past to hide food, weapons, and the ingredients for spells in secret locations all over the countryside, a plan that was about to pay off.

      He eagerly trotted down to one such location, a small cavern on the backside of a fallen tree in the woods only to see that the opening into the space had been exposed. Somebody had found the spot, smashed his food, destroyed his weapons, and scattered all of the ingredients. He had little doubt that it had been those working at the behest of Hrothgar and he cursed the king, vowing revenge.

      But the king’s men didn’t know all of the secret places. He cut across the countryside and climbed through a cleft in a slab of rock, a spot that was impossible to see unless you’d been there before. On the other side was a meadow, untouched by the snow. It was here that Mossheart spent time gathering up and mixing all the ingredients he would need: exotic mosses and mushrooms, small chunks of Atlantean Orichalcum he’d stolen from an old hag in the village, gold shavings, scraps of miasma, bits of animal hide softened with Yggdrasil dew, and water from a stream that entered the Lethe, a river that dropped down into the underworld. He had enough raw material to generate three defensive spells, a conjuration to swap appearances with another, an incantation to trap, another to seal a space, two to awaken monsters, and a powerful adjuration to raise the dead.

      Anger leavened his steps as he struggled with his heavy sack while moving down over an outcropping of rock and through a section of lowlands. Here he was, a graduate of the finest school of alchemical sciences on the British Isles and what was he doing? Traipsing through a frozen swamp in a distant land! He was smarter than all the Danes put together and infinitely better looking, and yet they were warm and secure in their strongholds and he was standing in the middle of a patch of heather near the moor, a wasteland that gave way to stretches of bracken and leafless trees. He swore a silent vow that he would find a way to change things, to make it so that he became the ruler of all of the lands, including those across the sea.

      The sun soon appeared and melted what was left of the ice and snow, even as the ground remained partially frozen. Mossheart followed a footpath across the moor, hopping between tiny islands of dry land, struggling not to slip into pockets of open water.

      The way forward was well known to him as he’d followed it the first time, many months before, when he’d encountered Grendel while seeking shelter from Beowulf. The beast had nearly devoured Mossheart until he’d conjured up a defensive spell that held Grendel at bay. Thereafter, an understanding was reached between man and monster whereby Mossheart would act as a lookout and guide Grendel as he attacked Heorot and picked off Hrothgar’s men one by one. Everything worked splendidly for a while until Beowulf appeared and mucked it all up.

      This time would be different, Mossheart thought. This time he’d call to the largest monster he knew of—the great fiend of the black lake, Grendel’s mother—and blame everything that had happened on King Hrothgar. Beowulf might be no more, but from what the villagers had told him the king still lived, at least for a while. Yes, he would find a way to rule the northlands, or he would destroy it all.

      The alchemist’s nostrils flared, the bitter funk of peat strong.

      He was close.

      Very close.

      Up ahead he spotted a small vessel tethered by a vine to a hillock that bobbed in the center of the fen. He crossed over the soggy ground, stopping only once to retrieve a stone marked by an indentation. Mossheart hopped aboard and groped for the vine, noticing that it was marked by a massive knot in the middle.

      He remembered back to a man who’d taught him sorcery when he was younger, an acquaintance of his father’s, a powerful necromancer who served a great ruler in the Tang Empire. That man had educated him on the significance of knots, especially those like the one on the vine before him: thick ones that looked endless, like a creature swallowing itself tail-first. These were the most special of all because they symbolized long life and good fortune.

      Mossheart ran his finger over the knot, untied the boat, grabbed a push pole, and began powering himself down through a channel in the swamp which soon widened into a vast tannin-stained lake that was dotted by barren trees.

      He peered over the edge of the boat and his reflection peered back.

      Reaching over to his bag, he removed the ingredients he would need to wake a monster, made a quick paste, and slathered the paste atop the indentation in the stone. He closed his eyes and whispered a spell and then the rock began to hiss and smoke.

      The rock was tossed overboard and the alchemist stood and peered into the water.

      He didn’t have long to wait.

      The water began bubbling, boiling up, threatening to swamp the tiny boat.

      Mossheart grasped the edges of the boat as the lake churned, turning over, sediment and black water rising to the surface. That’s when he saw it.

      Saw the first finger.

      As long and thin as a dagger.

      Then another finger, then five more.

      The horns followed next, all eight of them, vestigial ridging on the top of Grendel’s mother’s head that made it appear the beast was wearing some kind of crown as it peeked up from the depths of the lake.

      The troll mother grabbed a nearby tree and pulled herself up out of the lake until she was perched on a fallen tree, breathing through flattened, oversized nostrils, staring at Mossheart. The alchemist nearly soiled himself, so terrible a sight was Grendel’s mother.

      The beast drew up to her full and terrible height, all twelve feet, green scaled flesh still wet and glistening. Gossamer-like eyelids pulled back to reveal a pair of eyes, lifeless and obsidian.

      “I am Mossheart!” the alchemist said, his voice cracking.

      Grendel’s mother’s mouth tugged back to reveal a colossal maw, a beartrap of a mouth that loosed a soul-shattering squeal that forced Mossheart to cover his ears and close his eyes.

      When he opened his eyes, Grendel’s mother was gone.

      Looking about, he noticed a ripple in the water and then the monster’s two talon-like hands grabbed the edge of the boat.

      Mossheart met the fiend’s gaze. “I am Mossheart,” he repeated.

      The abomination snorted and rocked the boat.

      Mossheart fell back, fighting not to be tossed overboard. “I am Mossheart! I summoned you from the bottom of the lake!”

      The shaking grew in intensity. Mossheart realized he was seconds from being flung into the water, at which time he would either drown or be devoured in a single bite. “I knew your son! I witnessed his death at the hands of Beowulf!”

      The rocking suddenly stopped.

      Mossheart gathered himself and looked over the edge of the boat. Grendel’s mother was still visible, bobbing like a crocodile. The demon’s mouth opened and it made a clucking sound. The alchemist took this as a good sign and nodded. “I watched him fight valiantly, but he was murdered. Cut down by Beowulf, who is in the service of King Hrothgar.”

      Grendel’s mother clucked again and Mossheart pointed. “I can show you the way. I can lead you to the men who helped murder your son. I can help you get revenge.”

      The boat began rocking again and Mossheart felt needles of fear in his throat. He’d made a fatal mistake. Then it began moving, cutting through the water.

      Mossheart knelt and saw that Grendel’s mother was pushing him, guiding the boat back through the water. He allowed himself the faintest of smiles, realizing his plan was working. Soon the duo would be out of the fen and moving back across the moor. Then he would use the monster to further his own goals while making King Hrothgar and all the others pay for what they’d done to him.
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      Adam was elated to discover that the entire town of Lejre was invited to Heorot for a celebration in honor of the return of Beowulf, Zori, and Aerowynn. The mead hall was soon overflowing with all manner of people, from villagers to warriors, the tables stacked high with roasted meats and vegetables, and tankards of strong drink.

      Several women sang a song, “Drink and be merry / nectar is a thing assigned by the gods own mind / to cure the heart oppressed by grief / and of good liquors is the chief!” while a man played what looked like a crude harp. Others clapped or stomped along to the music while still more swayed seductively or sang. Beowulf was seated next to Unferth and King Hrothgar in a high-backed throne, clapping to the beat, smiling hugely.

      Jonathan, who’d vanished for a few minutes, reappeared with two tankards in his hands, one of which he handed to Adam. He raised his tankard. “You gotta try this shit, Fraser. They say it’s mead or ale, but it tastes like that IPA they’ve got down at Mumford Brewing back in L.A., times ten!”

      Adam took a sip from the tankard. The liquid was warm, but had a very pleasing, hoppy taste accented by honey and a touch of what tasted like citrus.

      Jonathan threw his arm around Adam. “I have to admit that I initially had some pretty strong feelings when we first got here.”

      “What kind of feelings?”

      “Running screaming into the hills kinda feelings.”

      “And now?”

      Jonathan smiled and pointed his tankard at a beautiful hall maiden who was beckoning to him from what passed for the dance floor. “And now I think, for the first time in my life, I am at exactly the right place at the right time.”

      “Looks like the ladies dig you.”

      Jonathan held up his arm, flashing a watch at the women who cooed and clapped. “I told them I invented watches and time.”

      “Real slick,” Adam said.

      “I am seriously digging the dark ages, Fraser. I mean, I’m getting cavities just looking at all of these hotties, they’re so sweet. And you know why they like your boy?”

      “They’ve all got cataracts?”

      Jonathan mimed a laugh. “Ha ha. No, my unenlightened pale friend. They wanna get with me because I’m exotic.”

      “Isn’t being exotic a stereotype?”

      “No comment.”

      “So what happened to you being tired of the stereotypes?”

      “That was when the stereotypes weren’t helping me get laid.”

      Jonathan grinned, Adam didn’t. “You need to chill out and enjoy the festivities, man. You’re too uptight.”

      “Am not.”

      “Please, you’re so uptight you eat bananas sideways. Look, I know you screenwriters make your bones off creating conflict, but life isn’t always like a script.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means we’re all good, brother. We are gonna get down and dirty and party like it’s the year 999 tonight, baby! Drama free!”

      Jonathan held up his tankard and Adam clinked it. Then he shuffled off over to the hall maidens and busted some awkward dance moves, doing the “robot,” before grooving to the music while the ladies laughed and clapped.

      “He seems to be enjoying himself,” a female voice said.

      Adam looked over his shoulder to see Sawyer, who had a bearskin thrown over her shoulders. “What about you?” Adam asked. “How are you holding up?”

      “Given the fact that we’re roughly thirteen hundred years in the past, I’d say pretty good.”

      “Jonathan said it seems like a dream.”

      “Here’s hoping it doesn’t turn into a nightmare.”

      “Relax. Beo said Mossheart is dead.”

      “And you believe him?”

      “I’ve got no reason to disbelieve.” Adam placed his hand on Sawyer’s wrist and gave it a squeeze. “Besides, you saved our asses back there with the phone.”

      She gnawed on her plump lips. “I guess at some point we need to discuss how we’re going to get back.”

      “Who says we should?”

      “You want to stay here?” Sawyer asked.

      “Give me one good reason why we shouldn’t.”

      She looked around. “Indoor plumbing and toilet paper, electricity, TV, oh, and it looks like we’re surrounded by a group of people who were known chiefly for raping and pillaging,” she answered.

      “I only said one,” Adam replied, offering a smile that wasn’t returned. Sawyer drew close to Adam, who set his tankard down. “Are you sorry you came?

      “I guess…no, not really.”

      “That’s not very reassuring, Sawyer.”

      “Just being honest.”

      “Since we’re being honest, what’s the reason you decided to follow me?”

      “Boredom, mostly.”

      Adam laughed. “Had to be more than that.”

      “I guess I got caught up in the moment and besides, I was tired of living a fake life, Adam. Tired of trying to be someone I wasn’t.”

      “I like the person you used to be,” Adam said.

      “Me too.”

      Adam smiled and several seconds of silence ensued. “So what do we do now?” he asked.

      She sighed. “We enjoy the moment.”

      He held out his hand and Sawyer took it and then the two began dancing slowly against the beat of the raucous music. It wasn’t a particularly romantic moment, but Adam was pleased just the same, particularly when Sawyer rested her head on his shoulder.

      Minutes later, they breezed by Beowulf who’d left his chair and was standing alone, nursing his tankard of mead. Adam left Sawyer for a moment, approaching Beowulf who wobbled and sported the loopy grin of the righteously buzzed.

      “You’re not gonna join in the dancing?” Adam asked.

      “The only one worth dancing with is beyond my reach,” Beowulf replied.

      Adam looked around. “Who is it?”

      “I can’t tell you her name,” Beowulf said. “But rest assured she is a stunning beauty, the most desirable creature in all the lands. I love that woman. I LOVE HER!”

      Adam grabbed Beowulf as others looked over. He covered the warrior’s mouth and shushed him. “You’re drunk, man.”

      “Am not.”

      Adam held up three fingers. “How many fingers am I holding up?”

      Beowulf grinned. “Ha! That’s a trick. You’re not holding up any at all.”

      Adam took the warrior’s tankard away and piloted Beowulf away from the rest of the crowd. “If this lady means that much to you, go and get her back.”

      “That’s impossible.”

      “You kill monsters for a living, dude. I’m pretty sure there’s nothing you can’t do.”

      Beowulf shook his head. “You don’t understand how it works here. Once she’s betrothed, I can’t get her back.”

      Adam snorted. “Whoever she’s betrothed to doesn’t own her.”

      “Actually, under the laws of King Hrothgar he literally does, Adam. I mean the betrothal regulations are in black and white, right below the ordnance that governs how short a woman can cut her hair.”

      Adam waved a hand. “Remember this Beo: laws are meant to broken.”

      Beowulf considered this and smiled. “That is the greatest thing I’ve ever heard, Adam. Did you just come up with that?”

      “Yes, I did,” Adam lied, handing Beowulf off to a hall maiden as he returned to Sawyer.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Two shadowy forms stalked through the unfathomable blackness of the dense forest that lay down the hill from Heorot. With slow, contemplative strides, Mossheart and Grendel’s mother moved between the trees, groping their way over slabs of rock and across frozen fingers of water.

      The temperature was low, light snow was falling, and yet there was a heaviness to the air Mossheart thought, as if the trees sensed that something important was about to happen.

      The alchemist kept an eye on the beast that stalked before him, grunting with effort, tossing aside a section of tree that had fallen sideways. There was a storm raging in the alchemist’s head as he fought to suppress a series of images of what the night might bring: the pair edging nimbly through the woods, catching the inhabitants of Heorot by surprise. But that wasn’t the real reason Mossheart had decided to join forces with the mother troll, oh no.

      The attack on Hrothgar’s mead hall would undoubtedly cost the lives of many of the king’s men, but it wouldn’t bring the kingdom to its knees. Grendel’s mother was a formidable assailant, but eventually she would fall in battle. What Mossheart really needed was his own army. A fighting force of significant skill and size to defeat Hrothgar and lay waste to the land of the Danes. And the only place where such an army resided was in the accursed forest called the Blight, the same locale that housed another item the alchemist desired: a powerful book, the most ancient of all grimoires. The book lay hidden in a black tree, the purported location of the body of Glámr, the father of all draugar, the hel-blár, the again-walkers that terrorized the land in the days before the kings of old massacred them.

      Grendel’s mother turned back and grumbled.

      Mossheart saw that the fiend had bent down a swatch of tree branches which afforded him a view of Heorot. Fires were burning outside the mead hall and a pair of guards were visible. Music could still be heard echoing from inside, along with the distant sounds of merriment. The troll mother placed her hands on her ears, her teeth sawing back and forth. Mossheart held up a hand and shook his head. No, now wasn’t the time.

      They would be crafty, patient.

      They would lie in wait and when those reveling within the wooden walls had let down their guard, they would attack.
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      Later that night, the music was over, the fires had dimmed, and most of the revelers were drunk or well on their way to being completely shitfaced.

      Jonathan was still dancing with a group of hall maidens, their arms over each other, everyone slouched so that it made them look like football players gathered in a huddle.

      “Another round on me!” Jonathan slur-shouted before collapsing to the ground in a drunken stupor.

      Sawyer was exhausted and was taken upstairs to the sleeping quarters by Aerowynn and Zori. Adam wanted to sober up, so he slipped through the remaining partiers and headed out a side door.

      The night air was frosty, a few flurries fluttering down, as Adam breathed into his hands.

      “Not used to the cold, eh?” said a throaty voice that Adam immediately thought was reminiscent of the Israeli actress that played Wonder Woman.

      Adam started and looked to his right as a form emerged from the shadows. It was Astrid, the dagger-eyed female blacksmith he’d seen earlier back in the village. She had a tunic on that barely concealed her muscular frame.

      “Where I come from, it’s always around eighty degrees,” Adam replied.

      Astrid nodded, eyeing him with equal parts incredulity and fascination. “I heard some of the others say that you aren’t from here. That you claim to be from…the future.”

      He nodded. “I’m from a place called Los Angeles.”

      “Where is that?”

      “Across the ocean.”

      “What is your name?”

      “Adam Fraser.”

      Astrid registered this, her eyes roaming over Adam. “I heard Beowulf say you and your friends, the two thin ones, helped to kill the monster Grendel.”

      Adam smirked, folding his arms across his chest. “Yes indeed. I took him down mostly by myself.”

      “Then you are a great warrior,” Astrid remarked.

      “I guess you could say that, yeah. And I heard you’ve got some skills too. Beowulf said you’re an expert when it comes to working on shafts.”

      One of her eyebrows arched in curiosity. “There are very few who measure up to my standards.”

      “I’m up for the challenge,” Adam said, even as he was a little fearful that she’d break him in two if they ever took a roll in the hay.

      “I’ll bet you are,” she replied. “Some of the other women said you were agni…the Chosen One.”

      Adam chuckled. “Some of the other women would be right. Let me know if you’d like an autograph.”

      Astrid reached out a hand and shoved Adam back.

      “Hey, what the hell?” Adam protested.

      “Where I come from, it is a great honor to challenge a great warrior.”

      “Where do you come from?”

      “The Byzantine island called Sardinia.”

      Adam spotted metal links around Astrid’s ankles. He was about to ask what they were, when she shoved him again. This time harder, causing him to slip on the ice and snow. “Look, lady, I don’t know if this is foreplay where you come from, but I’m not down with it.”

      He rose and she knocked him down into a crouch. “Okay, that’s it. I’m about to get all Chosen One on you in a second if you keep messing with me and—”

      Astrid swatted Adam hard in the face.

      Flustered, Adam lurched toward her and she grabbed him by the arms. Her grip was like a vise and Adam struggled as she bear-hugged him. “Typical man. Your tongue is bigger than your balls. How could you have defeated Grendel when you can’t even beat me?”

      Adam brought a knee up into Astrid’s chest and she blocked it with her fists, before swinging at him. Adam blocked her first two punches, but the last one caught him across the jaw and down he went.

      Astrid jumped onto his chest as Adam grabbed her hands and she pinned them to the ground. She leaned in close, her breath hot on Adam’s face. He was simultaneously pissed and aroused.

      “Ha. Chosen One, my arse,” Astrid said, placing a finger to Adam’s lips before smacking him gently across the face. Then she stood, hoisted Adam to his feet, and stalked off into the darkness as Adam watched her go.

      A door creaked and Adam spotted a grinning Zori. “I see you met Astrid.”

      Adam nodded, knocking the snow from his clothes. “She’s a real sweetheart.”

      “Give her time. She grows on you,” Zori replied.

      Adam rubbed his jaw. “Yeah, so does mold.”

      Zori smirked and then motioned for Adam to follow her. He eased through the door and hooked a left, following her down a set of stone stairs. The only illumination was a series of torches pinned to the wall that cast strange shadows.

      Adam could feel a change in the quality of the air which was warmer and more humid. He continued after Zori as the steps descended to a landing of river rock and an archway which opened to a lower level, a kind of basement under Heorot that was the size of an Olympic pool.

      There were small candles strategically placed at the outer edges of the room. The ground was full of gravel and stone, dotted with what looked like natural springs or geysers that were bubbling up, expelling a hot, vaporous mist that hung in the air.

      “Hot springs,” Zori said. “The water has rejuvenating qualities.”

      Adam closed his eyes and inhaled, the air perfumed with the odor of vanilla and spices.

      “What are we doing here?” Adam asked.

      “Celebrating,” Zori said.

      “Celebrating what?”

      “The battle. Grendel’s death. The destruction of Mossheart,” she said, drawing to within a few feet of Adam.

      “How do you know he’s dead?”

      Her mouth curled up in a mischievous, seductive grin. “Because I have a sixth sense about these things, Adam,” she replied, taking his hand.

      “What’s your sixth sense telling you right now?”

      She removed his glasses and set them down on a nearby block of stone. “That it’s time to engage in a bit of fun and finish what we started before.”

      She took Adam’s hand and moved it down to her breasts, easing his finger around her nipples. She wagged a finger as if to say “not yet,” then disrobed and helped Adam out of his clothes, the pair stepping down into one of the geysers that was as warm as a hot tub.

      On a stone next to the geyser was a crude cutting instrument, a white cube, and what looked like a primitive knife-slash-razor blade.

      “In our culture, the washing of hair and the shaving of skin is a function performed by women,” she said.

      “It brings good luck,” another woman’s voice echoed.

      Adam looked over his shoulder to see Aerowynn approaching, clutching a small earthen container, a tight tunic wrapped around her body, her eyes glowing with expectation.

      “I’m all about good luck,” Adam said.

      “You’ve been like a charm for us, Adam,” Zori said.

      Aerowynn nodded and removed her tunic, standing nude before entering the geyser. “Ever since we met you, we’ve overcome every obstacle and defeated every enemy.”

      “That’s why they call me the Chosen One,” Adam said with a smile.

      Zori grabbed the white cube, dunked it in the water and then began to work it until it produced a lather that resembled shaving cream.

      “You don’t have to do this,” Adam said. “I’m perfectly capable of bathing and shaving.”

      “It brings me great pleasure,” Zori said.

      Aerowynn smiled. “There is an old proverb, Gjöf sér æ til gjalda, which means ‘a gift always looks for a return.’”

      “What does that mean?”

      “It’s time to repay you for all that you’ve done for us,” Zori replied.

      She slathered the cream on Adam’s face and plucked up the razor, maneuvering it toward him. Adam reacted and Zori grabbed his dick and began to stroke it while gently shaving his face.

      “Aren’t you guys,” Adam said, pointing from Zori to Aerowynn. “What I mean is, is this weird or something?”

      Zori grinned. “You mean because it’s both of us together?”

      Adam nodded and Zori laughed. “What we do is of our own accord, Adam. If one of us had a problem with any of this, we wouldn’t be here. We’re very open when it comes to matters of the flesh.”

      “That’s the thing I like most about you two,” Adam said, swallowing hard.

      Aerowynn playfully doused Adam’s head with water then removed a stopper from the end of the earthen container. She poured some of its oily contents into the middle of her hand, a yellow liquid that smelled like the ocean. She worked the yellow liquid into Adam’s hair, taking her time to wring the oil from Adam’s locks.

      Her breasts rubbed across Adam’s face as she was doing this, teasing him before pulling as Zori finished the shave.

      Aerowynn poured water over Adam’s head several more times, rinsing out the oil and before he knew what had happened, she had positioned herself over his swollen member.

      She rocked back and forth on Adam’s dick, pumping like a piston, up and down, as Zori swam alongside Adam, brushing back his wet hair, kissing him hard.

      Aerowynn climbed off and urged Adam to stand and so he did as the two women began sucking him off, easing back and forth on Adam’s sex while squeezing his ass.

      He massaged the backs of their heads and then both stood. He kissed Zori first, then Aerowynn, tasting her mouth, her neck, and both of her perfectly shaped breasts, flicking his tongue over her oily nipples as she moaned.

      Zori laid back and spread her legs as Adam bent and began to attend to her every need. Zori’s head eased back, a smile splashed across her face as she grabbed Adam’s head and maneuvered his mouth down into her sopping wet notch as Aerowynn sucked on her nipples. Adam’s tongue darted and curled and Zori squealed with delight as Adam inserted one finger, then two, then three.

      Moments passed and Zori tapped Adam’s head. He rose and worked his cock into her, slowly at first, then the proper angle was acquired. Adam felt the thrill of gliding in and out of Zori and in seconds they were engaged in furious love-making, their bodies sweaty and sticky, moving as one.

      Adam was shocked and delighted when she drew her legs back around her head like a piece of human origami. He continued thrusting into her as she urged him to increase the pace. “Faster! Harder!” she shouted. He stared into her eyes, an unnerving greenish color under the candlelight, like two puddles of water at the bottom of a jade mine.

      He saw something in those eyes…then it was time to assume a new position, so he cupped his hands under Zori’s ass then lifted her up and began pounding into her as she bucked and screamed.

      His legs soon ached, but he didn’t stop.

      He couldn’t.

      She forced him back and down and he assumed a position, hands out on the edges of the geyser, that allowed Aerowynn to take her turn, riding him in a rhythmic up-and-down motion. Adam’s nerves tingled like sparklers as he ran his hands over her bronze body, which smelled like flowers and honey.

      Her flesh continued to slap against his and then he felt a powerful surge welling up in his loins. She read his look and pulled off and grabbed his sex while Zori tongued his balls, helping him climax as Adam moaned and exploded all over the breasts of the two women.

      Lightheaded and dizzy, the three fell into each other’s arms, smiling and satisfied. Adam leaned back and closed his eyes and that’s when he noticed it.

      Something…what was it? A note oozing down through the floorboards.

      Faint at first, then louder.

      A far-off rhythmic vibration that grew to something more substantial.

      The unmistakable sound of shouts and screams, followed by the cacophony of barking dogs and braying animals.

      Something big was happening upstairs.

      Something terrible.
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      Adam shared a terrified look with Zori and Aerowynn. Somehow, deep down in his marrow, he knew that something horrible had come for them.

      The trio tugged on their clothes and hit the stone steps, moving briskly back upstairs as the sounds of combat grew louder.

      Adam spotted Beowulf and a retinue of well-armed warriors surging outside, torches in hand. Behind them was Hilde, the red-haired beauty. Beowulf urged her to head back into the hall. “GO INSIDE AND TAKE SHELTER!”

      She did as Jonathan and Sawyer appeared, everyone sliding outside. “What the hell’s going on?” Jonathan exclaimed.

      Before Adam could answer, something smacked him in the side.

      He looked down to see an arm lying on the ground.

      A raggedly severed human arm.

      “That is not cool,” Jonathan whispered.

      The trio spotted forms in the torch light. A group of warriors, King Hrothgar’s men, were dwarfed by an immense form, a monstrous creature that vaguely resembled Grendel, only thicker  and more frenetic in its movements.

      Two of the king’s men charged the monster with spears. Their metal points bounced off the demon’s thick hide as it wheeled around and threw two punches, as violent as a battering ram. The abomination’s fists shattered the men’s skulls like overripe melons and down they went.

      More men stumbled out of the hall, tossing flaming torches onto a pile of wood that caught fire. Flames leaped into the air, eerily illuminating the battle.

      Beowulf, absent his glasses, charged forward, wildly swinging a massive battle axe in every direction. His swipes ripped the air, but missed the rampaging monster.

      Adam watched the fiend swing an arm, scattering three warriors before another plunged a spear into the thing’s gullet. The creature roared in pain and broke the spear off, using the wooden shaft to impale the fighter and fling him howling into the darkness.

      Adam traded a look with Beowulf and shouted, “I need a weapon!”

      He didn’t have to wait long.

      One of the Viking warriors was the recipient of a wicked blow from the monster that caved in his skull and sent his corpse twitching to the ground.

      Adam stripped a round shield from the dead fighter along with a long handle of silvered wood that was fitted at the end with twin blades.

      He brought the weapon around as the monster swung at him. The thing’s fist ricocheted off the shield with sufficient force to send Adam spiraling across the snow and ice. More warriors appeared, including several men with bows that fired volleys at the demonic assailant.

      Adam lurched toward Beowulf, grabbing him by the arm. “You can’t even see what you’re swinging at! You’re in no condition to win this battle.”

      Beowulf fought to shrug off Adam’s hand.

      “You’re drunk!” Adam shouted.

      “I fight better when I’m drunk!”

      “You need your friggin’ glasses!”

      “My vision is perfect!”

      Adam groaned and pointed at the fiend. “Swing for the one in the middle!”

      Beowulf charged forward as Adam slunk out to the right, waiting for the right moment to strike.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Out beyond the spillage of light from the bonfire, Mossheart watched the fight from the relative safety of the tree line.

      He secreted himself behind the largest trees, clutching his sack, praying that he wouldn’t need to use any of the ingredients for defensive spells.

      He waited for the right moment to spring free and when Grendel’s mother swung over to his right, Mossheart crouched and ran to his left. He crabbed back and made a wide arc to avoid being seen by anyone at or around Heorot.

      The alchemist stole through the snow, covering his head in a black shawl, making for the backside of a stable on the outskirts of Lejre. He slung his sack over one shoulder and fought his way through the endless, frigid drifts. Several townspeople were running toward him, carrying torches.

      “Back there!” Mossheart shouted, making sure to keep his face partially hidden to conceal his true identity. “The monster has attacked the hall again! Hurry and save your king!”

      The townspeople streaked past and Mossheart cackled inwardly. It had worked almost too well! The fools! They were so focused on what was happening at Heorot that they’d lost sight of everything else. They’d let down their guard which meant it was the perfect time to execute his real plan. Grendel’s mother had always been just a distraction. His real goal lay on the other side of the wall, the forbidden forest called the Blight. The grimoire was hidden there, and once he obtained it, he would harness its secrets and destroy King Hrothgar’s kingdom once and for all!

      Suddenly there were voices out in the murkiness.

      Snatches of conversation.

      Three women running away from Heorot.

      Mossheart dropped into a crouch, his eyes adjusting fully to the gloom.

      He recognized one of the women.

      A looker with flowing red hair.

      The king’s daughter Hilde!

      He reached into his sack and rubbed a few ingredients between his fingers, then leaped forward to surprise the women, pulling down the shawl, revealing himself. The women recognized him and gasped.

      Mossheart brought his hands around, crafting a burst of light that caused the women to fall to the ground, unconscious.

      He knelt and pushed the snow from Hilde’s cheeks, admiring her great beauty.

      She was a remarkable specimen and when Mossheart traced the graceful sweep of her neck, jawline, and nose, he realized with a gasp that her profile formed the shape of the number 2, just as it would if he turned her over. That her face resembled that number meant that she was the living, breathing, embodiment of the number 22, the master builder, the most powerful of all numbers. His father had once said there are no coincidences and Mossheart realized how true that was.

      The red-haired maiden was exactly what he needed.

      The perfect offering to the creature that ruled over the Blight.

      The Goddess Freyja.

      If the legends were true, the goddess required an offering, a sacrifice, before allowing someone to pass safely through her woods and gain a full audience with her.

      Smiling at his good fortune, the alchemist lifted Hilde up over his shoulder and slipped into a nearby stable, grabbing the reins on a thick-necked mare. Easing Hilde down over the horse, he climbed aboard, rolled her over until she was laying across his legs, then spurred the animal as it galloped into the shadows.

      The horse tore through the night, passing other villagers and those from the outer hills who were carrying weapons, running toward Heorot. Mossheart urged them on of course, screaming that the kingdom would fall unless they helped to defeat the terrible monster.

      By the time he reached the outer edge of the wall that wreathed the Blight, there were but four guards present, three men and one woman huddled around a bonfire. The others had undoubtedly run back to Heorot to defend it from Grendel’s mother. Mossheart believed the four remaining guards would never desert their posts and so he dismounted, but left Hilde slumped over the horse.

      He reached into his sack and rubbed several ingredients together, mixing them with a bit of spittle.

      “You there!” the guards barked. “Show yourself!”

      “Oh, I’ll show myself,” Mossheart whispered, snickering. He rose and thrust out his hands. “I will show all of you the secretum secretorum, the secret of secrets!”

      “Who the hell are you?!” one of the guards barked.

      “Mossheart the Magnificent!”

      The female guard grabbed a torch from the bonfire and held it up to get a better look. “You don’t look so magnificent to me!”

      “This area is off-limits to all but the king!” said another guard. “Go back to town, dandy, before we’re force to spank ya!” His comrades roared with laughter.

      Mossheart did a slow-burn. Then he began uttering a magic spell, a conjuring that was spirited out of Persia before the slaughter of the Magi. A bitter, metallic taste filled his mouth and then a sensation roiled his insides, as if he was about to vomit. His mouth unhinged and a fireball came forth and in seconds fire was leaping from the alchemist’s hands and mouth.

      The guards, unfazed, charged Mossheart who began casting balls of fire.

      The first guard went up in flames. It was only then that the rest turned and ran. Mossheart pursued, unleashing three fireballs that spiraled through the air, and dropped down on the second and third guards, cutting them down.

      The fourth guard, a tall man wearing a helmet with a single horn, was struck by the flaming sphere, but vanished in a hole in the ice, disappearing from view.

      Satisfied that he was alone, the alchemist trudged back to the wall and stood before the massive front gate. The edges of the gate were fringed with violet and green light, and a warm current emanated from the wood. The hallmark of a spell.

      Someone, either a powerful wizard or witch had placed a spell on the gates, which made perfect sense considering what the wall was holding back. Mossheart had heard stories, rumors offered up by itinerant trackers from the far lands, of the land on the other side, a place where time had become undone, where light mixed with darkness.

      The alchemist focused, summoning up the fire from deep down in his belly once more. He touched his fingertips to the edges of the gate, but this only produced a froth of luminescence. The spell would not be easy to break.

      It was strong, put in place by a lesser god or a well-seasoned practitioner of the dark arts.

      He would need to utilize a more powerful spell to overcome it. Reaching into his sack, he touched his forefinger in a golden dust some called cockle powder, an esoteric substance prized by spell-minders that was derived from the crystalized amniotic sac of a stillborn dragon fetus. He rubbed the dust between his fingers and called upon all of the powers of the ruler of the Abyss.

      Eyes clamped shut, he reached out a hand and pressed his finger to the edge of the gate. The defensive spell somehow had become almost corporeal, a living thing that pushed back, fighting to keep him from crossing the threshold.

      Sweat roping his forehead, Mossheart pressed on, each flick of the wrist and placement of a finger becoming more revelatory. The spell changed colors, the light fading, the pressure on Mossheart subsiding.

      He was winning.

      He was on the verge of snuffing out the other spell when—

      BOOM!

      An explosion ripped the night air, tossing Mossheart backward.

      He flopped into the snow and blinked. His ears thrummed, his hair stood on end, and the funk of sulfur pricked his nostrils. But the other spell’s violet and green light was gone and more importantly…

      The gate was ajar.

      Scrambling to his feet, Mossheart dusted himself off

      With much effort he clasped the edges of the gate, lowered his shoulder and pushed with all his might.

      The gate slowly groaned on its hinges, finally opening enough for Mossheart to torque his body sideways and step onto the other side of the wall.

      He closed his eyes, drew in a quick breath, and then opened them.

      What he glimpsed next was simultaneously terrifying and exhilarating.
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      While Mossheart was preparing to enter the forbidden forest, Adam and the others were fighting for their lives as the bodies continued to pile up in the snow.

      Grendel’s mother was wounded, but still inflicting damage on the king’s men. Adam watched the creature grab a warrior by his legs and tear him in half like a chicken wing, then bring her foot down on a female fighter, crushing her legs. The thing followed this up by swinging its hands in a chopping motion, decapitating two more warriors.

      Beowulf lunged at the monster, swinging his hammer and missing the thing by a country mile.

      “GLASSES!” Adam shouted.

      Beowulf slid to a stop, set his jaw in a look of grim determination, and then whipped out his Elton John specs.

      Roaring in anger, he went on the attack, twirling his weapon, spinning forward like a dervish.

      He executed a flawless drift-slide under a strike from the monster and brought his hammer around with two hands, battering the creature’s right leg. This doubled the fiend over and two archers fired arrows that thumped into its neck and one of its eyes.

      Adam saw forms exiting Heorot, running laterally. It was Zori and Aerowynn and they were accompanied by Astrid, the female blacksmith. They were wide-eyed, bracing themselves,  ready to stare down death.

      Zori clutched a chain with a spiked ball fixed to the end. Aerowynn held a short sword, and Astrid gripped two metal hammers that she slammed together, throwing off a flurry of sparks.

      The monster pointed at Astrid, who ran forward and launched herself at it. She brought the hammers down on the thing’s shoulder, but was quickly swiped aside, sent spinning down the hillside.

      Sensing an opening, Adam ran forward. He held his weapon like a baseball bat and brought the blades down on the back of the thing’s leg, slicing a chunk of meat from where he assumed its Achilles tendon might be.

      The cry that came from the monster’s throat was like a jet engine starting up.

      The thing turned on Adam. He peered into its eyes, which glowed like a pair of candles at the bottom of a cave.

      There was something surprisingly human in the creature’s face and for a moment, Adam felt a pang of sorrow. He paused and in his moment of hesitation, the monster backhanded him.

      Adam watched his feet leave the ground as he flew sideways, his world turning over. He dropped the weapon and crashed into a snow bank fifteen feet away, rolling to a stop near the edge of Heorot’s outer wall. His gut seized as spikes of pain shot through his body. He fought for air and turned over.

      “ADAM!” a female voice shrieked.

      Pushing himself up, he spotted Sawyer standing outside the hall’s back door, waving her hands, running toward him.

      The monster spotted her and churned forward, arms raised, ready to kill or devour her.

      Adam stood and ran for his weapon, hoisting it. Zori and Aerowynn bravely engaged the monster, swinging their weapons against its legs, buying him some time. Their blades bounced off the creature and Adam knew he had only seconds to act.

      “GET DOWN!” he shouted to Sawyer.

      She dropped to the ground and Adam hurled his weapon at Grendel’s mother like a javelin.

      The blades harpooned into the soft flesh under the monster’s arm. Blood flowed, the thing’s exterior soon shiny in the semi-darkness. The creature grabbed Adam’s weapon and ripped it free as a form rose out of the snow.

      It was Beowulf!

      He’d been hiding in a snowdrift all along!

      Without warning, he brought his hammer down again and again on the monster’s hamstrings, crippling it.

      The fiend fell forward into the snow, then fought back upright a final time only to lose its footing. It tumbled down the hillside as Beowulf whistled and signaled for everyone to follow.

      Like a pack of feral animals, the warriors ran and slid down the slope, hooting and hollering before swarming the stricken monster.

      Adam remained at the top of the slope, flanked by Jonathan and Sawyer, listening to the cries of the warriors rise and fall as they pummeled Grendel’s mother. In less time than it took to smoke a cigarette, it was all over.

      A cheer arose from the warriors and then they commenced trudging back up the hillside. Adam saw that Beowulf and another warrior were dragging something.

      The monster’s raggedly severed head.

      Beowulf lifted it for all to see, blood dripping down his massive arms.

      King Hrothgar emerged from Heorot and exchanged a long look with Beowulf. He moved forward and inspected the monster’s head. Recognition washed over him. “You killed the child, but an avenger yet lived. That is Grendel’s mother, a queen of the underworld who inhabited the dark waters that swirled under the moors.”

      “The mother is dead, your worship,” Beowulf answered, dropping the head to the ground.

      “And the bloodline with it!” Jonathan shouted.

      Adam looked over at Jonathan who whispered, “That was something I heard in one of the Resident Evil movies.”

      King Hrothgar turned his fiery gaze in Jonathan’s direction, but before he said anything, a man shouted. “There was another one here!”

      All eyes ratcheted in the direction of one of the king’s men who was gesturing frantically from the bottom of the hill. Adam and the others slid down the hillside until they were surrounding the man. Torches were held high which allowed them to see—

      “Footprints!” the man shouted, pointing to the snow.

      “Man or beast?” Beowulf yelled back.

      “Man!” came the response. One of the warriors lowered his torch so everyone could see the unmistakable outline of human footprints in the snow.

      “They go that way,” the man with the torch said, angling his light so Adam and the others could see the footprints leading off toward the middle of town.

      “So there are prints in the snow,” Beowulf said. “Any one of us could have made them.”

      A whistle sounded and Adam looked over to see Aerowynn dipping her hand into the snow. She lifted a finger, placed something on her tongue, and then spat into the snow.

      “Cockle powder,” she said.

      Beowulf’s face fell.

      “What does that mean?” Adam asked.

      “It’s a unique substance,” Beowulf answered.

      “One favored by sorcerers,” Aerowynn added.

      “You don’t mean…Mossheart?” Adam gasped.

      Beowulf gritted his teeth and even though he didn’t respond, his expression spoke volumes.

      Suddenly, a scream ripped the air.

      Adam wheeled around to see Unferth standing atop the hillside, waving his arms. “IT’S HILDE! SHE’S BEEN TAKEN FROM US!”
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      Mossheart slung his spell sack over a shoulder and carried Hilde through the now-open gate, setting her down on the ground. He noticed that she had a brooch near her neck, three large interlocking triangles, what the Danes called the Valknut. It was something commonly worn by warriors and Mossheart took it as a good sign. There was no way the frail-looking woman was a warrior herself. More likely was that she was betrothed to a warrior, someone of high station, which was excellent because it meant that she would make an even more impressive offering to Freyja.

      Delighted with the discovery, he turned back and closed the gate, secured it with a sealing spell of his own, one that was specifically crafted to prevent or delay ingress. He reckoned that the king and his followers would not realize what he was up to for many hours, perhaps longer, which would give him more than enough time to find the grimoire.

      He turned and stood as still as a statue, absolutely dumbstruck by what existed on the other side of the gate. To begin with, the darkness had vanished and everything was suffused in a warm, white light, as if it was the middle of the day. The air was also sweet, smelling of vanilla. Instead of snow there was a never-ending sweep of dark green forest untouched by the elements. How in the name of Arawn was that possible?

      He blinked to see groves of thick trees, round hillocks, delicate plains, and clear-running streams making a murmuring noise that seemed to lull the senses. Through the woods moved packs of deer and elk more than twenty hand-widths high, and flocks of green and blue birds that alighted on branches burdened by glistening bunches of fruit.

      It was perfection, a new Eden.

      Mossheart took a step and something, some small voice in the backwaters of his mind, told him to stop!

      He did and the tiny hairs on the back of his neck stood at attention.

      Something was wrong.

      Something was very, very wrong.

      Mossheart closed his eyes and repeated a memory rune, a spell that was useful for breaking illusions. “I call you forth by Thaim and Boti, who have the power in the depths, for myself that the dust may fall from my eyes and the real world be made open to me!”

      A pins and needles sensation seized the alchemist. He swayed, nearly losing his balance, and then opened his eyes to see things for how they really were.

      Rather than being untouched, the lush land was dark, desolate and wrapped in a gloomy chill. It was swampy in some sections and desiccated in others, the air veiled by a soupy yellow mist that smelled like a charnel vault. And to make matters worse, on the ground in front of him, in the very spot where he was about to step, there was a deep, dark hole.

      It had all been a trap.

      A mirage undoubtedly conjured up by the Goddess Freyja, a way to snare anyone unlucky enough to stumble through the gate.

      Something flashed near his foot, coming from the hole.

      Two yellow lights gleamed at the bottom of the hole. Mossheart felt a quake rumble through his body because upon closer inspection, he saw that they weren’t lights at all, but a pair of slanted eyes attached to a snapping, sinuous multi-limbed serpent. The thing’s sucker-laden arms shot out of the hole and speared into the ground, allowing the monster to pull itself up.

      Mossheart drew back, studying the beast’s torso, which was shaped like a spider and studded with nearly a dozen arms and legs the size of boat oars.

      The beast’s insectile head ended at an oversized maw filled with teeth the size of icicles. A runner of drool dangled from the thing’s maw as it snapped at the air and leered, clicking its yellow forked tongue.

      Now was the time he could use a good henchman, he thought to himself. A man who could run forward and distract the abomination, possibly giving up his own life so that Mossheart could survive. But no such henchmen were around, so the alchemist reached into his sack and dusted his fingers with ground azoth mixed with eitr, a substance long-known to repel serpents.

      The snake lunged at Mossheart who thrust his hands out and rotated them in a circle, creating a powerful web of energy that shocked the serpent.

      The creature recoiled and the alchemist pulled back his right hand. He clenched his fist and blew on it, fashioning a lance-like projectile from the raw energy.

      The serpent struck again and Mossheart brought the lance up in a defensive maneuver, stabbing one end of it into the ground between his legs while holding onto the midsection.

      The serpent fell atop the pointed end and began writhing, spewing green blood in every direction.

      Mossheart drove the lance deep into the snake’s belly, pushing it back down into the

      hole. The creature retreated from sight and the alchemist returned and picked up Hilde, then hurdled the hole, tip-toeing over a section of raised earth that spooled to a pathway made of stone lozenges and planks of rotting wood that spiraled over the accursed ground.

      Mossheart moved slowly over the path, eyes rotating in every direction. He was a stranger in a strange land, but he wasn’t afraid. When he was but a child of seven, his father, Constantine, had taken him to Cadair Idris, the Chair of Idris, a chair-shaped impression on top of a mountain on his home island of Britain, the hunting ground of Gwyn ap Nudd, the Lord of the Underworld. He was left alone in a tent fashioned from the skin of ten wolves on the shore of Llyn Cau, a bottomless glacial lake, and made to fend for himself for three days and three nights. He built himself a fire and stoked the flames, fighting off the wild, red-eared dogs that lived in the hills with defensive spells created by whatever he could forage.

      It was harsh, but it was the way his family had always taught their young to survive in a hostile world.

      To this day Mossheart thanked the gods and the seven spirits that his father had shown the courage to let him fend for himself. It had saved his neck on more occasions than he could remember, including, hopefully, the present.

      He advanced across the stone and wood with a determined gait. Forms moved peripherally, strange beasts, monsters that the gods had placed here when the world was newly formed. Mossheart saw pale worms longer than two men placed end-to-end, gargoyle-like things with eerily human faces roosting in rotting trees, lizard-like fiends of all shapes and sizes that rooted in the nearby fens bellowing and thrashing about like pigs fighting over table scraps, and specters, lifeless shadows without body or bones that drifted aimlessly across the fetid water.

      Quickening his pace, Mossheart was soon leaping from the end of the pathway onto a depression of gravel that bisected towering stands of trees that were as dark as the bottom of the ocean. There was no telling what might be lying in wait, but Mossheart was willing to risk everything. If the stories were true, the thing he’d come for, the mystical grimoire, lay just on the other side of the dark wood. He smiled grimly, secure in the thought that if anyone was foolish enough to pursue him, they would surely meet their doom.
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      The king brought his fist down a table inside the great mead hall and traded long looks with the two dozen or so figures assembled before him, including Adam, Beowulf, and the others. “How did this happen, Beowulf?”

      “Yes, how?” Unferth seconded. “You told us that Mossheart’s reign of terror was over and yet we were assaulted by one of his minions who not only killed our men, but spirited the king’s daughter off.”

      “We have no evidence that the wizard planned this,” Beowulf protested, even as the king was having none of it.

      “Were you lying when you said you had defeated Mossheart?” the king asked.

      “No, your worship,” Beowulf replied. “I told true.”

      “An unlikely story,” Unferth huffed. “And now look what’s happened? Your lies have taken Hilde from us!”

      There was something about Unferth that annoyed the hell out of Adam. He’d heard enough and held up a hand while taking a cautious step toward the king. “Beowulf’s telling the truth, sir. Besides, how do we even know who left those prints out in the snow?”

      Unferth adjusted his eye patch. “You have a habit of flapping your gums at the most inopportune time, boy.”

      Beowulf stood alongside Adam. “He fought and bled with me. He’s earned his right to speak.”

      King Hrothgar twitched his head in Adam’s direction. “What say you? What do you make of this situation?”

      Adam looked to Jonathan and Sawyer and then to Beowulf who nodded. “I think the monster is dead and we shouldn’t jump to any conclusions. I also think Beowulf’s right about Mossheart. I don’t think we’ll ever see him again and it’s possible your daughter just got lost in the snow.”

      The king nibbled on his lip. “You believe that in your heart of hearts?”

      A tight smile gripped Adam’s mouth and with Beowulf flanking him, he felt emboldened. “Absolutely, sir. I’m positive that we’ll be able to wrap this whole thing up and find her really quickly. I’m not worried about any of this because—”

      WHAM!

      A heavy object slammed against the main door into Heorot, silencing Adam mid-sentence.

      One of the guards grabbed a sword and pulled the door in as a dark form collapsed to the ground.

      It was a man.

      Or, what had once had been a man.

      Now little more than a husk burned nearly beyond recognition save for an item clutched in his right hand.

      A helmet with a single horn.

      “Gods!” Unferth said. “Roll him over!”

      The guards grabbed the man’s arms, but strips of flesh came off in their hands. Adam fought off the urge to vomit. The man’s face was a catastrophe, a blackened crater dotted with scraps of carbonized hair and flesh, smoke still rising off of him.

      The burned man somehow pushed himself up, his body little more than a briquet slicked with ice and snow.

      Unferth knelt before the man. “Who? Who did this to you?”

      With one final breath the burned man muttered, “Mossheart,” and then collapsed to the ground and breathed his last breath.

      Jonathan caught the nasty looks exchanged by Unferth and King Hrothgar and then leaned in close to Adam, whispering, “So…that could’ve gone better.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      It was quickly deduced that the dead burned man had come from the watch stationed outside the walls around the Blight. King Hrothgar swung into action, barking out orders, demanding that a posse be assembled to hunt the alchemist down.

      The king grabbed a sword and pointed at Beowulf. “You must gather together a comitatus, a war band made up of at least five warriors of your choosing, preferably the finest in the land, to track the wizard down, save my daughter, and rid the land of his corruption.”

      “I will not stop until the evil is eradicated and Hilde back, safe and sound in Heorot,” Beowulf replied. Then he related that he already had a group ready to move out and pointed at Adam, Aerowynn, Zori, Sawyer, and Jonathan who gestured at himself as if to ask ‘me?’

      “Yes, you,” Beowulf replied to Jonathan.

      They turned to exit Heorot when the king called out. “One more thing.”

      Everyone turned as the king pointed to Unferth. “Unferth will accompany you along with Siglaf the Chronicler.”

      “But we are more than capable of handling the journey on our own, your worship,” Beowulf pleaded.

      “Too much has happened,” the king said wearily. “I need another set of eyes. You will follow Unferth, do as he commands, and complete your journey.”

      Beowulf’s head sank. Through gritted teeth he nodded. “Whatever you say, your worship.”
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      Adam exited Heorot hot on the heels of Beowulf, Zori, and Aerowynn, who were moving toward the village. Jonathan followed, clutching a rucksack, and Sawyer ran after him. Jonathan grabbed his arm, slowing him down.

      “What the hell just happened back there, Fraser?” Jonathan asked.

      “You heard the king.”

      “I heard him talking in riddles like everyone else around here. Where are we going?”

      “On another journey.”

      “I thought this was our journey. Y’know, hanging back at the mead hall with the booze and the sexy, hot-blooded ladies.”

      “Hanging out and drinking isn’t a journey.”

      “Maybe not for you, but I’m pretty sure it’s my new life’s work.”

      Adam kicked at the snow. “It looks like we’re going somewhere else, okay?”

      “A place with more booze and chicks?”

      Adam didn’t respond and Sawyer looked at Adam with pleading eyes. “Where are we headed, Adam?”

      “We’re going to a place called…the Blight.”

      She shivered. “That’s the worst name ever.”

      “It’s better than the other one.”

      “Which is?”

      “The forest of the damned.”

      Sawyer sighed and Jonathan pinned Adam with a look. “Why are we going anywhere, man? This isn’t even our country. Let Beowulf and the others do whatever needs to be done.”

      “I can’t do that, Jon.”

      “Why not?”

      “Because they’re my friends and they need me.”

      “Fine,” Jonathan said, patting his rucksack. “But I’m getting fifty percent of whatever of the take is when we sell the footage I’ve been shooting.”

      Before Adam could respond, Beowulf had whistled for them to hustle along.

      Adam darted past Zori and Aerowynn until he was trying to keep pace with Beowulf who moved with purpose across a path toward the center of the village. “Okay, so what’s the deal with you and eye patch?”

      “Now is not the time, Adam.”

      “Seeing that we’re about to go on another crazy journey to the friggin’ forest from hell, now seems like the perfect time.”

      Beowulf twitched his head back to see that the others were out of earshot. “If truth be told, it concerns Hilde.”

      “The red-haired woman who disappeared?”

      Beowulf nodded.

      “Who is she?”

      “Like was said before, she is the king’s daughter and the woman who is betrothed to Unferth.”

      “Unferth is hitting that?”

      “What does that mean?”

      “He’s with her,” Adam replied, thrusting his hips.

      Beowulf nodded. “Alas, it pains me to admit it, but she is his.”

      “So what if she is?”

      “Remember that woman I said I loved earlier tonight? The one who was the most desirable in all the lands?”

      Suddenly it all made sense to Adam. “Jesus, you’ve got the hots for Hilde?”

      “I’ve got more than that,” Beowulf replied. “I’ve known her…”

      “Known as in…known?”

      Beowulf nodded. “Once upon a time we were bound to each other. I have known her carnally.”

      “Okay.”

      “I have had sex with her.”

      “Yeah, I got it.”

      “Day and night for several weeks in various positions that defied the laws of the gods. We kissed and made sweaty love to one another, pleasuring each other bodily, inserting objects where no objects had been inserted before and—”

      Adam waved a hand. “Way too much information, Beo.”

      “I’m sorry.”

      Adam nodded. “So what happened?”

      “Unferth happened. The man may be a fat-bodied hraumi, a braggart, but he holds the king’s ear and desires to take the throne one day. There is a word that best describes a man like Unferth…”

      “Mean?”

      Beowulf shook his head. “No...”

      “Jerk?”

      The warrior shook his head again.

      “Asshole?”

      Beowulf snapped his fingers. “That’s the one.”

      Adam looked off at the snowy countryside. “We don’t even know that Mossheart took her away though. There’s no hard proof.”

      “You and I know in our hearts that he’s involved. It’s in the wind. I can feel it. The bastard lives.”

      “Then why not get the king’s army and surround the Blight and wait for him to come out?”

      “It’s not that easy,” Beowulf said. “In the middle of the Blight, in the center of the dead forest, the stories say there is a black tree surrounded by two others. An enormous trunk studded with thorns which is where the Goddess Freyja dwells. If the legends are true, she has a book in her possession: a galdrabaekr, the grandest of all grand grimoires which the sages say is written in a language lost to time. That never made a whole lot of sense to me, because if the language is lost to time, nobody would be able to understand it or use the book, right?”

      “That’s an excellent point, Beo.”

      Beowulf nodded. “What I do know is that the title of the book is known to some as the “Ominni.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “’Oblivion’ in the old language.”

      Adam’s throat went dry. “That doesn’t sound good.”

      “It’s worse than you can imagine. And it’s not just about Hilde. If we allow Mossheart to find that book, he may be able to bring about the end of days, to unwind Creation itself.”

      “He could destroy this place?”

      “He could destroy everything you see,” Beowulf said. “And it might not stop there. Consider the possibilities,” the warrior continued. “What he does here might impact your ability to go home, should you choose to do so.”

      Adam had done a rewrite on a graphic novel called Pax Americana once upon a time, a story that centered on the government sending back elite spec ops soldiers to alter battles in the past. He’d been forced to do massive amounts of research, plumbing the depths of such things as the multiverse, wormholes, string theory and the like. His mind reeled at the many possibilities of how the future could be impacted by present events. If Mossheart was truly still alive, they would need to make sure that he never got his hands on that book.

      Somebody whistled and the two caught sight of Unferth, standing in the middle of the village. He was preening. His boots had been polished, his armor shone, and the body of a skinned wolf, head and all, was draped around his bulk like a cape-slash-overcoat. Adam thought it looked like the big prick was getting ready to present himself at a military parade, rather than a journey into the frozen wilderness.

      At Unferth’s side was a sneering, spindly teenager clad in ludicrously oversized chainmail. The teen clutched a hunk of white wood and what looked like a crude quill pen.

      Unferth chuckled. “The king said to gather up a group of the finest warriors, but apparently they were busy, so I’ve got you.”

      “We have each other, Unferth,” Beowulf answered. “We work as a team, which is why I’m surprised to see Siglaf,” he added, raising his chin in the direction of the sneering teenager.

      Unferth smiled at Siglaf. “Brother Siglaf, as you know, is the Chronicler—which is reason enough for him to accompany us.”

      “What is there to chronicle?” an exasperated Beowulf asked.

      “My exploits, of course,” Unferth said. “He will serve as my kirtisveinar, my page, and will record how I ventured forth to defeat the evil and put it down in the form of a poem so that future generations might remember my greatness.”

      “Fake news,” Jonathan shouted.

      Beowulf didn’t understand and looked from Siglaf to Unferth. “Fine, Siglaf can accompany us, but let us be off as time is wasting.”

      “Before we go, there is one formality that must occur,” Unferth said. “The oath.”

      “What oath?” Adam asked.

      “An oath to me,” Unferth replied. “As is custom, the merkismaðr, the standard bearer, must bow before the the stallari, the marshal. Since I am the marshal, Beowulf must swear allegiance to me while placing his hand on the oath ring set in the pommel of my sword.”

      “I’m not doing that,” Beowulf said.

      “And I’m sorry that I’ll have to tell the king about your decision,” Unferth replied. “I would hate to think what his reaction might be when he hears that news...”

      “You’re an arsehole,” Beowulf grumbled.

      “I’m an arsehole who has the king’s imprimatur,” Unferth replied with a smirk.

      Reluctantly, Beowulf took a knee and placed his hand on the sword.

      “Both knees,” Unferth said, grinning wickedly.

      Beowulf placed both knees on the ground and put his right hand on the hilt of Unferth’s sword. Then he kissed a small ring fixed to the sword while whispering, “I came from the fight where I had bound five, and at night in the waves slain water-monsters, suffered great pain, and avenged afflictions of the Geats, while grinding my enemies to bits. All that I have I offer to yours.”

      “Louder please,” Unferth said.

      Beowulf repeated the words, louder this time, as Siglaf smiled, furiously scribbling on his sheet of white wood, recording everything.

      The words over, Unferth slammed his sword twice to the ground and chortled. “Fealty is a beautiful thing, Beowulf. It does my heart good to see you take a knee before me.”

      “At least I can take a knee,” Beowulf quipped, glancing at Unferth’s generous midsection.

      “Hold your tongue, Geat,” Unferth replied. “You’re just jealous because I took your woman and now I’ve taken your pride.”

      “Oh, that’s a good line,” Siflaf said, scribbling on the piece of wood.

      “Did you get all of that?” Unferth asked.

      Siglaf nodded and Beowulf cursed under his breath. “Let us be off then.”

      “Not until we acquire two things,” Unferth continued. “The second is weapons. The first is a map.”

      “But there is no map,” Aerwoynn replied. “Everyone knows that nobody has survived long enough in the Blight to chart its distances and circumferences.”

      Unferth held up his sword. “There is one man who has a map.”

      “Where is he?” Zori asked.

      Unferth pointed his sword at the spire of stone rising up over the village like an idol.

      Adam froze because he remembered what the stone tower was.

      The place where the Vikings kept the crazy people.
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      Mossheart trekked across the middle of the gravel trail, weaving through a thick clot of dead trees. He’d heard stories of the Blight from travelers, whispered accounts mostly, who claimed to have trod the very ground he was pacing across. He’d pieced together enough fragments from these tales to create a crude mental map that he was following. From what he could discern, the place where he wanted to be, the glade between the three trees, was not that far away. The biggest problem he was having was that Hilde had awakened.

      Her eyes peeled open and she started while doing what any captive would do. She kicked and slapped and screamed her head off.

      “Down, woman! Get thee down!” Mossheart said, dropping Hilde to the ground.

      The red-haired woman lay on the ground, propped on her elbows. Doe-eyed, she fixed a look on Mossheart and began to cry. The alchemist had a heart of stone, but even he felt sorrow for a few seconds. After all, she was small-boned and helpless with her frail shoulders and tiny wrists.

      Hilde continued to bawl and Mossheart glanced about, worried that her lamentations might attract…unwanted visitors.

      “What must I do to keep you quiet?” he asked.

      “My eyes, your lordship,” Hilde said, her plump red lips aquiver. “I’m just a fair maiden, and you are a most powerful wizard, known well from the coast to the mountains.”

      “That is true,” Mossheart said, pride welling up inside him. “My father said to go out into the world and become the greatest of all alchemists, and by the gods that is what I did.”

      “You are a magnificent specimen of manhood,” Hilde said, buttering him up, “but I don’t want to bore you with more words.”

      “No, please continue,” the alchemist said. “I like the words you speak.”

      She batted her eyelashes. “Well, humble sir, I pray that you will give me something to blot my delicate eyes. They burn ever so much.”

      “I have that effect on women,” Mossheart said. “Many have been known to say that my face is so fetching that it momentarily blinds them.”

      “I am blinded by your beauty,” Hilde said.

      Mossheart felt pity for the pathetic creature. He also had a spare square of wool tucked in a pocket on his cape. He pulled it out and bent down to the pitiful woman, and that’s when it happened.

      Hilde’s fearful eyes suddenly went blank.

      Then they hardened, like black walnuts that had been left out in the sun too long.

      Before Mossheart could react, the red-haired she-devil had snatched up a handful of dirt and thrown it in his face.

      Mossheart’s hands went to his eyes and Hilde shot to her feet and barreled forward.

      She lowered her shoulder and rammed into him.

      Good gods. The woman must only weigh ninety Roman libra, but she packs a wallop, Mossheart thought. The alchemist stumbled back, grit in his eyes, shocked at how he’d been knocked on his ass by the lissome creature. He rolled over, squinting, and spotted Hilde tearing off through the dead forest.

      The slag! She’d been pretending the entire time!

      Mossheart gathered up his spell sack and ran after her, sprinting down over the gravel trail that led to a natural tunnel that had been hacked into the forest’s black branches.

      Strange birds shrieked into the sky as Mossheart glimpsed Hilde’s red hair, there for an instant up ahead, then gone. Most women, at least in his experience, were inscrutable and this one was no different. He’d misjudged her, distracted by her moist eyes and pleasant mouth. She was stronger, craftier than he’d first imagined.

      He turned a corner, running around a massive black oak tree when—

      WHAM!

      A thick branch held in the hands of Hilde smacked him in the face, knocking him onto his side.

      “Stay down, wizard!” she screamed, holding the branch like a club. “Stay down or I’ll beat you about the head and shoulders!”

      “What happened to the sweet words you said before?”

      “All lies!”

      “You deceived me,” Mossheart replied.

      She sneered. “It wasn’t that hard.”

      “I command you to submit yourself, woman!”

      “On what authority?”

      “My own. I am a man. A man who graduated from Wolf’s Bane, the finest school for alchemists in all of Britain!”

      “I heard of it,” Hilde said. “I heard it was place for little boys who couldn’t cut it in the real world.”

      “I’ll turn you into a worm!”

      Hilde laughed. “Like the one between your legs?”

      Mossheart saw red. Literally. And it wasn’t just Hilde’s hair. Furious at her insults, he rocked himself up and stood, stiff with rage. Hilde swung at his head and he ducked under the branch, slipping, regaining his balance before adopting a defensive crouch.

      “I’m not afraid of a magician,” she sneered, swinging the branch again.

      “Alchemist!”

      “An alchemist is just a crystal-gazer with shittier tricks!”

      Mossheart’s eyes narrowed to dots. “Take that back!”

      “Never!”

      “Put that godsdamned branch down, you barbarian whore, before I teach you a lesson you won’t soon forget!”

      “What lesson might that be? How to wear a cape, you limp-wristed eldhúsfífl?”

      Oh, that was it. That was it! Mossheart plunged his right hand into the sack, rubbing ingredients together, wondering whether the time was right to swap places with the woman, to alter his appearance to become like her. It was a spell he’d used several times in the past to turn the tables on attackers by making himself look like them, but no, he thought, now was the time for something different, something powerful enough to knock her out. His fingers came out and up and that’s when he sensed it.

      A change in the air, as if a storm was brewing…followed by something else.

      A faint humming note.

      The same sound a spring makes when it unwinds.

      Only this sound was deeper and more ominous.

      As if the forest itself was a mechanism that had just started up.

      “Put the branch down now,” he said softly to Hilde.

      “Give me one good reason why.”

      “Because it will be easier to run without it.”

      “Run? Run from what?” she asked.

      Mossheart pointed at figures visible deep into the forest. What looked like bone-white faces peering out from behind the gray trees. Wings suddenly unfurled and Mossheart saw that they were attached to whatever was hiding behind the trees.

      One of the things stepped from behind a trunk, revealing itself to be a tall skeletal form with a bulbous head and long, thin limbs like push poles.

      The creature’s mouth curled up in a smile and then it beat its leathery wings with such force that it uprooted several nearby trees. Mossheart had thoughts about confronting the beast, but then he witnessed at least a dozen more creatures emerging from the murkiness.

      “Wha-what are those things?” Mossheart asked.

      “They might be skulds,” Hilde answered. Then, at Mossheart’s look, “deformed, lesser Valkyries.”

      “What do they do?”

      “Lead unwary men to their doom. But rest assured you have nothing to fear.”

      “Why?” Mossheart asked.

      “Because from all that I’ve seen, you’re not a man.”

      Hilde snorted a laugh and pushed herself up into a dead run with Mossheart right behind her. They flew over a trail through the woods, listening to what sounded like a chorus of howling wolves chasing them.

      The temperature dropped and snow began falling over them with fury and persistence; sometimes scattered in flying vortices by the wind; sometimes falling in great batches on the monsters that pursued.

      Mossheart could hear the winged creatures flying through the trees, along with the sound of what he was convinced were tongues slapping against large teeth.

      The pair dashed headlong through the trees, which boomed with the sounds of animalistic grunts and the thunderous echo of trunks splintered and boulders cast aside.

      “My father told me to go to France, but no! I just had to see the godsadamned land of the Geats and Danes and look where it got me!” Mossheart shouted while on the run.

      Hilde threw up her hands. “Don’t you ever shut your mouth?!”

      They staggered across a frozen bog, their feet smashing through the ice. Mossheart felt the shock of frozen water. His feet felt leaden and it was not till weariness had begun to succeed, that he was suddenly, in the top fit of his delirium, struck through the heart by a cold thrill of terror.

      The things were all around them.

      They were surrounded.
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      The front gate on the stone spire was thrown open and Unferth and Beowulf led everyone into a claustrophobic, darkened space that smelled of equal parts rot and piss. There was a tight corridor that led past several small rooms that resembled prison cells.

      Adam looked into one of the rooms and saw men and women chained to the walls, thrashing about, tongues lolling as they screamed. It was clear that the people held inside the structure were out of their minds.

      Adam’s eyes found Unferth. “Did you ever think that caging somebody up in complete darkness might not be the best way to treat their mental illness?”

      Unferth heard this and looked at Beowulf, laughing. “Not caging them up? What’s next? Not bleeding people to cure the common cold?”

      They continued up a spiral staircase in the middle of the spire, padding across a landing and beyond a room filled with thumb screws, cutting instruments, chains hooked to iron rings, and various other instruments of torture. They stopped in a back chamber where a spread-eagled figure was visible, manacled to a metal pole.

      Unferth whistled to Siglaf, who undid the man’s bindings as he rolled over and sprang to his feet. Adam realized the figure was a disheveled man with a beard, a neck so bulbous it seemed to be swallowing his head, and a mane of unruly salt-and-pepper hair.

      He was staring down the barrel of fifty, clad in a filthy coat made from goatskin that barely concealed his immense, cannonball of a belly. His britches, fashioned out of what looked like leather, were skintight and full of holes. Adam thought he resembled a fat, middle-aged Jim Morrison whacked out on acid.

      The man smiled, revealing rows of yellow teeth that looked like kernels on an ear of corn.

      “Dag the Unsound?” Beowulf said.

      The man scratched himself all over and nodded, grumbling in a vaguely Irish accent. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Beowulf.”

      Dag scrunched up his nose. “Beowulf? I heard you were dead.”

      “I’ve been resurrected,” Beowulf shot back.

      “To do what?”

      “To come see you about a map.”

      Dag grinned and danced around, scratching himself as if he had fleas. He had a deranged twinkle in his eye that made him look completely batshit crazy. “Ole Dag has lots of maps, more than ye can shake a stick at. Where is that you want to go? The Faeroe Islands? Kievan Rus? The tip of the Serkland to see the caliphate? Or perhaps Mikligarðr?

      He grabbed Zori’s hand and said in a sing-songy voice, “How ‘bout it, young lovely? How would you like to take a trip with old Dag? Once we get out on the high seas I’ve got a notion that you’ll love the motion of my ocean.”

      Zori yanked her hand back. “I’d rather have my tongue sawed off.”

      Dag grinned and licked his lips. “Oh, she’s a saucy one. I love it!”

      “Enough of your bullshit,” Unferth said. “We heard you have a map of the Blight and we demand to see it.”

      Dag’s face went wooden. He flung looks at everyone and then began laughing his ass off. “Did you just…did he just say…the Blight? As in…the Blight? The fuckin’ Blight? Ha! That’s a rich one!”

      Dag continued to laugh and slap his hands together, but when nobody else did, he fell silent. “Almighty father help us. You motherfuckers are serious aren’t you?”

      Beowulf nodded.

      “And I’m the one they say is crazy.”

      “The time for tongue clucking is over,” Unferth said.

      “Oh, cluck our tongues we must,” Dag answered, counting on his fingers. “For fuck’s sake do you know what dwells in the Blight? Nine different kinds of fen specters, worms with two heads, dragons as big as Heorot, not to mention the godsdamned draugar.”

      “What are the draugar?” Jonathan asked.

      Dag grinned wickedly. “Them whose sleep must not be disturbed. The bodies of berserkers that turned against your gods in the first war. They were buried there on purpose, never to see the light of day, hidden from the world, waiting to be roused by a spell from the book that none shall speak of.”

      Unferth dismissed this with a wave of the hand. “Those are just stories, you crazy fool.”

      “Oh, I beg to differ, most worshipful. As the only person to have traveled there and lived to tell about it, I swear to you that many dark things walk behind the wall, and not all of them walk alone.”

      Unferth peered down at Dag, dwarfing him in size and affect. “Give us the map or we will take off your head.”

      “You really want to see my map?”

      “We demand it!”

      Dag bent over and pulled down his soiled breeches to reveal the outline of a crude map that had been tattooed across his ass cheeks which were swollen and pimpled.

      Adam and Sawyer suppressed smirks while Zori pointed and cackled.

      “Pull you your pants back up, man,” Unferth said, turning up his nose as Dag did as commanded. He turned and grinned sheepishly. “Hey. You said you wanted to see my map.”

      “Why is the map on your posterior?” Aerowynn asked.

      Dag winked. “Better to foil the prying eye. Plus, is just seemed like a good thing to do at the time.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Dag was led down the stone steps of the prison-slash-psych ward. At the bottom, he was permitted to grab a sack and a vest before Siglaf looped a collar around his neck that was attached to a chain fitted to a long wooden pole.

      “What am I? An animal?” Dag asked.

      “You smell much worse than one,” Unferth replied. “There is nothing that can be said in your favor. You are a reckless libertine, without morals or religion, loose with his habits and principle and taken to consorting with low women.”

      Dag lifted his head. “In my defense, not all of the women were low, your fullness.” Dag grinned and winked at Zori and Aerowynn.

      Unferth glared daggers at Dag. “You’re worthless.”

      “And yet you’re here in the middle of the night for my map and don’t even have the common courtesy of telling me what the offer is.”

      “What offer?” Unferth asked.

      “Generally, one makes an offer when he desire’s another’s services. You give me something, and I respond in kind. That’s how this should work. Offer and acceptance.”

      “The offer is a simple one,” Unferth replied. “Show us the way into the Blight or rot in this building for the rest of your life.”

      “I decline the offer.”

      Unferth’s lip curled up in a sneer. “I’m this close to having Siglaf the Chronicler copy your map or hacking off your ass cheeks myself. Once we have your map, there will no longer be a need for you.”

      “You’re assuming the map is complete, your most bulbous,” Dag shot back.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “Because I assumed that whomever might want my map might have the morals of a man such as yourself. Ergo, the only way you’ll find your way through that damnable spit of land is if you take me along to fill in the gaps.”

      Beowulf smiled at Dag’s ability to one-up Unferth. “The man’s crazy,” Unferth hissed.

      “Like a fox,” Beowulf replied.

      “Fine. What do you want, you indolent slapr?” Unferth asked through bared teeth.

      “My freedom.”

      Unferth begrudgingly nodded. “If you show us the way, your freedom will be granted.”

      “Done,” Dag said with a smirk, shaking Unferth’s hand, leaving a greasy slick that the big warrior wiped off. “Now let’s get this suicide mission on the move.”

      The others stalked off as Adam stood next to Jonathan, watching them go.

      “I just realized this is totally like the plot to my Men of Valor script,” Adam said.

      “The medieval Dirty Dozen one?” Jonathan asked.

      Adam nodded. “The heroes are forced to stop a dark lord from taking over the world and when act one comes to an end, they seek aid from a mentally unstable tracker.”

      “How does the story end?

      “Everyone dies.”

      Jonathan’s face fell. “Great. Just fucking fantastic, Fraser.”
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      Mossheart and Hilde dragged themselves through the bramble toward a high point in the swamp, a peaked beaver dam.

      They mounted the dam and turned around, the alchemist reaching into his spell sack, rubbing the ingredients for a number of spells between his fingers. Mossheart pressed his back to the dam and strained to make out movements in the shadow-strewn woods. Visibility was down to the distance a strong man could throw a large rock.

      “This is your fault, you bastard,” Hilde said.

      “Would you like me to spend the last few seconds we have alive apologizing?”

      “I’ll haunt you in the next life.”

      “Not if I haunt you first.”

      A hundred feet away from them, a terrific geyser of water suddenly shot into the air, as one of the winged demons rose out of the swamp water.

      The thing looked like a hairless albino wolf with wings. Its jaw unhinged and an ear-shattering cry issued from it as it flew forward.

      Mossheart closed his eyes.

      “What are you doing?!” Hilde asked.

      “Listening to the sounds of silence. The unspoken language, the calling of the omens.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?”

      “I’m trying to discern whether these creatures mean us any harm.”

      “DISCERN THAT!” Hilde screamed.

      Mossheart opened his eyes to see the winged demon flick a spear that sliced past his head, nearly taking out his left eye. Mossheart reacted, bringing his hands up, ready to unleash a fireball when the thing’s face changed, its face undergoing a radical and visible alteration: a veil pulling back across the deformed and demonic features to reveal a gorgeous woman hiding underneath. The woman was so breathtaking that Mossheart held out a hand to greet her when her mouth enlarged, snake-like, jagged teeth ratcheting down to devour his fingers when—

      WHAM!

      A golden spear exploded into the side of the creature, crippling it, sending it crashing into the water.

      Mossheart was shocked to see that the thing’s face had been transformed once more, the alluring face of a woman twisted askew and misshapen once again.

      “Disir,” a female voice said.

      Mossheart looked to his right to see an ethereal woman bathed in a beautiful orb of white light. The woman, who was no taller than a nine-year old child, neither stood nor flew, but merely seemed to hover above the swamp, her elfin ears vibrating like a plucked string on a lute.

      “That’s what they are,” the ghostly woman said, pointing to the speared creature. “Guardians of the woods. Some of the most enigmatic of all spirit beings.”

      “I thought they were skulds,” Mossheart said.

      The ghostly woman shook her head. “Of the same order, but slightly different. They are both good and evil, beautiful and repellent, two sides of the same piece of stone.”

      “Who are you?” Mossheart asked.

      The woman drew to within a few feet of Mossheart and Hilde. “A forest dweller. One of the Kindred.”

      She held out her hands.

      “What do you want?” Mossheart asked.

      “I want nothing. But I would advise both of you to touch my hands before you are devoured.”

      Mossheart’s gaze swung to the left. More of the winged disir were flying across the water, their arms outstretched, their faces etched in agonized grimaces.

      The alchemist took the Kindred’s fingers and immediately rose a few inches off of the ground. Hilde did the same and before either could speak, the Kindred was running through the trees. Having no other choice, Hilde and Mossheart followed the woman, glide-running faster than two mortals had a right to run.

      They followed on the tail of the Kindred, zig-zagging through the trees, putting some distance between them and their pursuers.

      The Kindred led them over an archipelago of small forest islands. Each island rose six or eight feet above a wide floodplain, the islands linked by long, rounded, spongy berms.

      The duo fought to maintain their balance, shoot over the berm, running through walls of ferns and ground-hugging oxalis. They hopped over clutches of moss-covered maples and firs before dropping down onto a soft forest floor of fallen leaves and needles.

      The Kindred signaled for them to follow as she parted a copse of branches to reveal a black wall of shrubbery. They approached the wall to see that it looked like an impenetrable labyrinth of razor-sharp thorn bushes. The bushes were bent over, their barbarous branches locked together, quivering with curved prickles that were longer than a man’s fingers.

      The Kindred smiled grimly. “Follow me, follow fast, and whatever you do, do not stop. It may not look it, but there is a way through the harrowing.”

      She set off on a trot and alighted onto one of the trees, a previously unseen area that was without thorns, a spot where she was able to stop and plot her next move.

      Hilde followed then Mossheart, whose pulse quickened as he balanced on a knot of wood, nearly tumbling to the ground which was heavy with the glistening thorns.

      They tracked the Kindred, who followed a path only she could see, crossing over the tops of the bushes. Mossheart looked back only once to see two of the demonic disir try to follow, only to be ensnared in the thorn bushes and torn to pieces as they struggled to free themselves.

      The trio soon dropped onto safe ground beyond the maze of thorns, and hurried into another section of woods that spooled toward a glade. Upon stepping through a gap in the foliage, tendrils of steam appeared first, rising from the glade’s floor to the summit of what Mossheart initially thought were three distinct mountain ranges.

      Several steps closer allowed him to see that they weren’t mountains at all, but trees!

      Three weathered trees whose sheer size left the alchemist breathless. Three leafless trunks, two of them tan in color and the other black as midnight, that stretched to the heavens. Mossheart reckoned they were what the Danes called akrlengd, more than eight or nine acres long, which meant they were taller than the lengths of nine fields of arable land. They were by far the tallest things he had ever seen, and were larger even than the manmade structures he’d witnessed back in the place called Los Angeles.

      The closer Mossheart drew, the greater the black tree loomed. It was taller than the others and set behind them, nearly blocking out all ambient light like a clouding of the sun he’d witnessed once, what his father had called an eclipse.

      This tree’s main trunk was wider than forty men laid horizontally head to foot and its

      furrowed, fibrous bark was covered with hundreds, possibly thousands of burls; deformities into which had been carved openings that resembled windows on Heorot, King Hrothgar’s great mead hall.

      The Kindred smiled. “This glade is called the Knot. The place where the Goddess Freyja dwells.” The Kindred pointed at the first, tan tree. “That is Fyrstr, the foremost.”

      “It’s most impressive.”

      The Kindred smiled. “Long has it grown, from the time this land was shackled by the gods, sated on the life-blood of ill-fated men and travelers from the far lands.”

      Mossheart’s expression darkened. He pointed to the other trees, including the black one. “And those?”

      “The next and last,” the Kindred replied. “Locked up they are, never to be opened. Inside they hold the secrets of the ancient world and creatures that were never meant to see the light of day.”

      Mossheart stepped toward the Kindred, who whipped out a small dagger that had been hidden near the small of her back. The blade was angled at the alchemist’s midsection.

      “You are fortunate that I saved you before, but trespassers you remain. None are allowed inside the Blight without invitation, and none may be given an audience with her worship without providing something of worth.”

      Mossheart grinned and looked at Hilde. “I don’t have an invitation, but I did bring something along for the goddess.”

      “What are you talking about, you imbecile?” Hilde asked.

      “I’m talking about a human offering.”

      Before Hilde could react, Mossheart blew a fistful of dust in her face, creating a sleep spell that rendered her unconscious. The Kindred seemed pleased with Hilde and lowered the dagger. Mossheart picked Hilde up and began trudging forward toward the main entrance to the first tree, ready to strike a bargain with the goddess.
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      Adam and the others headed outside of the stone spire into the snow. A group of men were tending to eight stout horses.

      Beowulf quirked an eyebrow. “We have our map and our mounts are ready, but you spoke of weapons, Unferth. Where are they?”

      Unferth gestured to the blacksmith forge where a fire could be seen glowing from within. Then he pointed to Adam. “You will move with haste and assist the smith in gathering our armaments while the rest of us prepare our gear and make ready for the journey.”

      Adam hesitated, staring at the forge, fearful that Astrid would be inside and ready to kick the crap out of him.

      “So…who’s up for joining me in the forge?”

      Everyone turned away aside from Jonathan, who approached Adam and slapped him on the shoulder. “I think you’ve pretty much got this covered, amigo.”

      “Remind me to kill you later, Jon.”

      Jonathan grinned as Adam headed up toward the forge. The air outside the structure was warm, heavy, and tanged with the acrid scent of burning peat. A sound echoed from inside the stone structure, the note made by metal slamming against metal.

      Adam peered through a door. Visibility was obscured by smoke and steam rising up from the snow as it blew in through an open window and landed on a bed of coals and burning peat that were being stoked by Astrid.

      The sexy blacksmith was wearing skintight animal leggings, and a short, painted-on woolen dress suspended by shoulder straps fastened by brooches that had been ripped off below the neck and at the shoulders to expose her glistening muscles. She was clutching an enormous metal hammer and a pair of tongs. Adam watched her work, one hand handling materials, the other tending the forge. She hammered out a length of hot metal before dunking it in a stone basin filled with water.

      Hearing Adam’s footfalls, Astrid looked back over her shoulder. “Well, well, well. If it isn’t the Chosen One again.”

      Adam summoned a smile and held up his hands. “Nope, no Chosen One. Just good ole Adam Fraser.”

      “You have a request?”

      “You mean besides ‘please don’t hurt me?’”

      Astrid shook her head. “I promise not to hurt you. It wouldn’t be sporting.”

      Adam inched into the forge as Astrid set her tools down. “You’ve come for the weapons I presume.”

      “You knew?”

      Astrid nodded. “After what happened back at Heorot with the monster, Unferth sent word.”

      She grabbed a large candle and motioned for Adam to follow. She moved to the rear of the forge which was cluttered with stacks of wood for the fire, scraps and lengths of metal, rusted tools, and earthen vessels filled with what looked like coal and cubes of charcoal.

      Adam looked around, but didn’t see any weapons. “Where is everything?”

      Astrid pointed to the floor where a circular ring was visible. She grabbed the ring and heaved open a hatch in the wooden boards to reveal a compartment hidden under the forge. Astrid held out the candle so Adam could see a short flight of stairs descending to a darkened space.

      Adam followed Astrid down the stairs. She lit three other candles which revealed a circular room twenty feet wide by thirty feet long, every inch of space given over to weaponry: armor, swords, axes, spears, and crazy-looking gizmos that were simultaneously primitive and intricate. It looked like a weapons vault for some pre-medieval special operations team.

      Adam whistled, immensely impressed at the quality of work. “You made all this?”

      Astrid nodded. “It’s only a portion of what I owe.”

      “I don’t understand.”

      Astrid ice Adam with a look. “Like you don’t know...”

      “I don’t. I keep telling you I’m not from around here.”

      She pointed to the metal links around her ankles. “I’m a þræll, a thrall, which means an unfree servant.”

      The meaning of the words suddenly became clear. “Jesus, you mean…you’re like…a slave?”

      “Only to the extent that I was stolen from my homeland and sold to another.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s the very definition of being a slave. How the hell did it happen?”

      “The memories of when grow faint. I was brought here and sold to the man who was the smith. I became his fostre, his fosterling. In the years before he crossed over, he taught me all he knew and so here I stay, laboring, working to redeem my bond.”

      “Jesus, I’m sorry.”

      She seemed baffled. “About what? Everyone knows that ánauð, the buying and selling of people after a raid or fight, is simply the way of the world.”

      “Not where I come from.”

      “Ah, yes,” she replied with a weary smile, wiping a few pearls of sweat from her neck. “The land from the future, right?”

      Adam wanted to say more, but was stifled by a horn sounding somewhere outside. Astrid tensed. “We have but a short time. We must hurry and gather up what you will need for your journey.”

      Adam moved first to the armor, admiring suits of mail and several hammered sheets of fine metal shaped to fit around one’s torso, arms, and legs.

      He heard Astrid whistle and looked over as she flung him a shirt of chainmail and a black tunic with a hood.

      “What are these?”

      “What you shall wear to ward off the cold and any enemy you might encounter.”

      Adam removed his shirt and caught a look from Astrid as he shrugged on the chainmail,  surprised at the weight and the fact that the interior of it was lined with what Astrid said was deer hide. The skin was as soft as a baby’s cheek and he ran his fingers down the hand-forged metal loops.

      The tunic went on over the chainmail. Next, Adam grabbed an enormous, stiff sack and began loading weapons into it. First went the swords. He snagged four in all, two long and one short, including a bulky device that looked like two swords grafted onto each other.

      “What the hell is this?”

      “I spent an entire harvest season on it. I call it the Hydra,” Astrid said, taking it from him. She turned and aimed the sword like a shotgun, depressed a button on the hilt that flung a six-inch blade from the inside of the weapon into the faraway wall.

      Then she brought the sword back down and Adam could see that there were a dozen other blades slotted into a chamber in the center of the sword, almost like bullets in a rifle. Everything was connected to a series of springs housed near the hilt that could be drawn down and compressed with a short lever on the side of the sword, almost as if the weapon were being racked like a shotgun.

      Astrid handed the sword back to Adam. “You like this?”

      “I love it. If they ever do a medieval version of Fortnite this is totally the first weapon I’d go with.”

      Adam cocked the sword and fired another blade that split the blade originally fired by Astrid.

      “Maybe you are the Chosen One,” she whispered with a sly smile. “Remember to never fire all of the blades. It’s bad luck. Always keep one in the chamber for yourself.”

      They gathered up three more battleaxes, flasks for water, and two small wooden boxes. One contained salves, poultices, and elixirs that resembled a crude first-aid kit, and another that held herbs, ground minerals, and small rune-scrolls. All of this went into the large sack and then Astrid opened a smaller sack into which were placed four circular objects: clay pots with waxed wicks at the end, along with five torches.

      “What are those?” Adam asked of the circular objects.

      “Logi,” she answered. “What I like to call fire-stock.”

      “What do they do?”

      “Turn night to day,” she replied with a wink.

      Next, she slid in a small circular metal device that resembled a compass. “A rune-tracker,” she said. “Able to detect the working of magic within a rôst, the distance a person can travel between two rest stops.”

      Finally, she reached up onto a shelf and removed several pairs of metal boots held together by miniature hinges and levers. Flaps of chainmail went up high enough to cover a person’s ankle.

      “Swift boots,” Astrid said, pointing to the boots.

      “What do they do?”

      “Um, make you swifter.”

      Adam removed his shoes and stepped down into the boots, which compressed around his feet. They were springy and allowed him to bound forward, the sensation like being on one of those old bounce houses when he was a kid. Adam ran sideways and lost his balance, pitching into the arms of Astrid. They held each other for several seconds and Adam felt her silky-smooth hair dangling over her toned rear deltoids.

      Then Astrid pulled back and brought her hands around to reveal a leather backstrap sheath that she fitted over Adam’s head. “A battle sheath,” she said, moving over and lifting the dual-bladed sword. She slid it into the sheath. “Now you are ready to confront anything that dwells in the Blight.”

      Adam adjusted the sheath. “Thank you.”

      “You don’t have to thank me for it.”

      “I meant for before. Outside Heorot. Thanks for not kicking my ass.”

      She stifled a smile as the horn sounded again. They quickly gathered up their gear and a few shields before heading back upstairs.

      “Adam?”

      Adam spied Astrid holding up an object wrapped in a burlap sack and tied with a length of rope. “This is something special. Something for Beowulf. The man is imperfect, but he saved all of us from destruction when he killed Grendel. I was working in Heorot, refinishing the metal grills on the cooking spits when the beast attacked the final time. Beowulf was the only one who stood his ground. I rarely understand a thing he says, but I owe him my life.”

      Adam grabbed the item in the sack that weighed a good forty pounds and emerged from the forge to see the others standing in a circle near their horses. They were all dressed in chain or plate armor of some kind.

      “How do we look?” Sawyer asked.

      “Like a bunch of straight-up badasses,” Adam replied.

      Sawyer smiled. “That’s exactly the look we were going for.”

      Jonathan sported a shining breastplate and a massive armored right fist with a spike mounted on the end. He held the fist up. “I’m totally ready to fist anyone that steps to us.”

      Sawyer and Adam glanced at him and he coughed. “Okay, that sounded a little weird, but you know what I meant.”

      “Sure we do, Jon,” Adam replied.

      Zori and Aerowynn stepped forward in chainmail skirts and shirts. Beowulf was in a tight overcoat, Dag in his same soiled clothing, and finally Sawyer, who was a revelation in what looked like a figure-hugging chainmail catsuit of some kind that perfectly accentuated her hips and breasts. She looked like a Valkyrie come to life. Zori moved over and placed a dual-horned helmet on Sawyer’s head “Now you’re ready to kick ass, girl,” Zori said.

      Sawyer smiled sheepishly as Adam approached Unferth.

      “I have one request,” Adam said.

      “Make it quick,” replied Unferth.

      Adam pointed to Astrid, who was standing in the entryway to the forge. “She needs to come with us.”

      “Why?”

      “Two reasons. One, she built all of our weapons and knows how they work.”

      “And two?”

      “I’m pretty sure she could kick the crap out of all of us.”

      Beowulf chuckled as Unferth massaged his eye patch, his lone eyebrow knitted in concentration. “Fine, but I’m not responsible for her.”

      Everyone climbed onto their horses as Siglaf held his hands up. “Before we begin, I wanted to remind everyone that we privileged few march off under the banner of Unferth the Unassailable. What we do on this journey shall be remembered always. Time will never dim the glory of Unferth’s deeds.”

      “Way to brown-nose, Siggy,” Jonathan said.

      Adam looked over at Siglaf’s “paper,” his hunk of white wood, to see the images Siglaf had drawn of everyone as Unferth and the others rode off.

      “What is that?” Adam asked.

      “Isn’t it obvious? It’s an engraving of Unferth to go in my new rune-board.”

      The image of Unferth was completely unrealistic with exaggerated muscles and an immense bulge in his crotch. Beowulf and Adam by comparison were spindly dorks with gigantic, cartoonish glasses.

      “I think you took a few liberties there,” Adam said.

      Siglaf snatched the wood away, holding his reins and Adam’s look. “I’ll have you know that I’m his kirtisveinar.”

      “Which is Viking for ass-kisser,” Jonathan said.

      “Viking isn’t even a language, you idiot.”

      “That doesn’t change the fact that one of us is gonna have to get the jaws of life to pry your lips from Unferth’s giant ass.”

      Siglaf rolled his eyes at Jonathan, then looked at Adam. “What about you? You call yourself a skald, a writer?”

      Adam nodded. “I like to think I am.”

      “Well, remember the words that I spoke before. Take notes. That’s how a real writer sends warriors off.”

      Siglaf turned up his chin and spurred his horse as Jonathan looked over at Adam. “I totally think that guy just called you out.”

      Adam grumbled as the decision was made to double-up on some of the horses since Jonathan and Sawyer hadn’t ridden before. Jonathan climbed aboard with Aerowynn, Sawyer with Zori, and Adam waited for Astrid to mount her horse.

      “You ready?” he asked her.

      “I will be in a moment,” she replied, looking back at the forge.

      “What are you doing?”

      “Remembering it.”

      “Why?”

      Astrid turned back to Adam. “Because in my heart of hearts I know that some of us will not be coming back.”

      “If you were trying to make me regret asking you to come along, mission accomplished, Astrid.”

      Adam watched her climb aboard her horse as the others rode off into darkness.
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      Still carrying Hilde over his right shoulder, Mossheart followed the Kindred into the first massive tree, the one that was called Fyrstr. He gawked at the hollowed-out interior, a beehive of activity that resembled the markets on his home island, specifically in the city the Celts called Londinion. Inside were many dozens of people and things, some clearly humanoid and others that were not, but everyone seeming to engage in a common purpose.

      The alchemist watched a dozen little people that he surmised were another kind of Kindred pushing wooden carts laden with acorns and forest foods into storerooms, while smaller creatures with wings like fairies buzzed past carrying lengths of shimmering materials and sheets of precious materials that they dropped down to a squadron of dwarves manning rows of wooden tables where they pounded and shaped the materials into various objects and what looked like jewelry.

      None of those assembled paid him any attention as he walked through an archway into a wide, circular space that smelled of pitch and burning wood.

      Mossheart stopped dead in his tracks and stared, openmouthed, at the sight of a massive mechanical device that ran up through the tree from root to crown. It was difficult to discern precisely what it was, but the alchemist gaped, awestruck at a collection of springs and levers, all yoked to lengths of metal wire and vines coated in shimmering resin that were wrapped around a massive stone wheel that lay in what he reckoned was the center of the tree.

      The wire and vines were strapped to six enormous beasts with the bodies of elephants and the heads of bears who stood side-by-side on a platform, walking slowly in a circle, making the wheel turn as fires burned in the distance, steam billowing up. As the wheel turned, various other gears and metal objects cranked, everything working in tandem, pulling certain items up into the tree, and bringing others down.

      Mossheart watched a large platform laded with five other Kindred ascend into the tree, while two smaller platforms dropped down, depositing a collection of fairies and dwarves.

      “What is this?” Mossheart asked, setting Hilde on the ground.

      “The duramen,” the Kindred replied. Then, with a smile, she added, “What does he plant who plants a tree? He plants the flag of breezes free.” Before Mossheart could ask what this meant, the Kindred pointed at the mechanisms. “This is the suspension apparatus, built by the goddess and the men and women of renown.”

      The Kindred motioned for Mossheart to follow. Hilde was growing heavy but he hauled her onto one of the platforms, which quickly lifted up into the air.

      The trio rode the platform up through the center of the tree. Along the way, Mossheart spotted ramps and catwalks along the outer edges of the tree, and openings in the wood beyond that afforded a view of the outside world.

      Beyond the catwalks were hanging gardens of ferns, thickets of bushes with ripe berries hanging low, flowering rhododendrons, miniature hemlocks, spruce trees—what amounted to an entire ecosystem suspended in the air. The air was perfumed with the odor of lemons, a fruit from a tree that Mossheart had once sniffed, courtesy of a spice trader, while voyaging from his home island to the land of the Geats.

      The platform came to a sudden stop and Hilde roused slowly from the sleep spell. She rolled over, stood, and looked ready to punch Mossheart, who was pointing. Hilde looked over her shoulder to see a corridor carved into the wood. Standing front and center near the corridor were five well-muscled Kindred clutching spears and sporting impassive countenances.

      “You have trespassed in the Knot,” one of the Kindred said.

      “They come offering good tidings,” the Kindred who’d shown them the way replied.

      “For what reason?”

      “We want an audience with Freyja,” Mossheart said.

      “And what do you offer in return?”

      Mossheart pointed at Hilde and grinned. “This fine specimen.”

      “This fine specimen is going to kick your arse, wizard!” Hilde shouted, raising a fist. The guards pointed their spears at her. She deflated, and Mossheart smiled.

      The Kindred who’d take them up rode the platform back down as Mossheart and Hilde were roughly marched down the corridor.

      They entered a circular room draped with shadows.

      Strange objects dangled from the ceiling, what looked like small charms fashioned from white sticks or what might be…bones.

      “Here are the goddess’s little toys, once they were little monster girls and boys,” a woman’s voice said.

      A shadowy figure rose.  Mossheart flinched, because he knew he’d arrived.

      He was in the presence of the ruler of the Blight.

      The Goddess Freyja.
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      Adam had ridden horses back on his uncle’s farm in Woodstock, Virginia as a child, but he still found it difficult to stay aboard his mount as the procession of horses bolted up over a hillside and down toward the frozen lake that fronted the Blight. Unferth was at the head of the group, followed by Siglaf, Astrid, and Beowulf.

      He spurred his horse, which snorted and then lurched forward until he was trotting alongside Beowulf, the two swinging out away from the others.

      Beowulf pointed to his glasses. “Does it please you that I’m wearing them?”

      “Absolutely. It’s a good thing to actually be able to see the stuff you’re trying to kill.”

      They shared a smile. “Before, back there. I wanted to thank you and the others for deciding to come along,” Beowulf said.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for the world.”

      “Because this isn’t like the last journey, Adam.”

      “I know.”

      “There will likely be witches, undead warriors, and monsters.”

      “Okay, I get it...”

      “Not to mention all the other swamp-dwelling creatures and an abominable land transformed by an unpredictable goddess.”

      “Okay, see, now I’m starting to regret the decision.”

      Beowulf fought off a smile as Adam motioned to something strapped to his horse. “I’ve got a gift for you, big guy.”

      He removed the object Astrid had given him, the one wrapped in a burlap sack and tied with a length of rope.

      Beowulf checked to see if the others ahead were looking, then he undid the rope. The burlap fell away to reveal a mighty sword with strange symbols filigreed up and down the blade. The warrior held the sword up and gasped. “Gods. Do you know what this is?”

      “A big-ass sword.”

      “Besides that.”

      “Hrunting’s bigger, badder brother?”

      “Not quite. It’s a Runesword,” Beowulf replied, his voice barely above a whisper. “Born from the fires of chaos itself, a weapon etched with spells that some say can channel the power of the gods. Where did you get it?”

      “Astrid.”

      “She possessed this?”

      Adam nodded. “She said to give it to you.”

      Beowulf slotted the sword down through the scabbard on his hip that once housed Hrunting. “I’ll have to thank her later.”

      “How about thanking her by letting her go.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “She’s a slave, Beowulf.”

      “A þræll,” Beowulf replied, correcting Adam.

      “Which means an unfree servant, right?”

      “Precisely.”

      “But she was stolen from her home.”

      “In battle.”

      “What difference does that make?”

      Beowulf looked over. “It makes all the difference. To the victor go not only the spoils, but everything else, Adam.”

      “Says who?”

      Beowulf shrugged. “Victors mostly.”

      “It’s not right to keep people against their will. Where I come from, most people care about equality and human rights.”

      Beowulf snorted. “There are no such things as equality or rights in nature. For instance, you may say you have a right to live, but the wolf feels differently about that, doesn’t he?”

      “What does that even mean?”

      “It means the strong shall always have dominion over the weak.”

      “I’m pretty sure that was Hitler’s campaign slogan in 1932.”

      “What?”

      “Nothing.” Adam shook his head, realizing he wasn’t going to make any headway with the warrior.

      Beowulf reached over and slapped a hand on Adam’s shoulder. “You have fought hard and always been faithful. I promise you that if Astrid acquits herself well on this journey, I will personally redeem her.”

      “You promise?”

      Beowulf nodded. “You have my word.”

      Beowulf galloped ahead as Adam fell back next to the horses ridden by Aerowynn, Zori, and Dag, who was smiling at him.

      “I heard what ya said to the big man,” Dag said to Adam. “A fine thing you’re doing, buying that lovely lass’s freedom and all.”

      “She deserves it.”

      “So does old Dag. I mean, my crimes are but trivial ones…”

      “What did you do to get imprisoned back there, anyway?” Adam asked.

      “I was originally accused of purloining a few items that belonged to the king.”

      Zori heard this and eyeballed Dag. “You stole from him.”

      “Define stealing.”

      “Taking things that aren’t yours.”

      Dag pursed his lips. “Well, sure, if you want to get all technical about it…” He opened his vest to reveal that it was lined with pouches and a small wooden box tied to a piece of string.

      “I dig that crazy vest,” Jonathan said.

      Dag flashed both sides of the vest. “I had it crafted for me by an old monk who lived on the island of Lindisfarne.”

      “What do you have in there?”

      Dag smiled. “A variety of grindings, ingredients to calm and provoke, healing elixirs, a powder that can disable a dragon, and several potency tinctures.”

      “Got anything in there that can make me bulletproof?” Jonathan asked. “’Cause that’s my preferred superpower.”

      “Ah, and a fine power that is too,” Dag said. He looked to Sawyer. “How about you, my lovely? What power would you like?”

      “To be able to shape-shift.”

      Dag nodded solemnly. “In order to transform yourself you have to let slip the bonds of the physical world. You have to harness the feminine energy that makes the non-manifest, manifest, that makes the unborn reborn. Or something like that.”

      “I’d be happy to have super strength,” Adam added, holding up his hand.

      Dag took this in. “A great ability to possess as well. Alas, ole Dag has none of those things in his vest, but he does have some righteous herbs.”

      “What kind of herbs?” Jonathan asked.

      “My own special blend,” Dag said.

      Adam watched Dag remove the wooden box and position it across his lap. Then Dag opened the box to reveal what looked like a clay pipe, mounds of dried green and brown herbs, and a small piece of flint tied to a scrap of metal.

      Dag pinched some of the green and brown herb powder, pushed it into the pipe, and then lit the pipe by flicking the flint and metal together to create a spark.  He proceeded to take several deep puffs from the pipe.

      Jonathan sniffed the air. “Dude, the crazy guy’s burning one up. He’s smoking weed. Viking weed!”

      Adam could smell it too: pungent, yet sweet.

      Dag caught their looks and smiled. “Would you like a puff?”

      “Are you supposed to be smoking that while riding a horse?” Sawyer asked.

      “I have an apothecary’s note for it, my sweet.”

      “For what reason?” Adam asked.

      “To clear my mind from all the terrible things I saw in the Blight.”

      “Level with us, man,” Jonathan said. “How bad is it? What’s in the place?”

      Dag held up his pipe, pointing at Jonathan, “Let’s just say that all of you will be needing a lot of this when our journey is over.”

      “Is that what drove you nuts?” Jonathan asked. “The shit you saw on the other side of that wall?”

      Dag nodded. “But rest assured the Danes have begun to cure me of my ailments.” He pulled back the hair on his scalp to reveal a trio of gruesome wounds, holes in his skull that were blackened and scabbed over.

      Adam made a face. “What are those?”

      “Burr holes,” Dag answered. “What others call trepanning.”

      “Dude, those are holes in your friggin’ cranium,” Jonathan said.

      Dag puffed on his pipe. “Of course. How else are you going to let the evil spirits out if you don’t drain your head?”

      Dag winked at them, took a puff from his pipe, then prodded his horse into a gallop as Adam and the others watched him go.

      “That guy is straight up whacked,” Jonathan said.

      “Yeah, and we’re following him,” Adam said, a sense of dread overtaking him as they followed Dag and the others down and across the lake, the walls of the Blight looming large in the distance.

      [image: ]
* * *

      They arrived outside of the mighty walls and Adam climbed down from his horse, following Jonathan and Sawyer up to where Unferth and Beowulf were inspecting the front gate. Beowulf whistled at Aerowynn, who trudged forward and placed her hands on it. She reacted as if she’d been scalded, gesturing to the glow at the edges of the entrance. “Do you see that light? That signature? It means someone has placed a fresh spell on it.”

      “Can we break through?” Beowulf asked.

      “Possibly, but it will take considerable time.”

      “Time is something we don’t have,” Unferth replied.

      Dag held a hand up. “I know another way in. A shortcut.”

      Adam offered him a smile. “That’s great.”

      “It is likely guarded by just a single monster, however,” Dag added.

      “Not so great,” Jonathan said.

      Beowulf ran and climbed up onto his horse. “There is no time for debate. We will head to the shortcut and deal with whatever confronts us.”

      Adam held up his hands to Beowulf. “Let me see if I got this straight. We’re following a map tattooed onto the ass of a crazy person with holes in his head into a forest that may or may not be haunted by ghosts, devils, and the bodies of a bunch of Viking berserkers, and now we’re going to take a shortcut to get there and face even more monsters?”

      Beowulf looked at Unferth and Siglaf, who shrugged. “Do you have a better idea?”

      Adam sighed. “No, I just wanted to get that off my chest.”

      He turned back to Jonathan, who manufactured a smile. “It’s been nice knowing you, Fraser.”
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      Mossheart held his spell sack close to his chest as the shadow figure resolved into the form of a tall, lean woman who walked into a halo of light from the candles. The kind of peerless beauty, Mossheart thought, that was so achingly beautiful she could still the air when she walked into a room.

      He was indeed in the presence of the goddess herself.

      Having nothing to say, he stood, stupefied, as Freyja hovered in the air and then drifted forward, her eyes glowing like a pair of embers.

      He’d heard stories about her, legends about how she (like most deities) was mercurial; possessing a heart that was open and loving one moment, and then cold like a mountain stream the next.

      “Who are you?” she asked, plucking the charms that dangled from the ceiling, her eyes sparking bluish-gold.

      “An alchemist. Mossheart the Magnificent and yes, I realize, you probably have never heard of that name before—”

      “Oh, but I have,” she cooed.

      “You…have what?”

      “I have heard that name.”

      The alchemist perked up. “Really?”

      “I knew of your father once.”

      “A wonderful man.”

      “A spell-weaver of some regard if memory serves.”

      Mossheart nodded. “The greatest in all the British Isles. Known far and wide as a man you could—”

      “I hated him,” Freyja replied, absolutely no emotion in her face.

      “I really can’t blame you,” Mossheart said, feeling a sharp pang in his stomach even as he didn’t miss a beat. “If truth be told, the man was barely around when I was a child, an absentee father my poor, long-suffering mother used to say.”

      “He tried summoning me once to do his bidding.”

      “He had a habit of doing that…”

      “Do you know what it’s like to be the object of a third-party spell?”

      “I can’t say that I have.”

      “It’s like having your anus ripped out through your mouth.”

      That didn’t sound good at all, Mossheart thought, surreptitiously slipping his hand down into his spell sack, blinking away a rivulet of sweat, waiting for Freyja to lay the hammer down on him. “I pray you won’t hold that against me, your goddessness.”

      “‘Goddessness isn’t even a word,” Freyja replied.

      “I beg your pardon.”

      Freyja’s gaze narrowed. “Is the truth in you, wizard?”

      “I like to think it is.”

      “Do you know how you can tell when a man is lying?”

      Mossheart shook his head.

      “His lips move.” Freyja flicked a look at Hilde. “Who is she?”

      “She is—”

      “She’s capable of speaking for herself, Dungheart.”

      “That’s Mossheart…”

      Hilde stiffened her back, chin up. “My name is Hilde, your worship.”

      “Why are you with this man?”

      “He kidnapped me.”

      “Is this true?” Freyja asked.

      Mossheart smiled, wiping perspiration from his brow. “Well, I mean…kidnap is such a subjective word…”

      “I grow weary of bandying words with you. Why are you even here? Aren’t alchemists

      merely tradesmen who spend their days obsessed with the purification of metals? To discern the truth in such things when they are freed of their individual properties?”

      “That’s true of some, but I’ve decided to branch off.”

      “Into what? Kidnapping?”

      “Kidnapping’s part of my larger plan,” Mossheart replied. “Very soon I plan to be lord and master over all of the known world.”

      Freyja snickered and twirled a finger. “Whatever. Before I decide what to do with you, little man, I will give you one final chance to tell me what it is you want.”

      “I want to see the grimoire.”

      Freyja took this in and then glided around the room, her head thrown back, peals of

      laughter echoing off the walls. She was out sight for a split second and Mossheart used the situation to his advantage, stepping five feet away from Hilde, whispering his appearance-swapping conjuration, while rubbing the requisite ingredients between his fingers.

      Three seconds later, Freyja landed in front of him, still laughing. “Do you know what you ask?”

      Mossheart nodded. “I have come a long way and risk much to see the book.”

      “You want to see the Ominni?”

      He nodded. “The one that is buried in the hallowed ground where Glámr, the father of all draugar, lies.

      Freyja flicked a wrist dismissively. “That’s just a story.”

      “Then the book doesn’t exist?”

      “Oh, it exists and it’s much closer than you could imagine, but it’s not something that you, a mere mortal and a terrible liar, will ever set your eyes on.”

      Mossheart pointed at Hilde. “In my defense, I did bring an offering.”

      Freyja grinned. “Which I accept, but that doesn’t mean I have to give you anything in return. Haven’t you heard, Mossheart the Magnificent, that we lesser gods are a fickle bunch?”

      “Yes, I’d heard that. I also heard that you are at your weakest when inside your own lair.”

      A crease formed in her brow. “An old wives’ tale. Do you really believe it?”

      “I’m staking my life on it.”

      Freya had had enough of the wizard’s talk. She brought her hands around to teach him a lesson when there was a flash of light and Mossheart’s visage changed, his features dissolving into those of Hilde. Freyja’s face was a mask of confusion. Then she realized, to her horror, that the alchemist had fooled her.

      He’d swapped bodies with the woman!

      She turned but Mossheart was already on her. The goddess brought her arms up, but the wizard was a hair faster. His hands were already twirling, the air roiling as he crafted a halo of blue light that he dropped over her head.

      The light split into bands that suctioned around Freyja’s forehead, chest, and thighs, preventing her from moving.

      Mossheart’s visage became clear as he strolled forward, grinning, reaching a finger out to touch the cone of energy that had trapped Freyja.

      “Now,” he whispered. “About that book.”
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      Adam and the others rode alongside the wooden wall for more than fifteen minutes. Dag was in the lead and would periodically stop to inspect certain sections of the wall, searching for some telltale sign that the shortcut was close.

      “We’re getting closer!” Dag shouted.

      “To what?” Jonathan shouted back. “Freezing to death?”

      “I’m beginning to have my doubts about him,” Beowulf said, peering back at Adam.

      “Really? You’re just now beginning to doubt the crazy guy from a Viking psych ward?”

      “I FOUND IT!” Dag shouted.

      The riders trotted forward and Adam squinted at Dag who’d brushed away the snow on the ground. “It’s right here,” Dag said, pointing at the ground.

      “What’s there?” Sawyer asked.

      “A door.”

      “An imaginary one?” Jonathan asked.

      Dag shot Jonathan a nasty look as Adam dropped from his horse and shuffled forward. Dag had flared his pipe for illumination and held it up so Adam could see the ground. Nothing was entirely clear for the longest time and then he reached out a hand and swiped a handful of snow.

      That’s when he saw what looked like a metal ring.

      “There’s a ring here!”

      Beowulf strode forward and dropped to his knees. He began punching his way through the ice and snow, working with Adam to reveal that the ring was attached to a short length of chain fixed to what looked like a square slab of black metal.

      “Not so crazy after all, eh?” Dag exclaimed while firing up his pipe.

      Adam and Beowulf grabbed the chain, pulling hard, but it wouldn’t budge.

      “Harder! Do it harder!” Beowulf shouted.

      “That’s what she said!” Dag shouted, sucking on his pipe, high as a fucking kite.

      The pair continued to tug on the chain and finally the edges of the metal slab broke free from the ice. The doorway into the ground groaned open to reveal a hole hacked into the permafrost and what appeared to be a stone staircase leading down into it.

      Dag angled his pipe in the direction of the hole. “So…who wants to be the first one down?”

      “I’ll go,” Beowulf replied.

      Dag nodded. “Excellent, because there was no fucking way I was gonna volunteer.”

      Beowulf signaled to the others to dismount and they did, everyone gathering up their weapons and gear.

      Astrid struck two torches that were used to light two more. She kept one for herself, gave a pair to Beowulf and Unferth, and the final one to Sawyer, who stared uneasily at the flickering flame.

      Adam squeezed her wrist. “Everything will be fine.” He moved up behind Jonathan, who was following Dag. The group descended the stone steps one by one.

      Sensing that the others might be nervous, Adam forced a smile and exchanged looks with Jonathan and Sawyer. “My old man had a trick for staying calm in situations like this. The secret is in thinking about things you’re grateful for.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Well, I for one am grateful that I haven’t been sent on a suicide mission down into a hole in the ice to chase a crazy wizard who’s looking for a book to destroy the world. Oh, wait…”

      Adam’s face fell. Jonathan pulled the video camera out of his rucksack. The metal fist on his right hand caused him to fumble and nearly drop the camera, but he clutched with his left hand, using its faint light as a guide while filming.

      “Is now a good time to ask where the monster is?” Jonathan shouted to Dag.

      Dag looked back, his eyes pinballing crazily in the light of the torches. “What do you mean?”

      “Well, you said there was a monster in the shortcut.”

      “Oh, you mean the monsters.”

      “No, I think you said ‘monster’ singular, amigo,” Jonathan replied, smiling nervously.

      “Yeah, your exact words were ‘it is likely guarded by just a single monster,” Sawyer added.

      Dag chewed on his lips. “Oh, then I misspoke.”

      “In what way?”

      “Well, replace the words ‘it is likely’ with the words ‘it absolutely will be,” and the words “single monster’ with ‘ten monsters.’”

      Jonathan swallowed hard. “Wha-what k-kind of monsters?”

      “Ice wolves, mainly. Known throughout the Nine Worlds as the bastard spawn of Fenrir.”

      “What are ice wolves?”

      “Wolfs made of ice,” Dag replied before twirling a finger around his head and making a gesture to suggest Jonathan was cuckoo.

      “What do the ice wolves do?” Adam asked.

      “Well, if you’re caught, they’ll kill you, strip you to the bones, and then devour what’s left. In that order if you’re really lucky,” Dag said.

      Adam traded looks with Jonathan and Sawyer as Beowulf and the others disappeared down the steps. “What the hell are we doing here?” Jonathan asked. “Knee-deep in some hole in the ground that may or may not be inhabited by monsters…and who’s to say that Mossheart’s around here anyway?”

      “I can feel it in my gut, Jon. He’s down here somewhere.”

      “So let the others do the deed then. Let them go into the land of the lost and take him down. I mean, they are Vikings—”

      “Danes.”

      “Same difference, bro. They hunt and track monsters and wizards. They’re literally characters from Dungeons and Dragons!”

      “We’re warriors too,” Adam replied.

      Jonathan shook his head. “No, we’re not. We’re a couple of actors and a screenwriter from a city that partially shuts down when it rains. We’re soft people, Fraser.”

      “I used to be,” Adam said. “Sitting around my apartment, wasting my life, waiting for something to come to me rather than going out and getting it. At least there’s something real here, a sense of…purpose.”

      Jonathan tapped his boot on the ground and glanced at Sawyer, who’d remained silent. “You buying this verbal jujitsu bullshit, Sawyer?”

      She looked up. “I think…some people are so afraid to die that they never begin to live.”

      “I’m not afraid of death,” Jonathan replied. “I’d just prefer not to be there when it happens.”

      Nobody said anything for several seconds and then Adam smiled and so did Sawyer. Jonathan grumbled, then smirked and took on their stares. “Good lord. We’re going forward aren’t we?”

      “The votes are in. Two against one,” Adam said.

      “All aboard the crazy train,” Sawyer said.

      “Fine,” Jonathan said, placing the video camera back in the rucksack. “But the deal has changed. I’m getting seventy percent of whatever we get for this footage.”

      “Done,” Adam said.

      They shook hands and then somebody down below whistled for them. The trio picked up the pace, moving quickly down the remainder of the stairs that ended at a landing in a pitch-black chamber.

      Beowulf swung his torch to reveal a corridor with a low-ceiling that snaked down into the ground. The air was a bit warmer, but every surface was slicked in a thick coat of ice that made forward progress treacherous.

      Dag dropped to his haunches, muttering to himself, seemingly calibrating distances between natural markers. Then he smacked himself in the head twice and scurried forward like a tracking dog before grabbing an icicle, snapping it into pieces and then tossing the pieces onto the ground like dice.

      Unferth held his torch up in front of Dag’s face. “What are you doing?”

      “Casting the cubes.”

      Unferth looked to Beowulf who shrugged. “What lunacy is this?”

      Dag cleared his throat. “It’s called reasoning. Everyone knows that the best guidance comes from examining the manner in which ice falls on the ground.”

      Unferth held up two fingers. “You have this long to show us the way before my steel spills your blood.”

      Dag gestured to another chamber that hooked left.

      “You’re certain?” Unferth asked.

      Dag grinned. “Trust me.”

      “Says the medieval stoner who was living in a tower, probably bathing in his own urine an hour ago, and now relying on ice cubes for information,” Jonathan said.

      Dag crawled into the chamber. “We’re close. Down this artery and across another and then we’ll be out into the tunnel that leads to the edge of the Iron Wood that will lead to the harrowing, the field of thorns that surrounds the Knot.”

      The group scurried through the chamber on their hands and knees, then stood and jogged laterally down over a raised walkway of stone that jutted out of the ice.

      Beowulf’s torch guided the way as the walkway ended in a glacial cavern formed from beautiful, bluish-white ice. Dag took the torch from Beowulf and swung it wildly, revealing that one of the walls, a sheet of naked rock was devoid of ice covered in what looked like primitive cave art.

      Crude etchings in black chalk.

      The etchings resembled creatures.

      Dozens of very large, very scary-looking creatures.

      Dag gestured at the etchings, smiling proudly. “I made those the last time I was here.”

      “What are they?” Sawyer asked.

      “Ice wolves, mostly. And I think they’re a pretty accurate representation.”

      Adam mentally counted the etchings. “But there are twenty-nine of them.”

      Dag nodded, puffing on his pipe. “Mmm, that sounds about right.”

      “But you said there were only ten monsters in here,” Jonathan said.

      Dag’s face screwed up in puzzlement. “When did I say that?”

      “Like, literally two friggin’ minutes ago!” Jonathan replied.

      “I was wrong.”

      “You mean there are less?”

      “No, more,” Dag said. “Many, many more.”

      “What the fuck is wrong with you, Dag?” Jonathan asked.

      “Hey, I’ve got holes in my head and I just smoked a hefty pipeful of my finest herb,” Dag replied. “What the hell do you want from me?”

      Sawyer exchanged looks with Adam and Jonathan, who pinned him with a look. “This is what we get for relying on a guy whose nickname is ‘The Unsound.’”

      Before anyone could utter another word, a sound echoed in the chamber.

      A pinging note.

      Adam removed his tunic and was shocked at how warm the air was in the space. Looking up he saw water droplets beading the roof of the cavern, before plopping to the icy ground which was turning into slush.

      The ice in the cavern was melting.

      Dag held up a finger to his lips. He motioned for everyone to draw near and then he whispered, “Whatever you do, be very, very careful.”

      “Why?” Adam whispered back.

      “I may have failed to mention this before,” Dag said, “but the ice under us could break at any moment.”

      “Why didn’t you mention this before?” Aerowynn asked.

      “I got caught up in all the excitement of the journey,” Dag replied.

      Adam groaned, looking back at Sawyer who took a step…then the ground disappeared under her feet.

      He lunged for her and the ground fell away beneath him as well.

      Before Adam had a chance to scream, he found himself tumbling down after Sawyer, falling through a natural, pitch-black chute winnowed in the ice.
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      Mossheart knew he had to act quickly. The spell he’d cast, the one that was keeping Freyja locked in place, would not last indefinitely. He had roughly the time it would take a man to walk from Heorot to the ocean to do what needed to be done.

      Hilde tried to attack him and he quickly subdued her with the same spell he’d cast on Freyja. Hilde stood ramrod straight, eyes locked on Mossheart.

      “Say something, woman.”

      “You’re an arsehole,” Hilde replied.

      “Say something else.”

      “I think you’ve made a terrible mistake.”

      “She tells true, wizard,” Freyja said. “Dissipate your spell, release me, and if you’re lucky, I will help you to cross over quickly.”

      “I’m not afraid of you, goddess.”

      “You should be.”

      He wagged a finger at Freyja. “I know who you are.”

      “Yes, the person who’s now going to kill you slowly.”

      He smiled. “You have one foot in this world and one in the next. You still have a connection to the old world, to the old gods.”

      “Figured that out all by yourself, did you?”

      “How would it look if it got out that you, a goddess descended from the Most High, had been outsmarted by a mere mortal?”

      “And an arsehole,” Hilde added.

      Mossheart silenced her with a look. “What do you think Odin’s reaction would be, huh? Methinks he would no longer allow you to rule this place, however imperfect, as you saw fit. He might even be of the mind to bring judgment down on you for embarrassing his kindred.”

      Freyja’s cheeks flushed. Mossheart’s black heart skipped a beat because he knew he’d struck a nerve. If the old stories were true, the Allfather heaped particular scorn on the lesser gods who were outsmarted by men and women.

      “None of the other gods will ever find out about what happened here,” Freyja replied through bared teeth.

      “That’s true,” Mossheart replied. “As long as you show me where the book is.”

      The goddess slowly nodded as Mossheart reconfigured the energy cage to allow her to move. Freyja stepped gingerly, still unable to move her upper body. Her lips were pulled back in a sneer as she approached the alchemist.

      “I just want you to know, that you will never escape the Blight alive,” she said.

      “Why don’t you let me worry about that,” he replied, his face betraying no emotion.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mossheart manipulated the cages housing Freyja and Hilde, allowing him to maneuver them down through the corridor on the upper level in the first tree. The alchemist had removed the only weapon he carried, a long thin knife normally hidden in his spell sack, and held it behind Freyja’s back. He could see figures up ahead in the half-light, more of the Kindred, what looked like guards.

      “You’re going to tell them to let us pass,” he said.

      “Why would I do that?”

      “Because it’s either that or I plunge this into your back,” he replied, pressing the tip of the knife against Freyja’s back, causing her to flinch.

      “I’m divine, you fool,” she hissed.

      “We’re three seconds away from seeing whether that’s true.”

      Freyja hesitated and then held up her hands and muttered words in a tongue that Mossheart couldn’t understand. The guards stepped aside.

      “Which way?” he asked Freyja.

      She pointed to the right. That’s the way they went, crossing another chamber until they came to an archway in the rear wall that afforded a dizzying view of the Blight, including the surrounding area and the additional massive trees.

      “Do you see the black tree?” Freyja asked.

      “A blind man could see it.”

      “That’s where the grimoire is.”

      “That’s impossible. The stories say the book is hidden in a cemetery that contains the father of all draugar.”

      “The stories are largely true.”

      “But that’s a tree,” Mossheart replied.

      “A very large, hollow tree,” Freyja replied.

      It suddenly dawned on the alchemist that the book was stashed somewhere inside the tree. He smiled because it was so close! He was secure in the knowledge that the spells around Freyja and Hilde would last long enough to get him inside. And when he did, he would dispose of both of the women.
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      A kaleidoscope of colors greeted Adam and Sawyer as they flew down through the glacier at an alarming rate of speed.

      The space was barely big enough to contain their bodies and Adam’s sack filled with weapons and gear, but was so slippery that it couldn’t stop their descent. Not that Adam would’ve wanted to anyway, because directly above him was a collection of icy debris from the collapsed portions of the tunnel which were caving in as they whipped past.

      The two rocketed through the darkness, following the curves of the chute as it swerved to the left, then the right, then plunged straight down.

      Adam’s stomach did somersaults and his vision was woozy, but he caught sight of something, a light growing stronger down below them.

      “WE’RE ALMOST AT THE END!” he shouted.

      He allowed himself the faintest of smiles and then his mouth pulled back in a scream as everything dropped away under him.

      The two shot out of the chute and went sailing through the blackness as if they’d just dropped off the edge of the world.

      Adam’s guts turned over a final time and he did a hundred and eighty-degree spin in the air before—

      WUMPH!

      Smashing facedown on a plain of ice and snow, skidding sideways across another glacial cavern like a hockey puck. Adam pinned his glasses to his face, fearful of losing them. He came to a stop with Sawyer in his arms, his sack of gear lying off to the side.

      “You okay?” he asked.

      “Not even close.”

      “Hold that thought,” he replied, pointing up. The icy ceiling was rumbling. Adam looked back at the hole they’d dropped through. Tiny pieces of ice were tumbling down, then larger ones.

      The entire space shook and Adam grabbed Sawyer’s hand, pulling her back as the wall of ice with the hole in it exploded.

      The duo ran as the explosion set off a chain reaction.

      The upper portion of the cave trembled and collapsed, resulting in an explosion that shook the ground and cast a cloud of ice, snow, and other debris into the air.

      The entire space began falling down onto itself as Adam thrust up a hand, pointing at an opening that was fifteen feet away.

      The ground was incredibly slippery, but they managed to heave themselves forward.

      “DIVE!” Adam screamed.

      They did, worming their way through the hole as tons of rock and ice filled the space they’d just left.

      Gasping for air, Adam and Sawyer rose to find themselves in a much larger expanse that was bathed in an eerie violet light filtered down through the ice above. Visibility was poor, but the faint light allowed Adam to see that he and Sawyer were standing in a circle in an enormous area that resembled an icy cathedral.

      Greenish-white glacial columns with fifty-inch circumferences rose from the floor to the ceiling of the cave, steam billowing everywhere, streams of condensation creating small rivers of meltwater that carved holes in the cave’s floor.

      Adam scanned his surroundings and noted that if the space was a clockface with the entranceway they were standing in set at twelve, then at three and nine were archways, with a long hallway shrouded in shadows at six.

      “What happened to the others?” Sawyer asked.

      Adam pointed at the roof where the others were probably (hopefully) back where they left them.

      “Should we call out for help?” she asked.

      Adam shook his head and put a finger to his lips. She turned and they both watched shapes slink out of the shadows on the other side of the space.

      “Did you see that?” she whispered.

      “Yeah, but I was hoping you didn’t.”

      “What are they?”

      “Hopefully something that isn’t hungry.”

      Adam pointed to the opening on their left. “We need to run fast and not look back. Can you do that?”

      She nodded and he set his sack down on the ground.

      “What are those?” Sawyer asked.

      “I’m gonna take a wild guess that you’ve never played the game Elder Scrolls before.”

      “Why would you assume that?”

      “Because in my experience, girls like you don’t play games like that.”

      She tapped a finger on his chest. “Never assume. ‘cause it just so happens that I’m totally down with Elder Scrolls.”

      He smiled. “Then you’re gonna love these.”

      He opened his sack to reveal two pairs of the metal mesh boots Astrid had made. Sawyer’s eyes fanned wide with delight.

      “Whoa. Those are totally like the Boots of Blinding Speed,” she said.

      “By way of the Seven League Boots in Dungeons and Dragons.”

      “Old-school.”

      “Literally.”

      They slipped the boots on and took a few steps, working to get acclimated to them. “You think they work?”

      “We’re gonna find out.”

      Adam pointed to the opening on their left. “We run through that hole in the wall and then we get ready to attack the monsters.”

      “You lost me after ‘attack,’” she replied. “Isn’t it possible that we’re going to die if we head that way?”

      He nodded. “Yep, there’s a chance, but there’s a greater likelihood that we’ll die if we remain here. It’s like they always say, isn’t it? An instant of suffering means one moment closer to the sun.”

      “Who says that?” she asked.

      “Um…people.”

      “What kind of people?”

      “Beowulf.”

      “Let’s not say it again, okay? Because it’s the worst saying ever.”

      She closed her eyes, muttered a prayer and then ran forward, the boots functioning better than Adam had hoped, propelling her forward with such speed that it looked as if she’d been shot out of a cannon. In the blink of an eye, she was through the opening.

      Adam dropped into a sprinter’s crouch and did the same, exploding forward as the darkness stirred.

      Feet blurring across the ice, Adam was ten feet from the hole in the wall when he saw the first ice wolf.

      The name was apt because Adam could see that the beasts resembled intricately-carved, five-foot tall ice sculptures come to life.

      Their coats were shimmering and translucent, their eyes as blue as the summer sky, and when their mouths unhinged, Adam saw rows of teeth that looked like sharpened icicles.

      Steam plumed from their nostrils. The wolves snorted and pawed at the ground, four of them stumbling over each other, hungry to taste Adam’s blood.

      The wolves launched themselves and so did Adam.

      He planted his feet and somersaulted over the outstretched muzzles of the beasts. He landed on the ice, tucking a shoulder and clutching his sack, positioning himself so that he assumed a position akin to sliding into second base while gliding through the hole.

      Sawyer was waiting on the other side. She grabbed his wrist as the two stormed the  passageway as the wolves gave chase.

      The passageway ended at another chamber and it was here that Adam slid to a stop and pointed. On the other side of the chamber was an archway where forms were visible.

      Shit! More ice wolves!

      At least ten or twelve of them.

      “We’ve got them right where we want ‘em,” Adam said.

      “Yeah, surrounded from the inside out,” she replied with a gulp.

      Adam threw open his sack of goodies and Sawyer removed a battle axe as Adam hoisted the Hydra sword.

      “You scared?” Adam asked.

      She nodded. “Absolutely shitless.”

      Adam held out a hand and she took it and then the wolves charged as Adam loosed a battle cry. He levered his weapon and hip-fired it like a machine gun at the wolves in front of him.

      The blade struck the first ice wolf.

      BOOM!

      Shattering the creature as if it was made of glass.

      Sawyer cheered. Adam continued to pump the lever and fire at the wolves in each direction, missing a few, but taking down many more.

      Seven wolves in all were cut down mid-sprint before Adam realized he had only one blade left to fire. What had Astrid said to him? Keep the last blade for yourself. He picked up the sword and rather than fire it, swung the steel just as Beowulf had taught him to do with Hrunting.

      Sawyer remained alongside him and appeared able to suppress whatever trepidation she was feeling. Adam was impressed by the way she confronted their assailants, staying in a crouch, waiting for the wolves to strike before chopping their legs out from under them.

      Soon the other side of the chamber was clear of attackers, even as more of the wolves appeared through the passageway they’d slid through.

      “Run and take shelter!” Adam shouted to Sawyer, gesturing for her to cross the chamber.

      She did. He stayed behind to buy her some time, powering the sword through the pursuing wolves as his lower back and leg muscles began to ache.

      He cleaved two more wolves then lopped off the icy head of another before a fourth wolf vaulted at him. The monster’s muzzle speared into Adam, striking him below his chin and driving him back across the ice.

      There were stars in his eyes and his jaw felt as though he’d gone ten rounds with Mike Tyson.

      Fighting through the pain, he rose and saw them.

      Six ice wolves.

      Licking their long, sharp teeth, snorting at another dozen wolves that were loping down the corridor behind them.

      Adam realized there was no way he’d be able to reach Sawyer before the wolves were on him.

      The best he could hope for was a last stand, to buy her some time so she’d be able to escape.

      He steeled himself, thinking back on something that Beowulf had said: that if he was going down, he would do so boldly.

      “C’MON!” he screamed at the ice wolves.

      The beasts jumped toward him as one when—

      BAROOM!

      Something burst mid-air with a pyrotechnic flash.

      A fireball, followed by a strobe of orange light that created a blast wave that turned the wolves into ice cubes and knocked Adam onto his back.

      He spun across the ice and spotted a pair of powerful legs.

      His eyes wandered up over the lean quads to see Astrid staring down at him. She had one of the circular objects he’d seen before with the waxed wicks in one hand, what she’d called a fire-stock, and a small piece of burning wood in the other.

      She touched the burning wood to the wick, which sparked to life.

      Before Adam could push himself up, she flung the circular object back down into the other corridor where the remaining ice wolves were visible.

      “Cover your eyes!” she said.

      Adam did, as the object vanished in another fireball. He felt fingers gripping his hand as Astrid pulled him to his feet, the air filled with a gush of smoke and cinders.

      “How’d you find us?”

      “Dumb luck,” she replied. “Hurry, there isn’t much time!”

      Adam saw the hole into the wall on the other side of the chamber. Sawyer was there, along with Beowulf and all the others.

      They’d done it, Adam thought. They’d beaten the ice wolves!

      He put a hand around Astrid’s midsection, following her back when it happened.

      His vision shifted.

      His world turned over and that’s when he heard a terrible groaning sound, the kind of noise a large ship makes when it begins to take on water and sink.

      Out of the corner of his eyes Adam saw the ground shift, the ice underfoot melted by the incendiary devices hurled by Astrid.

      Before Adam could warn her, the ice split and he and Astrid were plunged down into a chasm that was blacker than the bottom of a well.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            23

          

        

      

    

    
      Out of sight of the Kindred, Mossheart marched Freyja and Hilde forward until the trio were standing in the immense shadow of the black tree. The alchemist nudged Freyja, who’d stopped dead in her tracks, eyes closed, her brow furrowed as if she was deep in contemplation.

      “Keep moving,” Mossheart said.

      “There are more strangers in the Blight,” Freyja said, her eyes still shut.

      “How do you know?”

      “Because I can sense an imbalance in my domain, you fifl. Others have breached the wall and are treading ground that was never meant to be trod. Soon they will draw near.”

      Her eyes opened and she smiled grimly. “They come for you.”

      “I’m not scared of the king’s men.”

      “But are you scared of Beowulf?”

      Mossheart’s pace quickened. He managed something like a smile. “Whatever vision you claim to have seen is a false one. Beowulf is dead.”

      “Is he?”

      “I killed him.”

      “You’re a poor liar,” she whispered in response. “I think he has come to finish what you started.”

      Mossheart heard a snicker from Hilde and eyed her with a bland curiosity. “Have you pissed your pants yet, wizard? If not, you should, because Beowulf is going to take your life,” the fiery redhead said. “You know that, don’t you?”

      “Not if I kill him first.”

      He conjured up a binding made of blue light that he wrapped around Hilde’s mouth, preventing her from talking. Then he roughly manipulated the bindings around the two women so that he could move them simply by manipulating his wrist. He steered them toward the black door that glowed around its edges, evidence of a powerful spell.

      “Release the spell and open the door,” Mossheart said to Freyja.

      “Release my hands from your bindings and I will,” she replied with a grin.

      There was something about the way she was smirking at him that enraged the alchemist. He conjured a sliver of energy and positioned it under Freyja’s chin, tipping her head up. Then he leaned toward her, close enough to smell her musk.

      “Open the fucking door, woman.”

      “Do you know what’s on the other side?”

      He smiled. “My destiny.”

      She rotated toward the door and her eyes rolled over white. She began hollering what sounded like invectives mixed with ancient runes that caused the air to visibly waver. There was burst of light, and then the door rocked on its stout hinges and opened.

      “It is done,” Freyja said. “You may enter.”

      Mossheart was no fool. He commandeered both women, pushing them forward. “You first.”

      The three moved through the door. The space on the other side was sizable, as large as the entirety of the interior of Heorot. It was circular in shape and reeked of biological decay, a scent that was so strong it pricked the alchemist’s nostrils. The air inside the tree was stale, damp, and smothering. His eyes watered and he scrunched up his nose, struggling to take everything in.

      Nothing stirred inside. He immediately wondered whether the goddess had deceived him.

      He stepped forward. The semi-darkness was suffocating, the only illumination coming from a few shafts of light that corkscrewed down through tiny holes in the walls and the spaces that lay far overhead. He spotted something near the roofline, a handful of small metal bells fixed to a length of string or animal gut. The bells held minute candles which Mossheart was able to light with a flick of his fingers.

      The candles suffused the interior of the tree with an amber glow, the tiny flames casting shadows as they moved across the great room and into a nook at the back of the tree.

      They climbed a wooden staircase to a second floor, which was even darker than the one below it. The only light came from the candles down below. Mossheart waited for his eyes to acclimate while jabbing a finger in Freyja’s direction. “Where are all the great and terrible things, goddess?” He barked a nasty laugh. “Where are the creatures that spawn the stuff of nightmares?!”

      His voice boomed up and down and all around the tree.

      The goddess wasn’t impressed. “Take a look behind and all around you, man of the world.”

      Mossheart wheeled around and saw nothing.

      “I don’t see anything.”

      “Because you’re a fool. In mere moments the dust will fall from your eyes.”

      One second passed, then another, then two more. That’s when he saw them.

      Objects, things…bodies fastened (“cocooned” might be a better word, he thought) to the sides of the tree, wrapped in what looked like a gossamer webbing. He’d been unable to see them before because of the lack of light, but there they were.

      He strode closer. He gasped when he spied the objects because they were humanoids, or what had once been humanoids. Hundreds of them were stuffed against the outer wall, filling a space directly above him that had been completely hollowed out of the tree save for a ramp that ascended to a ladder that extended even farther above, vanishing somewhere beyond his line of sight.

      The faces and bodies of the things were in various states of decomposition, leathery and husk-like, and many bore the telltale marks of combat (slashed flesh and gouged bone). A good number wore remnants of armor, scraps of chainmail, or moldering animal skin, and still more clutched rusted swords and other weapons.

      “What are those abominations?” Mossheart asked.

      The goddess laughed. “You asked for an army, didn’t you, wizard?”

      He eyeballed her. “The draugar?”

      “A portion of them,” she said with a quick nod. “The others, the berserkers that fell in battle with the gods, are buried in the soil and swamps of the Blight. But these, them that survived, were brought here by the gods to suffer the sleep of the damned.”

      “Wake them,” Mossheart commanded, feeling giddy about the prospect of having so many warriors at his disposal.

      “That I cannot do.”

      “Do it now, or I will destroy you.”

      “Do what you must, but only the grimoire can rouse them.”

      “Where is it?

      She pointed to the ramp and ladder. “What you seek is exactly four hundred and fifty rungs above us.”

      “You just had to go and make it difficult, didn’t you?”

      A faint smiled tugged at her mouth. “The gods are whimsical.”

      Apprehension and confusion competed within Mossheart. The number four hundred and fifty meant nothing to him, but after mentally tallying the number of rungs and how long it might take to reach the book, he worried that the spell-bindings he’d conjured up wouldn’t last long enough to hold Freyja and Hilde. It was only a matter of time before they melted away and the goddess regained her powers. He was strong, but he had little doubt that his powers paled in comparison to hers.

      Realizing that time was of the essence, he decided to leave the two women where they were. He cursed himself for not gathering the proper ingredients for a flight spell, but what could he do?

      He ran up the ramp and then made his way to the ladder where he began pulling himself up, climbing up through the tree as Freyja laughed down below. He brushed a ring of sweat from his temple, hanging on by one hand, his cape billowing out behind him.

      The minutes passed and Mossheart pulled himself up rung by rung, fighting to remain focused on anything but the fact that he was now a good two hundred ladder rungs above the floor.

      The air became cooler and redolent of a pine tree as he continued up, slipping only once, managing by providence not to plummet to his death.

      His fingers were blistered and the muscles under his armpits ached when he finally reached it.

      A section of what looked like the tree’s upper chamber.

      There was a door into the section four feet over his head, a circular piece of wood with a black bolt that kept it in place. Mossheart threw the bolt and used his head to push the piece of wood back as he crawled up into an inner keep.

      A secret chamber indeed.

      Light poked through pin-sized holes in the wall to reveal a mighty length of wood that had been split and laid as a kind of bridge between what Mossheart could see were pens.

      Metal pens.

      He bit back a scream because of what was inside the pens.

      Monsters.

      Creatures that even his warped mind had difficulty comprehending.

      Mossheart closed his eyes, breathless with wonder, waiting for the things to break from the pens and attack and devour him. But the seconds slipped by and slowly he opened his eyes to see that none of the abominations were moving.

      They were as still as statues, frozen in place by some powerful magic. Pacing forward, he waved his hand in front of one of the cages and none of the beasts reacted.

      He walked between the pens, exhilarated and horrified to his marrow by their ferocious visages.

      His eyes fixed on creatures that resembled oversized centipedes with long tentacles sprouting from its mucous-coated belly with fleshy disks attached to their ends which held the creatures’ eyes.

      In another pen was a thing that had the body of a pig and a raw, red, bulb-like head, the tissue near the jawline exposed to reveal rows of blunt teeth that were gummed with flesh.

      Beside this was another cell that housed two more creatures with pustulent skin that had spread open in certain sections like flowers, revealing forked tongues that were not unlike giant eels.

      Beyond these things were lizard-like creatures with the wings of eagles, two-headed dire wolves with spike-ridged spines, and bald, vaguely humanoid giants with their faces and mouths in the middle of their massive chests.

      These were the monstrosities of old, Mossheart realized. All of the damned and diseased and misshapen things that the old gods had defeated in battle when the world was young. They’d been brought to this place, kept here away from prying eyes, waiting for the right moment and the right person to awaken them.

      He was that person, he thought, smiling.

      Beyond the pens was a wooden walkway that he crossed into an anteroom shrouded in eerie violet mist.

      The mist was so thick that it blurred the contours of the space, making it impossible for Mossheart to see the walls and ceiling. He waited, and each breath brought the features of the room into sharper focus.

      The floor was a mosaic of intricately carved wooden panels, hundreds of them, each one the length and width of his shoes. They were fitted together at strange angles so that they resembled runes. Beyond them, barely visible in the mist, was a black metal cage that rested somewhere near the far wall.

      While nothing was entirely clear, Mossheart’s eyes bugged out when he spotted what was inside the cage.

      It was what he’d hoped and prayed would be there.

      A thick, black book.
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      Adam and Astrid fell screaming down the hole, curling around before being spat out through an algae-slicked tunnel. They landed on a mossy stretch of ground at the edge of a dense, dark swamp.

      Supine, Adam gazed upon the wretched fen. He was surprised to see that somehow it was no longer night within the Blight. Rather, a hazy sun or what looked like the sun, was barely visible, hidden behind a wall of haze.

      He rolled over onto his side and spat out a mouthful of swamp water and dirt that was topaz-colored. He cast looks in every direction and saw a hole on a faraway canyon wall, the spot where they’d exited the tunnel. His jaw ached, the coppery taste of blood was in his mouth, and when he touched his jaw it came away red.

      “You’re wounded,” a female voice said.

      He looked over to see Astrid crouching, holding up his now-empty sack of weapons and gear. Everything had been scattered across the swamp during their fall.

      “I’m fine,” Adam replied.

      She moved over and held up a patch of yellowish moss. Adam sat up and Astrid ripped a section off a square of the soft-spangled moss. He watched her eyes, which were warm and radiating compassion, and for an instant he had the strongest desire to kiss her.

      “This has healing properties,” she said.

      Adam waved her off. “If you don’t want the moss,” she said, “I’ve also got a sack full of leeches.”

      “What is it with you people and leeches?” he asked.

      “Leeches do the body good.”

      “Says who?”

      She snickered. “Nobody says, Adam, that’s just something you know.”

      Realizing he wasn’t getting anywhere, Adam pointed to the moss. She wet the small patch of sphagnum in a nearby stream and then placed it gently on Adam’s chin. Almost instantly, the pain subsided, the area around the cut growing warm and pleasantly numb. Next, she removed a small stone vial from inside her outer shirt. Removing a tiny cork from the vial, she offered it to Adam who saw a milk-white liquid inside.

      “Drink this,” she said.

      “What is it?”

      “A natural vitality sap.”

      Adam took the vial and slurped at the white liquid which had a pleasing taste.

      “It’s troll semen by the way,” she said.

      Adam’s eyes bulged and she laughed a beautiful little laugh that trailed a beguiling smile. “Just kidding.”

      He drank the liquid in full, feeling the sap work its way down his throat before a tingling sensation followed.

      “You’re starting to make me feel bad,” he said.

      “Why?”

      “Because not only do you know how to build kick-ass weapons and use them, you can heal people too.”

      She blushed.

      “What other hidden talents do you have?”

      She winked. “You’d be surprised.”

      “Hopefully one of them is helping us find a way out of here.”

      He stood and surveyed their surroundings, studying the swamp that stretched in one direction, and a depression in the grass that snaked through a forest of dead trees in another.

      “Which way?” he asked.

      “In the opposite direction of that,” she whispered, pointing out over the swamp where Adam could see a creature, what looked like a man suspended on long, spiderlike legs, striding between the trees.

      Slender Man, Adam thought.

      The fucking thing pacing across the swamp looked like the love child of Slender Man and a black widow spider.

      “What is that thing?” Adam whispered.

      “Something so horrifying it doesn’t have a name.”

      Astrid grabbed his wrist and they dropped low, doing their best to keep out of sight as Adam spotted three more of the striders. The pair ducked away from the monsters and sprinted down over the depression and into the trees.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adam and Astrid moved nimbly through the woods, both of them wearing the special boots Astrid had created which allowed them to hurdle any obstacle they encountered. Delighted with his new abilities, Adam vaulted off fallen logs and long-jumped over streams and clusters of jagged rocks.

      They went through enormous woods where the air was full of what sounded like whispers, around black marshes where the ground bubbled, and alongside a dismal thicket full of twisted boughs that tore at them.

      Adam didn’t know where he was going, but wanted to put as much distance as he could between them and what he was now calling the strider monsters.

      In the lead, Adam galloped forward when Astrid suddenly blitzed past him, her arms and legs chopping the air.

      Harnessing the energy from the vitality sap, Adam clutched his sword and dashed ahead, trying to keep pace with Astrid.

      That’s when it happened.

      The lip of his boot clipped a partially-hidden root and down he went.

      Before he was sent sprawling onto his back, Adam had the terrible realization that his glasses had been jettisoned into the swamp.

      He rolled over and blinked, trying to get his bearings.

      He’d been diagnosed with nearsightedness, myopia, when he was a child, which meant his vision was fine at close range, but poor at a distance. Indeed, larger objects, when farther away, looked like little more than blobs or ill-defined shapes.

      Adam groped about for his glasses, clutching his sword while crawling on his hands and knees.

      He wanted to call out for Astrid, but didn’t know whether that was unwise given where they were. The last thing he wanted to do was call attention to the fact that they were stranded in the middle of the Blight.

      The undergrowth was thick, the ground teaming with what felt like strange bugs, insects, and all kinds of creepy-crawlies.

      He turned his head and there was a flash of light.

      What looked like his glasses!

      They were just out of reach and he stretched for them when another hand reached them first and held them up.

      “Thanks, Astrid,” he said.

      Astrid didn’t reply.

      Easing back, Adam watched the form that was holding his glasses rise to its full height. It wasn’t Astrid that had his glasses at all, but a Strider!

      His glasses dangled from one of the thing’s talon-like fingers.

      The Slender Man alter-ego’s ghostly clown-like face leered at Adam, telescoping out on an impossibly long, thin neck. The monster’s mouth dropped open and it spat yellow liquid at him while bellowing like a freight train.

      He brought the sword up defensively when a silver object, the tip of a sword, blurred past—

      WHACK!

      Severing the Strider’s hand in a yellow mist, causing Adam’s glasses to drop to the ground. He snatched up the glasses and slid them on to see Astrid. She’d thrown the sword to save his neck and was visible, waving from a gap in the arboreal curtain.

      The Strider yammered in pain, clutching its gory arm which sprayed yellow blood in every direction.

      Adam jammed his sword into the ground, using it to torque himself up and bolt toward Astrid, who was already hurtling through the woods ahead of him.

      Adam drew up on the blacksmith’s muscular backside, mesmerized by the muscles in her hamstrings as she churned over a small cropping of rock.

      “Thanks for saving me!” he shouted.

      “Don’t thank me yet!” she yelled back.

      She pointed. Adam saw a fallen tree that up ahead that spanned a gorge. Adam leaned into a dead run, hell-bent on crossing it first as Astrid accelerated until they were side-by-side.

      “You see that?” Astrid asked, fighting to catch her breath.

      “What?”

      “Off to the right!”

      Adam stole a glance and saw a towering form knifing through the trees.

      It was the same strider from before, the one-armed monster who was coming for a little payback. The thing had found a way to outpace them.

      Astrid pointed at the gorge. “HURRY!”

      Adam allowed Astrid to burst forward and she did, vaulting off a mound of packed earth as Adam followed.

      They came down on the edge of the fallen tree and Adam’s momentum (and the released energy from his boots) carried him past Astrid, who appeared to turn her ankle.

      Adam landed at the other end of the tree and somersaulted to the ground. Peering back, he saw Astrid taking a knee, fighting to get upright.

      Behind her loomed the specter of the strider, gory arm and all. The beast rose to its full and terrible height, reminding Adam of the monster from the cult horror movie Pumpkinhead. The thing’s legs, as tall and thin as streetlamp poles, speared the ground near the fallen tree, allowing the monstrosity to swing its whip-like arms at Astrid.

      With a final burst of energy, Adam dove back as two things happened at once: the fallen tree broke in half; and Astrid powered herself up, hand outstretched.

      Pure instinct, that’s the only thing that saved Astrid from falling down into the deep gorge as Adam planted a foot. Everything that happened next, happened incredibly fast.

      The strider swung its one good arm.

      Astrid miraculously ducked and jumped.

      Adam grabbed her wrist.

      The tree disintegrated.

      The strider pitched forward, still clawing at Astrid as Adam pulled her to safety, listening to the howls of the monster as it crashed down into the gorge.

      Adam bared his teeth, wrapping his arms around Astrid, pulling her up to safety.

      Entangled, they fell back down to the ground, sweaty, sticky, exhilarated by what had just happened.

      “You almost got me killed,” she said, gasping for air.

      “You almost got me killed.”

      “I saved you,” they both said at the same time.

      He looked down at her leg and saw a purplish spot that was bruised. “Looks pretty bad.”

      She winced as Adam ran a finger over the spot, his touch gentle. She allowed his fingers to linger there longer than he’d expected.

      “Thank you,” she whispered, adjusting his glasses, her breath mingling with his. His gaze wandered to her oiled hair and hazel eyes. Instantly he thought back on a quote from a script he’d written, that even in the darkest swamp, a lotus blossom blooms. That was Astrid, who looked absolutely radiant.

      “Thank me for what?” he asked.

      “For being gentle. And for saving me.”

      “Just repaying the favor and—”

      She kissed him and he reacted with surprise. Her breath was hot and sweet as she adjusted herself, grinding on him. He suddenly felt a bulge in his pants.

      She took Adam’s hand and moved it up to her flanks, which were tanned, toned, and stippled with goosebumps. He moved his other hand to the same spot on her other leg and gave her muscular quads a little squeeze.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, casting a look at his hands.

      “I honestly have no idea,” Adam replied, his glasses fogged up, his voice barely above a whisper.

      Astrid grabbed his hands. Adam was expecting her to shove them aside, to read him the riot act, but instead she pulled him up and then repositioned his hands under her ass. Adam gave her cheeks a gentle slap and she moaned while undoing the length of rope, the crude belt, that kept her outer garb in place.

      Two contrary impulses warred within Adam. The desire to keep moving and get out of sight, and the longing, the deep-down desire to be with Astrid. “Is this a wise thing to do?” he whispered.

      “Who knows what the future holds, Adam. This moment might be our last. Best enjoy it while we can.”

      The rope came off and so did her upper garment, releasing her ponderous breasts which slapped Adam gently across the face. This was one slap he didn’t mind, the blood roaring between his legs as he licked her nipples while caressing her legs.

      She soon took his face in her hands and kissed him deeply, biting his lip. There was a wild look in her eyes, a rawness that quickened Adam’s heart as he kissed her back. Adam multitasked, his fingers on her nipples while his tongue met hers.

      Then she stood and roughly pulled him to his feet, their bodies meeting in an ecstatic collision.

      Her ankle had apparently stopped bothering her, because she was able to guide him over to a nearby tree. She disrobed in full and pinioned Adam’s arms, pushing him against the tree. Then she stripped off his clothes, save for the metal boots.

      She licks his nipples and kissed his chest, then locked lips again while stroking his sex appreciatively, the tendons in her arms pulsing.

      She dropped to her knees and took Adam’s cock in her mouth, working it back and forth while caressing his balls. Adam held onto the tree, eyes searching for any hint of danger, but the woods were eerily silent. He was terrified about being spotted by the others or some other monster that called the Blight home, but he was lost in the moment and wasn’t thinking clearly.

      Astrid rose and communicated with Adam by looks. She took the rope that had been holding up her tunic and threw it over a branch on the tree. She looped it around and held both ends, gesturing for Adam to take her from behind.

      In seconds their bodies met and whatever had happened in the past or might happen in the future no longer mattered. He eased into her doggy-style while she clutched the ends of the rope.

      In seconds they were moving as one, Adam thrusting into her with powerful strokes, lost in the moment.

      Astrid panted, bucking like a horse, telling Adam to pull her hair and smack her ass. He obliged.

      When she’d had enough of that position, Astrid released her hold on the rope, turned and embraced Adam as he collapsed on the soft, mossy ground. Facing him, she straddled his thighs and guided his dick into her notch as Adam sucked on her hard-nippled breasts.

      Astrid began bouncing feverishly on Adam who repositioned himself so that Astrid’s face was on his chest, tonguing his nipples as he rhythmically pounded her.

      Adam positioned his boots in such a way, heels planted in the ground, that they enabled him to power up into Astrid, the muscles on the backs of his legs firing as he pulled Astrid’s hair while driving into her.

      Her legs quivered and she let out a gasp, her love juices exploding on Adam who continued at a feverish pace, bringing her to a blissful climax once more. He felt a surge in his loins, his feet tingling, so he pulled out of her and she gripped his member, stroking him until he exploded all over her chest.

      He was on his hands and knees, bare-assed to the world, sheened with sweat and gasping for air.

      Looking back at him, she smiled, wiped away a lock of hair from her face and kissed him. Adam wanted the moment to last, to make it about something more than simple lust, but before he could say anything, a sound echoed across the woods.

      A shout.

      A scream.

      Adam recognized the voice.

      It was Zori, and she was calling for help.
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      Mossheart quickly calculated the distance between himself and the grimoire at eighty-odd paces.

      All he had to do was cross the floor, snatch open the cage, and the book would be his!

      Mossheart took a step and stopped.

      The tiny hairs on forearms stood at attention. A ripple of apprehension wormed its way up and down his spine.

      Something was off.

      An item he hadn’t noticed before drew his attention.

      A pattern in the wooden panels.

      A motif that probably anyone else would have missed, but not him. Every third panel was raised ever so slightly. What did it mean? Was it by design or simply a natural feature?

      And out on the outer edges of the room were tiny black objects he also hadn’t seen before. They resembled small pots and were positioned at intervals that equaled the width of a large man’s shoulders.

      His muscles were taxed from the long climb up, but he realized he didn’t have any time to spare. A woman’s scream from somewhere down below served to highlight this. The goddess was likely free and would soon appear to repay him for all that he’d done to her. If he didn’t act quickly, he might lose the only opportunity he would ever have to possess the grimoire.

      He had to take a step.

      He had to take a chance.

      It was now or never.

      His right front foot came down and there was a puff of air from the right side. Quick as a prayer, Mossheart leaped up, barely avoiding a metal dart fired from one of the small black pots.

      Freyja, the harlot! She’d rigged the room with traps!

      More screams echoed from down below. The goddess was coming for him. He was certain that he had less than three or four minutes before it would be all over.

      He dropped low and surveyed the wooden panels, spotting what he believed was a pattern. The panels to avoid were raised for a reason, namely, they concealed something that triggered the darts hidden inside the black objects.

      He jumped forward onto one of the panels that wasn’t raised.

      Nothing happened! He’d been right!

      Looking up he saw to his dismay that the pattern had changed. None of the panels ahead of him were raised.

      But tiny spirals of light were visible, peeking through minute holes in every third and fifth panel which led the alchemist to believe that something was amiss.

      He tapped a toe on one such panel and it fell away to reveal a hole in the floor, another trap.

      Stepping onto another panel he was shocked when something blurred peripherally.

      He did the splits, barely avoiding a heavy blade that seemed woven out of the mist itself. The axe head swung down from its hiding place behind a recessed panel near the roof, kissing the top of his head, cleaving a few hairs.

      The blade swung back and forth as Mossheart realized there was no pattern. The entire room was filled with random madness, a chaotic hall designed to baffle someone like him.

      He would have to trust his instinct and his abilities.

      Summoning up a ball of energy in his right fist he danced forward, avoiding certain panels, landing on others, saying a prayer to the gods when he came down on a panel twenty paces from the book as the walls opened up.

      Metal darts flew at him from both sides. He used the energy ball to swat them away as a mammoth black orb, a tremendous circle of metal, dropped on a chain from the roof as he sprang to the right, the panels falling away, Mossheart barely able to hang on.

      He pulled himself up and ran forward, leaping over darts, avoiding cutting instruments that buzzed by on hidden wires.

      Breathless, he slid to a stop in front of the metal cage.

      He used the ball of energy to cut the bars away and then he exhaled at its sight.

      The book.

      The galdrabaekr, the grandest of all grand grimoires!

      The “Ominni.”

      He grabbed the book from its resting place, feeling the cool, pliable cover that had the unmistakable feel of human flesh.

      For a moment the book seemed to pulse with life, like a human heart. Mossheart held it up, closing his eyes, listening to what sounded like a thousand voices murmuring all at once. “Sorcery and sanctity,” the soft voices said, “these are the only realities. Each is an ecstasy, a withdrawal from the common life.”

      He reached out a finger and ran it down the cover. It was faded, but there were no stains nor bruises or marks of usage on it. He fanned the brittle and yellowed pages, which were inked in a dark liquid which was likely blood or the resin from some poisonous plant; devil’s snare, or thornapple perhaps. More pages whipped past. He gawked at the gruesome illustrations of unearthly things, renderings of deformed beasts and proto-humans with multiple limbs, scarified flesh, and maimed faces. The kind of unholy creatures that could be ushered into the physical world by merely uttering the words scrawled on the pages.

      Mossheart remembered hearing his father whisper about the grimoire once, about how the person who possessed the book could call upon the secrets of the secrets, things that one dare not even think about.

      His finger stopped on two pages. The first page was stamped with a caricature of a dragon above a series of runes, a powerful transformation spell. The second contained an image of a Viking berserker, a draugr. A dead warrior with hollow eyes, clad in moldering chainmail, feasting on another warrior above a series of scrawled runes.

      Somewhere in the book was the spell to hasten the end of times, the helgrind, the most devastating of all incantations from the Hávamál, the sayings of the most high. In the meantime, Mossheart was satisfied that he now had the ability to summon up his own army of the undead!

      Mossheart flinched because he heard the sound of somebody exhaling. Turning, he spied Freyja in all of her glory.

      Standing in the entryway into the room, she was maddeningly gorgeous, encased in a halo of golden light that served to accentuate her perfect features, which were pinched with  anger.

      “Took you long enough,” Mossheart said.

      She waved a finger that was as long as a wand. “Put the fucking book back where you found it!”

      Finger on the transformation spell, the alchemist held her look, giving no ground. “Such language from a goddess.”

      “A goddess who’s going to rip your neck from your godsdamned shoulders!”

      “Are you still holding onto the anger, my dear?”

      “Shut your mouth and give me the book.”

      Mossheart’s smile wilted. “Come and take it.”

      She flew at him, triggering the traps as he spoke the mystical words from the book, the ones that would transform her into a creature that would do his bidding. She immediately dropped to the ground, her body distorting in a ferocious flash of light.

      The light shattered into strands that collected on the ground like water before wrapping around Freyja, cocooning her.

      Mossheart stared down at her inert form and continued to shout words in an ancient tongue. With every intonation Freyja screamed, her body contorting, features rearranging themselves.

      The alchemist leaped back, watching Freyja’s nose elongate into a muzzle and then continued to expand.

      In seconds she had the face of a lizard even as her frame continued to enlarge. Mossheart blinked. Freyja’s arms telescoped out. Her legs broke and then reset, expanding, gaining girth as a long, thick tail protruded from her backside.

      Her flesh changed next, supple skin replaced by armor-like scales, long, gnarled talons blossoming from the pads of her now-robust feet and hands.

      Wings emerged from her back in a gout of white, pus-like liquid, a framework of bones that was soon quilted with leathery muscle that spread over everything like a hungry weed.

      Freyja’s eyes were the color of spun gold. When Mossheart looked into them, there was no longer any humanity.

      He couldn’t believe how quickly the spell had worked!

      The goddess had undergone a complete metamorphosis.

      She was a great lizard now.

      A dragon.

      A destructive force that he would send out to destroy Beowulf and all the others that challenged him.

      Mossheart knelt before the dragon and touched the top of her bony head. “If I have learned anything during my walking days, it is that pain is the greatest of all teachers. You are about to learn a very valuable lesson, my dear, the first and most important one: what it feels like to have a master.”

      He looped a length of pure energy into a noose around the dragon’s neck and pulled it taut. The dragon grumbled and hissed and Mossheart knew that whatever was left of Freyja had been subdued by the spell. She was one with the beast and would do whatever was asked of her. He whispered into the creature’s ear. “You will go out and find Beowulf and those who’ve come with him. You will track them down and then you will kill them all. Do you understand?”

      She bucked and he yanked on the nose as the dragon made an inarticulate sound. “Do you understand me?”

      The dragon drew in air and released it in a long stream. It seemed to nod before vaulting up and crashing through the far wall, ripping off most of the upper portion of the tree before vanishing over the horizon.

      Grimoire in hand, Mossheart stood there, reveling in the moment.

      He felt lighter than air, giddier than a child.

      He’d done it. He’d actually found a way into the fucking Blight, deceived the mighty goddess Freyja, and stolen the world’s greatest grimoire!

      His father would be so proud, he thought, dancing a little jig, already thinking up all of the terrible things he’d do to King Hrothgar and all the others who’d stood against him. When he was finished with the Danes, he’d repay the Geats for all they’d done to him, and then turn his attention to his homeland and all the places that lay beyond it. There were so many places left to conquer.

      Never had he felt so alive as he began the long climb back down the ladder, his mind free, his muscles no longer aching. He moved more rapidly this time, energized, thinking back on all that he’d accomplished and all that lay before him. The goddess was under his control, sent out to vanquish his enemies, but he’d been burned once too many times to leave it all up to her. No, this time he would take extra precautions.

      He reached the bottom of the ladder and realized this time would indeed be different. He would ensure that Beowulf and the others were destroyed by also resurrecting the things that slumbered within the tree and without.

      The draugar.

      The fallen berserkers!

      Hilde was where Mossheart left her, still bound, unable to talk.

      “You’ll never guess what happened to the goddess. No, don’t bother saying anything!” He laughed at his own joke then opened the book and began chanting the words to the rune that would awaken the draugar.

      Shouts echoed from the doorway.

      Voices of the Kindred, Freyja’s guards, coming to investigate, to see what had happened to the goddess.

      Mossheart’s voice reached a booming crescendo, bouncing off the walls of the tree as tongues of flame danced at his fingertips. When the final words were spoken, a bolt of orange light erupted from the pages of the book, blasting a hole in the side of the tree large enough for a man to pull himself through.

      That’s when the first Kindred appeared, sword drawn.

      The creature stepped forward and gasped because he could see it.

      See them.

      The forms emerging from their cocoons, tearing away the gossamer webbing that had held them in place for how long? A hundred winters? A thousand?

      The Kindred ran outside, shouting a warning to his comrades as Mossheart cackled. The  draugar dropped from where they had been slumbering and shambled forward, struggling with their locomotion. The alchemist took particular delight at the sight of Hilde’s eyes: exceptionally wide and terrified.

      He held up a hand and the lead berserker squealed at him, mouth opened to reveal a black maw full of sharpened teeth. Mossheart held up a hand as if offering a blessing and an unholy light dancing in the thing’s sockets, flickering and flashing.

      There was a look of understanding on the face of the lead draugr.

      He knew that Mossheart controlled everything which he did. The alchemist stood firm, ordering the demonic berserkers out into the Blight. They were tasked with joining up with their brethren, the other draugar buried in the swamps, and then following the trail of the dragon to kill Beowulf and anything else that stood in their way.

      Mossheart slammed the book shut and maneuvered Hilde outside, watching his army of warriors move out of the tree as the Kindred reacted by attacking them.

      The draugar met the Kindred in the glade that stretched between the trees. The battle was over in mere moments. The weapons of the forest creatures did little damage to the berserkers, who overwhelmed their assailants and then blew white dust into their faces, a powder made from a fungus that sprouted on corpses. Mossheart had heard it was called the breath of the undead.

      The Kindred collapsed to the ground and a transformation came over them, their faces twisted up, their eyes as white as eggs. The draugar marched off into the woods as the Kindred  rose in a trance, locking arms and forming a circle around the three trees, creating a living wall to protect Mossheart from anything that might threaten him.

      The alchemist turned, Hilde still under his control, and removed the binding from her mouth. She was too shocked from all that she’d seen to say anything. He moved her back into the belly of the black tree.

      He would study the grimoire in greater detail and unlock its many secrets, including those that would help him lay waste to Hrothgar and all the other kingdoms of men, because the Blight was his now and he had time, all the time in the world.
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      Adam and Astrid scrambled through the brambles and bracken, fighting their way through the mist-filled swamp. Zori’s shouts continued to reverberate as the pair scaled an embankment and spotted two figures circling near the edge of a hillock down below.

      It was Jonathan and Zori!

      Adam shouted and they reacted, holding up their hands. He and Astrid ran to them and the four embraced.

      “Where the hell were you?” Jonathan asked. “We’ve been looking all over for you!”

      “We fell down through the ice and got lost,” Adam replied.

      Jonathan looked from Adam to Astrid and grinned crookedly. “Yeah, lost in each other’s eyes.”

      “Where are the others?” Adam asked, blushing.

      “They’re right behind us,” Zori said.

      “Yeah, they kinda got bogged down with the Disir,” Jonathan added.

      “What is that?”

      “You mean what are they, compadre,” Jonathan replied.

      “Okay, so what are they?”

      “Basically, albino women who are equal parts demons and angels. Is that about right, Zori?”

      Zori nodded. “Yes, that about covers it.”

      Adam groaned as a sound built in every direction. It was menacing and foreboding, inhuman cries mixing with the sound of grunts and wings flapping. He saw figures slashing through the mist. It was Beowulf, Sawyer, and the others. Behind them was a rampaging horde of deformed things, some of which glided across the water while others furiously beat their wings, soaring over the tops of the dead trees.

      “What do we do?” Adam asked.

      Jonathan recoiled. “You mean before or after we run?”

      “STAND YOUR GROUND!” Beowulf bellowed, stabbing the Runesword into the fetid water.

      The Disir were growing closer, thirty yards off and closing. Beowulf nodded at Adam, but didn’t acknowledge him. There was no time for reunions or pleasantries, the warrior stalking before everyone like a preacher giving a sermon.

      “We will stand here and fight. All good people relish the savagery of war,” Beowulf said, his voice charged with intensity. He pointed a finger at all assembled before him. “We shall offer our attackers no peace, no offering, no truce. If death takes me here I pray that you send the hammered mail of my armor to Higlac, my sword back to Wayland, and allow fate to unwind it all!”

      “What the fuck is he talking about?” Jonathan whispered.

      Adam shrugged. “He’s doing a Braveheart kinda thing.”

      “Is it supposed to be reassuring? ‘Cause it totally isn’t.”

      Adam shushed Jonathan with a finger to his lips as Beowulf removed the Runesword from the ground and angled it back at the approaching Disir. “Follow me into battle, and let us remove these creatures from the world, these murderous things birthed in the slime, and banished by the master builder. Listen, heed what I say, and let us stem the approaching horror with a sweep of our steel!”

      “Okay, that part of the speech was pretty dope,” Jonathan said.

      Adam clenched the hilt of his Hydra sword in both hands, ready to do some grievous bodily harm to the approaching demons.

      The monsters flapped through the trees like a swarm of bees, crashing down into the murky water with their claws out and tongues lolling out of mouths filled with jagged teeth. Beowulf pulled the Runesword back over his head and charged the first attacker.

      Lowering a shoulder, the big warrior upended the monster. The thing flopped back into the swamp and Beowulf drove the tip of the Runesword through its chest as yellow blood leaped from the wound.

      Astrid and Zori alighted on a fallen log and crouched like jungle cats, battle axes in their hands. A flock of Disir attacked them and immediately regretted the decision.

      Zori avoided the talons of the first attacker, arching her back and then bringing her axe around, the blade bisecting the second demon. The momentum carried her sideways and she did a beautiful twirl through the air that allowed her to chop another two of the winged abominations to pieces.

      Aerowynn was a force of nature, running up a tree, using her momentum to spring into the air. Axe held high over her head, she brought it down in a chopping motion, severing the wings of three more Disir who flopped into the water as she landed and finished them off.

      Adam waded forward and was immediately confronted by one of the assailants, a tall creature with white hair and turquoise eyes. For a moment the thing’s face morphed into a stunning young woman with a seductive smile and ample breasts. Adam lowered his sword, lulled by the beautiful woman who grinned before—

      WHAM!

      Sucker-punching him in the jaw!

      Adam doubled over, then righted himself as the female demon’s face returned to form, a warped hag with a flesh-starved face pulled back in a terrible, soulless smile. Before Adam could react, the thing punched him in the solar plexus.

      In agony, he hunched over, leaning on his sword as the Disir laughed and threw out a long, bony arm that wrapped around his neck. The thing pulled him into a terrible embrace and raked the flesh from the area near his trapezius muscles.

      Staring into the thing’s eyes, Adam did the only thing left to do. He head-butted the demon.

      Something broke in the creature’s nose and yellow blood spritzed, blinding it. The thing crabbed back. Adam grabbed the Hydra sword and in one fluid motion, lopped the demon’s head off.

      Somebody cheered and he looked over at Sawyer who was brandishing a short-sword, fighting side-by-side with Astrid. The pair were kicking ass and taking numbers, hacking and slashing and cutting a path through the marauding Disir. Jonathan was alongside them, whipping his blade back and forth, taking out the legs of two of the attackers before chopping them into pieces or mashing their skulls with his metal fist.

      Dag was close to Jonathan, acting like a wild man, using no weapons at all, preferring instead to bum-rush the assailants and then strangle them with his bare hands.

      Beyond them were Unferth and Siglaf. Both men clutched swords, but Unferth was struggling to contain his bulk. The big man wasn’t nimble enough for this kind of close-quarters fighting, and stumbled over a knot of vines as Siglaf cowered, clutching his sword defensively against his chest as the fighting raged all around him.

      Adam watched Unferth swing his sword, the blade met by a staff of burnished wood held by a muscled Disir. The blade snapped in half and Unferth stared at it, shocked, as the demon rose up, ready to finish him off when—

      THUMP!

      A sword flew out of nowhere and jackhammered into the monster’s chest, jolting it, knocking it off stride, saving Unferth’s exceedingly wide ass. Adam noted that Sawyer had thrown the sword and he held up a clenched fist and loosed a war cry.

      That’s when it happened.

      Beowulf stopped in mid-stride.

      So did the Disir.

      Adam moved over next to Jonathan and Sawyer and watched the attacking creatures crane their heads, peering up at the sky. Several of them lifted their noses and scented the air. A look flashed across their twisted faces.

      Fear.

      They were terrified of something, but what?

      “Please don’t tell me those things are scared,” Adam muttered.

      “They’re demons, Fraser,” Jonathan replied. “What the fuck scares demons?”

      Sawyer pointed to the sky. “How about that.”

      There was something up in the sky, vanishing through the haze, then reappearing moments later.

      “What is that?” Sawyer asked.

      “A bird?” Adam asked.

      Jonathan shook his head slowly. “Not unless birds around here are longer than a friggin’ jet plane, covered with scales, and breathing fire!”

      Adam saw a plume of fire exhaled from the thing’s mouth as Aerowynn’s mouth dropped open. “DREKI!”

      “IN ENGLISH!” Jonathan shouted back.

      Astrid turned back and waved her hands. “DRAGON!”

      The monstrous creature came down at an angle, like a bomber readying to drop its payload. Before Adam could get off a scream, it had begun spewing fire in every direction.

      Thankfully, the bulk of the attacking Disir were still massed out in front of Adam and the others and took the full brunt of the fire.

      The ocean of flames met the demons first and turned them to ashes as Beowulf signaled and screamed for everyone to drop.

      They did, splashing down into the swamp, submerged in the rootbeer-colored water. Adam tasted the gritty water and it was a glorious thing, because it saved their lives. They were only two feet under the surface, but it was enough to shield them from the fire that rolled over the swamp like a tsunami.

      The water boiled up, forcing Adam to rise. When he did, he saw the swamp had been carbonized by the dragon.

      The dead trees were in flames and an oily smoke filled the air.

      He reached over and grabbed Sawyer and Jonathan as Zori whistled for everyone to retreat.

      They careened through the soupy water, visibility obscured by the smoke. They were fast, but the dragon was faster still—just a blur—knifing over the water, toying with them, roaring in anger.

      “I think that thing’s pissed!” Jonathan said while on the run.

      “What gave it away?” Adam retorted.

      The group ducked and darted through a gap between the trees, searching for cover when a shrill sound split the air. Astrid opened her sack and removed the small, metal “rune-tracker,” the device that could purportedly detect the use of magic in a given area. It was whistling like a tea kettle.

      Magic, Adam thought to himself. There was some serious magic affecting the area.

      Before he could process what that might mean, the ground began quivering. They stopped near a fistful of boulders as a long, bony hand erupted from the ground.

      Then another.

      Then ten more.

      The first figure pulled itself out of the swamp, lurching like a drunken man. The thing, a cadaverous, flesh-starved humanoid garbed in rotting chainmail and deerskin, stared at Adam and Jonathan. Then two more corpses rose behind it.

      “Adam, may I a-ask a q-question?” Jonathan stammered.

      “Sure.”

      “What are those things?”

      “Bodies.”

      “What kind of bodies?”

      “From the looks of things, I’d say the bodies of resurrected Viking warriors.”

      “Oh, okay. For a moment I thought I was losing my mind.”

      Adam looked over at Jonathan. “And you though this couldn’t get any worse.”

      “BERSERKERS!” Zori shouted.

      “DRAUGAR!” Aerowynn added.

      Beowulf chopped the three berserkers down with the Runesword. “Draugar indeed. Buried here in the swamp after the war against the gods, never to see the light of day again.”

      “Apparently they didn’t get the memo,” Jonathan said. “Because it looks like they’re ready to party!”

      Beowulf’s lips pulled back. “This is Mossheart’s doing. The whoreson has summoned the dragon and resurrected the damned!”

      “That dude has some serious evil skills,” Jonathan replied.

      “He’s like Shang Tsung in Mortal Combat by way of Voldemort,” Adam said.

      They dodged more of the undead warriors as dozens, perhaps hundreds of the berserkers pushed themselves up out of the swampy muck. Slowly they emerged from the swamp, their bodies tipped forward, shoulders slumped, their gait unsteady.

      Adam’s boot was grabbed by something and he dropped to the ground. He knelt and  spied something in the water, the thing that was holding him. It was a berserker whose face, from the throat to the upper teeth, was a great gap fringed with hanging shreds of black flesh and splinters of bone.

      The thing appeared out of the water and dragged itself along in a hideous pantomime, still holding onto Adam’s ankle, then lurched at Adam who smashed its skull with the end of his sword.

      Adam spun because more of the undead fighters were rising in every direction, shafts of sunlight falling upon their faces and highlighting their gray pallor, the gaping black holes where their eyes and mouths had once been.

      The things converged and Adam and the others confronted them.

      Swords drawn, they assaulted the berserkers.

      One of the warriors rushed at Adam, who held his sword up and plowed into the thing, opening a hole and releasing a spurt of black gore that reeked of decaying flesh and biological decay. Adam nearly vomited as he threw out a hand, pushing the thing back, feeling its shrink-wrapped skin that barely concealed the monster’s musculature and gooey innards.

      A rope of ochre gushed from the warrior’s mouth as it hissed and snapped and spat at Adam. The berserker was strong, but Adam managed to torque his sword up, splitting the thing’s trunk open like a baked gourd.

      The berserker fell to the ground and Adam brought his boot down, curb-stomping the beast.

      Two sharp whistles echoed. Adam turned to see Beowulf signaling to the path forward, which was quickly closing up.

      Clenching his sword, Adam led the others who flanked him until they were moving as one, cutting and slicing at the berserkers whose bodies fell into the swamp in heaps. Adam could see that the berserkers were a diverse lot, various races and both sexes visible, all united in their desire to devour him and the others. Several of the fighters pawed at the ground like bulls while others tugged at the places where their privates had once been.

      The kind of squeal made by a wounded pig got Adam’s attention and he looked asquint to see a small warrior, maybe five feet in height.

      The thing was missing a jaw and part of his nose and a bone in his right arm was visible, shattered, poking through ash-colored flesh. The abomination’s tongue flapped like the tail on a rattlesnake and behind it appeared a female berserker with ball-bearing-like eyes and a blackened organ-tree that flashed from inside a canoed chest. Adam’s stomach churned, but he forged ahead and cut them down with his sword.

      There was an explosion of bone and putrid flesh as the berserkers toppled in stages, returning to the swampy ground.

      Some of the warriors counterattacked, either heaving themselves at Adam and the others or actually swinging their weapons, swords, axes, and a few rusty spears.

      Beowulf soon took the lead and led everyone down over a muddy path through the middle of the swamp. Everyone was forced to dodge ankle-shattering holes filled with pools of putrid water and small trees and fallen timber.

      A low-throated chanting built as the berserkers continued to appear, running en masse through the trees.

      “Those things are incredibly persistent!” Jonathan shouted.

      “Get ready to fight our way through!” Adam shouted. He pointed and the others could see more of the berserkers up ahead.

      Jonathan pulled back his spiked fist and rampaged forward, literally punching the heads off three of the berserkers who were standing in a row.

      The swords of the others followed, opening up the stomachs of the berserkers as ropes of bile and diseased blood spattered the ground. Adam ducked as Beowulf swung his sword so menacingly that the air seemed to sing. He appeared to be locked in a kind of combat-driven trance, swaying back, moving forward, whipsawing the warriors with his shaft of steel.

      The heads and limbs of the berserkers clattered to the ground

      Adam watched Sawyer, who was similarly caught up in the frenzy. She swung her sword, slicing through the necks of two berserkers before planting the tip in the skull of a third (who didn’t blink), as the ghouls fell in rows.

      A large bear-sized berserker homed in on Adam, who peered up at the thing. A deep hunger shone in the monster’s black eyes, and he could see a map of veins and arteries through the beast’s paper-thin skin. The berserker opened its mouth and Adam rammed his sword between its jaws, extinguishing the light as it collapsed to the ground.

      More berserkers appeared and Beowulf pumped a fist and urged everyone to close ranks, backs pressed against backs.

      “LET US GIVE THE DEAD THE GIFT OF ETERNAL SORROW!” Beowulf shouted.

      The two sides clashed. Adam was worried, more about the dragon than the berserkers. He couldn’t see the damned thing and fretted that it was lurking just above them, using the smoke and mist as cover.

      “Where’s Puff the Magic Dragon?” Jonathan asked.

      “There!” Adam shouted, pointing at an object far overhead that was circling slowly like a vulture.

      The group fought their way through the draugar, struggling through the woods that gave way to a stretch of barren ground that rose to a mammoth embankment and beyond that, a steep, desolate hillside crowned with what looked like a sweep of caves.

      If they could make it to the caves, Adam thought they might have a chance.

      “HEAD FOR THE CAVES!” he shouted.

      They barreled through the tree line as Adam watched the air roil to his right and left. He felt a blast of hot air on his neck and a sound like a million bees buzzing all at once. The dragon had descended rapidly and was right behind them as they shot out across the open ground. The embankment was two hundred feet away.

      They were going to do it.

      They were going to make it.

      The ground before them opened up just as the dragon let loose with a stream of fire.

      Adam felt the ground vanish underfoot as he pinwheeled with the others down into the blackness, screaming, the fire from the dragon incinerating everything above them.

      Adam landed on his ass and slid down a decline, eventually coming to a rest inside a gloomy cavern illuminated by pinpricks of blue light cast by a sparkling, underground pool.

      A solitary form suddenly rose up out of the blackness in front of the pool.

      It strode forward, its face becoming clear.

      Adam gasped, not believing his eyes, because standing in front of him was Huldra, the seductress of forest and fen. The warrior woman who’d helped them back in Los Angeles.

      She smiled. “Welcome to the Blight.”
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      “They’ll come for you,” Hilde said, still wrapped in the magical bindings Mossheart had engineered. She stood in the corner of the black tree, watching the alchemist pour over the grimoire.

      “Who will?” he asked, maintaining his gaze on the book’s pages.

      “Beowulf and the others, you fool.”

      Mossheart paused and searched Hilde’s face. Her lip trembled and she looked away. “You have strong feelings for him, don’t you?”

      “I don’t know what you’re talking about,” Hilde answered, looking at the ground.

      “I can sense that you belong to another and yet you pine for Beowulf.”

      “I belong to no one,” she said quietly.

      “I was like you once,” Mossheart said. “I know that’s difficult to believe, but I can read the signs. I was taken with a young woman, the offspring of a Jute chieftain on the Isle of Wight.”

      Hilde looked up and for a moment Mossheart’s aspect changed. Gone was the dark light around the edges of his eyes and the perpetual sneer. For a moment at least, he looked human, almost…vulnerable. “This woman wanted a life with me,” he continued. “She wanted me to commit myself to the land, to a home, to a family. She wanted me to plant roots. I preferred to scatter my seed.”

      “What happened to her?” Hilde asked.

      Mossheart frowned. “She went away.”

      “Far away?”

      Mossheart nodded. “So far away that I’ll never see her again.”

      Silence fell between them. “You don’t have to do this,” Hilde said.

      “Be quiet…”

      “You don’t have to continue on this path. You can step back into the light.”

      Mossheart turned his back to her. “And do what? Open myself up? Give myself over to another? Do you know what love is, my dear? The source of all human frailty and weakness.”

      When he turned back around, his features changed. His face hardened, his eyes went cold, and the sneer returned. Whatever had been good in him only seconds earlier, was gone.

      “You don’t have to look into the middle of the darkness, Mossheart.”

      He grinned. “Ah, but that’s where the fun is.”

      “You can’t win,” she said.

      “Did you not see my creations, woman?”

      “Call me by my name.”

      “You’re unworthy of a name.”

      “Hilde. Come on, say it. Even a weak-kneed rune-slinger like you is capable of a few guttural grunts every now and then.”

      “You have a salty tongue to go along with your blindness, Hilde.”

      “Blindness?”

      He nodded. “You must be hard of sight if you failed to see the dragon before. The godsdamned thing nearly took half the roof off.”

      “I saw what happened.”

      “And the draugar. Did you see them?”

      She nodded. “I did.”

      “Then you must know with absolute certainty that nobody is coming to rescue you.”

      “It is not me that needs rescuing.”

      Mossheart snorted. “Soon I will know the secrets of the grimoire. And when I do, every knee shall bend before me.”

      “I’m sure you’re used to that.”

      A hard cast came over his face. Anger flared inside him and then he closed his eyes and restrained himself from striking her. Turning back to the book, he flipped the pages as Hilde continued to mock him, stopping on one that would unleash mystical vapors: a rune of true vision that would permit him a kind of second sight, an ability to see the land that was beyond his purview.

      He reached into his sack and mixed the necessary ingredients while uttering the spell. An acrid smell filled the air and the pages of the grimoire began to crackle and spark. Tendrils of green smoke rose, enveloping his face. Every muscle in his body was as tense as a bowstring as frenzied forms took shape in the smoke, blobs of color that slowly coalesced into the forms of humans, men and women both. He reached out and manipulated the images, zooming in, focusing on one person, one man.

      There he was!

      It was Beowulf!

      He could see him and a small group of other people, including the warrior women and the other people he’d battled back in Los Angeles. They were running through the swamp, running in fear from the dragon and the draugar!

      Mossheart clapped his hands and danced victoriously. They were retreating in fear, on the verge of being overwhelmed by his creations.

      “Do you see it, my dear?” he asked Hilde. “Do you see what I see?”

      Hilde turned away. “I see nothing.”

      “Ah, but soon you shall see everything,” Mossheart said, clapping his hands again. The smoke and vision vanished and he went back to studying the book, searching for the helgrind,  the rune which would allow him to destroy Hrothgar’s kingdom and the world if it came to that.
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      Huldra extended a hand to Adam and helped him up. “So nice of you to drop in. We’ve been watching you ever since you entered the forest.”

      Adam looked around, realizing they’d fallen into a camouflaged pit, a trap. “What took you so long to help us out?”

      “I had to convince the others that you were friends instead of foes.”

      “What others?” Sawyer asked.

      Huldra bobbed her head and two dozen other forms rose from the shadows at the outer edges of the underground space. They’d been there all along, but nearly invisible in the murky light.

      All of the forms were women.

      They varied in shapes and ages, but they all bore a striking resemblance to her. “The sisterhood of the fen.”

      Jonathan waved at them. “Hey, ladies.”

      The sisterhood did not wave back.

      “At first the sisters wanted to kill you and suckle on your bones, but I convinced them that now was not the time to do that.”

      “Yeah, that’s great and all, Huldra,” Adam said, “but we really don’t have time for fun and games. We’re in a bit of a bind.”

      Huldra nodded. “We saw the dragon.”

      “I wasn’t talking about that,” Adam replied, turning and pointing back up to the rim of the hole they’d just fallen through. Huldra leaned over Adam’s shoulder and they both spotted  forty or more draugar looking down.

      “What are those?” Huldra asked.

      “You don’t know?”

      She shook her head.

      “Super, just really friggin’ marvelous,” Jonathan said, smacking his hands together. “The people that live in the goddamn swamp don’t even recognize the shit the wizard conjured up.”

      “They’re draugar,” Aerowynn said.

      “Berserkers,” Zori added.

      “I will show you a way to safety,” Huldra said.

      “We’re not going anywhere with you,” Unferth said with a guttural growl. The big man withdrew his sword and squared up on Huldra and her brethren.

      “Put down your steel, Unferth,” Beowulf said.

      “I’ll put it down when I’m free and clear of this sinkhole of depravity. Turn your back on these things and they’ll taste your flesh.”

      “I doubt I’d want to taste yours,” Huldra said with a sly smile.

      “Hold your tongue, whore.”

      Her eyes narrowed. “I’m more of a harlot actually.”

      “We know her,” Beowulf said.

      Zori nodded. “She helped us do battle against Mossheart.”

      “She fought bravely,” Aerowynn added.

      “Apparently not bravely enough,” Unferth replied, spitting out the words. “Or else we wouldn’t be here trying to destroy the alchemist would we?”

      “We don’t have time for this,” Adam said, stepping between Unferth and Huldra. “The bad guys are gonna be here in two minutes, maybe less.”

      Unferth’s sword came down, though the malice remained in his eyes. His poisonous stare locked on Adam. “This is on you now. If anything happens, I’ll snatch the light from your eyes, boy.”

      “I’m not really sure that’s possible, but okay,” Adam said.

      Huldra clucked her tongue and her sisters whistled and signaled for everyone to follow them. “We have a plan!”

      Adam ran alongside Sawyer and Jonathan as the unearthly squalls from the approaching berserkers echoed. The seductresses led everyone up a set of stone stairs hacked into the side of the cavern, Adam moving ahead to run beside her.

      “Forgot to say that it’s good to see you again,” he said.

      She smiled. “It is nice to see you as well. I’d wondered originally whether you and the others had made it back through the vortex.”

      “Just barely.”

      “Are you regretting your decision?”

      “Given that we’ve been chased by a dragon and a pack of zombies, absolutely.”

      She smiled. Adam stopped and jerked his head back and immediately regretted it. The ground they’d just covered was swarming with undead warriors who waved their rusted swords while lumbering forward.

      Turning, Adam ran up the stairs which angled around to a landing and a short tunnel that led through an archway into a section of cave. The roof was high and filled with stalactites which made Adam immediately think of the cathedral-like expanses of the Luray Caverns in Luray, Virginia, a place he’d visited once as a child. He saw natural columns rising from the ground to the roof, mud flows, stalagmites, flowstones, and tiny mirrored pools.

      There was also another tunnel off to the left near a large cluster of logs, what looked like a fire pit, and mounds of black bricks. Off to the right of that, near the far side of the cave, was an opening that afforded a sweeping view of the swamp and the rest of the Blight.

      “Give us a hand!” Huldra shouted.

      Adam turned to see her gesturing at a hunk of rock large enough to cover the archway they’d just run through.

      Everyone placed a shoulder against the rock, rocking it, muscling it into place to block the archway and keep the berserkers at bay.

      “This will hold them,” Huldra said. “For a while.”

      Adam nodded. “Great. What’s the rest of the plan?”

      Huldra looked at her sisters, who muttered a string of words in a tongue Adam didn’t understand.

      “This was the plan,” Huldra said softly.

      “Raise your hand if you think it’s the worst plan ever,” Jonathan said. He pointed at the rock, then to the opening on the far wall. “We’re trapped between a Viking zombie army, a dragon, and our only hope is a group of swamp witches.” He looked over at Huldra. “No offense, by the way.”

      “None taken,” she answered.

      “You’re not helping things here, Jon.”

      “No, the small, stupid one is right,” Unferth said. “We’ve been led astray. We are trapped in a cave and the darkness is closing in. I knew this would happen.” He turned his baleful gaze on Huldra. “If truth be told, she led us into a trap!”

      He pulled out his sword and Beowulf did the same, the two warriors squaring off, ready to do battle when—

      BAROOM!

      A note reverberated off the walls of the cave. There was a flash of light as a fireball became visible, smearing over the outside of the cave, tongues of flame protruding through the opening. Noxious fumes filled the air and Adam could hear the sound of the creature batting its wings, keening like a banshee.

      “We are royally fucked,” Jonathan said.

      Dag shook his head and patted his vest. “I’ve got something that will work on the great lizard.”

      “You’re a dragon whisperer now?” Sawyer asked.

      “I know how to take that beast down.”

      “Says the crazy guy with the holes in his head,” Jonathan replied before slipping and falling into the black sludge that seemed to cover the floor of the cave.

      “Shit!” Jonathan cursed. He stood, then tried to clean his boot off. “I meant that literally by the way. This entire place is covered in shit.”

      “Bat droppings,” Huldra said, correcting him. She dropped into a crouch to study the ground, poking at what looked like small hills of black pellets. “Didn’t you smell it before?”

      “I just thought that was Fraser’s musk,” Jonathan replied, angling a thumb at Adam.

      “If there are bat droppings that means there are bats,” Adam said.

      “Figured that out all by yourself, did you?”

      Adam wheeled around. “Where are they?”

      All eyes rotated up to see that the darkened area near the roof was covered with bats. Thousands of them. Adam was shocked that he hadn’t noticed them before, but there they were bundled together, quivering.

      “Don’t make another sound,” Zori said.

      Dag took a step and cracked a twig. He made a face, recognizing his mistake as the bats alighted all at once, filling the air like a swarm of locusts. Everyone ducked and covered as best they could, the bats slashing through the air.

      Adam and Sawyer held hands. “Please tell me this gets better,” she whispered.

      “We’ll need to choose our poison,” Unferth grumbled.

      Siglaf nodded. “The bats, the draugar, or the dragon.”

      “Wait one minute,” Jonathan said.

      All eyes turned to him. “I think I’ve got a way to turn this frown upside down. For starters, we are literally standing in a world of shit.”

      “How is that a good thing?” Adam asked.

      “I know all about shit.”

      “You’re certainly full of it.”

      “What I meant, smartass, is that we’re standing in the middle of everything we need to turn the tables on the bad guys. If I’m right, we’ve got the right mixture for some pretty powerful explosives.”

      Adam leaned in close to Jonathan who whispered, “Relax, I know what I’m talking about.”

      “Because you’re Asian?”

      “No, dick. Because I was an extra on that show on the Siege of De’an for the History Channel, remember? The one that happened during the Chinese Jin-Song Wars.”

      “Remind me why that’s important.”

      “Because I played a fire lancer, a guy who had this weapon, basically a small pyrotechnic device attached to the end of this spear. It was a total proto-gun, an early flamethrower by way of a shotgun.”

      “What is this fool talking about?” Siglaf asked.

      “What I’m talking about, Siggy, is gunpowder,” Jonathan replied. “And what I learned from that show is that if you’ve got sulfur, charcoal, and potassium nitrate you’ve really got something.”

      “What do you have?” Sawyer asked.

      “Something that goes boom!” Jonathan replied with a grin.

      He signaled for the others to follow as he moved over to the left, near the other tunnel, cluster of logs, and fire pit surrounded by the mounds of black bricks. He grabbed a few of the bricks and held them up. “This is charcoal.”

      Jonathan gestured to the cave wall and ran his hand along it, before sniffing his fingers and turning up his nose. He held his fingers up to Adam and the others. They were smudged with a yellowish substance that resembled mustard powder. “And here we’ve got some sulfur. Charcoal and sulfur act as fuel.”

      “But what of the third item,” Zori said. “The po-tassium ni-trate,” she said, slowly sounding out the words.

      Jonathan’s mouth pulled back in a rictus. “Up until World War I, guess what was the number one source of potassium nitrate for the armies of the world?”

      “We don’t know what World War I is,” Aerowynn said.

      Jonathan dropped to his haunches. “Bat caves. Dried bat shit is potassium nitrate.”

      The sounds of the berserkers was deafening as the warriors hacked and attacked the boulder, rocking it back and forth, nearly pushing it in. In a few minutes, the undead would likely force their way into the cave.

      “We’re running out of time, Jon,” Adam said.

      Jonathan brooded on this, holding a powdery handful of dried bat shit. “We don’t need much time.”

      “What do you propose?” Beowulf asked.

      Jonathan pointed to the nearby logs. “I propose we grab some of those bad boys, specifically ones that are hollow or with holes, and then we mix and pack a shit-ton of explosive powder inside of them.”

      “And then?”

      Jonathan smiled darkly and pointed toward the berserkers. “And then we blast the hell out of Dawn of the fucking Dead.”
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      Though he’d yet to find the rune to end all runes, Mossheart was sufficiently well-versed in large portions of the book to see what he could accomplish in the natural world. He left the interior of the black tree, Hilde by his side, and strode through the glade, surrounded by his army of possessed Kindred that shadowed him, dead-eyed, watching everything in stunned silence.

      “I feel complete now, Hilde,” Mossheart said, pointing at the Kindred. “I really do. I’ve got the book, my followers, and even you. What more could an alchemist ask for?”

      “I’ll kill you the first chance I have,” she hissed.

      “I’m still sensing some hostility on your part.”

      “I loathe you.”

      Mossheart smiled. “You will come to love me, my little treasure. Once I learn the full secrets of the transformation, I will turn you into something that lives only to serve me. Tell me, what would you prefer to be? A cat-woman or something more fairy-like with wings, fluttering about, waiting on me hand and foot?”

      She spat at him.

      He shook a finger in her direction. “Keep it up and I’ll turn you into a frog.”

      “Women of the north serve no man. No matter what you do to me, I’ll find a way to get even. Surely, even a small-membered spell-weaver like you knows that.”

      He smiled, brushing aside the insult. “We’re going to find out whether that’s true, aren’t we?”

      Though secure in the thought that the dragon and the berserkers were finishing off Beowulf and the others, Mossheart wanted to leave little to chance. Spinning, he cast a spell on the vegetation out beyond the three trees. He watched with glee as the vines and trees reacted, turning black and warped, enormous thorns erupting from flowers, tendrils, and bark. He pulled and pushed and repositioned everything in such a way that in moment he’d crafted a nearly impenetrable wall of thorns and bramble.

      “I’ve got a surprise for you, sweetness,” he said to Hilde.

      He turned his attention to the monsters of old, the abominations hidden inside the black tree, the ones that were waiting to be called on once again.

      Hands raised, Mossheart spoke the words to a resurrection spell. The tree began to quiver and shake. Portions of it broke and crashed to the ground as the things hidden inside, the monsters caged up in their pens, began to crawl out into the light.

      First came the slithering things that resembled oversized centipedes. Behind them were the pig creatures, their exposed jaws quivering, teeth sawing back and forth. Next were the beasts that resembled lizards, then the ones that looked like oversized spiders. Soon the abominations were too numerous to count.

      “Dragons, and devourers of man, and land spirits, oh my,” Mossheart mused.

      The Kindred gazed upon the things and dropped to the ground, supplicating, bowing before them. Mossheart stood in the middle of it, book in hand, ready to conquer the world. Then he turned to Hilde and grinned. “Best get ready to humble yourself before me, woman.”
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      Adam and the others quickly discussed Jonathan’s idea of creating a crude form of gunpowder to save themselves.

      “We should vote on it,” Adam said.

      “What’s to vote on?” Jonathan asked. “Our only two options are fight or die.” He turned to the others. “Who’s voting in favor of death?”

      Nobody raised a hand.

      Jonathan nodded. “That settles it, dude.”

      Everyone began moving about the cave as Jonathan sidled up next to Sawyer and Adam, watching Beowulf and the others discuss what would need to be done to use the gunpowder against the berserkers. “If we were in a movie right now, you know what scene would come next?” Jonathan asked.

      Adam shook his head.

      “Montage, baby. This is the perfect time for a montage.”

      Jonathan held up Sawyer’s phone, scrolled down the music list and selected AC/DC’s Back in Black. He played the song as everyone swung into action. Beowulf and Dag grabbed  clusters of logs, inspecting them and setting the hollow ones down as Zori and Aerowynn gathered chunks of charcoal and mashed them into powder.

      Adam and Sawyer scraped piles of sulfur from the walls while Aerowynn, Zori, and the  sisterhood mounded the dried bat shit. Jonathan supervised everything, making sure the ingredients were ground between rocks into fine crystals, but not yet mixed. Unferth and Siglaf didn’t assist, choosing instead to watch from a distance while repeatedly asking what sort of “witchery” was taking place.

      The song over, the logs were repositioned to face the rock “door” that the berserkers were struggling to break through. Jonathan directed the mixing of the ingredients, assisting as handfuls of the powders were packed into the first log.

      The log, which was five feet long with a two-foot hold in one of the ends, was hoisted by Beowulf who jerked it at the rock that was barely keeping the berserkers at bay. Once this was done, three more logs were prepared as the undead warriors continued to work on the rock, slowly pushing it aside, eager to spill into the cave and finish everyone off.

      “I don’t mean to scare anyone, but the zombies are almost in the cave!” Sawyer shouted.

      Beowulf propped the end of the log up on rocks as Jonathan turned to Dag, who struck a piece of punk wood with his fire kit, firing it up.

      He lit his pipe first, taking a puff of the Viking weed before Jonathan grabbed and took a long pull from the pipe himself. Then Jonathan used the burning piece of punk wood to light a length of dried vine that would function as a fuse.

      Adam saw that the berserkers were fully visible. They’d shoved the boulder sufficiently aside to allow the first few to squirm through the opening.

      “BACK!” Adam shouted. “GET BACK AND COVER YOUR HEADS!”

      Adam, Astrid, and Sawyer huddled near the others, waiting for the blast to go off.

      When it didn’t, Adam glanced sideways to see that one of the undead warriors had snagged the fuse and was appraising it.

      “SHIT!”

      Adam torqued himself up and raced over to grab the fuse, grabbing it away from the berserker when another one grabbed him!

      Before Adam knew what was happening, four withered hands had seized him around the head and neck. Gnarled fingers crept into his nose and mouth, threatening to rip his face apart. He bit down on the fingers, tasting bile, spitting the digits out.

      More hands grabbed the back of his head and wrenched it toward the opening in the rock, his face inches away from those of the draugar.

      The warriors’ mouths were ajar, slimy tongues slithering over rotten teeth. One of the things bit the air near his nose as Adam harnessed the pain, the anger, and punched the berserker in the jaw.

      Adam’s fist slammed into the thing’s face and kept on going, the warrior’s head opening up like an overripe melon.

      Somebody whistled. He eyed Sawyer charging forward, wielding his Hydra sword like a total badass.

      Shocked at how deftly she moved with the heavy steel, he ducked as she hacked at the berserkers, severing arms and slashing necks. The sword got bound up in the gut of one of the berserkers so Sawyer, undaunted, let go of it and improvised, ramming her horned helmet into the undead warrior’s skull, destroying the demon before freeing the weapon.

      Freed, Adam blew on the fuse, giving life to the tiny flame at the end before lodging it back in the log.

      Sawyer grabbed his hand and they raced back across the room as the berserkers shoved aside the rock once and for all.

      Like a pack of fire ants, the draugar swarmed into the room, eager for blood and flesh. Adam looked up a final time, watching the first wave of berserkers peer down at the log packed with explosives when—

      BOOM!

      A concussive blast rocked the cave. The gunpowder in the log exploded, birthing a fireball that vaporized the attackers, turning them into gray dust that filled the air like grit in a sandstorm.

      Cheers arose from Adam and the others as they choked, the cave filled with banners of smoke from the blast. Jonathan high-fived Dag. Adam rose and took a step, then Sawyer grabbed his arm. “LOOK OUT!”

      She shoved him aside at the last second as a large stalactite from the roof, dislodged by the blast, crashed to the ground.

      Quick as a reflex, the others bobbed and weaved as more of the stalactites fell like daggers.

      Beowulf commanded everyone to duck. He stood in the middle of them, weaving the Runesword back and forth, shattering the stalactites.

      Breathlessly, Adam stole over to the opening and surveyed the damage from the explosion. The draugar were down, but definitely not out.

      Another wave had been disoriented by the explosion, but was quickly regrouping, crawling over what was left of their atomized comrades.

      “GET THE OTHER ONE READY!” Adam screamed.

      Astrid and Beowulf held another log and they readied it, edging it out through the opening, pointing it like a cannon at the remaining berserkers.

      The sisterhood helped pack the log and the fuse was inserted. The detonation that followed was even stronger than the first one, blasting apart sections of the cave, threatening to bring the whole thing down atop Adam and the others.

      Mercifully, a cave-in didn’t ensue and Adam quickly saw that the berserkers were either destroyed or blocked by a wall of debris brought down by the explosion.

      “Good guys one, bad guys nothing!” Jonathan shouted, pumping a fist.

      Adam allowed himself a smile when something arrested his attention.

      A flash of light.

      A disturbance in the air.

      Coming from the main opening into the cave.

      The dragon was coming!

      The others saw the same thing and took cover as a blast of fire slammed into the exterior of the hillside, a fiery bouquet spreading across the cave and into it.

      The fine hairs on Adam’s face and arms were singed by the blast.

      “We need to take that thing out,” Adam said.

      “Easier said than done,” Unferth replied.

      “I keep telling you I know how to vanquish that beast,” Dag said, standing, removing his vest.  He pointed to the last log. “Bring that over and mix your blast powder inside it.”

      The others did, mixing up another batch of gunpowder as Dag opened a deerskin pouch fixed to his vest and poured a mixture of green and yellow crystals into the mixture.

      “What is that?” Adam asked.

      “What I mentioned before. A concoction made from herbs that come straight from Tir Na Nog, the underworld. The man who made it for me, a bard named Gwion, called it the sleep of reason.”

      “What does it do?”

      “Soothes the savage beast.”

      He motioned for Astrid to lift the log. She did, everyone moving warily over to the opening in the cave.

      Adam crouched alongside Dag, peering outside.

      “Once the dragon gets near we’ll make the log go boom, scattering the sleep of reason over the entirety of the monster.”

      “What happens if the dragon doesn’t get close enough?”

      “It will once it sees the bait.”

      “Um…but we don’t have any bait.”

      Dag smiled and pointed at Adam. “We do now.”

      “Why me?”

      “Because I’ve been watching you and you’re fleet of foot,” Dag said, pointing to Adam’s boots.

      “That’s true, Fraser,” Jonathan said, nodding. “You’re the fastest white guy I know.”

      Beowulf nodded at Adam. “Now shalt thou choose, for the choice is given, speech or silence, ‘tis thine to say, our evil is destined all for defeat.”

      “Can you please stop saying things like that?” Adam replied.

      “Why?”

      “Number one, it doesn’t make any sense, and two, I think you’re scaring Jonathan.”

      Jonathan looked over. “Just for the record, I’m pretty sure I crapped my pants when I saw the dragon for the first time.”

      Adam searched the faces of the others and knew that if they had any chance of exiting the cave alive, they’d have to take down the dragon. He nodded to Dag. “What’s the plan?”

      Dag pointed to a series of stacked stones, what looked like a ledge of shale that ran out on the front of the cave. All Adam had to do was make his way there, cause a commotion, and draw the great beast in. Once it drew close enough to the cave’s opening, Adam could take shelter inside while the others fired the log cannon.

      It was perhaps the craziest thing Adam had ever heard, but at the moment, it was the only thing that might work.

      He leaned back and brushed against Sawyer. “What do you think?”

      She summoned up a smile. “I think you’re probably the bravest person I’ve ever met.”

      “I don’t want to be the bravest person. They’re always the first ones to die.”

      She kissed Adam on the lips, and lingered. The pair rested their heads against each other. “Please tell me I can do this,” Adam whispered.

      “I know you can,” she answered, squeezing his wrist. “I believe in you.”

      Lightheaded and fatigued from the day’s events, Adam removed portions of his chainmail because it wouldn’t protect him from fire and would only weigh him down. Then he stretched his legs and fortified himself with a few gulps of air as Dag and the others prepared the cannon in the event that he was able to lure the dragon to the mouth of the cave.

      “You’re gonna be just fine out there, lad,” Dag said.

      “You’ve done this before?”

      “Oh, absolutely.”

      “And it worked?”

      “Absolutely not.” Dag mustered a smile. “But hey, there’s a first for everything, right?”

      He patted Adam on the shoulder and moved toward the relative safety of the center of the cave. After mumbling a quick prayer for a short death, Adam juked outside at the instant that the dragon, hovering in the air, belched a massive plume of fire.
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      Time and sound slowed as Adam blitzed to the left, jumping, his feet hitting the stone and somehow propelling him sideways in such a way that he barely avoided the wall of fire.

      Aside from his right foot, which was on fire.

      He landed on the rock ledge, snuffed out the flames and looked up at the belly of the dragon as it passed by overhead.

      A torrent of wind from the beast’s flapping wings rocked him violently sideways.

      He elbowed himself up, in awe of what looked like a whale with wings. There was something beautiful in the way the monster’s body undulated as it powered itself up, higher and higher.

      “Get a grip,” Adam said, smacking himself in the side of the head. “That fucking thing either wants to eat you or turn you into extra-krispy Kentucky Fried Fraser.”

      The thing appeared to have heard him, because it contorted its body and swung back around.

      “Shit!” he shouted, shooting to his feet. The dragon arced around in full, zeroing in on Adam who moved into a dead run.

      The only problem?

      The surface he was sprinting across, the rock ledge, dropped away fifteen feet in front of him.

      The dragon roared.

      Adam screamed.

      Rather than stop he knew there was only one thing to do.

      He accelerated.

      Arms and legs churning.

      The only sounds were his ragged breathing, pounding footsteps, and the rhythmic slapping sound made by the dragon’s wings.

      The edge of the rock ledge came up fast and Adam’s feet kissed it as the dragon blasted the hillside with a torrent of fire.

      Adam fell through the air like a cliff-diver as the fire scorched the rock ledge. Wisps of flame kissed the back of his neck as he thrust out a hand and—

      WHAM!

      Grabbed a branch from a tree that was growing in a cleft in the rock, jutting up out of the hillside at an odd angle.

      Momentum stopped, Adam swung around like a Cross-Fit freak on a muscle-up bar. The top of the tree was on fire, but he was safe for the moment.

      He did one rotation and saw that there was a series of stone pads on the hillside, little tufts of rock and dirt that looked stable enough to hold him.

      Heaving himself over to the first pad, he stood on one leg, fighting not to slide down the hillside and become a prime target for the dragon.

      The others were by this time shouting his name, asking whether he was okay. He screamed back then jumped up to the next pad and the one after that. In a few seconds, he was back up on the ledge.

      He grabbed a branch from a nearby tree and moved toward the mouth of the cave, waving the branch back and forth. “C’MON YOU BIG BASTARD!”

      The dragon roared in anger.

      It accelerated, moving toward Adam like a runaway locomotive.

      The thing’s wings extended fully. Adam tried to move but he was rooted in place, in awe of the great beast.

      Hands grabbed his back and the last thing he saw before he hit the ground was Beowulf, Astrid, and Dag running forward, aiming the log cannon at the dragon.

      Adam fell to the ground and caught sight of Zori and Aerowynn above him. They were the ones who grabbed and pulled him back. Before he could thank them, a bone-shattering BOOM! echoed as the log cannon exploded.

      Stars were in Adam’s eyes, his ears ringing. His gaze ratcheted up and he studied the immense plume of yellow smoke, the detritus of the explosion.

      Whatever Dag had packed into the end of the log shot through the air and engulfed the dragon, funneling down into its gaping maw.

      There was an immediate reaction.

      The monster’s wings dipped and Adam could see its eyes roll back.

      Like a crippled airplane the dragon groaned, listed, and then turned over.

      “IT’S COMING IN FOR A CRASH LANDING!” Jonathan shouted.

      Adam elbowed himself and skittered back as Beowulf and the others ran for cover. The dragon quivered then fell out of the sky, landing hard on the hillside, gouging a trench in the earth before flopping to the side on the rocky ground.

      “Holy shit,” Dag said, hand over his chest, fighting to catch his wind. “Holy shit, I can’t believe that actually worked!”

      Everyone moved nimbly down the hillside toward the spot where the dragon had crashed.

      Sawyer was the first one to see it. Adam could tell because she stopped and gasped, her eyes going so wide that they nearly leaped from their sockets.

      Adam peered over her shoulder and saw it.

      Saw her.

      The beautiful woman lying nude and unconscious in the spot where the dragon had once been.
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      “Jesus. Is that a woman?” Sawyer exclaimed, staring at the body that was covered in dirt, but appeared in all other respects to be a female.

      Adam threaded down the hillside, noting that the woman was scratched and bruised, but appeared to be very much alive, when a voice boomed from behind, “Leave her be!”

      He saw Beowulf peering down at him. “That’s no ordinary woman, Adam. That’s the Goddess Freyja.”

      “So what?”

      “The gods are capricious,” Beowulf replied. “It could all be a trap.”

      “Trap, my arse. She took the form of a dragon to destroy us!” Unferth thundered. “We should kill her while we still have the chance!”

      “And bring the wrath of Odin down on us?” Zori replied.

      “Odin and the Æsir, the main tribe, hold no sway here,” Unferth said, clutching his sword. “This is the place where the lesser gods have been banished. She no longer holds favor in the sight of anyone that matters. Nobody would give a toss if we crossed her over.”

      “I see signs in the sky,” Beowulf said.

      “Everybody knows you can’t see a godsdamned thing,” Unferth replied. “That’s why you wear those fucking metal circles on your head.”

      Adam held up a hand. “Actually, those are glasses so…”

      “Shut your mouth,” Unferth said. “The law says to always heed the omens, and the omens are telling me to destroy that woman.”

      Unferth took a menacing step forward and Adam stepped between Unferth and the body of Freyja.

      “Move aside, boy, while you’re still able to stand.”

      “You’re not killing her.”

      Unferth sneered. “That’s right, I’m not. I’m going to set her free.”

      The big man pulled his sword back when another blade slammed into it, knocking the steel from Unferth’s hand.

      Adam blinked to see that Beowulf had used the Runesword to block Unferth from cutting Freyja down.

      Unferth’s volcanic gaze swung to Beowulf. “Drop your sword.”

      “I can’t do that,” Beowulf replied, looking down.

      Unferth sneered at Beowulf and spat on his boots. “You aren’t even one of us, Beowulf. Have you forgotten that I’m the merkismaðr, the standard bearer, and you…you’re just a godsforsaken Geat.”

      Beowulf’s mouth was set in a tight line. His eyes were dots, his nostrils flared, and Adam thought he looked capable of almost anything. “I’m the one who slayed Grendel and his mother while you were hiding at the bottom of Heorot,” Beowulf said. “I’m the warrior who saved Hrothgar’s kingdom when you and all the others were unable to. That’s who I am.”

      Spittle formed at the edges of Unferth’s mouth. “Best hold your tongue.”

      “I’ll hold it now, but when this is over, you and I will have words, Unferth.”

      “I can’t wait.”

      Beowulf moved the glasses down the bridge of his nose. “Until that time, I will not lower my steel and no harm will come to Freyja.”

      Unferth looked to Siglaf, who shot everyone a nasty look. “This is all going in the story, by the way.”

      “Fuck your book,” Jonathan said, feigning a lunge at Siglaf, who flinched and followed Unferth back up toward the cave.

      Adam signaled to the others as they gathered around Freyja. Sawyer knelt beside her and checked her pulse as Zori took a spare tunic passed down by Huldra and the sisterhood and covered her nakedness.

      “She’s alive,” Sawyer said.

      “She’s under the sway of a geas,” Dag said. “A curse. But fret not, ole Dag has something that will wake her,” he added, opening his vest, removing what looked like two large leaves that had been sewn together to form a pouch. He sprinkled pink crystals into the palm of his hand and moved the mixture toward Freyja.

      “Wait,” Aerowynn said, grabbing his wrist. “Unferth’s a fool, but he has a point. The gods are volatile. There’s no telling what might happen if we revive her.”

      Zori nodded. “What happens if she wakes and tries to destroy us?”

      “That’s a risk we’ll have to take,” Dag answered. “In my heart of hearts I don’t believe she’ll do us any harm.” Then he brooded on this for several seconds and shrugged. “Of course I’ve got several holes in my head and talk to things that nobody else can see, so I might not be the best person to offer advice.”

      “Bold action is called for,” Beowulf said, wringing his hands.

      “Besides,” Huldra said, looking down from the hillside. “We know her. This is not her natural form. Somebody has caused her to take on the shape of a dragon.”

      “Mossheart,” Beowulf hissed, twisting his Runesword in the ground.

      Dag took in their looks and then blew the mixture into Freyja’s face. “I’m sure she’ll be thankful that we helped her.”

      The reaction was instantaneous. Adam saw Freyja’s nostrils curl up. Then a shiver moved over the goddess’s body and she gave a little start. Next she gasped, and then her eyes slowly opened. She reared back and a sound, not unlike a cat hissing, escaped from her mouth.

      “So maybe I was wrong about her not doing us any harm!” Dag said, scampering back.

      Freyja shrieked something that Adam didn’t understand and began crawling up the hillside. The tunic fell aside and there she was, naked, her cream-colored skin sheened with perspiration. Beowulf tried to slow the goddess, grabbing her by the arm.

      She greeted him with an open palm, smacking the warrior in the mouth. He tumbled back as Zori pounced, pinning Freyja to the ground as Aerowynn loosed a volley of what sounded like Norse invective.

      Freyja reacted to this, and so began a short conversation between the two as Adam picked up the fallen tunic and draped it over the goddess’s body. The conversation was heated for several seconds and it appeared that the women might come to blows. The only word that Adam recognized was “Mossheart” which Freyja repeated several times.

      Aerowynn slapped her hands together. “We were right. Mossheart is behind this. She said he has found the book!”

      “Then we have to go and stop him,” Adam said.

      “It won’t be easy,” Zori offered.

      “Nothing worth doing ever is,” Adam replied, relishing the line, thinking it was totally like something Bruce Willis might say just before a climactic fight in an action movie. He took in the faces of the others. “We’ve come this far, haven’t we? I say we go a little farther and finish this. I’m not afraid of Mossheart.”

      “You should be,” Freyja said, startling everyone by speaking in English. “He knows you’re here and he’s waiting with an army.”

      “That’s bad,” Jonathan said.

      “An army of monsters,” Freyja added.

      Jonathan made a face. “That’s even worse!”

      “How do you know this?” Beowulf asked.

      “Because he trapped me. He stole the grimoire from my possession and turned me into a dragon, resurrecting the draugar and sending me off to lay waste to the Blight and destroy you.”

      “Did he have a woman with him?” Beowulf asked.

      Freyja nodded. “A comely one with red hair.”

      “What of her?” Beowulf said, his voice dipping to a whisper.

      “She lives,” the goddess replied. “But for how long I do not know.”

      “How far away is the devil?” Adam asked.

      “The three trees, the Knot, is not very far off. But the path ahead is a narrow one, treacherous, and obscured by magic.”

      “This whole goddamn place is treacherous,” Jonathan replied.

      “Mossheart has undoubtedly used the secrets in the book to transform the Blight. He will warp the forests and use the bramble as a wall to protect the glade near the trees. There is no way a handful of mere mortals will be able to hack a way through it.”

      “Why don’t we just leave the bastard alone, then?” Jonathan asked. “He stays inside the wall, and everyone else stays outside of it.”

      “That could be done, for a while,” Freyja said. “But the alchemist is no different than any other god. Headstrong, in love with himself. In time, he will outgrow the Blight and then he will come for all of you, for all of the world, and rest assured that when he does, he will destroy everything that stands before him.”

      “Then what do we do?” Sawyer asked. “You just said we’ve got no chance to reach him.”

      Freyja smiled. “You do if you have a dragon leading the way.”

      [image: ]
* * *

      Unferth and Siglaf remained at a distance, cool to Freyja as she explained what had happened and how it might be possible to confront and defeat Mossheart.

      Freyja pointed to an indistinct disc of light in the sky, the sun that was barely visible through the mist and smoke. “The haze will be at our backs when we attack,” she said. “I will lead the way and greet anything that confronts us.”

      “How will you do that?” Adam asked.

      Freyja pursed her lips. “I still possess a modicum of blessings from the ancients, the mysticism of the Runelore. I have the ability to reconstitute and manipulate the wizard’s spell, which means I can take the form of the dragon once more.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Cool.”

      “I also have the ability to bestow certain…abilities on mortals. Skills, powers…”

      “Very cool,” Jonathan replied, swapping looks with Adam. “I’ve been waiting my whole life for this. Time to level the hell up, baby.”

      “What kind of skills and powers?” Sawyer asked.

      Freyja smiled. “That all depends on what you want.”

      “I want to be unkillable,” Jonathan blurted out.

      Adam’s eyebrows went up in curiosity. Jonathan shrugged. “Hey, don’t judge. It’s my journey, man.”

      “Done,” Freyja said, waving a finger at Jonathan.

      “I want to shapeshift,” Sawyer added.

      “Changing your aspect is a bit more difficult to do, but also done,” Freyja replied.

      Adam raised a hand. “I want superhuman strength, endurance, and speed.”

      “Ah, the most difficult of all,” Freyja said, “but that too is done.”

      Jonathan looked around. “Just like that?”

      Freyja nodded.

      “But I don’t feel any different,” Jonathan replied.

      “Trust me, you are.”

      Jonathan wasn’t buying it. “No offense, lady, but I need some evidence that I’ve been touched by the gods.”

      Freyja grabbed a short sword from Zori and heaved it into Jonathan’s chest. Jonathan screamed, stumbled back, then looked down at his chest. The sword was impaled in the flesh between his pecs, but there was no blood.

      “Do you believe me now?” Freyja asked.

      Jonathan grabbed the end of the sword and tugged it free from his chest, staring at the sharpened end in wonder. “Yes,” he squeaked in response.

      Freyja then detailed how she would bestow other powers on Beowulf, Zori, Aerowynn, and even Unferth, Siglaf, and Dag, who was given the ability to become invisible for certain periods of time. They would have enhanced fighting abilities, aptitudes that would come in handy when they attacked Mossheart.

      When she had finished speaking, Adam held her look. “Why are you helping us? I’ve always heard that the gods don’t like to take sides.”

      “Where did you learn that?”

      “Mostly from Game of Thrones.”

      She scrunched her nose, trying to decipher Jonathan’s words. “There is some truth in what you say. Normally we don’t concern ourselves with the affairs of mortal men and women.”

      “What’s different this time?”

      Freyja’s right eye twitched manically. “The alchemist turned me into a fucking dragon. That’s what’s different.”

      “Works for me,” Jonathan said, running and jumping off the side of the rock ledge. Adam watched him plummet twenty feet, land on his head, and then crash down the side of the hillside. A fall that would have easily killed anyone else. Jonathan came to a stop and jumped to his feet, waving his hands like a prize fighter. “I’m alright!”

      “You’ve created a monster,” Adam said to Freyja.

      The goddess winked at him. “You ain’t seen nothing yet.”
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* * *

      The decision was made to move out as quickly as possible. Weapons were gathered and a rudimentary plan of action was discussed. Adam couldn’t believe his ears, but the others had agreed that some would travel on foot, cutting across a hidden path that only Freyja knew about, a secret shortcut that led to the three trees, while the others would ride along with her.

      Once they neared the trees, Freyja would lay waste to any defenses established by Mossheart in the area outside of the Knot called the harrowing. She would blast the wall of thorns apart with streams of molten wildfire, a kind of rune-infused flame that was incredibly difficult to contain. She would work to keep Mossheart’s army at bay while the others took the fight to the alchemist, rescued Hilde, and recovered the book.

      “I’ll go on foot,” Adam volunteered.

      “Me too,” Sawyer seconded.

      A moment passed between Adam and Sawyer. He was proud that she was willing to risk her ass, to follow him on what was likely a suicide mission. In the event that they failed to destroy Mossheart, at least they’d go down fighting together. Huldra and the sisterhood also agreed to travel on foot, but they would take a different path to avoid being targeted by whatever Mossheart had conjured up.

      “I’ll need all of you to move back now,” Freyja said, shrugging aside the tunic. “The time for introspection and discourse is over. The metamorphosis is soon at hand.”

      Everyone crabbed back, watching with incredulity and fascination as the goddess’s naked body began to tremble. Her legs began knocking together and the knocking soon intensified to a thundering.

      Her jaw trembled and then jutted out, each second bringing incredible changes to her dimensions and features.

      Freyja’s face and appendages elongated, the skin sloughing off, replaced by scales and thick slabs of welted flesh.

      She rolled over and the laddering of her spine rose up out of her back, expanding to six feet, then ten, then twenty.

      New flesh formed and bones grew, ligatures and little tributaries of veins crisscrossing over everything.

      Next came the wings which shot out of her back and folded back.

      Adam blinked because the goddess had vanished, hidden inside the frame of the dragon which was increasing in size with every second, internal organs pumping, air filling the beast’s chest.

      The dragon thrummed and roared and then, when fully formed, lifted off like a helicopter, the beast so vast in size that it blotted out what was left of the sun. It flapped in a circle, gaining speed, flying over the forest and then returned, descending so that the others could mount it.
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      “What do you think I should call myself when I take over the world?” Mossheart asked Hilde. “Should I be an emperor, overmaster, or lord of misrule? Or is that too much?”

      “How about supreme arsehole?” she replied.

      He chuckled. “Still haven’t lost that spunk.”

      “It’s the last thing to go, you beady-eyed troll lover.”

      Mossheart brushed off the insult, standing in the center of the black tree. He twirled his finger and released Hilde from her bindings. She snarled and took a step toward him and he wagged his finger. “I wouldn’t if I were you.”

      “Why did you release me?”

      “Where are you going to go, my treasure? The trees are surrounded, the forest is alive with evil, and soon darkness will be spreading across the land.”

      “I’ll find a way to get my revenge,” Hilde said. “I’ll kill you.”

      Mossheart laughed. “You’re at least the tenth person who’s told me that.”

      She blinked. “And?”

      “And here I stand,” the alchemist replied. “Big as life, and more handsome and powerful than ever.”

      “You can’t win.”

      “Oh, but I already have.”

      She spat at him again, then backtracked and ran through the tree, vanishing from sight. Mossheart didn’t give a damn about her anymore. He’d unlocked the secrets of the book and located the first in a series of runes that would allow him to crack the code on the helgrind, and further his powers.

      Glancing outside, he saw that his army of possessed Kindred and monsters were still standing watch and so he strode up a ramp at the back of the tree and stood before a hole in the wall, the swamp visible down below him.

      Crouching, he opened his sack and began spreading all of the ingredients he would need in a circle. Remaining in the middle of the circle, he counted the ingredients exactly three times, then began dividing them into tiny piles.

      With everything ready, he opened the book and began uttering words that were once spoken by the Ancient of Days. “I call upon the powers of the Prince of Pallid Thrones, the trollkarlen, and all that bend a knee before the black host and the worm that dwells in the unquenchable fire!”

      He continued to repeat the words. The walls and floor shuddered and walls undulated as if the black tree were becoming a living thing. Mossheart’s voice echoed, growing louder, the words coming more easily. The monsters outside were braying and the Kindred were screaming, exhorting the alchemist to shout louder and so he did!

      By the time he’d finished the first spell, the upper portion of the tree had flown away. Everything was exposed. Mossheart gasped at a spiral of black smoke that was reaching down from the heavens to touch him.

      There was a flash of light and then a warm current shot through his body. Mossheart seized, his teeth chattering, his eyes rolling over white. He could feel himself lift off the ground, his arms thrown back, his mouth pried open. Something, some powerful force, crept into his mouth and slid down his throat and then everything stopped.

      He blinked, opened his eyes. The smoke was gone and the tree had stopped moving, but Mossheart could feel it.

      He was different.

      Something was inside of him.

      Something wonderful.

      One of the possessed Kindred ran through the archway into the black tree and began shouting. There was a form on the horizon. Something large.

      “Let them all come!” Mossheart screamed. “Let them come and behold my glory!”

      He moved down the ramp, realizing that it had happened.

      He was unstoppable now.

      Imbued with the spirit of the ancients.

      While not quite yet a god, he was definitely…god-ish.

      And what was the first thing a god needed to do? Put some fear in his subjects and show off his powers.

      Mossheart moved out of the glade. The warriors and monsters could sense something was different about him, because they gave the alchemist a wide berth.

      One of the monsters, a three-headed dog, looked at him the wrong way. Mossheart screamed and threw his hands down, drawing energy out of the ground. Corkscrews of black light wrapped around his wrist and he flung the light at the dog, wrapping it up and then tossing it so far into the sky that the creature disappeared.

      A hush fell over his minions and then he began to put on a show for them.

      He hovered in the air, just over their heads, and rotated in every direction, spraying shards of pure energy that mowed down the black trees in the swamp.

      His body rotated so quickly that steam began rising as he shrieked and blasted the trees until he’d felled an entire section of the dead woods. Then he dropped back to the ground and his subjects fell before him, supplicating in awe, willing to do anything he asked.
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      Adam and Sawyer watched the others begin to climb onto the massive dragon, securing themselves near the middle of its back and the crooks where the wings protruded. There appeared to be just enough room to hold them all.

      Adam handed Beowulf the Runesword as he climbed onto the back of the dragon. “How are you feeling about things?” Adam asked him.

      The mighty warrior peered at the sky. “What other choice is there? We will compete and win, for in the natural world the only reason you compete is to claim victory.”

      “I take it you’re not a big fan of participation trophies, huh?”

      “What does that even mean?” Beowulf asked.

      “It means everyone who shows up basically gets a prize.”

      Beowulf’s gaze narrowed. “Fuck participation trophies, Adam. Do you know what life calls the man or woman who comes in second place?”

      “What?”

      “The first loser.”

      Adam smirked. “When I get back to L.A. I think I’m going to write a book about your personal philosophy.”

      “What will it be called?”

      “‘Shit Beowulf Says.’”

      The warrior grinned. “I like it.”

      Jonathan was next in line to mount the dragon, peering up at his place directly behind Beowulf and adjacent to Zori and Aerowynn. He beamed while running a hand down the back of the dragon. “And to think that just twenty-four hours ago I was dishing out noodles in Koreatown.”

      “If only Mama Hong could see you now,” Adam replied.

      “She’s be so proud. I mean, she’d kick my ass for flying on the back of a dragon, but after that I’m pretty sure she’d be proud.”

      They looked out over the forest and the land that lay between them and their objective. “There’s this Korean myth called Barigongiu, a story about the Abandoned Princess,” Jonathan whispered. “In the story, the princess’s parents abandon her because she’s one of many daughters and they’re unable to have a son.”

      “Can’t blame them for that,” Adam said as Sawyer swatted him.

      “Anyway,” Jonathan continued, “when her parents get sick, the princess travels to the underworld to find the elixir of life. She finds it, revives her parents, and in return becomes a goddess who’s given the power over the living and the dead, guiding souls from earth into heaven.”

      Sawyer smiled. “That’s awesome, Jon. The moral of the story being that it’s important to risk your life to do the right thing even though the people you’re doing it for might not appreciate it.”

      Jonathan paused, then made a face. “Moral of what? No, I just dig the story because the princess got hooked up at the end. I’m figuring maybe that’ll happen to us when this is all over. Maybe the goddess will make me a god after I help take down Mossheart. Is there someone that rules over the fair maidens back at the drinking hall? Cause I’d totally be down with that.”

      Sawyer groaned. “Way to take a beautiful story and ruin it.”

      Jonathan shrugged. Then he yanked off his spiked metal hand, and pulled out the camera and began filming. “This is my backup plan. If I can’t become a god, then I’ll sell this footage when we get back for a hundred million bucks!”

      “If we get back,” Sawyer whispered.

      “Relax,” Jonathan said, gesturing at Freyja. “You heard the lady. We’re all immortal now, nothing can harm us!”

      “You are immortal until the Undorn,” Freyja said. “The time between light and darkness.”

      Adam watched her raise her hand and cast a beam of fire at his sword, etching a series of horizontal slashes on the blade. “Those are the sun-rings,” Freyja said. “There are eight of them which represent the sun-cycles. When you hold your steel directly up, the light will cast a shadow. The abilities I’ve given each of you will last until the third day-mark.”

      “So we’re not permanently all-powerful?” Jonathan asked.

      Freyja smiled. “Only the Allfather is all-powerful.”

      Adam held the sword up and saw that the light cast a shadow on the first mark.

      The dragon lifted off and Adam and Sawyer dropped down the hillside, slashing through the brush, bending back branches and stomping across pockets of vine-covered ground that lay at the edge of the swamp. Huldra and the sisterhood melted into the trees, waving, disappearing from sight.

      The dragon was thirty feet over Adam and Sawyer and the plan was for them to follow it for the first portion of the journey, the one that involved maneuvering onto the secret shortcut through the swamp. Once that happened, they would fall back for a spell, allow the dragon to assault the glade with the three trees, and then enter the fight.

      Adam ran out ahead of Sawyer, who’d removed some of her armor (and tossed aside her helmet), and was fighting to keep pace with the dragon. He vaulted over a fallen log, came down in a small creek, and sloshed across it. Stopping, he looked over his shoulder only to see that Sawyer had vanished.

      In her place was something else entirely.

      An animal, a long and sleek creature resembling the offspring of a beautiful woman and a lynx, was holding a short sword, crouching on the fallen log.

      The creature was unmistakably the shape-shifted Sawyer. It still possessed a modicum of her features even though changes had occurred: the face was more angular, the cheekbones high and hard, the head crowned with a mane of luxurious, tawny hair that was swept back. Her ears pricked up and her mouth opened to reveal rows of small, sharp teeth.

      “What do you think?” she asked, flashing a feline smile.

      I’m terrified and turned on at the same time, Adam thought.

      “You look…a-awesome,” he finally stuttered.

      She did a graceful vault to the ground, moving so sinuously she seemed conjured up out of thin air. She dropped on her heels and then rose up, taller than before, her limbs having grown as she changed shape.

      “I can change my features just by focusing, slipping down into my zone.”

      “How do you feel?

      “Powerful,” she replied.

      “In what way?”

      In a blur of motion, Sawyer twisted her body and unleashed a wicked roundhouse kick that obliterated the trunk of a nearby tree. She grabbed Adam and pulled him back and away from the rest of the tree as it collapsed. “In that way,” she whispered to him, breathless, smiling. “Hashtag don’t fuck with this kitty.”

      She crouched and then vaulted up onto another tree, scaling it effortlessly before doing a backflip and sticking the landing.

      “Show-off,” Adam said.

      She flicked a finger at him. “Let’s see what kind of skills you’ve got, big boy!”

      Adam smiled and turned back, running forward, feeling a bounce in his step, a liveliness in the way his limbs swung back and forth, propelling him forward. Whatever power Freyja had injected into him seized his body.

      Hyperawareness? Check.

      Enhanced endurance? Check, check.

      A feeling that he was experiencing the powers of the divine? Check, check, check!

      He moved with great fluidity, the balls of his feet feather-sensitive. He was overwhelmed by the sights and sounds of the woods, sensing movements before they happened, deftly dodging a concealed hole in the ground, hurdling a snake, dipping under a herd of insects that dive-bombed him, running up over a mound of earth and throwing himself forward onto a raised bed of gravel, the secret shortcut.

      Before Sawyer could respond, Adam was running full bore down the path, accelerating until the trees were whipping past. “TRY TO KEEP UP!” he shouted.

      Sawyer did, charging after him, using the trees and rocks to springboard forward. They flew through a thicket that wreathed a deadfall that was visible up ahead, an immense collection of fallen timber.

      Adam caught sight of Sawyer off to his right. She hit the edge of the deadfall and leaped into the air like a gymnast, executing a beautiful double flip before landing atop the pile of dead trees.

      Adam ran after her. She laughed and breezed down over the other side as he double-timed it, only to have his foot clip a branch.

      Stumbling forward, Adam pitched into her back, the pair rolling down the reverse of the deadfall before coming to a stop.

      Adam lay on the ground next to Sawyer, their faces inches apart. Both were smiling, fighting to catch their wind. Adam felt the heat generated by Sawyer’s body.

      “I’m pretty sure I won,” she whispered.

      “Did not.”

      “Did too. Anything you can do, I can do better,” she whispered in a sing-song voice before sticking her tongue out.

      She reached over and grabbed Adam’s head, bringing it toward hers. They kissed, lips locked, tongues flirting. She rolled on top of Adam. He elbowed himself up and they kissed again, then he leaned his forehead against hers.

      “I’m so glad you came back,” he said. “We couldn’t have done this without you.”

      “You’re damn right,” she replied, tapping a finger on his nose.

      “What happens when this is all over? I mean…what happens with us?”

      “Let’s just see how it plays out, okay?” she grinned. “Everyone knows that it’s best to maintain a little mystery. Women like me enjoy a good hunt.”

      He smiled and they kissed again and Adam was hoping for a little more when a sound echoed in the distance.

      A boom, followed by a trail of echoes that ricocheted off the trees.

      Then another boom, this one deeper, shaking the ground.

      She climbed off Adam who stood, the pair staring off into the distance.

      Watching a fireball rise over the swamp.

      Sawyer’s jaw dropped. “It’s started,” she said.

      “Let’s go.”

      They ran away from the deadfall, cutting through the secret passage in the woods. It was little more than a deer path, narrow and deep, the woods thick around it. The terrain was initially challenging, the ground furrowed in some places and punched with craters in others.

      The passage wound through the forest and soon they blazed a trail over it, making excellent time. Up ahead, the dragon was blasting a wide area of the forest with fire. Adam could see things writhing in the flames: trees, and huge swatches of shrubbery that were studded with menacing thorns.

      “There’s something in there,” Sawyer said.

      Adam nodded. “It’s alive. The friggin’ forest is alive.”

      “That’s impossible,” Sawyer replied.

      A vine suddenly swooped down from a nearby tree and wrapped around Sawyer’s midsection, pulling her into the air.

      Adam hacked the vine off, but saw movement in the trees. They were alive now, faces appearing on the trunks, mouths moving in the bark. Clusters of fungi and mushrooms began belching clouds of blue and yellow pollen as Adam and Sawyer covered their mouths.

      “RUN!” Adam shouted through his hand.

      They did, cutting their way through the thorn-studded branches, spearing and cutting the trees as black oil spurted like blood.

      All the while the dragon flew sorties over the forest, unleashing hellfire, burning the trees and thorn bushes, clearing a path for Adam and Sawyer.

      The duo continued to run, lungs burning, the air filled with smoke and the funk of the burning wood and vegetation.

      Cresting a rise on the trail, they slid to a stop because they could see it.

      Visible out in the distance on the other side of the maze of bramble.

      The three colossal trees.

      The Knot.

      The spot where Mossheart was.
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      Mossheart heard the first explosion as he was preparing the spells that would unlock the secrets of the helgrind. The tree shook and his minions screamed. Glancing up, Mossheart spotted something in the distance, what looked like the outline of the dragon. Somehow, the godsdamned thing had returned and was preparing to attack him!

      Cursing the goddess, he focused on the job at hand, speaking the final words as a section of wall flew away.

      Tendrils of pure energy wrapped his body and he screamed as a current seized his body. His fingers were smoke and fire roared out of his mouth. Emboldened, he snatched one of the tendrils of fire and bent it into the shape of a spear.

      Grimoire in hand, he marched out of the tree and waded into his army who were taking shelter, readying to be attacked by the dragon.

      One of the possessed Kindred pointed to the sky and Mossheart glimpsed the dragon flying by, spewing fire down on the dead forest, vaporizing his wall of thorns.

      He cursed Freyja again, wondering how it was that she was able to break his spell. No matter, he thought. It was just as well. She deserved to die and now would be the perfect time to finish her off once and for all.

      Mossheart walked through the middle of his army, exhorting his men and monsters to stay firm, to be ready to battle until the end.

      Harnessing his newfound powers, Mossheart lifted the spear he’d manufactured from the tendril of fire. A mystical being could only be destroyed by a mystical creation, and that’s what the spear was.

      He lifted the spear and heaved it at the dragon.

      The shaft shot forward like a bolt of lightning, leaving a smoky trail across the sky.

      There was a flash of light and the dragon bucked and screamed.

      Mossheart’s minions cheered as the dragon listed and began falling toward the ground like a crippled bird.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adam and Sawyer watched in horror as Freyja was blown out of the sky. Whatever struck the dragon devastated it. The massive creature was immobilized, dropping down to the ground. Jonathan and the others were thrown from their perches as the dragon landed hard, mushrooming dirt and debris into the air.

      They neared the sight of the crash in seconds, struggling through the thick plumes of dust only to see that the dragon was gone. Jonathan was the first one to greet them. “She’s down,” he said. “Freyja was knocked out of the sky.”

      “Is she okay?”

      “Don’t know,” Jonathan answered.

      He signaled for Adam and Sawyer to follow him. The trio hustled toward the crash site as Jonathan shook his head, realizing the change that had come over Sawyer.

      “When did this happen?” he asked.

      “You like?”

      “I love it, but what are you?”

      “A badass,” Sawyer answered.

      “I can see that.”

      “A badass that purrs like nobody’s business.”

      Sawyer purred and then whipped both hands out to reveal razor-sharp claws that she was able to extend and contract, Wolverine-style, by moving the tiny fingers on her paws.

      The three neared the site where the dragon had crashed. Adam saw that Freyja had regained her human form and was lying prostrate, marinated in amber-colored blood that was leaking from a massive hole in her side.

      Beowulf and the others stood around her, watching the goddess breathe what appeared to be her last breaths.

      Aerowynn knelt beside her and whispered into the goddess’s ear. Freyja never opened her eyes. Zori muttered something that sounded like a prayer with her head bowed.

      “She hasn’t stepped into the void yet,” a woman’s voice said.

      The group spotted Huldra appearing from the bramble with the sisterhood behind her. “She has crawled down into herself,” Huldra said, gesturing at Freyja. “But there still may be a way to bring her back.”

      “How?” Adam asked.

      “The right words, the proper supplication to the correct gods, and time,” Huldra replied.

      “Time is something we don’t have,” Beowulf said.

      Screams interrupted the moment and Adam saw that the way forward through the wall of thorns had indeed been left by Freyja. Before being knocked out of the sky, she’d burned a path that led directly to the Knot, to the three trees.

      Face gripped in anger, Beowulf held up the Runesword and pointed it at the three trees. “WE SHALL ATTACK THE KNOT AND END THIS!”

      Adam looked back at Huldra who said she and the sisterhood would do their best to revive Freyja. Satisfied with this, he turned and watched Beowulf charge ahead with Zori,  Aerowynn, and the faintest silhouette of Dag, who was flickering, invisible save for a sheen of dust that showed the outline of his torso.

      Adam remained crouched near Freyja, surrounded by Jonathan and Sawyer, while Unferth and Siglaf looked on.

      “What do we do?” Jonathan asked.

      “You heard the big man,” Adam said, rising. “It’s time to go destroy Mossheart.”

      “We need some fighting tunes,” Jonathan said. He motioned to Sawyer, who handed over her phone. Jonathan tapped the screen on the phone and held the music up, everyone tensed, pumped, ready to fight. “Here it comes, baby!” Jonathan shouted.

      A song began to play.

      Carly Rae Jepsen’s “Call Me Maybe.”

      Beowulf looked over. “What in the name of the Æsir is that crap?”

      Jonathan smiled sheepishly. “Wrong song.” He tapped the phone’s screen again and Rage Against the Machine’s “Killing in the Name Of,” blared.

      “More like it,” Beowulf said, fixing his Elton John glasses, bobbing his head, slamming the Runesword against a large boulder until the blade turned orange, throwing off sparks, the etched runes glowing like molten lava. The warrior held up the fiery sword and urged everyone to follow him into battle.

      With the song echoing in the background, Adam raced after Beowulf, running over the blackened path burned through the bramble by Freyja, spotting the menagerie of things surrounding the three trees, waiting to fight.

      There were misshapen, monstrous creatures on two legs and four, others flying into the air, while still more pawed at the ground. Beside and all around them were armed fighters of short stature with crazed eyes. Beowulf turned and waved his sword as the song continued to reverberate through the forest. “They may have been cast out of paradise, but we shall send them to the underworld!” the mighty warrior shouted.

      He twirled the still-glowing Runesword, shattering trees, cleaving boulders in two, charging forward as Adam watched him confront a monstrous bear-creature that reared up on its back legs.

      Glasses securely in place, Beowulf slid under the monster’s outstretched arms and brought his sword around with both hands in an effort to bisect the bear.

      His steel carved through the flesh of the bear with ease, and he emerged blood-soaked on the other side of it, as the two portions of the monster flopped to the ground.

      Zori and Aerowynn, who were by this time several paces ahead of Adam, roared their approval.

      Glancing over his shoulder, Adam waited for Sawyer and Jonathan to arrive.

      Adam held his sword up and saw that the light cast a shadow on the second daymark that Freyja had etched on his blade. They still had time, but soon their superpowers would be no more.

      As if in recognition of this, Jonathan held out his hand. “Who’s up for kicking a little monster ass while we still can?”

      “Me,” Sawyer said.

      “Me too,” Adam added.

      They brought their hands together and then broke like a football team exiting a huddle as the song reached a crescendo.

      Jonathan sprinted to the left, Sawyer ran to the right, and Adam raced down the middle, the Hydra sword pulled back over his head.

      Thirty paces ahead of them, Zori and Aerowynn were in the thick of it, attacking monsters, hacking and slashing tentacled limbs and sucker-covered faces. One of their assailants, an abomination that resembled a centipede on steroids, wrapped itself around Zori and began constricting her.

      Jonathan swung into action, dropping a shoulder, upending one of the attacking warriors before coming to Zori’s aid. He daggered his sword down into the neck of the centipede as it released Zori.

      The wounded creature sprang at Jonathan, its circular maw open.

      Jonathan reacted a second too late and the thing’s teeth sank into his neck. It picked him up and whipped him back and forth like a dog with a chew toy. Then it spat him out, and he rolled over, seemingly lifeless.

      “That’s gotta hurt,” Adam said, watching it all go down.

      The wounded centipede slithered over and rose into the air to finish Jonathan off, but he came alive and thrust his sword into the underside of the monster’s mouth.

      The beast upchucked a font of black blood, seizing back and forth like a punctured air hose as Jonathan held onto his sword and rode it down the length of the centipede, eviscerating the creature.

      The monster dead, Jonathan ran laterally and was confronted by another of the warriors. He gut-stabbed the thing, then barrel-rolled over its stricken body to confront yet another demonic beast, a thing with the muscular torso of a man grafted onto the body of a spider. The man’s head was bald and studded with orange antennae that roamed in every direction, tracking the movements of Adam and the others.

      Sword in hand, Jonathan charged forward and a pulse of white liquid, what looked like silk erupted from an orifice on the underside of the beast.

      The liquid covered Jonathan, blinding him as he staggered forward.

      The monster roared with delight then brought a concealed club up and dashed Jonathan to pieces, appearing to cave his face and body in.

      Adam turned away, horrified by what he’d witnessed even as he knew that things were not as they seemed to be.

      The arachnid raised its hand in a sign of victory, failing to notice that there was movement underneath it.

      Jonathan the Unkillable was very much alive and he shot to his feet and brought his sword up, impaling it in the monster’s soft underbelly. The arachnid shrieked as Jonathan worked the blade in deep, marinated in the yellow gore that flowed from the deep slash mark.

      The arachnid toppled to its side and Jonathan hacked and chopped at the monster until it no longer moved. Then he slashed off one of its antennae and held it up like a trophy.

      “How ya like me now!” he screamed, dancing in the wide-legged gallops like the Korean pop star Psy in the “Gangnam Style” video. “This is my new Fortnite emote!”

      Sawyer moved over and the two took a selfie together before Jonathan filmed a few quick scenes of the fighting.

      Adam ran to help him and was immediately confronted with the scope of the men and monsters defending the three trees.

      Mentally counting while on the run, Adam reckoned there were at least fifty or sixty of the zombified warriors along with at least twenty monsters. The odds weren’t good, but they were motivated and besides, they’d been able to seriously level up as a result of the abilities bestowed on them by Freyja.

      Sawyer pocketed the phone, snarled, and bounded ahead on all fours with Astrid at her side before springing at the first wave of warriors.

      She knocked three of them back and Adam was shocked at her ferocity, the way she ripped out the throats of three of the fighters before jump-kicking two more back toward Astrid, who grabbed the fighters by their shoulders and smashed their heads together.

      Sawyer and Astrid jumped into the air, chest-bumping each other before hitting the ground and continuing the fight.

      Adam broke away from them and weaved through the woods, intending to circle back and flank the things attacking her when—

      WHAM!

      A wooden club slammed into the tree just above his head. Adam pitched to the ground and rolled over to see five warriors maneuvering to surround him.

      Using his superhuman strength and dexterity, Adam ran up the side of a colossal oak tree like a parkour master, and then cat-leaped onto a nearby boulder before backflipping over the heads of the warriors.

      He landed on the balls of his feet behind the warriors and violently swung the Hydra sword. The honed steel sliced through flesh and bone as gore spurted in great abundance.

      A posse of berserkers came at him next, some of them disfigured, creeping on their hands and knees. All of their faces were singularly white and many were streaked and gouted with red. One of the figures lacked a lower jaw and at least a dozen more were missing portions of their skull or a limb.

      Two of the things previously sprawled on the ground wrestled themselves up and tried to tackle Adam, who speared his sword through both of them. The warriors drew back, their flesh in tatters, blood jetting from the wounds as Adam twirled, using the movements taught to him by Beowulf, and decapitated them.

      Soon the woods were filled with dust, the echoing thud of steel and stone and bone, and the panicked cries of the dead and dying.

      Adam plowed forward, watching Beowulf fight ferociously like a one-man army, bringing the Runesword around and down, gouging faces and slicing open the chests of warriors and monsters alike as body parts littered the ground.

      Glancing in every direction, Adam spotted Unferth and Siglaf bringing up the rear. The pair were moving warily, defending themselves, but not doing anything to help the others. Beowulf saw this and grimaced.

      “The Geats have a word for a man who is slow to fight and panics while under fire,” Beowulf said.

      “What is it?” Adam asked.

      “Target.”

      “HURRY UP!” Adam shouted at Unferth and Siglaf.

      “Worry about yourself, boy!” Unferth shouted in response.

      Adam felt a presence nearby and turned to see Jonathan and Sawyer, stumble-stepping toward him. Both were covered in grime, speckled with the blood of their enemies, and looked utterly exhausted.

      “I watched you getting kicked around out there, Jon. Glad you’re still in one piece.”

      Jonathan nodded. “Who knew that getting killed repeatedly would tire the shit out of you,” he said, hands on his knees, catching his breath. He pulled around his sack and opened it to reveal the small camera. It was dented and covered in dirt after all the fighting, but miraculously still hummed to life when Jonathan powered it up. “We’re gonna be trillionaires when people see the stuff I’ve shot.”

      Adam noticed that Sawyer was bleeding from a wound near her neck. He reached for it and she hissed.

      “You’re bleeding,” he said.

      “I don’t have time to bleed,” she said with a smirk. “Not when I’m this pissed.”

      “Take your anger out on him,” Adam replied, using the Hydra sword to point at Mossheart who was visible now, striding out from the black tree.

      “Is it just me or has he gotten bigger?” Jonathan asked, shooting a few seconds of footage with the camera. “Like…much bigger.”

      “Something’s wrong,” Sawyer said.

      “Yeah, everything,” Jonathan answered, powering the camera off and securing it in the sack. He looked over at Adam, who held his sword up to catch the light. The shadow was nearing the third day-mark left by Freyja. By Adam’s estimation they only had ten minutes, maybe less before their abilities vanished.

      “It’s now or never,” Adam said.

      They wheeled around to confront Mossheart at the instant that it happened.

      There was a flash of light and the sky filled with what looked like meteors. Meteors fired by Mossheart that streaked through the air like surface-to-surface missiles.

      “That is not good,” Jonathan said.

      Adam took a step and the first meteor landed and exploded, tossing him sideways.
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      Adam flew thirty feet through the air and crash-landed face-first in a mound of debris that looked like a beaver dam.

      The Hydra sword was wrenched from his hands as he skidded forward, then smashed through the branches and rotten foliage before slamming to a stop.

      He breathed a sigh of relief, and pushed himself up.

      Then the branches and foliage under him gave way.

      Down he fell, plunging into a hole—

      Only to suddenly come to a jarring stop.

      Swinging back and forth, he caught a glimpse of his boots which had miraculously snagged around a branch, preventing him from tumbling all the way down.

      Adam’s eyes slowly adjusted to the murkiness.

      The hole was eight feet wide and Adam dangled in the center of it.

      The hole wasn’t dark for long.

      There were two blobs of light visible down at the bottom.

      What looked like…two candles.

      The blobs grew brighter and Adam screamed because they weren’t candles at all, but eyes!

      Eyes on a monster that was slithering up through the hole, a creature that had the head of a gargoyle attached to the segmented, fleshy body of a huge worm.

      Adam swung his hands out, trying to find a handhold, but the branches on either side of the mound were just out of reach.

      “BRAHHHHHHHHH!” the monster roared, steam rising from its mouth. The thing’s eyes were as white as a tombstone as it scrabbled at the hole’s earthen walls, hungrily rising to feast on Adam.

      Realizing he only had seconds to act, Adam began swinging his body back and forth as the branch holding him in place bent, but didn’t break.

      Fingers out, he latched onto another, thicker branch just as his boots broke free.

      His body fell down into the hole, but he managed to chin himself up seconds before the monster smashed through the mound of debris.

      The resulting impact drove him out of the hole as he flipped over and came up, growling, squaring his shoulders and feet.

      The Hydra sword was visible where he’d dropped it, just on the other side of the worm creature.

      The beast’s tube-like torso rose in a monstrous ripple of flesh. The thing kept rising over Adam, finally stopping when it was fifteen feet off the ground.

      The worm’s mouth opened and a runner of orange saliva snuck out from between its  fangs.

      “Nice worm!” Adam shouted. “Just go back down in your hole and nobody will get hurt!”

      The worm threshed like a bullwhip and then struck at Adam like a cobra, mouth open, tongue flicking back and forth.

      Adam hesitated and then used all of the newfound muscles in his hamstrings to propel himself into the air.

      The worm’s jaws ratcheted together.

      Grazing Adam’s heels as he alighted onto the worm’s bony head and then slid down its smooth spine against the backdrop of the beast’s piercing shrieks.

      Adam reached the bottom of the worm’s backside and dove for the sword. He wrapped his fingers around the cold steel and pivoted as the worm lurched once again.

      Steel met flesh, the Hydra sword tearing through the worm’s bulbous tube of a midsection.

      The severed worm thrashed as blood geysered, sheeting the ground.

      Adam’s legs trembled like a newborn foal’s as the worm attacked again.

      But the beast was blinded by pain and the blood that continued to pump and its mouth missed the mark.

      Adam waited for its head to piston into the ground and then he brought the sword down again and again, pulping the creature, obliterating its skull as the body bucked and heaved and eventually fell silent.

      Adam one, worm zero, he thought to himself, wiping the thing’s blood from his blade before turning and reentering the battle.

      Sawyer and Jonathan were busy fighting alongside Beowulf, Astrid, and all the others who were under siege, getting assaulted by the warriors and the monsters.

      One of the gargoyle monsters ran up behind Sawyer, ready to spring on her when a wound opened on its back and down the beast went. A cord of blood splashed a previously invisible figure.

      It was Dag!

      He was indeed invisible, but the blood dribbled down his arm and torso, revealing the faintest hint of him. Dag gave a thumbs up before wiping away the blood and vanishing from sight, spearing and stabbing at the bad guys.

      Unferth and Siglaf, who were huddled out on the periphery of the battle, were worthless. They weren’t helping the others, choosing instead to cower and defend themselves while everyone else did all the hard work. They didn’t even have the guts to help when a mini-dragon swiped Jonathan and Sawyer, the thing’s massive tail sending them sailing toward him.

      The pair landed in the muck as Adam helped them up. Jonathan upchucked a mouth full of swamp water. “That’s it,” he snarled. “That is fucking it!”

      Muscling himself up, he ran forward as Adam and Sawyer followed.

      Jonathan lowered his head and rammed into a warrior whose fallen body was used by Adam to vault into the air.

      Hydra sword out, Adam flew forward, landed on the back of a rhino-sized monster and promptly jammed his sword into its neck.

      The beast howled in agony, stampeding toward a line of warriors, mowing them down like a row of tenpins.

      Adam jumped down from the monster because the defensive line around the trees had been breached.

      He signaled for the others to attack.

      Beowulf led the others, surging forward as Adam wheeled around to see a fist coming directly at his chin.

      The punch from one of the enemy warriors rocked his jaw and knocked him back. Next came a sword, slicing down toward his groin as he rolled out of the way at the last second. He brought his own steel up and locked blades with the warrior, the two squaring off, exchanging blows.

      The warrior punted Adam in the chest and swiped his sword, slicing open a flesh wound on Adam’s shoulder. Yelping, Adam clutched his shoulder, waiting for his adversary to move. The warrior howled a battle cry and charged forward when—

      WHUNK!

      A sword rocketed into his neck, dropping him to the ground.

      Adam’s gaze hopped to the right where Sawyer was visible, arm still extended after throwing the sword. She blew imaginary smoke from the end of her hand.

      She smiled and then Adam’s face fell. He screamed for her to—

      “GET DOWN!”

      She dropped to her chest as an elephant-sized beast with a dozen thick tentacles stampeded through the swamp, directly over her.

      Beowulf was visible, hanging onto the side of the monster, clutching his sword which was hilt-deep in the thing’s hide.

      “STAND BACK!” he shouted before withdrawing the sword, dropping to the ground, and hacking off a good portion of meat from the beast’s back legs.

      The thing crashed to the ground in stages, like a tree falling in the forest, and then Zori and Aerowynn set upon it like a pair of wolves, finishing if off.

      Beowulf, Sawyer, and Jonathan surrounded Adam and surveyed the field of battle. Everyone was breathing heavily, covered in grime and blood.

      “Where are Dag, Unferth, and Siglaf?” Beowulf asked.

      Adam glanced about, but couldn’t see them because of the swamp mist and the tumult resulting from the battle.

      Looking back, he saw the monsters and warriors retreating toward the black tree where Mossheart was visible.

      The alchemist raised his hands and his fighters turned back to stand their ground. A black funnel was rising over the tree. Mossheart had a book open, chanting, wailing words that Adam couldn’t place. The wizard looked pissed and ready to rumble.
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      Mossheart was indeed incensed at the inability of his warriors to destroy Beowulf. Imbued with anger and the dark energy from the grimoire, he decided to take matters into his own hands and began flinging bolts of pure energy at anything that moved in the swamp. He watched as the bolts landed and exploded with flashes that drove the attackers back.

      He laughed, growing in size and power with every step he took, his body expanding, muscle growing across muscle until he resembled Thor and the gods of old.

      He consulted the book a final time and uttered another spell that would magnify his abilities tenfold. His body continued to expand and in mere moments he was over ten feet tall, his shoulders as wide as the main doors into Heorot. His voice boomed like a mighty wave crashing onto the sand. Even his minions, the warriors and monsters, were terrified by what he’d become.

      “FIGHT!” he screamed at them. “TURN AND FIGHT!”

      The grimoire was securely in his right hand as he twirled his left, engineering balls of energy that he threw at Beowulf and the others, keeping them at bay.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Adam watched two of the balls soar into the air and then drop straight down like mortar rounds. They exploded with great sound and fury, sending rocks and shreds of wood into the air like shrapnel.

      Taking cover with Sawyer and Jonathan, Adam glimpsed Mossheart moving toward them, his upper body encased in what looked like a cyclone.

      “We’re not the only ones who leveled up,” Jonathan said.

      “Speaking of that,” Sawyer said, pointing to herself as the feline visage she’d been sporting suddenly vanished. She was back to normal.

      Adam held his sword up and indeed, the shadow had fallen on the third day-mark. Whatever they decided to do next, they would have to accomplish with their natural abilities.

      “Shit,” Jonathan said. “We’re back to normal.

      “That just means we need to dig a little deeper,” Adam said.

      Jonathan placed his hands on Adam’s and Sawyer’s shoulders. “Give us a good line, Fraser. Something to really pump us up.”

      Adam considered this for a moment. “Brave people go forward not expecting to return.”

      “That is the worst line ever,” Jonathan replied.

      Sawyer nodded. “Give us another one, please.”

      Adam suddenly recalled a line from his Men of Valor script, one recited by the lead at the second turning point in the story, the do or die moment. “Bravery is not a quality of the body, it is of the soul. It’s not when a person feels afraid, but when they conquer fear. It’s the thing that allows one person to fight and put his life on the line for somebody else. I’m willing to do that for you guys and all the others. I’m willing to risk my neck to make sure that good triumphs over evil.”

      Jonathan and Sawyer didn’t say anything. They didn’t have to. Instead they placed their hands over Adam’s and then the trio crouch-ran to the right and hid behind a bunching of felled trees.

      “It’s the book,” Sawyer said, pointing at Mossheart. “He’s got that book.”

      Adam sucked on his teeth. “If it’s the source of his power, we need to destroy it.”

      “Got any good ideas on how to do that?”

      Before Adam replied, Mossheart shot a ball of energy at them that slammed against the trees, setting them on fire.

      Realizing there was only one thing left to do, Adam signaled for the others to charge directly at Mossheart.

      The alchemist’s remaining warriors and monsters rushed to meet them and Adam swung his sword with cold control. He brought his steel down to the left and right, cleaving open the chest of a warrior as a wash of blood and gore issued forth.

      Beowulf, Sawyer, Jonathan and the others followed and soon they were making a mad dash toward the black tree.

      “Destroy the book and perhaps you destroy the man!” Beowulf shouted.

      Mossheart shot another energy ball directly at them. This one struck Zori in the chest and blew her back into the swamp.

      Adam wanted to run to her, but he realized somebody needed to destroy the grimoire and take the alchemist down. He dropped low and creep-ran through the swamp, managing to circumvent Mossheart’s warriors and monsters. He fanned out, using the mist and smoke as cover, coming up behind Mossheart. He had a clean angle on the alchemist’s back and was ready to use the Hydra sword when—

      The alchemist spun around and smiled. “I could smell you!”

      His hand came up and a spoke of plasma-like runelight erupted from his palm. Adam managed to bring his sword around, steel meeting pure energy, resulting in a blast that knocked Adam and Mossheart back on their asses.

      The grimoire went flying out of Mossheart’s hands, spinning across the ground, stopping at the feet of a person.

      A woman.

      Hilde!

      Adam and Mossheart were both shocked to see her. She’d crawled out of a hiding place underneath a colossal fallen tree near the edge of the swamp.

      Before either could react, Hilde grabbed the book.

      “GIVE ME THE FUCKING BOOK!” Mossheart screamed.

      Hilde flipped him a middle finger and took off toward the black tree as Mossheart rocketed to his feet and fired a flurry of energy bolts fashioned from pure runelight at her that missed the mark. She slalomed between the projectiles, vanishing inside the black tree.

      The alchemist took three strides and Adam stood before him. “Leave her alone!” Adam shouted.

      “I remember you,” Mossheart said, his teeth bared.

      Adam nodded. “You should. I’m the guy that helped kill Grendel and kick your ass back in Los Angeles.”

      “Then I supposed I should repay the favor.”

      Mossheart slung a hand and fired an energy ball that zoomed toward Adam, ricocheting off his sword, birthing an explosion that sent him reeling. The alchemist trudged toward him, flexing his muscles, lips curled up in a rictus.

      He waved a hand, summoning up a ball of blue light that he bent into the shape of a dagger. “Time to end this,” he said.

      The dagger came back over his head and Adam closed his eyes, waiting for sudden death when he heard Mossheart shrill a scream.

      Adam’s eyes opened to see the alchemist crying out in pain.

      The end of a sword was visible, poking through the flesh near his right shoulder. And behind Mossheart stood Beowulf. He’d just thrown the sword.

      Mossheart groaned, pried the sword loose when another length of steel slammed into his chest, followed by a spear.

      None of the wounds were fatal, but the pain was very real and more importantly, it was obvious that the alchemist’s powers had been diminished.

      His body was marinated in blood as he pulled out the other sword and broke the spear off, firing energy balls at his attackers as they dove for cover.

      Beowulf charged forward and jumped, latching onto Mossheart, knocking him to the ground.

      “So nice to see you again, Beowulf.”

      Beowulf threw a punch that Mossheart deflected. Both men rose, squaring their shoulders like street fighters.

      “I’ll drink your blood when this is over,” Beowulf growled.

      “Glad to see you’re not holding any grudges.”

      “This is for all the good people you’ve killed. This is for my father!”

      Beowulf bulled forward and Mossheart executed a hellacious back-flip, his boot thumping Beowulf in the jaw, knocking him back.

      Beowulf rose and threw a punch which Mossheart blocked, snagging the warrior’s wrist and kicking him in the stomach before rabbit-punching him in the neck.

      Driven to the ground, Beowulf rolled over as Adam flung himself at Mossheart, managing to throw an uppercut that caught the wizard in the chin, knocking him back.

      Adam screamed and ran wildly forward. Mossheart dropped to his haunches and jumped over Adam, landing on the ground and karate-chopping Adam in the back of the head.

      Mossheart was no fool. He realized there was no percentage in continuing the fight. His only hope lay in getting the grimoire back and unleashing the fourth and final spell, destroying order and ushering in a new era of chaos.

      With every last ounce of energy, he shot forward, leaving a wending, bloody slick on the ground as he entered the black tree, searching for Hilde.
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      Adam rose, fighting to catch his wind. His ribs were either badly bruised or broken, he couldn’t tell which, but there was no time to check. Beowulf was running toward him, picking up the Hydra sword, handing it to him. “I’ll go and finish him off.”

      “I’ll come too,” Adam said, gripping his sword.

      As the others fought with malice, with purpose against Mossheart’s remaining minions, Adam and Beowulf streaked toward the black tree which was partially destroyed from all of the fighting. The mighty trunk swayed from side to side, looking as if it might collapse at any moment.

      Mossheart was barely visible, climbing the ramp several stories up. He spotted them and fired down, scattering the two.

      “GIVE YOURSELF UP AND PRAY FOR MERCY!” Beowulf yelled.

      Mossheart answered this with a flurry of fire that set the tree on fire. Adam squirted out of the way of Mossheart’s last energy ball, rolling over to see Unferth. He had his sword out and was peering through the entryway into the tree.

      “Go back!” Beowulf shouted.

      Unferth’s rumbled forward and collapsed beside them. “Never. She is my woman, after all. I will go with you and save her.”

      Beowulf didn’t respond, but Adam nodded and motioned for the others to follow him as he began running up the ramp with Unferth and Beowulf in tow.

      [image: ]
* * *

      Mossheart gasped for air, shambling up into the upper reaches of the tree. He dragged himself toward the ladder and looked up. The dragon had taken most of the upper portions of the tree off, which meant there were only forty or fifty rungs that led to what was left of the top chamber.

      He blinked and caught sight of a shadowy form exiting the ladder into the top chamber.

      It was Hilde!

      Straining, he grabbed onto the ladder and hauled himself up, listening to the sounds of Beowulf and the others screaming at him to stop.

      Easing into the top chamber moments later, he tromped forward, the floor unsteady, most of the ceilings and walls gone, the entire structure rickety. He searched in every direction and that’s when he saw Hilde.

      Standing alone, her back against what was left of the far wall.

      She had the grimoire in her hand.

      Mossheart realized he had time. Beowulf and the others were still down below him, climbing up the ladder. Still, he had to act with haste, although there was little room for error. If he tried to cut the woman down, he might destroy the book or she might toss it from the tree into the swamp.

      “Give me the book,” Mossheart said in a measured tone.

      “Never.”

      “If you give me the book, I’ll let the others live.”

      “You’re lying.”

      He put on his best sympathetic face. “I know what it’s like to lose a lover. I will permit you to walk out of here with Beowulf and the others. I will give you safe passage across the Blight.”

      “How do I know I can trust you?” she asked.

      He pointed to himself. “Is this the face of a liar?”

      “Absolutely.”

      He clenched his teeth, white-hot anger welling up. “Give me the damn book, woman!”

      Hilde opened her mouth, but no words came out. She tried to move to her left and right, but there was nowhere to go. Hilde looked very small and insignificant and Mossheart knew the moment had come to act. She was defeated, cowering before him.

      He plodded forward even as he gasped for air, feeling the blood stream from his wounds. Once he got the grimoire back he’d heal himself and then he was going to bring back evil big time, unleashing hellfire, terrorem populi, on the unsuspecting masses. He’d start by destroying the Blight, just wiping it away before turning his attention to King Hrothgar.

      He was three steps away from Hilde when she held the book up.

      He smiled.

      She moved to toss the book off of the tree and he summoned the last bit of energy and looped a cord of plasma around her neck. Then he yanked her forward, close enough to kiss, while grabbing the book from her. “You’re both mine now,” he said, breathing into her ear.

      “I thought you were going to let me live?”

      He grinned, blood pooling between his teeth. “I lied.”

      “Release her!” somebody shouted.

      Mossheart pivoted to see three figures at the other end of the corridor. Beowulf, Adam, and the fat-bellied fool named Unferth.

      “You’re a little late,” Mossheart said.

      “Let her go,” Beowulf said again. “Do that and I’ll kill you quickly.”

      “Bold words for a man who will soon be cast down into Hel.”

      Mossheart cracked the grimoire and found the page for the fourth and final spell. He began laughing triumphantly before shouting the words, calling for all of the remaining dark powers from the void.

      And then his voice broke.

      He bit his tongue and every fiber in his body exploded in agony.

      What had happened?

      What felt like warm water was running down his neck. He dropped the grimoire and placed his palm there and it came away slicked with blood.

      His eyes rotated to Hilde.

      His gaze had momentarily left her, but there she was. Holding that brooch of hers, the one that Mossheart had admired.

      The one mounted on a long, sharpened pin.

      The pin that she’d just plunged into his neck.

      “Time to go and rejoin your lost love in the great beyond, Mossheart,” she said.

      “You bitch!” he screamed, covering the wound as blood pumped between his fingers. Unable to staunch the flow of red, Mossheart shoved her aside, and began wildly firing energy balls in every direction.

      Beowulf and Adam deflected most of the balls with their swords, but one struck Beowulf in the chest, ripping the Runesword away from him.

      The big man crashed to the ground, a quarter-sized hole chewed through his gut. Adam grabbed and pulled him back and out of sight of Mossheart.

      Mossheart used the moment of confusion to search for the book. He spotted it on the floor and reached for it when Hilde kicked it between his legs.

      The grimoire slid back and stopped at the feet of Unferth.

      The rotund warrior bent and grabbed the book, holding it with both hands, trembling, a look of bewilderment splashed across his face.

      “Give that to me, Unferth.”

      “Don’t do it!” Hilde shouted.

      “Don’t listen to her,” Mossheart replied. “Give me the book and we’ll become partners. I know who you are, and I know what you desire. I will show you such sights, and when I destroy King Hrothgar, you will be my emissary. You will rule not over the land of the Danes, but over all the kingdoms of the world. I give you the promise of godhood. How does that sound?”

      “Long overdue,” Unferth muttered.

      Mossheart spit up blood and nodded at Unferth. “Good man. Now…hand me the book.”

      Hilde stood and ran toward Unferth who looked from her to the book. Then he roughly brushed Hilde aside. “I’m sorry, Hilde, but no woman can compare to absolute power.”

      Mossheart grinned. “I couldn’t have said it better myself, Unferth.”

      “My father will know you betrayed us,” Hilde said.

      Unferth shook his head. “I’ll have Siglaf write a story that conceals what happened here. The truth, dearest, is like water. It can be channeled any way you want.”

      From his hiding spot, Adam watched the porcine warrior move toward Mossheart and hand him the book as Hilde dropped to her knees alongside him and Beowulf.

      The alchemist laughed and turned his attention to Adam, Beowulf, and Hilde. A mere fifteen feet separated them.

      “It’s all over,” Mossheart said. “You fought well, but I have carried the day. Rest assured, your memory won’t soon fade. I will use your life essence to write a new chapter in the grimoire. After all, the shedding of blood is the truest form of divination.”

      “You’re not writing anything, dickhead,” Adam replied, holding up his sword to protect Hilde and a stricken Beowulf.

      Mossheart grinned, twirling his hands, engineering a loop of energy. “You’re too far away, boy. Your steel can’t pierce me. I’ve won the battle and the war.”

      Adam’s eyes danced in their sockets, roaming from point to hilt and that’s when it hit him.

      Astrid’s words.

      The commandment to keep one blade housed inside the sword for himself!

      He was, for all intents and purposes, holding a gun, and he had one bullet left!

      Mossheart lifted the book and began chanting, Unferth at his side, the air roiling, undulating, strange colors appearing in the sky. The sight of Mossheart on the verge of victory made Adam’s blood boil. The alchemist strode forward, buffeted by powerful winds, his eyes glowing red when—

      BAM!

      Adam triggered the Hydra sword.

      The concealed blade exploded out of it and struck the alchemist dead center in the chest, exploding out of his back, before tearing through Unferth’s shoulder, causing the fat man to slump to the ground, howling in pain.

      The grimoire went flying and Mossheart stutter-stepped, a look of shock on his face. The kind of look possessed by a person who can’t believe they’re about to die. He grunted and sputtered like a dying engine.

      “You,” he said, raising a trembling finger at Adam. “You had something in your sword all along. You…deceived me.”

      “How does it feel, asshole?”

      “I – I will rip your soul from the world.”

      “You’re finished,” Adam said, pointing.

      Mossheart looked back to see it.

      The black object in the sky.

      A mere blip, but growing closer.

      The alchemist didn’t know what the object was, but Adam did.

      It was Freyja.

      In her dragon form.

      Impressive in full flight, she flew low over the dead forest, nearly clipping the tops of the trees, leaving a fiery wake in the sky. Huldra and the rest of the sisterhood were visible, clinging onto her back.

      Mossheart cried out, marinated in gore from his wounds, falling to his knees. A wheezing sound issued from his wound, as if he’d sprung a leak. With a creeping sense of disbelief, he realized that there were no more patterns to rely on, no more spells to cast. He’d been defeated. The end was extremely fucking nigh.

      Adam raced over and grabbed the grimoire, then doubled back to meet Hilde who was already helping the mortally wounded Beowulf up.

      With much difficulty, the trio commenced the climb back down the ladder.

      Adam watched them climb down as he waited behind, protecting the rear, making sure that Mossheart and Unferth didn’t try to attack them.

      He peeked his head up and caught a glimpse of Freyja nearing the top of the tree. Huldra and the sisterhood were shrieking in unison, gesturing at Mossheart and Unferth who were standing, trying to find a way to safety.

      The last thing Adam saw was a blast of orange fire from the dragon’s mouth that filled the sky and then shot forward.

      The flames struck the top of the tree and smeared over it like napalm.

      The fire swept over Mossheart and Unferth. Mossheart was soon ablaze, burning from the inside out.

      In seconds he was reduced to a being of unrefined muscle, flesh stripped away, his body and that of Unferth sketches of black cartilage and sinew. The two became a bubbling soup of red and black before a great secondary wave of fire turned them to ash, the flames roaring toward Adam who screamed, grabbing the edges of the ladder, sliding down, as the fire licked the spaces directly over his head.

      Landing on top of the ramp, Adam rolled over and dropped on his backside, shooting down the ramp as the fire from above caused the tree to collapse in a waterfall of flaming wreckage.

      “HURRY!” Adam shouted to Hilde and Beowulf, who were also sliding down the ramp.

      The trio continued on their backs, rocketing forward as the black tree fell apart all around them.

      Adam could feel the heat on the back of his neck as he zigged and zagged and finally came to the end of the ramp that shot him out through what was left of the front entryway.

      Adam hit the ground and Jonathan, Sawyer, and the others, including a wounded Zori who was holding her bleeding midsection, were there to drag them all to safety.

      Arms over the shoulders of Jonathan and Sawyer, Adam was carried forward into the safety of the glen as the black tree tottered, on fire, then fell back in the opposite direction, ramming into the swamp before exploding with a concussive bang that filled the sky with banners of smoke.

      Adam stood there, overwhelmed with emotion. He turned to see Jonathan perusing the grimoire, taking pictures of certain pages with Sawyer’s cellphone. Sawyer grabbed Adam, embracing him, the pair kissing. She took his hand and the two moved over to Beowulf who was bleeding profusely, lying in an uneasy sleep of shallow rapid breaths. Aerowynn was kneeling over him, eyes closed, whispering words that Adam didn’t understand.

      In the distance, the dragon descended to the ground as Huldra and the sisterhood dismounted and moved forward.

      Adam watched Freyja regain her human form, covered in a cloak given to her by the sisterhood. She surveyed the damage to the glade, the smoking remains of the black tree, and the bodies of the dead warriors and monsters. She crossed the glade and stood next to Adam, peering down at Beowulf.

      “How is he?” Adam asked.

      Aerowynn’s eyes were redrimmed. She shook her head. “I’ve done what I can, but the damage is beyond the ken of a mere mortal.”

      “Step aside,” Freyja said.

      She moved forward and laid a hand on Beowulf’s stomach, exposing the raw wound which continued to well with blood. It was clear that what Mossheart had fired at the warrior had damaged an artery.

      A soft light glowed around her fingers which she placed against the puckered edges of the hole in Beowulf’s gut.

      Beowulf’s body seized and Adam watched the margins of the wound instantly beginning to heal.

      Flesh formed over flesh, tissue covering up the hole and in seconds, the hole was covered over by new skin, pinkish-colored, and beginning to heal.

      “You saved him!” Hilde gasped, throwing her arms around Beowulf who elbowed himself up, looking disoriented.

      “Wha-what happened?” the warrior asked.

      “I kinda saved the world and Freyja saved you,” Adam said.

      Jonathan looked over at Siglaf, who was as white as a sheet. He’d just realized that Unferth died in the collapse of the tree. “You better be getting all this shit down, Siggy. ‘Cause your master is gone and now you’re Beo’s bitch.”

      Siglaf trembled as the goddess pointed to the grimoire.Adam took it from Jonathan and handed it to her. “There is one thing left to do.”

      She walked back across the glade and Adam, Jonathan, and Sawyer followed her. Stepping over the charred remains of the black tree, Freyja craned her neck, hunting around, looking for something only she could see.

      She hopped over a portion of trunk and drew to a stop.

      On the ground at her feet was a portion of human anatomy, the unmistakable carbonized remains of a man. The only thing visible aside from a jumble of black bones, was a section of charred cape.

      It was Mossheart!

      Adam looked down at Mossheart’s blackened remains. Even in death he appeared ominous, a zippered smile still splashed across what remained of his melted face.

      Mossheart’s hand snapped out!

      He grabbed Adam’s ankle!

      Adam reacted, only to see that it was just a gust of wind blowing Mossheart’s scorched fingers near his leg. Another burst of wind knocked the fingers aside as Freyja brought her hands together, engineering a wave of energy that disintegrated what was left of the alchemist, turning his bones into a small cloud of dust that swirled in the air.

      Freyja raised her hands and the black dust collected between her fingers. She twirled a finger and the dust circulated in a small cloud and then turning, she drew her hands back and forth until what was left of the black tree and the bodies of the fallen monsters and warriors were picked up into the air. These too turned to dust that joined what was remained of Mossheart.

      Jonathan began singing the words to the old Kansas song “Dust in the Wind,” as the dust swirled in the air. Freyja then opened the grimoire which was undulating, pulsing with life.

      A hole appeared in the middle of the grimoire and the dust was sucked into it as Freyja slammed the book shut.

      “Mossheart wanted that book,” Adam said.

      Freyja nodded. “And now he’s one with it. All the secrets of the world, all that is good and bad, is hidden inside this grimoire,” the goddess said, tapping a finger on the grimoire’s cover. “The spells of the ancients, the secret ways out of Midgard into the worlds of the gods, the maps and locations of hidden storehouses of weapons and treasure in all corners of the world.”

      “What will you do with it?” Sawyer asked.

      “Make sure that no eye ever falls upon it again.”

      “Can you do that after you hook us up with a time-travel spell?” Jonathan asked.

      Freyja raised an eyebrow at that. “Time travel? You have some place you want to go?”

      Jonathan looked to Adam and Sawyer. The three wearily nodded their heads. “We need to get back to our own time,” Sawyer said.

      Adam smiled. “Joseph Campbell once said that it’s only when a person defeats the bad guys and overcomes obstacles that he learns about himself, that he becomes secure in his own skin.”

      “Then I’m pretty sure our work is done here,” Jonathan said.

      Adam nodded. “We’ve finished our journey.”
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      With Freyja’s assistance, everyone was transported out of the Blight and onto a rocky hillside that dropped to a steep cliff that overlooked the sea.

      Beowulf and Zori, who’d been fully healed by Freyja, stood next to her along with Hilde, Aerowynn, Astrid, Dag, Huldra, and Siglaf who had his quill out, taking down everything.

      “And so it has come to this,” Beowulf said planting his Runesword in the ground, gesturing toward Adam, Jonathan, and Sawyer. “Our friends, our brothers and sisters for that is what they are now, have quite literally helped us fight the good fight. The shadow that was creeping across the land is no more. The wizard is dead and good has triumphed over evil.”

      “Hell yeah!” Jonathan shouted.

      Beowulf smiled. “I say again that you three are free to stay here as long as you wish. You will be given positions of high station by the king. Whatever you desire will be yours.”

      “Sure you don’t want to stay?” Jonathan whispered to Adam. “That ‘whatever you desire’ stuff is awfully tempting.”

      Adam looked up. “We’d love to, Beo, but there’s some things that we still have to finish back in our own time.”

      “Then travel swiftly,” Beowulf said as Hilde took his hand. “As the ancients once said, ‘once I journeyed along and lost my way; rich I thought myself until I met others who stood by my side and taught me what true riches are, as friends are the true joy of life.’”

      Everyone hugged and then Adam took Beowulf aside. “You forgot to do one thing.”

      “What’s that?”

      Adam pointed at Astrid. “She saved our lives more than once, Beo.”

      The warrior nodded, remembering. He gestured to Dag who handed him a sword. With two mighty swipes of the sword, he cut the metal links from around her ankles. “She is redeemed. She is free to go anywhere and do whatever she chooses.”

      Adam moved over to Astrid and hugged her. “You’re free now.”

      She pointed to her head. “I always was up here, but…thank you.”

      Adam hugged Aerowynn and Zori. “I’m gonna miss you guys.”

      “You have someone new to keep you warm,” Zori replied, lifting her chin in the direction of Sawyer.

      “She is a good woman, Adam,” Aerowynn offered. “She is fetching and able to kill demons.”

      “Those are difficult qualities to find in a lady.”

      They shared a smile and then Adam shot a glance at Dag. “You’re free man now too.”

      “I know,” Dag replied.

      “What will you do?”

      “Turn over a new leaf. No more thievery for ole Dag.”

      “Hey, where’s my camera!” Jonathan shouted.

      Dag grinned and removed it from behind his back. “No more thievery starting now.”

      He handed the camera back as Adam pulled out his flipbook, now soiled and waterlogged, damaged after all of the adventures. He offered it to Beowulf who shook his head.

      “Just tell me one thing, Adam. Do I live a life that meant something? For that is the only thing that matters at the end of days.”

      “There’s a reason why people have known your name for a thousand years, big guy. Just remember to watch your ass around dragons.”

      “Gods. There’s another one?”

      Adam made a face, thinking about the final act in the Beowulf poem, the one where he encounters a dragon, the third and final beast he’s forced to slay. “Maybe one more. But I think you and your friends can handle him.”

      Beowulf smiled and hugged Adam. “I will see you in the next life, my friend.”

      Adam smiled. “I can’t wait.”

      “And if ever I find a way across the sea to your homeland, I will be sure to leave gifts for you and signs so that you may find them.”

      “What will you do about the grimoire?” Adam asked, glancing at the grimoire.

      “It will be hidden again,” Freyja said. “In a place where no person will be able to recover it.”

      Adam smiled and then he returned to Jonathan and Sawyer as Freyja opened the grimoire and began chanting the words to what she said was a temporal spell.

      There was a flash of light and the sky seemed to rip open as a plume of violet smoke filled the air, a vortex that looked like a twister turned on its side opening up behind Freyja, suspended in the sky at the edge of the cliff.

      Adam glanced at Sawyer and Jonathan. “You ready to do this?”

      “Ready as I’ll ever be,” Sawyer replied.

      The trio held hands and turned, running full speed toward the edge of the cliff. Adam heard a sound coming from behind and looked back to see Astrid running after them.

      “What the hell are you doing?!” Adam shouted.

      She grinned. “I’m free, remember!”

      “So?!”

      “With my new freedom I choose to go into the future!”

      Before Adam could stop her, she ran at him, surprising Freyja who tripped, her arms flying out. The vortex changed course, sucking Freyja, Adam, and Astrid into it, the three into it.

      The last thing Adam saw while falling off the cliff was Astrid and Freyja being snatched  up into the vortex with him, the grimoire ripped out of Freyja’s hands, the trio vanishing into the inky blackness.

      Just as before, Adam was ripped away from Astrid, Freyja, Sawyer, and Jonathan, jettisoned down through a darkened tunnel, riding a burst of pure energy. He picked up speed and the walls of the tunnel fell away as he roller-coastered once again down into the blackness.

      His mouth opened in a silent scream as he plummeted deeper into the vortex, skysurfing through the gloom like a skier sluicing down over the edge of a cliff.

      He was assaulted by black stars, blue vortexes, all the secrets of the universe seeming to reveal themselves at once. He plunged straight down into the darkest space he’d ever encountered and then a wall of blue light suddenly appeared as he was shotgunned toward it—

      Fired through what he assumed was a hole in the universe.

      He screamed and then opened his eyes to find that he was lying on the ground in a weed-strewn space. Rolling over, Adam saw Jonathan and Sawyer, lying near him, disoriented, groaning.

      “Remind me never to do that again,” Jonathan said. He checked his sack and pulled out the video camera which was damaged, but still in one piece. “Where are we?”

      “And when?” Jonathan added.

      “And where’s Astrid and Freyja?” Adam asked.

      “Astrid and Freyja?!” Jonathan and Sawyer exclaimed at the same time.

      Adam nodded. “They got caught up in the vortex. They came back with us.”

      They all looked around, but the blacksmith and the goddess were nowhere to be seen. They did, however, spot a few junked cars near a section of metal fencing. “We are back,” Adam said with a sigh. He ran and jumped up onto the hood of one of the cars and spotted a sweep of familiar cityscape. They were indeed back in Los Angeles.

      “We’re back, baby!” Jonathan shouted, looking around.

      They exited through a gate in the fence, sped down a sidewalk and began strolling over a beautiful ribbon of concrete. It was nighttime, the air was warm, and Adam though Los Angeles had never looked so beautiful. The entire journey had been a mind-bending experience, one that none of them would ever forget. More importantly, it had changed Adam’s outlook on everything, and imbued him with a sense that life is too short to waste on sitting around, waiting for someone else to make something happen for you. He would take the bull by the horns from now on, he would fulfill his destiny, find Astrid and Freyja, and then—

      He stopped.

      There was a car on the other side of the street.

      A car suspended mid-air, upside down.

      Just…hanging there as if dangling on invisible wires.

      “Am I hallucinating,” Jonathan said, “or is something really wrong with this picture?”

      “There’s an upside-down car,” Sawyer said.

      “In the air.”

      Adam nodded and Jonathan said, “Why is the car hanging in the air?”

      They turned a corner, passing a sign for Figueroa Street. More cars were visible, hovering in the air, and hundreds of people were moving slowly down the sidewalk as a strange drumbeat echoed in the distance.

      “What the hell is going on?” Sawyer asked.

      Adam caught up with one of the people, a black guy whose arm he grabbed. “Where’s everyone going?”

      “Don’t you know that it’s time for the show, man,” the black guy said.

      “What show?” Jonathan asked.

      “The delirium,” the man replied. “You know, the spectacle where the man is gonna tell us who’s been good and who’s been naughty.”

      “What man?”

      “Double M, dude,” the black guy said. “The man in black, the one who’s in charge. Where you been?”

      “What are you talking about?” Adam asked.

      The black guy pointed across the street where an enormous propaganda-sized poster was visible, taking up one wall of a building.

      On the space next to it was another poser and then four more and Adam could see now that nearly every structure in sight bore the same image.

      A man.

      A man in what looked like a black cape and a magician’s get up.

      The man in the poster was older, wizened, but Adam knew instantly who it was. It was Mossheart’s henchman, the one who’d helped him and then surrendered back at the Griffith Observatory. What was his name?

      Manny! Manny Campos is what he’d said his name was!

      Manny’s eyes were mesmerizing in the poster and around his neck was the crystal that Adam had seen Mossheart wear.

      Adam noted that everyone, what appeared to be thousands of people were streaming toward a structure in the distance, the Staples Center, an immense sporting arena.

      “What the actual fuck is going on, Fraser?” Jonathan asked.

      “Nothing good,” Adam replied.

      “We could just leave,” Sawyer said. “Maybe this is all part of some crazy magic show.”

      Adam saw other things he’d missed earlier. Airplanes in the sky, buildings, people, thousands of them, the sky littered with objects just hanging there.

      “We need to find out what’s going on,” Adam said. “I’ve got a feeling that we’ve been gone longer than we thought.”

      “What the hell does that mean?” Jonathan asked.

      Adam pointed to the Staples Center. “It means we need to go there and find out what’s going on.”

      The three struck off toward the Staples Center, calling out for Astrid and Freyja, falling into line with everyone else, listening to the beat of the strange drums.
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      Thanks for picking up a copy of the second book in this series.  If you liked what you read, please leave a review on Amazon and check out the further adventures of Adam, and the others in The Swordsman, Book 3, which will be out soon.
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      One of my favorite horror movies when I was a kid was Sam Raimi’s Army of Darkness. Sure, I loved the other movies in the Evil Dead franchise, but there was something about Ash versus knights and the nearly flawless mix of comedy and terror (more comedy than terror for sure), that always stuck with me. That’s the vibe I was going for with The Swordsman Book 2, tossing our heroes from modern-day Los Angeles back into the time of the Vikings. The only issue was, what happens after they get there? Thankfully, Grendel had a mother and I was able to use her in what passes for the inciting incident in the book, the moment when the story turns from our heroes enjoying a raucous Viking victory party to heading back out on another journey, only this one involves an army of undead Viking warriors, a mystical book, and a dragon! I’ve absolutely left the door open for a third book and am sorting through a number of potential storylines, all involving Mossheart’s former henchman, Manny, who’s found a way during the time our heroes have been away, to become the badass his boss always hoped to be. Thanks again for reading Book 2, and keep checking back for Book 3 which should be out soon!
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