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    “An ancient whisper, 
 
    creeps across the Nine. 
 
    A rumor only, 
 
    though some call it false, 
 
    but here is the truth none can deny. 
 
      
 
    All gods must die. 
 
      
 
    An answer must be had, 
 
    by the being quite mad. 
 
    The fate plagues the god, 
 
    as his children hide abroad. 
 
      
 
    The answer will be sought, 
 
    by a champion tall as a tree, 
 
    the son of a king, 
 
    born under Odin’s eye, 
 
    a man famed and dark, 
 
    he falls down hard. 
 
      
 
    A card will be played, 
 
    the truth will be shared. 
 
    the Book of Mar will be read, 
 
    the path shall they tread, 
 
    to the stone of the Truth. 
 
      
 
    The son used like a tool, 
 
    the card the mad god plays? 
 
      
 
    It is the fool.” 
 
      
 
    Skuld – the Ramblings of a Slumbering Witch 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    PROLOGUE 
 
      
 
    The tutors my mother hired told us that the Nine Worlds were once just one. They told us we were a few specks of life in all that was, and that life was young, even where it did exist. 
 
    But there was a place—a fantastic world of fables—teeming with young beings of power. 
 
    It was called Ymir, this place, and the beings were called jotuns. 
 
    They lived, loved, and grew wiser, seeking out secrets, but with such knowledge, they also grew quarrelsome. The peace that was, was shattered, as those who wanted to evolve and create rebelled against those who ruled and were merely content to be, like rocks gathering moss. Finally, some of the former grew bold and more powerful as they discovered the secrets of magic, and weapons of high power from the dverg, the creatures no gods made. The rebellious jotuns carved their own path, betrayed their world, the ancient Ymir, and wiped out most of their fellow jotunkin in the turmoil that had followed the death of Ymir. They split the living world apart into the mystical Nine Worlds, the ones blessed with Ymir’s lingering power, and set them up across the sky. They created first the gates between the worlds, for even the gods could not easily find the Nine in the eternal space without the aid of such wonders. 
 
    Then they pondered what they would make of the Nine. 
 
    The tutors knew.  
 
    Life.  
 
    They wanted to spawn life and design beauty. They wanted to grow, to spread, to fill the worlds with their dreams. 
 
    Life grew from the death of Ymir. Some claimed that such growth was cursed from the beginning, for the murder of the jotunkin and the destruction the living world were crimes that could not be hidden nor forgotten, and the mysterious Fates could see how, one day, most of all the life they had created would pay the price for the way it was spawned. 
 
    The gods knew this.  
 
    They heard the Fates whispering of it. They learned of their impending fate from the Spinners, from the gifted sages, from those who could glimpse into the future, or from those who heard the whispers of the dead and ramblings of the spirits, and still, the gods created, lived and loved, and ignored that fate. 
 
    Thus began the Golden Age.  
 
    These beings who called themselves the Aesir, and the Vanir, let their defeated and decimated jotuns settle on three worlds—the remains of the formerly living world—while they created their own vision of life on the others, claiming it all for themselves. They tapped into the great powers of magic. They used the powers that mixed in the Filling Void, mastering the forces that came to be when Muspelheim’s fiery rivers and the freezing cascades of Nifleheim’s nine rivers mingled into a torrent of mystical secrets. They created to their heart’s content. 
 
    Nine was enough for them, the right number, they claimed. They fought off beings of power and invasions of rivals, uncovered the schemes of the jotuns who hated them, and they brought life to millions. They created beauty, made the mortals what they were, only in a lesser stature, and all the while, they knew that everything must come to an end. 
 
    Fate is inexorable. 
 
    They knew this. 
 
    Why, the tutors asked us, did they keep creating, if the fate was going to doom them to death? 
 
    We didn’t know. 
 
    They told us. 
 
    No matter how life began, all life grows, and branches away from the fathers and mothers. It changes, and even if most all they had created was tainted and would one day die for their crimes, and also if that death was the price they would have to pay for their own evil and high crimes, some of that life would survive, and spread to create new life—less cursed and eventually as blessed as any. 
 
    To guard their mortals, to teach them of life and of mistakes, to demand honor and service, this is what the gods did. Some among the mortals were tasked with the duty to help the gods, and it was our family in Midgard, that was so burdened. 
 
    They expected us to serve, our family. 
 
    Honor, service, duty. 
 
    These were the words we were to live by. 
 
    I smile as I think back on these lessons. 
 
    To think that the gods, burdened by doom, would keep a desperate guard over the life they had created, for our benefit? That honor was all, and the weak should be protected, and gods were our protectors and creators, even onto their deaths? 
 
    That we should honor them? 
 
    I laugh when I think of that. 
 
    I later learned the truth about it. 
 
    Imagine, a man doomed to die. Do you know a man who wouldn’t struggle against fate? 
 
    Me neither. 
 
    Gods were no different. 
 
    I remember all these tales the sages told us, to a boy called Hagar, and to my brothers Alarik and Erik, in the Hard Hall, in our capital of Hati’s Valley. I remember how Alarik and Erik would nod and smile, for honor and duty were always the lessons the sages taught us, every time. Lessons were given so that we would excel, even in a harsh world like Midgard, the one Odin himself had created and molded. 
 
    That we would endure and serve Odin. 
 
    I had always wondered why Odin hadn’t given humans the ability to see the great powers of the Filling Void— to caress the fires of Muspelheim and ice of Nifleheim—bringing forth fantastic spells to aid the men and women of Midgard. The sages had always told me Odin wanted us to work with our wits and hands, to solve problems without magic or tricks. Midgard was a hard world, harder than the rest, and the hardest men would excel. 
 
    I think he had just forgotten to give us those skills. I really do. 
 
    The sages told us that we, the Hardhands, were unique in the plans of Odin. We were the Regents of the East, one of the two kingdoms in Midgard. My father, and his fathers before him, carried a hammer that was even more special—Odin’s boon for us to use in the works of justice. We were the seekers of evil. Our king, the one in the east was to seek out trouble, while the one in the west, in Malignborg, was to hold Odin’s Seat. 
 
    The hammer the gods gave our family, the weapon no other mortal could carry, was truly special. 
 
    Related to Thor’s Mjolnir, the Wolf Hammer was the smiter of Jotuns, the slayer of darkness. It loved life, hated death, and made a man twice as strong. It did other things too, which I would later learn. 
 
    Where Mjolnir indeed was a giant-foe across the worlds, Wolf Hammer was there to guard Midgard. 
 
    We served as a tool to carry that justice to evil in Midgard. 
 
    And what did I do, when these sages taught us this wisdom and molded Alarik and Erik into ready tools for the gods to use in service of honor and justice and sacrifice? 
 
    I scoffed. 
 
    Nay, I was not rebellious. 
 
    I scoffed silently at night, in my bed, when I thought about that service and my part in it. 
 
    I wanted the Wolf Hammer, and to receive father’s duty to Odin, more than the others. Out of the three, I was the proudest, and thought I was the worthiest of the lot. 
 
    See how different I was back then, and now? 
 
    Now I am wise. Old, gnarled, and scarred, in so many ways. 
 
    I had wanted to serve the gods, Odin, and to hunt down evil in Midgard. I had admired Father like none else. 
 
    Service. I would serve. 
 
    And yet, I also knew mine would be petty service, my deeds small and soon forgotten. 
 
    I was merely the third son, and I would never carry the hammer. And also, Father seemed to hate me. Mother resented him for that, and often spoke ill of him to me. He taught me sword, he taught me war, but he also doubted me. He merely looked at me, like he would gaze at an arrogant jarl—not yet an enemy, but likely soon. 
 
    Soon, I began hating him. 
 
    There was a reason for both his doubt, and for my hate. 
 
    I learned that later from my wife. 
 
    But back then, it was excruciating to understand I was the spare son, as Erik called me, the one who would not be needed. I was the one whose name would not be sung in stories of glory, and, likely, men would not even pen my name down in the histories of the house, only in the family tree. My mother lamented this often and I soon agreed with her. I was the one everyone would pass over, without a question or a comment. When I would be older, they would expect me to be the castellan, to guard the library, or just to rot away in some remote room of the castle. I would spawn children to be used as warriors or fodder in war. In the end, I would be the addled uncle of the king, slobbering and perverted in the corner of the hall, pinching maids who passed. 
 
    What would I do but dream?  
 
    I trained to be a spare-adeling of the East, and I prepared in war, in law, in diplomacy. I served as best I could. 
 
    But I did also dream. 
 
    I dreamt of carrying that hammer of Father’s, of Odin’s. I imagined of the honor of fighting for Odin, for the great god, of wars in the other worlds, of magical treasures I would use to better the lives of my people, of adventure. When I traveled Midgard with Mother and Alarik, and I heard tales in the taverns, in the groves of Midgard, where travelers from Aldheim and Svartalfheim spoke of their worlds, and how the gods were imperfect, sometimes dishonorable, and flawed. I learned of Odin’s wars, of Thor’s malice in such conflicts, of sordid affairs of the gods, of Nött’s greed and of Lok’s madness as he sought to punish the gods for what evil had befallen the jotuns.  
 
    I hated such rumors and such liars. 
 
    I seethed that I could do nothing to prove them wrong. 
 
    And time passed, and Alarik and Erik trained to rule. 
 
    I trained to fight, most of all, having learnt law and my letters. I had a knack for spear and sword, and for command. I was lucky, they told me. Father would not say a word, where Mother would embrace me. 
 
    I loved her well. Him? I respected and hated. 
 
    I traveled Midgard, but never out of it. 
 
    And then, things changed. 
 
    I got married at seventeen to a noblewoman of the hills, and with her, my heart changed, and I made a foul oath that would change Midgard for good. I made an oath, and then failed in keeping that oath, and also all my previous ones, and I was punished. I was thrust into the matters of the gods, into the great tale—fully and totally—submerged in their world of great games. 
 
    And I would never be free, nor, indeed, a man again, as I hunted the truth for gods and revenge, across the Nine. 
 
    And how did it all begin? 
 
    With rebirth. 
 
    And where did it end? 
 
    I became the foe of the Aesir and the Vanir, the truth seeker, and the dreaded Wolf Hammer whom the gods also called the Hammer of Night while sitting in their halls, plotting for ways slay me. 
 
    Listen. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 1 
 
      
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
        The light in the room was painfully bright, and I tried to roll to my side and cover my eyes. I found some comfort as I rested my arm over my face, though only for a moment. I also found stabbing pain as the chained sleeve touched my forehead. 
 
        I lay still and tried to gather my thoughts, fighting for breath. I managed one, just barely, the air rattling in my throat, and then I held it, attempting to find clues as to what had happened. 
 
        I was struggling for some sort of revelation, as much as I had just had with my breath. 
 
        I knew I was awake. That much I did know. 
 
        I had, perhaps, been having nightmares.  
 
        I remembered feeling hunted, pushed beyond hope, and…hurt. Terribly hurt. Hunger, yes, that, too, had been there. 
 
    Shamed. 
 
    I had been ashamed.  
 
    I recalled a battle, a war even, many battles, and a long, yellow-stoned hall where people had died. I remember weeping for them. 
 
        A woman’s sweet face flickered past my thoughts, calm and kind, and her long brown hair curly and thick, her face sad as she leaned over me. 
 
        I kept still as I tried to decide if waking up was something I could undo, if this confusion and pain were the results of sickness. Then I tried to gather more evidence by listening to my body, to the room. 
 
        The pain in my forehead was the most evident proof something terrible had happened. I tried the skin gingerly with my fingers. Painful, rough skin met my probing touch, but also something strange. Flesh, bare and slick, and a…tracing?  
 
        Yes. A wound. 
 
    Something strange was etched on my skin, and it bled? 
 
    I observed the red now staining my fingertips. 
 
        I felt sick, weak. Pain not only on my forehead, but also in every limb, and I didn’t want to check if they were all attached. 
 
        I stopped touching the skin and tried to breathe. 
 
        It felt odd, the breath, heavy, hard to come by.  
 
        I knew I had changed. 
 
        I was aware that the person I had been was no more.  
 
    It almost felt like I had been reborn.  
 
    But as a cripple. 
 
    It was as if I had just been thrust new to the world, like a babe, but only with a distant, already lived life lingering fresh in my mind and burdening me with past sadness, unfairly smudging the happiness any newly born should be blessed with. 
 
    Nay. 
 
    I was not newly born. 
 
    I had already lived, and what I had had was merely…removed to the shadows.  
 
    Or…removed? 
 
    Yes, I was missing something. 
 
    I knew, even if it all seemed supremely vague, that I had had a life, beyond a thick curtain, one I could just barely gaze through—an observer to my own prior existence.  
 
    And I did gaze. Laying on that floor, I did look, still trying to breathe normally. I started with the basics.  
 
    What was I? 
 
    A man. 
 
    Once, I had been a man. More. 
 
    It came to me in a sudden burst of hazy clarity. 
 
    I had been an adeling, the third son of a king who had been called a Son of Odin. Nay, my father had not been a true son of Odin, but a trusted man of a trusted family, one of the two guardian kings in Midgard. He had been Odin’s appointed Regent in East Midgard, and I had been the third in line to the Throne of the East.  
 
    Yes. Hagar. Hagar Hardhand, named like my father. That was my name. 
 
    Hagar. My father, one of the Regents… 
 
    I felt sudden anger, ruggedly murderous rage at the thought of the other Son of Odin.  
 
    Reignhelm Barm Bellic. Of Malignborg. The Regent of the West. 
 
    That one, he had caused the trouble.  
 
    Malignborg. The King in the Eye Keep, where Odin’s own seat was placed on top of a pyramid. 
 
    King of Malignborg, King of the West, both lords of their own jarls, and responsible for Midgard when Odin was not there. He never was. 
 
    East and west, sharing a duty and still ever competitors. There were north and other lands, but only these two had had kings. They had lorded over dozens of jarls, and Odin ruled all. 
 
    What had happened? 
 
    What happened to the Hardhands?  
 
    What of my family? Dead? Alive? 
 
    Our family was ancient. Surely, they couldn’t be dead? 
 
    My family held sway in the land called Hati’s Valley. We had been in charge of the Hard Hall, an excellent keep, and ruled the hardest of people in Midgard. I had been, what, seventeen? 
 
    I had been father’s adeling, a warrior, a traveler, especially of late. I had travelled a lot. 
 
    Had I desired to be far from there? 
 
    Yes. Why? 
 
    I had not been happy. I had been largely ignored, and I had ignored my father. 
 
    I had sailed west and east. Myriads of near adventures flickered past my thoughts, and I couldn’t grasp them. 
 
    Why had I not ruled? At least a town in our lands?  
 
    I had been fair in rulership, I knew. I had been appropriate in my knowledge of the law, excellent in training with arms. 
 
    But I had been left to the side.  
 
    Nothing much had been expected of me. 
 
    Then I knew it had bothered me. I had been hungry for more. I had wanted it all. I had wanted to rule after my father, but my father didn’t want that. 
 
    I had been fighting for him. I had been more than competent at that, I knew. 
 
    Yes, I had fought, recently.  
 
    All the lessons with spear and sword, I had put to good use. 
 
    I had been a warrior. With a sword, I was terrific. Men had told me that, in a field of battle. I grasped for a sword with my other hand, but my belt had no scabbard. No other weapon on the belt either. 
 
    I knew sword, spear, hammer. 
 
    Hammer. 
 
    There had been a hammer. Not mine, but…Father’s? 
 
    He had carried it to war, and yes, I, too, had fought. 
 
    I had coveted that hammer, the family heirloom, Odin’s Wolf Hammer. 
 
    Where was it now? 
 
    I lay there and calmed myself. 
 
    The war had been recent.  
 
    Was that where I had been hurt? I had been a lord of spears, ring-giver to my men, and I suddenly recollected ranks of marching men of Hati’s Valley, and other men, from other eastern jarls. I had commanded a thousand men, a legion of men on the…the…right flank?  
 
    Yes, I had commanded my father’s right flank.  
 
    In war. 
 
    “But where?” I said, and it was only a rasp. 
 
    Against…the west? Surely not. The Sons of Odin in war with each other? 
 
    That was not possible. Odin would stop it. 
 
    And still, it had happened. I was sure of it. 
 
    There had been a devastating war.  
 
    A terrible war. 
 
    I saw a flash of my father, leading men through hills, looking back at me, his face haggard like wolf’s, thousands of men tromping over a burning land. He looked afraid, and disappointed, in doubt, bitter. 
 
    And I had feared him. Or, of something I had not done? 
 
    Yes. I had not done something, and it had plagued me. 
 
    What was he like? 
 
    More fleeting memories of him invaded my thoughts. 
 
    His long, bony face had always been brooding, the armor of dull gray steel ever clinking as he had walked the halls of Hard Keep. Occasionally, he had crashed down on the Throne of the East while dictating letters to his scribes. I remembered his gauntlets, heavy with metal strips, and the helmet of silver. He was almost always armored. It was so with the Hardhands. It made a man robust, resilient, to wear such armor. We all wore chain over leather, every day, and it started early.  
 
    All had a brass bracer on our right wrists, put there by my mother. 
 
    On it was carved the Eye, of Odin, inside a flame.  
 
    To remove it would mean you no longer served the god, and you would be an outcast. Mother had given me mine, early. She had adjusted it as I grew, but I could not remember a time without it. 
 
    Father had no crown. His braids were his crown, thick and entwined with golden wire. 
 
    I didn’t know him well. A 
 
    My words had been few with him, thanks to his constant travels in the service of East Midgard, and because he seemed to avoid me. He had loved us—his family, his people—so he told us in his speeches. Many times, I remember, he had argued with Mother, bitterly and savagely, and yet, he had always succumbed to her wishes, her words, for he loved her more than most things. True to his oaths, he loved Issan, my mother. 
 
    I remembered mother had wanted something from him.  
 
    He had refused. 
 
    What was it? I wasn’t sure.  
 
    Thinking about him, made me feel…anxiety.  
 
    Sorrow.  
 
    And there was a hammer. It kept coming back to me. 
 
    The Hammer. 
 
    The Wolf Hammer. 
 
    The hammer Odin had given to the first of men, scions to Aska and Embla, our furthest, most ancient kin. That hammer was a lesser brother of the hammer of Thor, a chip of the same craft, dverg-made, blessed with high power. 
 
    Father had let it take him away from home, alone, so many times. 
 
    He had said evil had many faces, and it was for our family to hunt it. 
 
    To kill it.  
 
    Notably, he had said, to seek it out. To seek the hidden evil. 
 
    He traveled far and wide in Midgard, seeking such evil, and injustice, bringing back tales of travels, and some he didn’t share but wrote down in his book, the Black Tales. He would often write, thinking deep, alone in the great hall by fire. 
 
    Hammer. The Wolf Hammer. 
 
    Where was it? 
 
    With Father? Where was Father? 
 
    Mother. She had hated that weapon. 
 
    She had loathed it with a passion. The memory of them roaring at each other came to me and again dissipated. 
 
    Issan. My mother. 
 
    My fair mother, Issan, raised us into fighters, rulers, honest and harsh eastern men, but loving and faithful for the oaths and honor.  
 
    What had happened to her? 
 
    And the others? 
 
    Aye, my brothers. Alarik, the eldest, ever worried and diligent. His thick, dark hair a Hardhand symbol as much as the hammer, always wild, and extended to his arse. His wife died, I knew suddenly, but he had had a boy, Morag, a happy six-year-old boy with huge, ready grin. There was Erik, the wastrel, slight in the frame but fast as a snake, a terror in war, and unable to commit to any of the women Mother had tried to force him to marry. His lot was to ever follow Alarik, and he didn’t mind. 
 
    I remembered both.  
 
    And then, through the curtain that separated me from the past, one other person materialized in my mind. 
 
    I knew, for one panic-filled moment that I was married. 
 
    That I had a wife.  
 
    Had. Had had? 
 
    I saw her face. 
 
    Baiae. 
 
    Baiae the Hardhand, by marriage, a noblewoman of the hills, of a lesser family, one of my father’s captains had been her father. Mother had found her. They had been friends. 
 
    I remembered her, the kind, gentle face leaning over me, kissing my forehead, mud, and dirt on her face. Her brown, curly hair had touched my face.  
 
    Then, pain. 
 
    Where was she? 
 
    I wept. 
 
    She had been…yes. In the war too? Or in Hard Hall. 
 
    I gasped and tried to breathe. 
 
    I had loved her. I remembered it. We had shared love, secrets, and oaths.  
 
    I couldn’t remember the secrets. 
 
    I had forgotten our secrets. 
 
    I felt the crushing longing, the horrific fear she was dead, and desperately tried to cast my mind back to what had happened to her.  
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
    I willed myself to calm, waiting for the shaking to stop. 
 
    I would have to get up. 
 
    I would have to get up and find her.  
 
    Then I felt a tug as someone was pulling at the bag on my belt. 
 
    I turned to see a shocked face of a smudge-cheeked, bushy-bearded, stocky warrior. The man’s face was streaked with sweat, and he reeked of mead, his thick face twitching. 
 
    He must have seen I was alive and had still decided to rob me. Yes, his eyes betrayed surprise, and I decided there was something about my face that made him recoil. 
 
    The forehead. 
 
    What was in it? 
 
    I grasped for his hand. He yelped and backed off more, standing straight. Then he pulled a wicked dagger and eyed me warily, as I climbed to my knees, feeling sick. 
 
    I put a hand over that bag and found it was empty. 
 
    I lifted it for him to see and dropped it. 
 
    He nodded, and the man cursed under his breath and then he spoke. “I was just checking. No offense, eh? You never know. You still have your armor, so why not coin? We’ll take the weapon, and then you may die in peace, blood-face.” He winked. “I think you would look a very handsome corpse. Despite that…well. Wound?” 
 
    I tried to say something, but pain lanced through my head, making it impossible to speak. 
 
    I heard the man stepping closer. 
 
    We? 
 
    Indeed, I heard another.  
 
    “Wait,” I heard another man say with a smooth, elegant voice. “Borin, hold. Don’t slit his throat yet.” 
 
    Yet. 
 
    “He is just a dog, Ajax,” Borin rumbled. “Maimed and smelly. He’s on the damned way to Helheim. But I wasn’t going to kill the bastard. I was just going to hamstring him, so he won’t make a fuss. Now turn away. You know you cannot stand the sight of blood, you pathetic coward.” 
 
    “I can’t stand your stench, but I do stand blood, brute,” the one called Ajax said. “Just wait. Let me see. Then we decide. I’m better at this part, the thinking bit. I promise you may do the slicing.” 
 
    “Like bread,” Borin rumbled. “Won’t take long at all.” 
 
    I had to do something. The light was too bright, and suddenly I couldn’t see more than their outlines. 
 
    I also saw red dots of pain and tried to breathe, but I felt it was near impossible.  
 
    I ignored the discomfort and kept trying to open my eyes, to hear, to understand. I felt the light and warmth of Lifegiver, our star, on my skin, and I realized I had been laying before a window. I squinted at it and saw a huge, arched window with a red windowsill, built of Palan’s crimson marble, the light streaming through half burned curtains. I experienced a tug of familiarity for the sight, and also for the sound of gulls screeching outside. 
 
    The stench of death was thick in the room. Burned flesh’s odor filled the air. 
 
    It was Hard Hall. My home. 
 
    I raised my hand and blocked the light, catching sight of two more figures coming into the room. One was holding a spear and a javelin, and the other a huge crossbow. I heard the sounds of more people beyond. 
 
    In fact, I picked up screams from far below, from the city, and yells of elation. 
 
    “Ajax, step back,” said a man. “Let me see him.” 
 
    “Yes, Fang,” Ajax answered, stepping to the side. “Of course. Whatever you say, sir.” 
 
    caught a brief sight of an ugly, bald man before the pain made me close my eyes. And then the man spoke, spittle flying. “Why are you here?” asked his gruff voice. “And who are you? Are you even from the East?” 
 
    I spoke thickly and managed an answer. “Just a man. I’m hurt.” 
 
    The room was familiar. It was indeed in Hard Hall, in my own realm. 
 
    For some reason, I thought I should not be there. 
 
    Had I been in a feast? Had I hit my head? Dreamt it all? 
 
    No. This was different.  
 
    The walls were smudged, tarred, and the furniture in ashes. 
 
    If I was suffering the aftermath of a feast, it must have been the most terrible feast in all the ages. 
 
    It was familiar and wasn’t. 
 
    “Where are you from?” Fang demanded. 
 
    “I—” I began and choked. “East.” 
 
    “Bah,” said the man called Borin. “He lies, the piss-pant bastard. So he does. A vagrant of the High King, or of the shit-king of Vittar. Even if it is from the King of Aten, it is filth. It is clearly something they left behind, so why would we even have this discussion, eh? Fang? Shian? Just stuff a rag in the mouth, and make sure he—” 
 
    High King? 
 
    The Son of Odin of the west? Reignhelm? 
 
    I knew Vittar. I knew Aten.  
 
    Both were nations in the Verdant Lands, in the west, jarldoms. 
 
    Now…kingdoms? 
 
    Yes, that’s it. That’s part of the puzzle. The war involved High King, and… 
 
    “Wait,” said a woman, Shian. “He is valuable.” 
 
    “Is not!” Borin insisted. “Like a pool of vomit left after a feast! Only good for dog-food!” 
 
    “He is valuable,” Shian insisted. “I know that hair. Who would have a thick, black mane like that? Like a black lion, he seems. See? And the…face. Look. What is he doing on the floor? Borin, you don’t know him?” 
 
    Ajax grinned. “He is taller than most, wide as a door, and that hair. See, Fang?” 
 
    “By Odin’s cock,” said the man named Fang, with a gruff voice. “You are right. How can it be? Laying here on the floor, just like he fell asleep after an all-nighter in a whorehouse? Did the enemy leave him here?” He stepped closer. “Or…no. He must have survived and made his way here. He is lucky they missed him.” He grinned. “Now his luck runs out.”  
 
    The woman’s eyes went huge as she gawked at me, or over me, and then she leaned closer to Fang, and they began whispering. 
 
    It boded ill for me, I decided. 
 
    “They couldn’t have missed him,” Ajax said. “Tarl Vittar’s men. They just left the keep two hours ago. And they will come back soon. They will torch it, surely.” 
 
    “Well, they wouldn’t miss him and then just leave him here,” Borin insisted. “How could he hide here? Everything’s been looted, damn it. No place to hide, eh? Look at him. They want all the Hardhands dead. They will want to make sure even their name dies. None may utter that name.” 
 
    “You just did,” Ajax murmured. 
 
    Borin snorted. “I’m not yellow, am I? And you think they would just leave him here?” 
 
    He looked calm and didn’t seem too bothered to mention it. 
 
    “No,” Ajax sighed. “I think they really did miss him. Which one are you?” he prodded. 
 
    My name? 
 
    Hagar? 
 
    “Shut it, all. Now, you tell us,” said Fang, addressing me, “everything. About that weapon too.” 
 
    What weapon? 
 
    I shook my head in pain. I didn’t know what I was doing kneeling on that cold floor, or why. Their questions were annoying. And I was, I thought, also probably going to die. 
 
    I breathed, stabbing pain blossoming anew in my face. 
 
    “Look what has been done to him,” whispered the woman. “The face. Poor man. It looks almost alive.” 
 
    “Poor man,” said Borin with a feminine voice. “Adeling! Rich bastard? He has been bathing in gold all his life. Let him rot!” 
 
    I leaned forward and inspected the hand I had covered my face with. The sleeve, the dark substance. 
 
    It was my own blood, though very dark. 
 
    I touched my forehead, and a stab of pain shot through me again. 
 
    “Stop touching it,” said Shian. “It is not something you want to poke.” 
 
    “Can you tell me about the weapon? It is it, isn’t it?” Fang demanded. “Stop being such a woman.” 
 
    “What?” I whispered as I held my belly and checked I still had my manhood. “What weapon?” 
 
    “We don’t mean your cock,” Borin said. “You idiot. He meant you are acting like a prissy girl.” 
 
    “You sound like one,” I cursed. I knew it was a weak response, and a foolish one, but I was also very confused. 
 
    “Odin’s balls,” the thick thief Borin said with exasperation. “Like talking to a useless baby. Keeps meowing, he does. Do we have milk for it? Shian? Can you breastfeed the baby?” 
 
    “You would like that, Borin,” she said acidly. “You’d like to see that, no? And it doesn’t work like that, fool. Easy to see you had no mother at all and drank ale from birth. Be silent. Let him focus. He needs to, unless he wants to die.” 
 
    I found droplets of blood on the floor, and then I watched the figures crouched next to me. The light was blinding painful, but I was sure I was about to get butchered, so I had to fight. 
 
    Hardhands always fought. Father had said that. 
 
    I growled and tried to get up, but a foot crashed into my chest, and I fell on my back. 
 
    I struggled to get up, but instead, I merely backpedaled and found a wall.  
 
     “Adeling Hagar?” the man called Ajax asked softly. “That’s your name. Alarik died. Erik, probably as well. I saw their standards falling and the enemy heaving around them. Your father is dead too. It leaves you. Adeling Hagar Hardhand, named after your poor late father?” 
 
    Late father? My brothers are dead? Standards falling? 
 
    I watched them. I felt the sorrow, intensely powerful, and closed my eyes. 
 
    For some reason, I felt shame. 
 
    Why? 
 
    “He didn’t know,” Shian said. “Poor man.” 
 
    “Stop that,” Borin snarled. “I’ll get sick.” 
 
    “Poor?” Fang said acidly. “Bastards, the lot. Borin’s right.” 
 
    Squinting, I made them out. Backpedaling had taken me out of the light. 
 
    They were odd people.  
 
    All were devoid of riches, warriors with just the barest of gear. They had no rings, no finery. Everything, no doubt, had been either lost in war or sold to feed them. Only weapons were meticulously cared for. One had a short sword, a beautiful weapon with an inlaid snake pattern in the blade, and the dagger. That was Borin. Another, Ajax, had a long sword, and his face was elegant, cleanshaven, a bit like a wolf’s.  Shian was a short, blonde woman with clever face, large eyes, and almost hypnotic smile, and her chain was cut in a way to let you see her left thigh and leg and long leather boot, while the chain armor ran to her ankle on the right leg. 
 
    Fang, their hulking leader, wore dark plates and black chain, and had a dark helmet on his belt, flat steel with eye slits, leaving the chin and mouth free. 
 
    Their clothing looked like it had fallen apart on the road.   
 
    “Is he crazy?” asked Fang, who was standing slightly behind the two other men and Shian. He was holding a crossbow aimed at me, ready to fire. “Tired of life, your highness?” 
 
    I shook my head. I wasn’t sure, though. 
 
     “Are you?” he demanded. “Adeling Hagar?” 
 
    “Yes,” I rasped, and found my face raw, thick, and my voice was echoing and hissing.  
 
    Fang whooped and still kept the crossbow aimed at me. “Payday!” 
 
    I remembered my voice. My old voice. It had been strong, gentle, and I had laughed so loudly, my wife had often pelted me with anything at hand. Now it felt like there was oil in my mouth and lead pouring from my lips. I wiped my lips, just in case.  
 
    “Prince Hagar,” Ajax spoke softly. “I am Ajax. Ajax of Kilmos, one of the towns not far from—” 
 
    “Are we in…Hard Hall?” I asked. 
 
    “Well,” he said. “That is encouraging. You know your home. It is not your hold anymore, though. Former—" 
 
    “Former?” I asked harshly and held my head. 
 
    The war. 
 
    An image from beyond the curtain came to me. 
 
    My father.  
 
    He had been home with us, feasting the six great eastern families for Yule. The snow had been falling for days, and fires had kept the keep warm. They…we had sat in the hall, not far from us.  
 
    My eyes went to the side, where high doorways hung broken. 
 
    There, rows of fine-looking eastern jarls, lords and the best and most deserving of warriors, and the Son of Odin, Odin’s Hammer, the Wolf Hammer, and Regent of the East, had eaten. I remembered their dignified but merry ranks. 
 
    Father had been speaking to Jarl Lon Graymoor of his latest hunt. “Aye, there is a treasure to be had,” he had said. “This one had a hoard of silver, old and tarnished, and a hole filled with emeralds it had looted. It was particular to emeralds. You know how they get. Obsessed. And you are right. Hunting evil things could make you rich beyond gods, but that would also tarnish the quest, Odin’s call. Nay, I cannot tell you anything specific. I have given oaths to keep them a secret. Though, the elves of Reignhelm are not here to tell Odin, eh? Nay. I’ll not say no more.” 
 
    Elves. Reignhelm was served by a dozen, I remembered.  
 
    And father, and the east, had grown tired of them. Mother hated them. So, father did too. 
 
    I had not heard what Lon said, stroking his forked beard, but it had annoyed Father, who always tried to be civil with guests, and him especially. Graymoor had power. 
 
    Father had scoffed. “Never. Not once. I always leave it there, for animals and birds to pick up. I won’t take a thing. I think, sometimes, the treasure itself is evil. Sometimes, you leave the monster alone too. Sometimes, killing one does more harm than good, may Odin forgive me. There was one…but I must not speak of them. No details. I seek evil, smite it, and write it up.” 
 
    Lon had leaned forward, speaking softly. 
 
    Father had laughed. “I keep notes of everything, but only my blood-family can read it, and only the one who takes up my mantle. The journal’s locked by mighty magic. An elf, my father’s friend, put a spell there. It stays with me, see. Always with me.” 
 
    He had shown a black book he had pulled from his jacket’s pocket, before pushing it back in. 
 
    “Don’t you think you can go and seek a pot of cursed gold. It’s for your own good,” he had added. 
 
    “What?” asked Ajax, and I realized I had been speaking aloud. “He has a book, and it is always with him?” 
 
    I blinked. “What?” 
 
    “Treasure?” Fang asked. “What were you saying? Riches?” 
 
    “Let him speak,” Borin said. “He is finally saying something interesting. Silver and emeralds!” 
 
    I shook my head and went back to my memories. I kept my mouth shut now, though speaking aloud made it easier to remember. 
 
    Later that night, my father had been giving another speech, raising his mead in salute to the gods, drinking more than actually speaking, his high Wolf Hammer leaning on the throne. I remembered it now. The great weapon had ever been the focus of rumors. What it gave a man, I knew not. Father only spoke to Alarik of it. He expected he would carry it, and his boys would, too, after. 
 
    He had touched it rarely, of late. 
 
    Father had once carried it a lot— on his shoulder, the weapon as long as a man, elaborate and deadly at the same time. Black, silver, wolf’s face on the business end. 
 
    I always coveted it. I had. 
 
    I remembered my wife, and Alarik teasing his boy Morag, while Erik, grinning, had been arm-wrestling a guard captain in the corner. 
 
    Mother had not been there. 
 
    My mother, she had been elsewhere.  
 
    Oh, yes. 
 
    She had been visiting Vittar, one of the western kingdoms, on business for the state, for Yule and for peace. 
 
    Something had happened. 
 
    A man had arrived, opening the doors to the warm hall. 
 
    I watched the doors from the other side now, both broken, hanging on hinges.  
 
    Yes, that’s where he came in from. 
 
    I stared at the shadows within. 
 
    We had all gone quiet. Deathly quiet. Jarl Graymoor, his forked beard swinging, had pushed Alor and Agon, his blonde, twin sons to the side with his daughter Naera, out of the way of the man who strode for Father, a messenger from the west. His crest was on his cape, and it was a throne with an eye.  
 
    Malignborg. 
 
    In silence, Father had waited and then taken the scroll. He had spoken to the man, and then he had waved his hand, as he had left to read it in rooms beyond, the man following after. Slowly, the eastern jarls had relaxed and celebrated, and Odin’s Priest, Conal from Aten in the Verdant Lands, had sung in the celebration to the great god. We, the east, not fond of the west or the north, had cheered him, mocking his voice good-naturedly.  
 
    Then, suddenly, everything had changed. 
 
    Father had returned. 
 
    The song had faltered. There had been no sign of the man who had brought the letter. Just Father. His hand had been dripping blood. 
 
    Father had carried a letter.  
 
    We had seen the seals of the eye on that as well, from Malignborg. That letter opened up, had now been on Father’s hand. His face had been a mask of sorrow, tears staining his cheeks. 
 
    “War,” I gasped as I thought of that night. 
 
    “The war?” said Fang, confused. “The war is over. It was—” 
 
    I lifted my hand. I tried to look back. 
 
    “Let him think,” Shian chided Fang gently. “He is trying. We can give him a moment or two.” 
 
    War. 
 
    There had been one. Father had come back to his seat, wobbly on his feet. Every eye had been on him. Every mug had been held in midair, bites of food in mouths, half chewed. 
 
    “My lord,” had Graymoor said finally. “What is it? Is the queen well? Are you hurt, the king—” 
 
    And it was then when Father’s face had changed.  
 
    It had turned from a mask of sorrow into a beast’s maw—and he had hammered his fist on a pillar, cracking it. His eyes had traveled the hall, and he had pulled a sword from a guard’s sheath, and then he had walked to the priest of Odin.  
 
    The sword had quivered; the man had begged with his eyes. 
 
    The sword had gone up. 
 
    The blade had glimmered in the light of the fires, and every soul in that room had held their breaths. That sword and the hand which had held it would change lives.  
 
    Father had spat at Conal’s face, and then he had stabbed down at the man, so hard the man fell over my father’s arm and the sword, howling with his guts hanging out. Father had twisted the sword and kicked the man off the blade, his oaths and pledge of hospitality utterly broken, and then he had hacked down on the man’s back. Father had been panting. Then he had turned away, as he threw the letter to the flames of the firepit and then the sword after it. He had picked up the dead man, smashed him into a pillar, and cast him next to the fires. Then he had roared his anger, like a monster released from long imprisonment, or perhaps one permanently trapped. 
 
    We had all guessed, I remembered, what had happened.  
 
    It involved Illon, our mother, Father’s queen. 
 
    Mother had been taken. Was she dead? 
 
    Father’s eyes had betrayed it. 
 
    She had been killed? She had been let down by her hosts in Vittar? 
 
    Finally, Father had spoken. “Odin’s Son, they call me,” my father had cursed. “One of the two in Midgard. Odin’s Bastard now, for I curse Odin! How dare he do this? How dare he take my truest love? How dare he treat me…he is filth.” 
 
    I had stared at him. 
 
    Everyone had stood up, slowly, staring at Father and the burning body of Conal. 
 
    Father had hopped about, raving, his fingers twitching. Belia turned Alarik’s boy away, so he would not have to see Father or the terrible fate of Conal. 
 
    “My wife!” he had howled. “There, to represent the east, in Vittar’s halls, in Aeginhamn. There she was, where Aten and Palan and Harrian, and dozen other jarls met for a feast of peace, in peace! And there, Tarl Vittar, and Yggra, Rikas, Gilad of Aten… Curse them, curse them all, murderers! They took my wife! She died in a dungeon? Like a filthy beast? And for what?” 
 
    The yells of indignation and rage had filled the hall. Men were rushing in and out, and Father had been weeping. 
 
    I remembered my wife grasping my arm hard. I remembered the look of terror on her face. 
 
    She had guessed what would come. 
 
    Alarik had roared while the servant took his son. Erik had been gnashing his teeth, and the jarls had been yelling.  
 
    “Why?” the fork-bearded Graymoor had called out. His sons had been shocked, and daughter white of face, for it would be war, and they all had known it already. “They killed her? Why? Take to war!” 
 
    Graymoor had turned and watched us, the princes. 
 
    “Why?” Father had roared. “Why did she die? Because Odin set one Son over the other, and told that son, Reignhelm of Malignborg, to unite Midgard under a single crown. Odin, it seems, set him in charge as he went to war in Jotunheim! And how did Reignhelm do it? By demanding I give up my hammer! And then, he took my wife! Odin be cursed! I spit on him! He told Reignhelm to make Midgard one nation, at any cost, and I paid! Reignhelm, and I, both Odin’s Sons, but this son has been betrayed!” 
 
    Graymoor had slammed his fist on the table. “War! Take us to war!” 
 
    “Traitor!” Alarik had called out. 
 
    “War!” Erik had answered, with bloodcurdling rage. 
 
    “What happened?” called out a jarl from the side. 
 
    Father had danced back and forth, raging like a beast let loose. “The High King, so-called One Regent of Midgard…he told jarls Tarl Vittar and Adeling Yggra to hold my wife, until the time I would arrive in Malignborg. He expects me to come to him, so that I’d bow before a man, at Odin’s command. He expects me to return the hammer to him, Reignhelm? For safekeeping!” 
 
    They had roared their anger. I remembered I had not, that I had been quiet, and afraid. 
 
    Father had gone on. “Reignhelm expects me to be reasonable? That the deaths were not his fault? Oh, I shall be!” He had held his head, and then he had looked at us with hate. “He is sorry she had an accident? Is he sorry? Demands I come and take a knee, anyway? With the hammer? Odin commands it, and he is Odin’s mouth! He is stripping me of the Regency. He is raising himself into a High King, jarls into client kings, and will be making war in Verdant Lands against those who refuse his demands, and soon, here and the north, if we don’t bend a knee. What shall we do? Shall we go and take a knee, or shall we instead sail there and take his head? What would be a reasonable answer? His head, I think!” 
 
    The angry shout had gone on for a long time. 
 
    “Yes! Take his head! Head, head!” 
 
    Then Father had roared, madness glowing on his face. “Honor, that’s what I taught my family. Honor and service, that’s what was asked by Odin, and we have been hard and honorable here in the east, and have we not served well? Two kings, two Sons of Odin, and both were to serve Odin, and we have served him better, I think! Now, Odin leaves us for Reignhelm to rule us? He would do that?”  
 
    “Never!” Graymoor yelled. The others echoed it. 
 
    Father had laughed bitterly. “Odin would just assume that we bow, and did he tell Reignhelm to make sure the Wolf Hammer would not thwart his plans? Did Odin ask him to capture my wife, or did he do it on his own? I reckon we shall have to ask the head before it is severed from the body. If Odin approved of this? He will be sorry. Fine!”  
 
    He had spat, and then he tore at his hair. “I shall raise the Wolf Hammer. I shall raise it against Reignhelm, and against Odin if he comes from Jotunheim and tells me this was his idea. In any case, Odin’s Son, I am not. Odin’s Bastard all Hardhands will be. Everyone in my land shall spit on his one-eyed face. Bastards, that’s what we are. We will take our men, and we’ll go kneel on Reignhelm’s hall. We’ll burn it first. We’ll set it on fire, over his bones, and I’ll have my wife’s rotten corpse watching him, screeching on the walls of Eye Keep in Malignborg. I’ll string up his people in their thousands. And I’ll give away Vittar’s wife and sons and Aten’s sons and daughters to be a plaything for slavers, while the would-be-kings watch, and only then shall I slay them! Anyone who had a part in this betrayal shall see their children slain before they, too, shall fall. That’s what I will do. Give me your oaths, all. Will you follow me into Helheim itself, if need be? Will you march behind the bastard’s hammer? Will you see how I smite Odin’s own weapon through his doors?” 
 
    He strode to the side and grasped the terrible weapon and raised the Wolf Hammer high, dark and menacing, and they roared. 
 
    The hammer had not objected. 
 
    I had not screamed with the others. 
 
    I remembered I was beyond sorrow for my mother, and for…something else. 
 
    I had felt failure. Fear. 
 
    I couldn’t remember what I had failed in. What I had feared. My head began hurting, throbbing with pain.  
 
    And still, even if I disapproved of what Father had spoken of Odin, I hated the men and women who had killed Issan.  
 
    Their heads.  
 
    Those oaths, I gladly took. And there had been other oaths, and I grimaced with anger and pain, for I couldn’t remember. I knew it was important. 
 
    I felt it was a terrible omen to threaten Odin, though. 
 
    That the god was not guilty of the actions of the men. 
 
    I remembered it all, and then I heard a voice in the room, in the present. 
 
    “Adeling,” the bald man said gruffly. “Are you here? Did you slip away for good, from here into a world of insanity?” 
 
    I shook my head and leaned on the wall. “I was thinking back.” 
 
    My wife. Where was she? 
 
    “The rebellion failed,” the woman said. “Fang is right. Do you remember?” 
 
    The…rebellion? 
 
    Aye. Rebellion. It was nothing short of it, if Odin ordered it. But he had not. 
 
    I looked around. 
 
    The men and the woman said nothing.  
 
    I remembered a trek across the sea, a battle. A trail of fighting. I remember wounds and sickness, and jarls rebelling against their High King, most those who were related to Graymoor in the Verdant Lands. The east was marching and marching…to Lorin. 
 
    “Lorin,” I whispered. 
 
    “Lorin,” said the elegant Ajax, nodding. “That’s it. You were there.” 
 
    “Were you?” I asked. 
 
    Ajax smiled wistfully. “We served with your brother Erik. You remember?” 
 
    I didn’t answer. 
 
    He went on. “It was a butchery. The…High King won. He is now truly the High King of the East and West, though some of the jarls in the west rebel still, and the north has not answered his summons. They didn’t come to us either. North promised to aid us, but never came, claiming they were not ready. Bastards. We would have won with their help.” He sighed. “Just some jarls are left over there in the west, never forgiven, who are still rebelling. Barrac of the White Tower, mainly, Lon Graymoor’s cousin, stays loyal to the rebellion, for some reason. People say some of our men ran there, and the High King and Naergoth, his elf-lord will set on him soon. Some other fools live. He’ll be busy surviving.” He shifted closer. “He would not want to see you alive, Reignhelm. I don’t understand how come you are here, just after he left. He left Tarl Vittar in charge of destroying our nation because we burned the lands of Vittar, and Aten’s fleet is here too, but how come you are here?” 
 
    “I know not,” I whispered. “I truly cannot remember.” 
 
    He shook his head. “But you know it is odd, no? I didn’t know one of the Hardhands had survived. The battle was a terrible mess. They failed to kill one, but to miss one? Surely they buried the lot and would be seeking you.” 
 
    The bald man, Fang, grunted. “Might have to remedy that.” 
 
    I looked at him. 
 
    I was trying to remember. 
 
    The armies had gathered at Graymoor’s coast. It had taken a week of hard-marching men of the jarls of the six nations to get to Graymoor’s harbor. The fleet of the Jarl Graymoor had grown with pirates he knew so well, and they took us on a short sea journey to the Verdant Lands that spring, risking storms. It had all happened so fast, and early in the year, that the new High King Reignhelm had had no time to react. We had landed on the east coast with twenty thousand men, and the jarls who had taken a crown from the High King were set on mercilessly as we marched forward. 
 
    I remembered the horror of war, for I had not seen the like before.  
 
    I had traveled plenty but warred little. 
 
    It had aged me fast. 
 
    I recalled the burning of Sultburg, and how the fresh king of that nation was hung from a crossbeam in a burning pigsty. His sons and daughters were sold to slavers, and his people scattered. Then the army had marched day and night for Aeginhamn, for Vittar land. We had burned a hundred villages in Palan, a new kingdom on its side. Getting to Aeginhamn, we found the king gone, and the city blocking the way west. We didn’t siege, but took Vittar’s lands by deceit, pretending honorable negotiations, while swimming the harbor and taking a side gate, opening it up in the night.  
 
    The battle had been brief. The garrison had fled almost immediately. 
 
    The butchery had lasted much longer. 
 
    And we had found Mother. 
 
    I remember Illon’s, Mother’s corpse. And something else…just not entirely.  
 
    I had to make a choice? A terrible choice? And I had failed? 
 
    I rubbed my head, and my thoughts raced on. 
 
    My mother’s corpse was found buried in the crypts, and I remembered Father’s rage as we found she had been strangled. None in the city could tell him how, only that Tarl Vittar had been there, as had the men of Aten, especially Yggra Atenguard, and the younger brother. Eglin. 
 
    And Rikas and Gilad Atenguard as well. 
 
    And one elven servant of the High King, Naergoth.  
 
    He had been there too, they had said, the ones we questioned. 
 
    Then something had happened. 
 
    Everything had changed. That very day. 
 
    Everything. 
 
    And I couldn’t, as I crushed my head with my hands, figure out what it was. 
 
    Father had killed everyone in Aeginhamn. That was true. He had executed them in the Yellow Hall, and had kept at it until it was red and black. 
 
    I frowned, for I remembered a butchery in the hall of the keep, in the room where they had once feasted. 
 
    The honor of the Hardhands…had been broken at what happened to that city. Everyone had thought so, but few voiced it. They all looked at us strangely after, in deep thoughts, holding to their oaths, but no longer in love with them. 
 
    Father, his hammer, and us had marched on for Malignborg, without honor, bound by oaths. There, a god-gate to Jotunheim also stood, one of those that connected the Nine Worlds. There were eight such in every world, for the gods and people to use. 
 
    The march had been brutal, taking us across hills, mountainsides, and deserted kingdoms, and while some relative jarls of Graymoor gave us aid, the army suffered. 
 
    I remembered faintly how we had suffered.  
 
    The surviving eighteen thousand men had shrunken to fifteen, for garrisons, sickness, and hunger gnawed at the troops. Silence reigned as men slept by the fires, and men wondered at their future, and the razing of Aeginhamn was there, in the forefront of their minds. 
 
    Father, and his hammer, and his terrible rage drove them on. 
 
    And in the meantime, Reignhelm gathered his men, the greedy jarls hoping for a crown, the ones who hated east and believed Odin would indeed prefer west over east, the ones who saw profit in the new arrangement, and there were many of them in the Verdant Lands. 
 
    Days from Malignborg, the taking of the great river Heorot was a bitter contest, and there, Harrian’s horses, the banner of a Headless Horse high, killed two thousand men of our allied jarls. It lasted until Erik’s men forced them back from the fords and butchered many of them. Erik killed their new king in single combat. 
 
    The final road had been open. 
 
    The Eye Keep had been two days away. 
 
    That road led to the fields of Lorin, the Flower Home of Verdant Lands, where vast blossomed plains spread across the horizon. There, the enemy brought all their might from fifteen new kingdoms. There had been Tarl Vittar and Aten’s men as well. Palan’s army had gathered, and Malignborg’s thousands, and many, many others from across their land. Reignhelm had brought his power and had done his best. I remembered the silvery wall of shields marching out of the west, as endless masses of High King’s men were coming to a stop in the east. 
 
    I remember Father preparing the men that night, and while there were twenty thousand enemies to our ten, he had been hopeful. Was he not the Wolf Hammer, the Bastard of Odin, and did not the enemy fear us like sheep would a dire wolf? 
 
    I was pulled back by the people in the room.  
 
    “Lord,” said the woman. “My companions…my captain Fang grows impatient.” 
 
    “Damn well I do,” said Fang with the crossbow aimed at me, close now. “I have demands.” 
 
    I shook my head. “We lost? How?” 
 
    They looked at each other. 
 
    Ajax nodded. “We lost. The Exiles, see? They did it. And they made us all exiles too, just not paid ones. We need means, see?” 
 
    Exiles. Yes. The accursed elves. I hated them. 
 
    I remembered my men, dying and killing. I held the right flank, with a thousand of Hardhand men and women. 
 
    I remember not seeing the center, where Vittar and Malignborg had advanced on my father and Graymoor, or the left, where Alarik and Erik, and the allied jarls were holding against Aten, Palan, and others. 
 
    My men were brave.  
 
    The shield wall was tight, the men guarding each other ferociously, the spears sturdy as they stabbed the enemy over the first rankers. In a third rank, with my standard-bearers, couriers, captains, I had stood, screaming for men to hold. 
 
    A man’s job was to fight, but an adeling was there to make sure they died well. 
 
    I had done just that. 
 
    I had stood until men had been too tired, or wounded, to fill all gaps and then I had taken a spear and had gone to the battle. I had killed a man, thrusting the spear through his throat as his shield was stuck on a dying Hardhand’s hand. And then I did it again, and again, for hours, until the battle transformed into an exhausted match of pushing, broken shields, and quivering warriors. The men had been panting, barely pushing at each other. Even when Harrian’s remaining cavalry propelled forth to attack us, to break us, their last reserve, we still held, living in a world of spears and shields and short, final moments of pain. 
 
    And then a great yell of triumph echoed across our ranks. 
 
    For men said Father had breached Vittar troops and the High King was wounded. 
 
    I remembered their faces as that rumor circulated. 
 
    Hope. Hope and joy. 
 
    It spread. 
 
    I saw far the flags of our allies from the east, dipping with joy. Marringold, Gulthaard, Spriggan’s Tear, Graymoor, our people, jarls about to win a war, all their glory at reach. It could be tasted in every mouth, the victory. Their hopes rekindled, bravery doubled, the exhausted army pushed. The center growled, advanced, and shields fell as Hardhands pushed over Vittar and Aten’s shield wall. 
 
    I had seen Father, roaring on his horse, hammer high. 
 
    And then the Exiles, High King’s elven allies from elven world of Aldheim, released their war-magic in Midgard for the first time. 
 
    Nay. There was more. 
 
    Graymoor had turned back.  
 
    We had all seen it. 
 
    We saw there was sudden chaos in the ranks as Graymoor’s thousand troops stepped back, running out of the wall where the elves rode and turned on our flanks. I saw Lon Graymoor’s men around Erik’s flag. Around Alarik’s, too, in a moment, swords heaving. I saw Father’s standard pushing back against Graymoor’s men, and Graymoor striking Father’s men with a sword, the twins riding at my father himself. 
 
    It was only then when the elves had attacked the army. 
 
    They cut swaths of magical fires across that flowery center field and killed a thousand of our almost victorious men, then two. The powers no human could use or feel, the forces we couldn’t see—the skills pulled from the Filling Void, into where the fiery rivers of Muspelheim and icy ones of Nifleheim poured, creating an ancient source of life and power—were used to destroy a rebellion.  
 
    Fiery and icy spells of death summoned from the great cauldron now claimed human lives. 
 
    In Midgard, the world of men, elves decided on its future. 
 
    Was that, too, as Odin had wished? 
 
    There were only twenty of the Exiles. 
 
    The elves, beautiful and ancient, if still mortals, had bound their thick hairs in braids. Their armored lizards had held them higher than their foes, and their spells guarded them against arrows and javelins, though some did fall dead. The spells of these Exiles of Aldheim destroyed Hardhand ranks for long minutes. Fiery walls—so hot they melted men in their armor—split the troops, leaving ashy remains of men behind, or icy, frozen corpses. 
 
    A golden-haired elf was riding amongst them, pointing a spear at Father, who was fighting Graymoor. 
 
    I saw Father’s flag burning, the crowned fist turning to dust in winds. So many men were there, around that place, kings, enemy, our men, all trying to get to him. 
 
    And then the spells had cast our right flank into disarray, ripping apart enemies and our men alike, an icy wind tearing through us with snowy brilliance, tossing men and horses around like toys, ripping flesh from frozen corpses. 
 
    I had staggered away, losing most of my men in the blizzard. I had barely seen the bloody rout, but I had heard the shrieks of death, calls of victory and lamentations of horror. I remembered Harrian riding over our last men with spears, and cavalry with archers hunting men across the snow-riddled, burning field. I had turned, hoping for a swift end, for my wife to escape, and then I remembered an arrow hitting me in the chest, and then another in my face, or forehead. 
 
    My wife. 
 
    She had been there. 
 
    “Adeling! Snap back here so we can decide what to do with you!” roared Fang, and I focused on him. 
 
    I touched my sore face and forehead and reached for a ragged wound under my chainmail and tunic.  
 
    “What is it, Lord?” asked Ajax. “The face is still there. There is something else there, though.” 
 
    “Don’t distract him,” Fang growled.  
 
    Breathe. 
 
    I did, drawing air in. 
 
    I couldn’t remember a thing after falling in Lorin’s field. 
 
    My wife’s face flickered in my thoughts. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, adeling,” said the gruff one, Borin. “Wars get lost. Just four thousand fled, and most were captured, and just half of those managed to get back here. We doubt they would leave an adeling of Hardhand dancing about, then to walk off, and sail merrily back home. But the fact is that you are here, and nothing else really matters, eh?” 
 
    “Lorin,” I rasped. “When?” 
 
    Fang grunted. “Odd voice you have, like a ghost wheezing. Like wind farting, Lord Prince. The battle was a month ago. You are back home. And home…it is razed. We lost there, we lost here. The jarls who survived are servants to the local king, and that king serves the High King.” 
 
    “Local king?” I wondered, trying to hold my terror in check. 
 
    What of my wife? 
 
    “The High King paraded his men here, after Tarl Vittar’s and Atenguard’s men burned the city.” said the woman darkly. 
 
    “Who is the local king?” I snarled. 
 
    “The Hardhands are gone,” she said. “We are no more. This is now Lon Graymoor’s land. He has his own land and was given ours. He is the King of the East. He took a knee in Lorin, while Reignhelm—” 
 
    “Graymoor?” I asked, gnashing my teeth together. “Yes. He turned on Father in the middle of his battle.” 
 
    “Graymoor did,” she said brutally honestly. “He didn’t flee in Lorin. He broke our ranks as the Exiles attacked, and some say he killed all your family.” 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    “Some say,” Ajax sighed. “We didn’t see. I know Erik died fighting, but it was chaos, as Graymoor’s men pushed through us in the left. We don’t know who got to your father’s corpse first. Who looted him. Vittar was there, Atenguard, Graymoor. High King, even, was close. Look. It matters little, of course. The elven war-magic…” She looked sad. “Well. You see. And the people here? You wish to know?” 
 
    “Go on,” I said softly.  
 
    The woman spoke. “The High King came here and scattered the people across the east, burned and looted the city, and banned all our people from living here. Hati’s Valley is gone. Hundred thousand people are leaving it for the other jarldoms. There are some two thousand men of the army here, and they are banned from living in the east. We came yesterday, exiles ourselves, but we cannot stay. We have to leave in a few hours back for the west or the north, or the Golden City, even.” 
 
    What of my wife? 
 
    One looked at the other, and the female shifted and squatted near me. She was beautiful in her sympathy. “We don’t know. I know what you are thinking about.” 
 
    “My wife?” I asked the question. “My brother’s boy too? Morag. You do not…” 
 
    Borin grunted. “Don’t know about your wife. I know of Morag. I do. The enemy found him here and took them to the docks with other nobles. One of the bastards holds them. Not sure which.” He shook his head. “He is in danger. They’ll want to kill the lot. Perhaps they will keep him a prisoner for a while, to make sure Graymoor does indeed serve Reignhelm. Would be a nasty contender for the throne.” 
 
    Ajax smiled. “I didn’t know you have these deep thoughts. I am surprised.” 
 
    Shian grinned. “I was talking to him about it, just now.” 
 
    “Oh!” Ajax said. “Reality returns. Good.” 
 
    I stared at them. 
 
    “Taken?” I whispered. 
 
    Shian stepped closer, beautiful in her compassion. “We know not who took them. You are rightly worried. We care.” 
 
    Borin shrugged. “What? No. We do not. It doesn’t matter to him, either. He’ll be dead, see? Right, Fang?” 
 
    They were quiet. 
 
    The bald one stepped forward. “He is right. You are unlucky to run into us. I was part of your brother’s command. Erik’s. The Dark Swans. You see we are the least worthy men of the east. There are some four hundred Swans alive, and it is because we know how to survive. It is often not honorable.” 
 
    “Dark Swans,” I said, shivering with fear for my wife, and not for myself. “The company made up of criminals,” I said dully. 
 
    He nodded. “Murderers, thieves, and other similar scum. We were doing great services to your father anyhow.” Fang nodded at the others. “We don’t know much about each other. I do know that Shian was a thief. Pickpocket. Possibly a whore. She can find out anything, but how, I always wondered, and from men, mostly? Whore.” 
 
    “I am not,” she said softly. “I can find out anything, though. And I am a thief. I got caught for thieving.” 
 
    “You are a whore to me,” he answered with a leer. “One day, if not yet. Ajax, the fox-face—” 
 
    “Wolf,” he murmured. 
 
    “Fox-face was also a thief, but on a grander level,” he said. “No pickpocketing. Just plain highway robbery. And the last one, grave robber.” 
 
    I looked at Borin with spite. 
 
    Borin grinned. “Man has to eat. Corpses need no gold or silver. And they caught me anyway, see? I’d not be here otherwise. I’m also the best swordsman in the east. Possibly the west too. I am gifted.” 
 
    I spat at his feet. 
 
    Borin was not happy. He was scratching his neck, cursing under his breath. 
 
    “Now, now, your highness,” said Borin. “Hardhand lands and honor are both a thing of the past. They wouldn’t know you anyway, the least of the brothers. Graymoor will make sure the Bastards of Odin will not be remembered in the books or songs, as he tries to make himself a legitimate king, and he is collecting hostages. He is collecting nobles from all across the land. Jarl’s daughters, and their wives.” He winked. “Some say he is making himself a nice little group of noblewomen of the finest eastern blood, and he’ll make them all relatives, or he’ll marry them off again. He’ll be busy.” 
 
    I felt the growing anger; the familiar anger Father had told me to keep in check. 
 
    The anger he had been unable to check. 
 
    It was a Hardhand curse. Rage. In battle, useful, out of it, deadly. 
 
    “What did you say?” I asked him darkly. “That I will be dead?” 
 
    Fang scratched his chin. “Possibly. We could sell you to the Graymoor, dead or alive. What say you to that?” 
 
    They were silent and watching me. 
 
    “To Lon Graymoor,” I whispered. “You’d sell me off.” 
 
    “To the Graymoor,” Fang agreed. “He will rule. There is no denying it. He will serve the High King in his wars to put down the last resistance in Verdant Lands, and in here. He’ll even join Reignhelm to take Barrac of White Tower, his own kin. Then the north follows, unless they bow their stubborn necks. They might, since they didn’t help us, as they promised. He’ll follow Reignhelm faithfully, like a dog, eh? He’ll want you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “I see.” 
 
    Fang smiled. “And since we must leave the east, not a few days after we came back,” he said, “perhaps we might bargain with Graymoor himself? We seem to have found no food or treasure, all of us coming here in ones or twos, emptyhanded, but we found something valuable after all. I care not who brought you here, but you are our way to riches.” 
 
    Ajax looked shrewd, but Borin looked cheered up. “Mead, rich meat,” he murmured. “Graymoor sets a good table.” 
 
    Borin was looking at his dagger with a raised eyebrow. 
 
    The woman was backing off, looking uncertain. Ajax’s face was unreadable. He adjusted a thick gauntlet and scaled armguard that covered his entire right hand and put his hand near his sword’s hilt. 
 
    “You would sell me?” I whispered, and the rage was red hot now, burning in my veins. 
 
    “Yeah,” Fang said harshly. “Keep your tone in check, boy. They’ll want your weapon too. Perhaps even more than they want you.” 
 
    “I am,” I began and pushed up, “not sure I understand you. I have no weapon.” I leaned on the wall, gathering resolve. They observed me, eyes guarded.  
 
    “Your forehead,” Borin murmured. “What is that? Punishment?” 
 
    Fang grinned. “Forget his forehead. I’ll put a bolt in it in a bit.” 
 
    “I think not,” I said harshly, ignoring the threat they presented. I balled my fists. They were simply robbers, no longer soldiers, but thieves. “Bring the war, then,” I said bitterly.  
 
    Fang whistled and nodded at the ground. “Yeah. We shall. Never met a man to beat me when I hold the crossbow. Always hit my mark.” He winked. “But I might be persuaded to let you live for a while. We could sell that thing and you as well.” 
 
    He nodded to the side, to the shadows where I had rested, and beyond it, was a smoking corpse I had not noticed, though I had smelled it. It had a terrible mass of burned meat, his arm, and fresh blood was seeping through cauterized wounds in the shoulder. He had died, not too long before. 
 
     “See, I was looking for the dead one,” Borin said. “I had a friend. He seems to have found something dangerous. See the hammer?” he asked. 
 
    Then my eyes went to the side of the corpse, and I saw the weapon.  
 
    I stared at it. 
 
    It was half buried under the corpse. It was five-foot-long, black as night, the handle filled with subtle dverg and elven script, and the baleful, snarling hammer’s head, carved like a silver-maned wolf, seemed to be staring at me.  
 
    It was the Wolf Hammer.  
 
    Our legendary weapon.  
 
    It was the weapon and boon of gods, and Reignhelm had desired this very thing from Father. 
 
    How come it was there? 
 
    How come I was? 
 
    And what would follow now? 
 
    It would have been Alarik’s duty to take it up, to be the Regent of the East, the Son of Odin, the grand champion for Odin in Midgard when Father died, to travel the land and put down foes of Odin. It was magical, and some said it gave man the powers of a Jotun, a giant. What else it did, I didn’t know.  
 
    The family had carried it from the start of ages. 
 
    And if they were dead? 
 
    Would I serve Odin next? 
 
    Finally.  
 
    “The man,” Fang said, “tried to pick it up. Is it particular to your family?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    It could only be carried by Hardhands. That’s what Father had said. We had other items like this, solely for the blood to use. 
 
    The journal of Father’s, for example. 
 
    Though, I knew, the book didn’t kill a man who picked it up. It just didn’t open up. 
 
    Fang was right to smell riches. 
 
    Despite all, the Graymoor would indeed pay a lot for it.  
 
    He could give it to Reignhelm, or he could hold it in secret, claiming to be the new Son of Odin, even if he dared not touch it. No matter how many women of the eastern nobles he enslaved, or men terrified, this weapon would make him the chosen of Odin. 
 
    Unless Odin, which he would eventually, stopped this madness. 
 
    Where was the god?  
 
    Fang smiled. “See? I think you do. Imagine our position. War is lost, and we trickle in here to find we cannot stay.” 
 
    Ajax nodded. “For the good of the people, the captains agree.” 
 
    “And Fang here,” I said, “is a captain to all you captains.” 
 
    “Shian was standard-bearer’s guard,” said Ajax, “and Fang was senior to the rest of us. Borin was just scum. Captain now, after the officers died. Did well in battle. We have all changed, I suppose. Borin used to be happy, Shian afraid, but now, we must all be decisive. I agree with them.”  
 
    He flashed Borin a smile, and Borin nodded gratefully. 
 
    Fang shook his shoulders as he kept aiming the weapon. “Be quiet, you two. The hammer, boy. We’ve never seen it used. We have seen it plenty in parades and such noble shit but never used. Stories claim he purged creatures of darkness and even a jotun or two with it. But we do know,” he said dryly, “that one does not simply touch it.” 
 
    “You could use a glove?” said Borin to Ajax, nudging him. “Pick it up, my foppish friend.” 
 
    “You could sit on it, Borin,” Ajax answered. “Your arse could use losing a few pounds.” 
 
    Borin snorted dryly and then nodded at the hammer. “Listen to Captain Fang. We’ll need you to help us a wee bit. You could pick it up and put it in a sack for us. We will not touch it,” said the bastard, nodding at the corpse. “We never will again. If the hammer objects to a sack too, then we are properly fucked. We might need you to carry it, eh? You could carry it for us.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said. “I could also serve your meals, perhaps? Shall I wipe your arse too?” 
 
    Borin snorted. “That’s an idea, though you go nowhere near my arse. Don’t trust you, see? As for the meals? Yes. Never been served by a blue-blooded boy before, though there is a problem. We don’t have any food. I came in today and found Shian had not eaten in two days. Ajax came here three days ago and had a feast of a half a rat.” 
 
    I watched Fang. “You, no doubt, have had dinner and breakfast both.” 
 
    “Adeling Hardhand, the third son of king-sized thieves,” said Fang, and he stepped closer. The crossbow never wavered. He eyed the hammer. “Not another word, boy, or I’ll feed you to an animal.” 
 
    “To Borin, no doubt,” Ajax murmured. 
 
    Fang spoke quietly. “Will you pick it up? We will try to pry it with a spear, but I think it would be painful too.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “They say it is magical,” he added.  “That you can find all evil beings and smite them down if you touch them with the hammer. It is an opportunity for you as well, see?” 
 
    I stared at it. “That’s the tale. Father never told me. I am, as you said, the third son.” 
 
    “Right,” he spoke softly. “A slayer of monsters you could be. Perhaps you could serve Lon Graymoor. Silently, far from eyes, at his bidding.” 
 
    Even his companions stared at him, stunned. Borin snorted. 
 
    There was an uncomfortable silence. I listened to the sounds of the gulls. There was a scent of burning wood, wafting up from the window. There was the stench of roasted man-fat, and of dying things elsewhere.  
 
    It was no more extended home. 
 
    But was I still a Hardhand? 
 
    Was it now my turn? 
 
    Now, when all seemed lost? 
 
    The thought was strong in my head. Like someone had whispered it to my ear. 
 
    I watched the broken doorway. I took a step for the window, pushing past the fox-faced Ajax and took another, and found myself looking over the excellent harbor that now was a pit of destruction. Hardhand’s home was a ruin. The walls had been breached, and Graymoor would sit in the hall soon. “Shits.” 
 
    Breathe. 
 
    I tried. 
 
    There were ships in the harbor. Dozens. 
 
    “Tarl Vittar, and his family,” said Ajax softly. “Rikas and Gilad Vittar. His daughters. They are still down there, looting and burning in revenge. Aten’s princes, Yggra and a whelp called Elgin. They scattered the nation, but they seek to hire mercenaries, thinking they can get them cheap. Ring-givers, they will be, for warriors. We are probably going to hire out to the enemy. It will save men. For now.” 
 
    “Did the gods take part?” I asked with spite. “Do gods approve of this?” 
 
    “No god took part,” said Borin tiredly. “You are what, twenty or so? You saw only this war? Yes? Gods have their great games, and we play ours. Never saw a god on a battlefield. Don’t feel insulted, boy. It’s just land. There are new ones.” 
 
    Ajax looked unhappy at that, finally insulted. “It was home.” 
 
    I had hated my position in the land. I had loved the land and the glory of Odin. 
 
    Now, when I would get to rule, I would have no nation to rule over, and plenty of danger, and still, perhaps that was why I had been spared. 
 
    So I could show Odin I was able to. 
 
    This was not his doing, but he might expect me to punish our foes for him.  
 
    “Right, you robber,” Borin laughed. “Let the child decide.” 
 
    “The child is an adeling. And you are not that old,” Ajax said. “Ugly as a wart, but not old.” 
 
    “Ugly?” he said. “Borin is ugly. See this one’s forehead? That’s wicked odd.” He winked at me. “Old Fang will soon let go of his hopes for the hammer, and he’ll take your corpse. Will you sell the hammer, if not yourself? Eh?” 
 
    Elves, the Exiles. Graymoor. Vittar. Aten, and High King. 
 
    Bastards. Damned bastards. 
 
    My land was gone. Mother murdered. Father and brothers killed. Wife and Alarik’s boy taken. 
 
    It only had me. Odin counted on me. 
 
    I watched the city in shock and turned to see the throne hall, the Throne of the East, the Harsh Stone set before the throne, where petitioners kneeled. I wondered at the destroyed and ransacked home. 
 
    I knew it was home, but it also felt…distant. 
 
    And yet, honor was all. 
 
    “My family is dead,” I snarled. “And I do not trust Graymoor. He would not let me serve him, anyway. Your plan is one for a fool. I’m not your man.” 
 
    They watched me uncertainly.  
 
     “Your wife might live still,” Shian sighed. “Come. You have to risk it. You could find her, if you ask Graymoor to help. Imagine. You could have your revenge, your life back. Your nephew. You—” 
 
     “Shh! I am out of time,” Fang said. “Give the hammer to us. Put it in a bag of leather,” he said and threw one on the ground, long and thick with a strap to carry it, meant to cover a longsword from the weather. “Then Shian here will try to carry it. If she has an accident,” he said, as Shian looked down, terrified, “then you carry it for us, and we spare your life for now. Mind you, we are not too bothered by your anger and indignant words. We don’t take well to nobles. One is as bad as the other.” 
 
    I turned to look at the hammer and felt sick. Borin was muttering, and Ajax was shifting through rubble with his boot, looking down. I stared at the floor and the woman, who peered back at me, afraid. 
 
    “This is not right, he—” she began, but Fang shook his head. She went quiet. 
 
    “Choose,” said Fang harshly. “Do well for us, and get to live on as—" 
 
    I stumbled into the great hall and saw a broken mirror.  
 
    “Hey!” Fang roared. 
 
    I went to the broken thing, kneeled, and picked up a shard. I found a festering wound in my forehead, framed by my long, thick dark curls, and saw a large tattoo of an elaborate eye inside a burning flame and throne inside puss and blood. Bone showed in the crude wound. It bled, constantly. I scrutinized what was likely the mark of Reignhelm or of Malignborg, perhaps a mark of Naergoth and knew I was cursed forever, in pain constantly. 
 
    Aye, revenge. 
 
    I had to have revenge. 
 
    And I needed help. 
 
    “They,” Shian spoke softly, “they marked all the noble corpses like this, as a warning. They branded all the doors they could find in the east with it. Perhaps you weren’t dead and escaped after and took the hammer with you, terribly hurt. Still, you made your way here, for your wife.” 
 
    I glanced at her and nodded. 
 
    It was likely so. She was right. 
 
    “It is not your fault, none of it,” she whispered. “I can help, advise and keep you on the trail. You will have to avenge them. Survive.” 
 
    I wept, but no tears came.  
 
    I cursed the lot under my breath. 
 
    “Come, adeling,” Fang laughed, standing at the doorway. “Your father was a mad dog. You are the sane one. Here.” 
 
    He kicked the bag.  
 
    I cursed and spat and roared in rage, until, exhausted, I picked up the sack and tottered to the room, with Fang stepping back to give me room. They stood still, eyeing me with suspicion, and I looked at the hammer near the corpse. 
 
    The people of Hati’s Valley had fled. 
 
    Men had most all died or been scattered. 
 
    The nation was no more. 
 
    The hammer remained. And I did. I could rebuild it all. 
 
    I kneeled next to it. It looked as it always had. Odd, so sturdy, ancient, not made by hands of men, with the intricate, superb details everywhere. The wolf’s head was heavy, threatening, massive.  
 
    Father had carried it, and I had desired it. 
 
    My name was his. 
 
    It was mine, and Odin would be proud. 
 
    I finally put my hand over the shaft. 
 
    “Good boy,” Fang laughed as he moved before me. “Shian, get ready to try it.”  
 
    I put my hand around it. 
 
    I had dreamt of it. Father had carried it with ease.  
 
    My fingers curled around the shaft. 
 
    The fingers seemed to tighten around it, like the flesh and the metal was one. 
 
    It was nothing like I had imagined. 
 
    The power of the weapon infused my body immediately. The energy crackled into my hand, deep into my bones, and filled me with power and purpose. 
 
    It purged away fear and simplified all my choices by doing so. 
 
    I knew right away it was made for the gods, and gods themselves had chosen us to carry it. Only gods, or those Odin decided, could touch it. 
 
    It hated beings of greed, things of dark evil. 
 
    Aye, I felt it disapproved my small flaws as well. 
 
    The evil it detected and hated also suddenly seemed to suffocate me. 
 
    It felt thick in my mouth, that evil, like an oily drink you couldn’t spit out. 
 
    And then something strange happened. 
 
    The hammer’s head burst into flames. 
 
    It was excruciating to hold the weapon, and it felt like hot fire running in my veins. Indeed, fire ran along the shaft now. I screamed as I tried to drop it, but I was not able to. The flames spread to my hand and was hot as coals, but somehow, didn’t burn my skin. They darkened it. 
 
    It just hurt, terribly. 
 
    It had never done this with Father.  
 
    He had never held a flaming hammer, and if he had been in such pain, he had not said a word, nor did he ever shed tears holding it. 
 
    Never. 
 
    I struggled upright and found I could lift it easily. The hammer gave me strength, and I felt twice as powerful as I had been. I was divided between feelings of awe, and the stabs of pain, and the taste of dread and filth made me sick. I felt its horrible power, as intoxicating as the most potent mead. I felt faster than a wolf, but my muscles were on fire. Indeed, fire was dripping between my fingers, but I could, for some time, hold it. 
 
    I saw Fang aiming a crossbow at my face now. His eyes were on the hammer, and the flames that flickered along its length, and on my eyes, full of horrifying pain, mixed with intoxicating power. “Bag,” he whispered. 
 
    I laughed.  
 
    Fears I had felt. I had swum in a sea of confusion. 
 
    Now?  
 
    Not so much. Odin called me, and I would purge the evil from Midgard. 
 
    Finally. 
 
    “You have men?” I asked the evil man before me, barely coherent with the pain. “Four hundred Swans, you said?” 
 
    He nodded, and the flames made him nervous. “Two thousand, nearly. Good men. The core of the criminal shits are four hundred strong, and stragglers of the other companies make up the rest. Why?” 
 
    “And if you were to hire out to someone, who would it be?” I asked him harshly, my bones on fire. “Speak, man!” 
 
    He frowned. “Why, I asked. Fine. I suppose Yggra, son of the king of Aten,” he said. “He has been ordered to gather his own mercenary company for the ongoing and possibly coming wars. They do not hate us as much as Tarl Vittar does. We burned Vittar’s home, see? Or your father did. Yeah, you were there. I see you remember that.” His eyes hardened. “But we are going to go to Graymoor, aren’t we?” 
 
    “Honor,” I said as I staggered forward a step, “has guided my family.” 
 
    He laughed. “Once. No longer. Not after Aeginhamn. And you are all dead.” 
 
    “Honor,” I said, my voice shivering with pain. “dictates I try to finish what my father started. He gave oaths, and we swore to keep them. I will seek answers, and I will restore Odin’s will on Midgard. I have nothing but the hammer. I’ll keep it.” 
 
    Ajax flinched. “Looks like you can barely keep it. The fires…” 
 
    “Sounds like you wish to die right here,” Fang snarled. “So, you won’t give me the hammer, and you will not go to the Graymoor? Not alive, that is.” 
 
    “That is correct,” I said and suddenly felt I knew exactly what to do, like a shadow was whispering wisdom into my ears. “I shall tell you what we will do. We will not meet Lon Graymoor. We shall travel into the shadows. We will serve our enemies. We shall find a way to get near them, to gut-ripping distance, and in the end, the last, and the least likely of all the Hardhands, I shall find a way to regain our honor, our land, and I shall see my wife after I eat the heart-flesh of my foes. Will you be one?” 
 
    “Your wife?” Borin asked, confused. 
 
    “No,” Shian whispered. “We could help.” 
 
    “What?” Fang laughed nervously. “Shut it, girl.” He stepped closer to me. The crossbow was quivering. “You think the war is not over?” 
 
    “The war is not over,” I whispered. “Never. Odin himself was betrayed. I offer you a chance to serve me.” 
 
    “Service?” Fang asked. “Odin’s balls, you offer us to service! Thank you!” 
 
    Ajax stepped closer too. “What possibly could you offer us?”  
 
    They stared at me.  
 
    Then, Borin grinned. 
 
    “Treasure?” Borin suggested. “See. We know about your father’s book. We tried to find it here. Found nothing. Possibly one of the kings or some bastard soldier has it. They looted him clean. Now, tell us. Did he take it with him to war? You were saying he had it in his pocket? It would be valuable. Or is it here? Is there a hideout here we can check? Some place he might have stashed it?” 
 
    I said nothing to him. 
 
    Ajax tilted his head. “Nobility? Riches and nobility? We could use those. And perhaps, a new land for the people? I could fight for that, highwayman or not. The answer, man.” 
 
    “What are you two saying?” Fang hissed. “Enough.” 
 
    I grimaced as the flames danced in my skin, darkening it to the elbow now. It felt like the bone itself was on fire under the muscles. “All that. Position. And part of the treasure. New lands. It will all be possible, if we surprise the enemy. They will be going to war, no? To this White Tower? Sounds like we will have plenty of opportunities there. And I do not know the hideouts of the castle. But there is a journal, and…” I thought back and remembered father reading it, in the war, “he had it with him.” 
 
    “Damn,” Borin said softly. “Damn it.” 
 
    I nodded. “But you heard right. A ledger. The Black Tales, it is called. A summary of my father’s adventures, it is.” I grimaced and felt odd, stabbing heat in my mouth and eyes now. “We shall find the ledger, something only a Hardhand might open. You’ll serve me, and you will have all of that you asked for, including nobility.” I looked at Fang maliciously. “But first, it has to be earned. You will follow me. And still, I feel I cannot abide by this one. You will have to kill Fang here.” 
 
    I felt odd, pure pleasure at the fear in Fang’s eyes. 
 
    It felt natural, like skin. 
 
    The cruelty. 
 
    The others twitched with uncertainty. 
 
    They were quiet. 
 
    Fang’s eyes hardened. He pulled the trigger of his heavy crossbow.  
 
    It should have impaled my skull. It passed my cheek. 
 
    Borin’s sword had moved fast as lightning, out of the sheath and up to Fang’s hand, and it had struck it aside. Fang’s face was a mask of shock as blood was trickling from the cut fingers.  
 
    “You kill him,” Ajax said. “That’s your job.” 
 
    I didn’t hesitate. 
 
    I jumped forward and struck the flaming hammer through the man’s skull. 
 
    I had killed in battle, slaying men in Loria.  
 
    This was different. Their deaths had been hard-bought struggles, and it had taken them a long time to die. Now, the man fell in a bloody heap of legs and broken torso, and partway to the new cracks on the floor the hammer had just made. 
 
    I hoisted the hammer, struggling to free it from the vice of rock, but I managed it. 
 
    I watched the man’s broken body as it lay slumped in the hall of my former home. I put the flaming hammer on the mess that had been his chest, and it started burning. Shian whimpered.  
 
    I turned to Ajax. 
 
    He flinched and lifted his hands. “So. I helped you.” 
 
    Borin shook his head. “The eyes. Are they on fire? There’s ash on his face.” 
 
    “Let go of it,” Shian whispered. 
 
    I noticed my arm and part of the chest was in flames now, the strange fires hot as embers, and the pain was unbearable.  
 
    I struggled mightily. 
 
    The hammer fought as I tried to let go of it, and I fought it back. Shian stepped forward and bravely touched my face. I felt soothed by the touch. I gasped and found my fingers working. I dropped the hammer and collapsed, whimpering as I watched my darkened hand, the skin smoking, slowly turning pink again. I rubbed my eyes where ashes hampered my sight. 
 
    The hammer changed you. Terribly. Inexorably. It made you less human and more a weapon. 
 
    But it also tried to kill you. 
 
    Borin shook his head. “Will you keep your word, then? Will you make us rich, eh? The Black Tales, you said? Will we find it?” 
 
    “Will you give us a future?” Ajax asked. “Land? Perhaps our own?” 
 
    I swiveled my gaze to Shian.  
 
    Shian hesitated as the others watched her. She walked to Fang’s body. She lifted a helmet from the man’s belt, a black mask of terror, smooth and terrifying, and shook it free of gore and bits of burning meat and bone. 
 
    She tossed it to me. “I have my own desires and wishes. Food. Hope. You are right; the cause is yours, and you keep fighting for what you gave an oath for, and surely you are right to say Odin didn’t want this. It smacks of treason. I will follow you for coin and for the future, both. I will tell you later what I want on top. There is something, indeed. I doubt I shall get it.” 
 
    I nodded. “All I want are their heads. And my wife. My nephew.” 
 
    “I will help. You will find me an invaluable ally,” she told me soothingly. “I will smooth your road.” 
 
    Ajax grunted. “We all shall. So. What now?” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes and spoke, voicing my oath. “I will kill Reignhelm and all those who murdered my mother. I shall restore our land. I will fight for Odin against these usurpers. You will get your heart’s fill. All of you. I make the oath. What you ask for, you get, if you just stay faithful in rain and pain. And the book is worth it. It can give you treasures worth more than Malignborg’s Eye Keep.” 
 
    They looked at me silently. Greed was burning in their eyes. 
 
    I got up and studied my smoking hand. “I’ll need a gauntlet. Not sure it will help.” 
 
    “Is it supposed to do that?” Shian asked, worried. “Flame you?” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    “They say it can feel evil itself,” she said. “Did you—” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    I had. Sort of. All over, all around me 
 
    “On us?” she pressed with a gentle smile. 
 
    It seemed impossible she would be evil.  
 
    And yet, I wasn’t sure what I had felt. “I shall,” I said, “find answers. I cannot remember much of the recent past, but I will punish everyone involved in our losses.” 
 
    “You cannot remember?” Shian asked. “But you do? Something?” 
 
    “Somethings, and it all feels…distant,” I told her.  
 
    “And you are planning on killing or capturing Graymoor?” Ajax pressed.  
 
    Borin and Shian looked uncomfortable at the question. 
 
    “He is a traitor. I’ll do what I need to do. All of them will pay before we rebuild here with my wife.” 
 
    Ajax bowed and still looked nervous. “It is a noble quest. Not sure how a few thousand men will do it, but we fear little, if the prize is as high as you claim. But…” 
 
    He hesitated. 
 
    “Spit it out,” Borin growled. “Useless cock.” 
 
    “Will you,” he asked softly, “hate Odin like your father did?” 
 
    I frowned. 
 
    Ajax looked bothered but spoke. “We will not take that oath. If it comes to light that he let this happen, we will not march for him.” 
 
    I agreed. “I shall fulfill my father’s oaths. I shall find out all I can of what happened and why Reignhelm took to war with us, betrayed our honor and humiliated Father, why my mother had been strangled, and people scattered, and I will kill the lot. I will also recover my wife. After?” I shrugged. “I will serve Odin as we always have, or I shall hate him alone. If it is the latter, be gone fast.” 
 
    They understood Odin might come searching for us if it was indeed his will to wipe our family out. 
 
    It was not, I was sure of it. 
 
    They nodded. “How much gold is involved?” Ajax wondered. 
 
    “Father said enough to make gods look like beggars,” I told them. “He also said it is cursed, evil gold.” 
 
    Borin laughed, and Ajax grinned. 
 
    Both saluted.  
 
    They were brave. We would have to kill the Exiles at some point.  
 
    I looked at Shian. “You do not seem afraid. How would you start the quest?” 
 
    Find someone in the enemy camp, I thought, and Shian echoed me. 
 
    She shook her head. “It seems we have a lot of killing to do. I think we need to find someone who can help us. We will be mercenaries, but we need a friend. It will have to be someone weak, someone with potential. We’ll mold that someone like wet clay and gain position and opportunity. I will keep my eyes open. First, answers. We have to find someone like that, and then they’ll tell us all we need to know. Then, action.” 
 
    “Do you think you can find one like that?” I wondered. “One with answers, before we find a way to kill the lot?” 
 
    Shian smiled. “Darling, they are nobles of the highest houses. Nothing defines them better than ambitions and conflict. I can find one with answers, and we will be friends. Yes.” 
 
    “You do it, and we’ll milk him for all his uses,” I said. “Well, brothers and sister. We start the quest.” 
 
    Borin grinned. “What will you be, though? Ajax and I command the two companies. Right and Left.” He eyed me critically. “They know you,” Borin told me. 
 
    Shian smiled. “Put Fang’s helmet on and keep it on always when you out there. The hair has got to go.” 
 
    Borin flicked his dagger. 
 
    I agreed, reluctantly. My hair was long, thick, and dark as raven’s wings. That’s how men knew us, and from the brass bracers. We had been born under Odin’s Dark Eye, as men said. 
 
    They looked at that bracer. 
 
    I shook my head. “I’ll cover it with a bandage. Can’t take it off, and the limb stays.” 
 
    “I’ll make sure the men won’t be asking too many questions,” Borin rumbled. “And they hated Fang. I’ll make you bald, so some might think he is still alive.” 
 
    “What of the hammer?” asked Ajax. “It has to be kept covered. Can you use it?” 
 
    I watched the hammer and found the bag. I toed the hammer, felt its power through my boot and then the agony. I gathered my bravery, and I pushed it into the bag with my foot, wincing. I had again felt the power and the sickening evil, and the burning pain. The flames burned on their own along the head for a moment. The bag was scorched, and my boot blackened. The oily taste of evil made me smack my lips. 
 
    “Is it supposed to do that?” asked Shian. “It looks like it is not suited for men. Did your father actually wield it?” 
 
    Ajax shook his head. “He did. It is odd.” 
 
    I had no answer to her. I had no idea what was going on with the weapon. 
 
    I didn’t need the hammer. I’d only use it if I needed to. 
 
    I kneeled and lifted the bag. 
 
    I felt the power, very faintly. If I would put my hand on it? 
 
    It might kill me one day. 
 
    Then, I had no more time to worry about the weapon. 
 
    I had a quest. 
 
    I needed answers, desperately. The curtain that separated me from those answers? 
 
    I had to tear it down. 
 
    I felt I was missing many essential things. 
 
    I touched my forehead and cursed.  
 
    My wife, revenge, answers.  
 
    I needed them, and I knew I could not rest before I had all three. 
 
    They were looking at me, as I strapped the bag on my back, and pulled on the gory helmet, covering my head, save for the mouth. 
 
    “We are Grudge Breakers,” I said. “And we shall find the prince of Aten, Yggra, and we shall offer him our services. We shall take him as our ring-giver. And I shall make plans with Shian here. We shall do our best, and we shall be patient.” 
 
    Shian smiled. “I shall help you, and the two dolts will be your captains. We’ll find someone to help us, and everyone is happy.” 
 
    “I do love coin,” Borin said, and then Borin showed me the dagger. “By the bones, I do. We still need to shear you, adeling. Bald? Or something left on the top?” 
 
    I pulled off the helmet for a moment. 
 
    *** 
 
    The near two thousand men, those who would fight, marched up to the piers.  
 
    I watched them and tried to remember what it had been like leading men like them, likely some of the very men below me now.  
 
    The men and women had listened to Ajax, who had proclaimed I, their elected captain, would lead men to a life of mercenaries, and whoever wished to risk their lives by staying, could do so. If they stayed, he has said, none of them would be allowed to speak to, or of, me. 
 
    Hundreds had left, taking their weapons and slipping to the night of Hati’s Valley, braving Vittar raider squads that were patrolling our land, now lit with fires as towns were burning, sometimes set alight by those who were abandoning the land. 
 
    They would be outlaws and hunted mercilessly by Graymoor. 
 
    Nearly two thousand men, many tired and wounded, had stayed with us, and formed into ranks around the Dark Swan company, filling in Right and Left companies with nearly a thousand men each. They had chosen captain, standard-bearers, and supply officers with an enviable stoicism. 
 
    They marched to their new life, but their eyes kept going to the land that was burning, to their former homes, many of them leaving behind wives and family, for my father’s lost war. 
 
    It was my quest to restore them. 
 
    It was Odin’s test. 
 
    “You will be back,” I whispered to the citizens, the hundred thousand people my father had ruled who were marching away to the other eastern nations, and to the men who had fought, who were either mercenary or outlaws. I saw men in the Hard Hall now, on top of a hill, and fires began licking the roof from inside, the keep torched. 
 
    I gnashed my teeth together, for Tarl Vittar’s men were still busy avenging their capital by burning, murdering, and raping in the city I had once loved, though I remembered little more than flashes of the life in it. 
 
    Tarl Vittar.  
 
    One of the men who had been there to kill Father.  
 
    One of those who would be punished. 
 
    I saw the man, and I saw his daughters, Rikas and Gilad, near the harbor’s entrance, sitting on their horses, proud and victorious. They were in a cheerful mood. You could see that, even from afar. 
 
    Shian leaned close. “None of them are unguarded. Never. High King demands they even sleep with guards in the room. They will be hard to catch alone. Some have elves with them, and you don’t want to alert them.” 
 
    I nodded and turned on the deck of the old galley, leaving Ajax in charge of hollering orders at the bedraggled survivors of my father’s army. 
 
    “Move to the ships, take your bones off the cursed shore! We go make riches off the backs of the bastards!” he called out, and men below chanted. 
 
    I watched our would-be masters. 
 
    Yggra and Eglin, there on the deck, were waiting to deal with me, with fifty men around them. 
 
    To kill the lot, I would need to be patient. 
 
    I would need for them to be all in the same place, in the same war, in the same camp, and I would need more. 
 
    I would need a tool. 
 
    Shian was right. 
 
    Shian was near me, staring at the adelings of Aten. 
 
    The older one was haughty and strong-looking and had very little neck. He was sitting beside a desk on the deck of the black trireme, the Wave of Palator, and at his side, his thin, tall brother Elgin stood uneasily, looking above me, as if he saw tiny spirits dancing on the top of my head, avoiding my eyes. 
 
    He was terrified of the helmet. 
 
    He was also terrified of his brother, who kept casting him irascible looks and growling comments very softly, apparently unhappy about something the lad had not done. 
 
    “It was your job,” he hissed. 
 
    “Yes, brother,” Elgin answered. “The Vittar found those mansions first. I didn’t have a guide.” 
 
    “Excuses,” he said softly. “Riches lost. Father will know. When he dies, and I am the king, brother, you will be the Master of Pigsty, if that.” 
 
    Elgin looked struck like lightning but bravely bit his lip. His eyes were on Shian, suddenly. 
 
    The older one, Yggra, turned to look at me and grinned. “You the head of the flea-ridden bandits?” 
 
    I said nothing but walked to stand before him. His guards stiffened. 
 
    He had seen my mother die? 
 
    Possibly. 
 
    He crinkled his bulbous nose and sniffled. “You make sure you stay far from my gear when we march. You do look like the fleas love you.” 
 
    I had found and wore a dark fur coat, which made me look like a wet, dead bear, and it made Elgin cringe, for it stank of blood and sweat. 
 
    The chainmail I wore was tarred and dirty, and the helmet made me look so demonic, even our own men would avoid me. 
 
    That was the idea. 
 
    “We are arguing,” said Yggra, though Elgin had not really argued, “about the loot in the city. You know any hidden estates of your greater families? The Vittar has taken most everything they can find, and we are sadly behind. Even when I give instructions for those with time to spare to take care of it, we really find very little to loot.” 
 
    He gave Elgin a scathing look.  
 
    There was evil joy lurking behind the eyes of Yggra, pettiness not supported by cleverness, I decided, and somehow knew Shian felt the same. 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    There was an awkward silence for a moment. 
 
    He cleared his throat. “The gear? The men need what?” 
 
    The men wore gear of my father’s. Chain, gray and black, and ragged black cloaks. Many didn’t have boots. 
 
    “Boots,” said Elgin softly. 
 
    “I can see that!” Yggra said. “Silent, brother.” 
 
    The men were limping past. They did have a purpose. Survival.  
 
    Perhaps one day, revenge. 
 
    Boots were needed, but the men had endured worse. Many watched us as they passed, and I wondered how many guessed how the power had changed in the mercenary company. 
 
    I wondered how many knew about me. 
 
    They knew Ajax, at least. They were saluting the man, for Ajax had a red crest on his helmet, and they knew Borin, smiling as he eyed the men below. Shian was leaning on an empty flagpole, her thigh immodestly displayed, as she stared at the two. 
 
    “You know the lot?” Yggra asked. “The men? You were a captain?” 
 
    I couldn’t remember much about the troops I had commanded previously, or of the people who lived in our land. 
 
    I nodded anyway.  
 
    “Good,” Yggra rumbled. “We need them to fight well.” He leaned over a stained paper, where details of our contract were spelled. 
 
    “You are Fang?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He frowned. “You won’t show your face?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “Wound?” 
 
    “Shy,” I said darkly, and he actually smiled. 
 
    “I like men who are arrogant and desperate,” he said. “As for the desperation, the pay is the next issue.” 
 
    “We need pay,” I said, bored. “Obviously we need to be paid. And we need gear.” 
 
    I watched Elgin, who was mumbling comments under his breath. He didn’t like his brother, but he apparently had a hard time staying in the place his brother had chosen for him— backstage. 
 
    “And now he speaks,” Yggra said softly. “When coin is mentioned. We have a week of rest in Verdant Lands,” Yggra said. “You may find boots when we get there. You will buy them, of course. Will be deducted from pay. I assume you rather not die here?” He looked at me and frowned. “You are sick, captain?” 
 
    I was weak, sweaty, and tired, and my head ached terribly, but I wanted to snap his neck. “Never mind my health.” 
 
      
 
    He smirked. “Very well. I’d never buy a sick horse, but I guess I’ve never bought an eastern herd of goats, so sick or not, you will do. The pay,” he said, “is not substantial. We are raising mercenaries left and right, and Vittar is paying far too much for their Red Swords and Owl Lovers. We won’t make the same mistake.” 
 
    “Owl what?” Borin asked with a hoot. “Lovers?” 
 
    Yggra gave him a sour look and nodded. “I don’t know why they call themselves that. I imagine it might be a whore house they frequent, or they like to have abominable love affairs in the woods. I don’t care. But the pay—” 
 
    “The Red Swords,” Borin murmured, interrupting the adeling, “sound like children playing at war. Do they whoop when they charge?” 
 
    “I told you to be quiet. Didn’t I?” Yggra asked, and a dozen guards around him shifted on their feet, swords rattling. 
 
    “Can’t recall,” Borin murmured. 
 
    Every man on the deck wanted to kill Borin. It was evident in their eyes. 
 
    The Atenguard was not taking chances with their recent foes.  
 
    There were many thousands of their men nearby in the harbor, looking at us. That was unlikely to change. 
 
    “We’ll take what we can, then,” I said with a silky voice. “You know this. We’ll take what you pay, and loot what we must, and you’ll complain, and it is how it is. We’ll loot the boots, and to Hel with them.” 
 
    He gave me a long look. “Aye. It is not Aten where we are landing, is it? You will use these ships,” he said, and nodded at the fleet around the long pier, made up of old galleys and traders, “as we might be moving your men by the sea in the Verdant Lands. There, I shall command you when Tarl Vittar decides on a strategy.” 
 
    Tarl commanded him, he meant to say. 
 
    He went on. “Your gear stays here when we march. The rowers are paid from our coffers, and you get your pay every month, last day. We’ll pay you, you pay your men, and they buy or steal their food. Gear is not paid by us. You will note my father, Gar Atenguard, will not want to lose these galleys and boats. The captains order them about, and pilots guide them, and you simply sleep here and rest before some butchery. Then we shall see if you are up to heroics, or simply looters.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    “My father is with the High King in the south of Verdant Lands, and we shall push White Tower raiders back home, and there, we shall siege.” 
 
    “Fine,” I told him and leaned closer. “Tell me, where were you in the battle in Lorin? Did you fight, or just loot?” 
 
    Elgin smiled. 
 
    I had guessed right. The man was a coward. Most loud ones were. 
 
    He got up and also leaned closer to me, quivering with anger, disgust, and fear. He tried to collect his composure and spoke in acid tones. “We can get along. I truly believe that. We can drink at campfires and be friendly, just like I am friendly to our less unsavory servants. But if you try to flaunt the past, the war or your deeds for the lost king, you’ll lose your fangs fast, and I’ll shit in your mouth. We are watching you. Remember what you are. A nothing. You are filth and look the part. Remember one thing.” He smiled. “You fought against us in the war and lost. You have no place to go. You would be dismembered by people of the west and shunned by the other easterners and driven out to the woods in the east, for you signed up with us. You chose to come. And you are to breed trouble for our foes. Do not make any for us.” 
 
    We sized each other up for a moment. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    He relaxed, visibly relieved, and sat back down. “Good. We have a summer and fall of war still ahead of us. The High King is doing his best to stomp his competition, and I know we might wrap this up fast. The High King himself is taking his men to south Verdant Lands to kill Tor the Red Jarl, and we must deal with the rogues who follow Jarl Barrac of the White Tower. The High King and his elves are very keen on us taking the place very soon. Not sure why. We’ll land near Vittar and drive captain Apis Arn and his nobles off Palan, and then we march to the White Tower, burning White Tower and Arn lands as we go.” 
 
    “Yes, you just told me,” I said. 
 
    He looked confused and nodded. “So, yes, I did.” 
 
    “And the north?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled. “Then, we will look to the north, and Odin’s will be done. They played a two-faced game in our war, didn’t they? They will have to humble themselves for that, at least.” 
 
    “Odin’s will?” I wondered. “Truly? Is the High King truly the executor of his will?” 
 
    “From men everyone called Odin’s Bastards,” Yggra sneered back, “mentioning his name at all is not wise. Doubting the One Regent, the High King of Midgard under Odin’s Eye, is unwise, even for a true servant, but for you?” He shook his head. “But Odin is busy, they say, so he won’t punish your impertinence. Remember what I just told you. Obey, serve, and behave,” he told me imperiously. “Now. Let us sign this paper. The pay is half less than it is for the other mercenary companies. Vittar and Aten will hire five companies like yours, just smaller.” He was perversely proud of us. He raised his eyebrow. “We might have to go to war in the north. If we do, we will pay you more.” 
 
    “And if,” I said, “the wars end?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Then you do what you please, just not together. You are free to go. The contract unravels. You will be allowed to settle in the Verdant Lands, though not in one place.” 
 
    “And the pay is half?” Borin asked, suspicion and greed dripping from his tone. 
 
    Shian waved her hand at him, and Elgin smiled thinly. Yggra looked arrogant. 
 
    No. It was a full pay.  
 
    He was going to keep that half, for his father was stingy, and he was a greedy bastard. 
 
    Nonetheless, I nodded. “Half and three fourths in the north, should it come to pass, and we will die with smiles on our faces.” 
 
    He looked at my eyes and nodded. “Your name? Fang? You sure?” 
 
    “Just that,” I said. “Bastard, sir. Never knew my name true name, and likely was never named. It’s what I’ll sign in the papers, and that’s all you will need.” 
 
    “I’ll name you Cur,” he snarled. “I shall be your ring-giver, and you shall obey my commands to the letter.” He handed me a ring, brass, large, thick, and simple, a mark of servitude. On it, was engraved Aten’s galley and fish. “We’ll leave this evening.” 
 
    “Happy to serve,” I told him and put the ring on. “Are we going to pass Vittar? We would love to see Aeginhamn again.” 
 
    He blinked. Elgin shook his head softly. 
 
    “A pretty city,” I said. “They say there are great feasts in the jarl’s castle. Especially in Yule-time.” 
 
    He rubbed his face. “King’s castle now. So. We are going to have trouble. I told Father that hiring your lot was going to be trouble. But there it is. I really don’t mind you mocking the Vittars, but I cannot abide lack of obedience.” 
 
    I looked around. “What I am wondering, to be honest, is will we truly be released? I hear your family and the Vittars are not very happy with each other.” 
 
    He grimaced and took a swig of mead. He nodded and set it on the desk before him. “Of course, of course.” He shook his head. “I am not saying the new kings love each other. We were jarls, now we are kings. And be Odin’s cause as noble as it can be, we have dreams of even more power. I’ll not lie to you. There is an issue between Vittar and us, so perhaps you will still find employment.” 
 
    He winked.  
 
    He knew nothing. Not really. He just wanted to brag and preen. 
 
    But he did tell the truth as well, at least partly. 
 
    What issue? 
 
    I didn’t ask. 
 
    He sighed and couldn’t help himself. “Odin told Reignhelm to unify Midgard for war. But war, I am sure, is instead going to fester amongst us. And let it. I think, no matter how high the High King sits, there will always be mercenaries needed. You will be released, but we will need you again, and whomever amongst you lives through the turbulent times will die rich, though dreaming of home.” He leaned closer again. “I’d be patient. Vittar might one day stand on the wrong side of the field. Aten will marry into Reignhelm’s family, not them, or that king of the east.” 
 
    Marrying into High King’s family? 
 
    So that was the next quarrel, the dream of all of them. 
 
    The High King had no wife. Aten, Vittar, and Graymoor were hoping to provide a bed-mate. 
 
    “Why isn’t the High King married, yet?” I wondered. 
 
    Eglin spoke, unable to be quiet. “The family suffered a plague ten years ago. His father, mother, sister and fiancée died in the Eye Keep.” 
 
    “Silence, brother,” Yggra whispered. “You little bastard. I will let Father know of your impertinence. He is dead tired with you already. Is it not enough he must deal with all the High King’s affairs? Must he be cursed by the likes of you?” He took a deep breath and calmed himself. “I’ll deal with questions and the rest. You just look princely, if possible. Captain Lug, please make sure Elgin inspects the shit-pots in our ships this night.” The boy’s face twitched as he watched the galleys of better ships, Aten’s war-ships, not far from shore, and I noticed one man, the boy’s sole guard, a captain with long, blond hair, looked furious as he stared at Elgin. 
 
    He was well watched by Yggra. 
 
    Yggra feared him. 
 
    Yggra likely feared everything. 
 
    “So,” I said. “We will not obey your brother here? He seems like a capable warrior, a thinker.” 
 
    Yggra scoffed and looked supremely insulted. “If I get wounded in battle,” Yggra said with spite, “you will quite simply ignore him, and take commands from others.” 
 
    “And if you die?” I ventured.  
 
    He shivered and licked his thin lips. 
 
    “If I get wounded—" 
 
    “Or killed,” Borin added. 
 
    Yggra shook his head. “You will ask for Tarl Vittar for orders, or Captain Lug here.” 
 
    Eglin blushed with indignation and insults, and I bowed. 
 
    “Very well. We will give our oaths to you, Atenguard, so we obey,” I said. “We’ll fight well, and we’ll bring you victory. The men would know one thing, though. There is a rumor that bothers us, and that rumor speaks of you, adeling. That you were there when the Queen of Hard Hall died.” 
 
    Shian moved nervously. I was going too far. 
 
    Yggra hesitated. “What?” 
 
    “Did you see,” I asked him calmly, “how our former queen died? That’s what started all of this.” 
 
    “What started this,” he hissed, “was the High King’s orders, and an accident! I will not speak of—” 
 
    “The men would know,” I said. “I would, so I can lie to them.” 
 
    “What happened to Issa Hard—” he began and shook his head. “I cannot speak of it. Elgin will not. Aye, we know some of it, but it remains with us, mercenary.” He looked dark. “Make up what lies you must, but don’t you dare make up any against us. And what you did in Aeginhamn, is more than enough to balance any scales. Enough of this.” 
 
    We said nothing. We waited. 
 
    Eglin hesitated and began to say something, but didn’t, as the blond captain placed a hand on his shoulder. 
 
    “We shall tell them Aten had nothing to do with it,” I said darkly. “Will you lead us in battle, then?” 
 
    He rubbed his hair and looked ashamed. He was clearly unhappy with his lot. He had only a few thousand regular troops of Aten to command, for his father led the bulk of their men with the High King, and Aten was stronger in navy anyway. 
 
    “I shall give you the orders, and you shall perform,” he said. “We’ll find ways to survive each other, Cur. We row away at first light.” He leaned forward again. “Please make sure your men know I am the ring-giver, they will be used mercilessly in this war, and that I had nothing to do with the torture and murder of their queen.” 
 
    Elgin’s eyes went wide as platters. 
 
    Shian shifted, and I felt my hand twitching. 
 
    Murder. Torture. 
 
    She was murdered. And tortured. But I had known that.  
 
    He went on, unfazed. “Let them forget the unnamed family, eh? All four of them are buried in Lorin’s field, in unmarked graves. Let them lie. We shall go and slay the last of the rebels back home, of all places.” 
 
    I grunted. 
 
    They thought I lay buried there too. 
 
    That’s why I had escaped, just another soldier. 
 
    I thought the featureless bag strapped across my back. The Hammer lay there, wrapped up, but I felt the heat, and almost tasted the oily, filthy evil lingering all around me. The feeling wasn’t near as strong when I didn’t hold it, but it was there, like a bad after taste, a whiff of rotten meat. 
 
    “Why?” I wondered. 
 
    “Why what?” asked Eglin. 
 
    Yggra scowled at his brother. “Why?” he echoed as he turned. 
 
    “Why are the jarls in rebellion? What do they hope to accomplish?” I asked him. “Surely, this seems hopeless?” I winked. “Just thinking about our pay.” 
 
    Yggra grunted. “Barrac is the issue. Tor is High King’s personal vendetta. Barrac is odd. A hermit, really. Sent men to aid the enemy, but now he hasn’t asked for mercy. He is a relative to Graymoor. The High King thinks it is crucial we destroy him fast. Basically, he is stubborn as shit and likely tired of life. Perhaps he thinks he is safe. His keep is formidable. It is a smuggler’s paradise, the mountain they live on, our rivals in trade.” 
 
    Aten would be happy to see them gone, I thought. 
 
    “What is that place like?” I asked. I had sailed past, once, but couldn’t remember much. 
 
    Borin grunted. “Old. Old as shit. On a rocky outcrop, and you can only get there through the sea. Will be a bitch to take with sea-walls and a mountain to guard it. Lots of graves in the mountain.” 
 
    Yggra gave Borin a hostile glance and shrugged. “True. Tunnels under the mountain, and secrets left and right, but we’ll take it. The elves want it, as I said, and Reignhelm fears it. Imagine, we shall all be there. Near twenty thousand men. High King’s, Aten’s, the Vittar scum, and even scummier Graymoor. Aye, he will be there too. A show of force too. The north, beyond the Arrow Straits, if they refuse to bow their filthy necks, will be next. That’s the true challenge.” He grimaced. “North will be hard. Seems they always resented being without a Son. We’ll all concentrate on the White Tower and siege it. Too bad. It will be a true hero who can take it.” 
 
    “Boldly,” Eglin whispered. “Must be bold.” 
 
    “Boldly, or covertly,” Yggra said. “It is wiser to destroy your enemy without a battle. I shall earn my right to rule in this war. You will help me.” 
 
    “I was thinking about our flag,” I said. “The standard. We have none.” 
 
    “Oh?” Yggra said. “What would that be?” 
 
    “Hammer,” I said darkly. “It is not the Wolf Hammer, but we have ever followed it. I suppose that hammer is with the High King as well. That’s what he wanted.” 
 
    He blanched. “That, too, is forbidden to discuss. I saw the hammer, on a field. Don’t know what the Exiles did with it later.” 
 
    The enemy had lost it and made up lies. I had brought it to the keep. 
 
    Had it hurt me so badly, I forgot much of the trip? 
 
    Possibly. 
 
    “Crown,” he said, musing. “Broken silver crown on black. Grudge Breakers, eh? Let it be the truth you carry. Your crown is broken.” 
 
    Elgin opened his throat. And spoke. “It might seem a threat to the newly minted High King.” 
 
    Yggra watched his brother, and the handsome, tall captain, and shook his head.  
 
    That captain was dangerous. You could see it in his eyes. 
 
    “The crown stays,” he announced. “I came up with that, and it stays.” He pushed across the desk a paper with a lengthy list of terms. 
 
    I hesitated. 
 
    Mercenary. It was everything our people were not.  
 
    It was an oath to obey any cause, no matter how dishonorable, and we didn’t break ours. 
 
    But perhaps we had to. Maybe we would need to discover new ways, for our new people. 
 
    It was the only way. 
 
    I penned my name in the document, got up, and turned to look down at the docks. Below me, men were filing into ships, carrying spears, shields, and many crossbows, preparing for the trip, and oars were clattering. The men stacked spears and heavy, compact crossbows in the hold, covered the shields with leather, and turned to stare at the land they were about to lose. 
 
    I saw Tarl Vittar, his daughters, and then, to my shock, Lon Graymoor with his sons, speaking, surrounded by guards.  
 
    They didn’t even trust each other. 
 
    All we needed was a plan, an opportunity. 
 
    The Lifegiver was brimming the horizon, ready to rise over a destroyed city and scattered nation, and I began my quest for revenge, my wife, answers, and for Odin’s favor. 
 
    Shian came to me. 
 
    We stood in silence for a while, and I felt a plan taking place.  
 
    I spoke. “Elgin.” 
 
    She nodded. “Aye. That is our thought. We will make him ours. It will be intricate. Slow. Let me work on him. And in the end, he cannot survive without us, and he will be the king who opens the doors for us.” 
 
    “Indeed,” I said, and she smiled and squeezed my hand. 
 
    “It is our world now, isn’t it?” she sighed. “Let the elves and kings beware. We shall kill the lot. But beware of the elves. They will seek us out and kill us if they only catch a whiff of treason.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 2 
 
      
 
    It had been four months. Summer was nearly over, and fall was approaching. You could feel it in the wind and the crisp, cold nights. That specific something from the north was felt, a bite that heralded the death of summer and flowers. 
 
        The war so far had been a futile exercise of marching in the rain, and there had been lots of painful blisters and minimal fighting.  
 
        The Grudge Breakers, the Drowned Men, and Oath Makers—mercenary bands settled in the area of Aten—marched under Yggra and Eglin and had taken a mountain and hilly road inland. Tarl Vittar was marching on the coast, and we took the swampy valleys, where the enemy, Captain Arn was soon discovered. We traipsed behind three thousand miserable men of Aten, most of them marines and fighters, and their ships followed Vittar troops to the north with all the supplies.  
 
    We had not had a happy trip. 
 
    So far, we had all trailed after the enemy captain Arn’s ever-dwindling few thousand, and never so much as skirmished with them. 
 
    Palan was quickly freed, and soon we would be on White Tower’s land. 
 
        I mostly watched Ajax, making sure we were marching after the enemy, and assuring that Borin was organizing food and gear from local farms and towns, meaning raiding them, and finding shelter for the nights for our men. He excelled in all these matters, even in the most remote places in Midgard. Both he and Ajax had been whipping the men into fighting shape when we were not marching. Left, Ajax’s company, and Right, Borin’s, were now a thousand men each, and I felt detached and useless. 
 
        Shian spent much of her time out of the camp, riding with the mercenaries, with Aten, and scouting. 
 
        She was also getting to know Elgin. 
 
        Shian’s place in the battle was with the standard and next to me, and we had decided she could actually carry it in action. She knew the commands, and what to do. I knew I would be giving the commands in battle when the time arrived, though for now, I merely brooded. The men avoided me, as Ajax had ordered. 
 
        I had plenty of time to think. 
 
        None of that time helped me to break the miasma that kept me from remembering my recent past. When I tried, the wound on my forehead, the insult of Reignhelm, throbbed angrily. It was not really healing, and I flinched when I saw the bone in parts of it. 
 
    It was not infected either. 
 
    It simply hurt and bled. 
 
    I spent most of my time sitting and staring at the emptiness, trying to understand what it was that I had forgotten, shut out, forgotten. When we moved, I strode with the others, hiding under a helmet and a furry hood, and wondered what Shian was finding out about Eglin. 
 
    I knew I was missing something important. 
 
    I felt sick, and strange, and often short tempered. 
 
    I felt like something was slowly gnawing away at me, and I wondered if I was going mad. 
 
    I also spent the marches thinking of the High King, of Graymoor, of Vittar, and Atenguard, and of answers, my wife, and the cycle kept on. 
 
        Then, two days from the White Tower, Shian ran towards me before we broke for camp and the Lightbringer went down. 
 
    She was dodging troops, her chain clinking, and she was grinning like a maniac, slapping her fellow female mercenaries on their shoulders as she pushed through our ranks.  
 
    Her smile made me briefly happy. 
 
    She spotted me and the standard, held up by a hapless young warrior. She crashed past Borin, ignored his questions, and stopped next to me. 
 
    “News!” she panted and grinned, as she was trying to catch her breath. I fidgeted impatiently, for I knew she had spent much of her time in the ranks, seeking information on Aten’s fires, making friends so very quickly amidst the Drowned Men and the Oath Makers, always accessible with new people. 
 
    Men mostly. 
 
    Fang’s words came to my mind. I pushed them away and squinted at her. “I have some fungus between my toes. And I’m hungry again. I got nothing else, Shian.” 
 
    “I have news, but I see you are in a sour mood,” she tittered. “Want to hear of it?” 
 
    “Spit it out,” I said. “This helmet is killing me. And the fur is stinky and wet. And I feel like we are getting nowhere.” 
 
    She shook her head. “The enemy has stopped.” 
 
    “Oh?” I wondered. 
 
    “Thousand to two, they were going to retreat to the White Tower,” she said. “They sent Yggra word that they would negotiate in the morning.” 
 
    I walked on, and she was grinning. 
 
    “Yggra,” I said, “is going to want to negotiate, no? He doesn’t like battles, eh?” 
 
    “Well guessed. Eglin said,” she murmured with a wink, “Yggra wants to force them to surrender. That he is not actually too keen on having a wee bit of a battle.” 
 
    “Eglin said,” I murmured. “You have now been speaking with him.” 
 
    She nodded. “When that Captain Lug allows, I have. A word here, the word there. He is a frustrated boy.” She winked. “He thinks Yggra is the very root of evil. He might be right.” 
 
    “I don’t understand this White Tower business,” I said. “They helped Father in war. Relatives to Graymoor, yes, but why not just surrender? They will be starved out in the end. They must know this.” 
 
    “Elgin told me just now what he thinks,” she said. I felt a stab of annoyance with the mention of his name. “I know Naergoth, the High King’s dog, wants it to surrender, wants to get there right now, yesterday, and expects them not to surrender.” She leaned closer. “The elf thinks that city, which was fighting with us in Lorin, is harboring wounded Hardhands. Barrac has sworn to make manure out of the High King’s guts.” 
 
    I hummed. “I like this Barrac.” 
 
    “He is a malformed bastard,” she said. “Rarely seen. Honorable, though. It is clear.” 
 
    We walked on, and she gave me meaningful glances. 
 
    “Why would Captain Arn keep retreating for White Tower,” I wondered, “for weeks, only to negotiate before they get there?” 
 
    She shrugged. I felt she was testing me. 
 
    “Yggra hopes for glory,” I said. “And his crown. And still, it seems he is the uncertain type and is facing competition from Eglin. He wants to be the king. He needs to prove himself.” 
 
    She nodded. “He was in Lorin, carrying messages between their right and center. He has hopes for the crown. It is clear. Eglin is out of favor, and as the lapdog and favorite jarl of Reignhelm, Gar Atenguard, their father, hopes Yggra will serve the great king too. Nothing matters to Yggra more than to please his father and the High King. Gar himself has left the High King, I hear.” 
 
    “Oh?” 
 
    She nodded. “He is joining Yggra here, tomorrow morning, with few thousand men. He is riding back and forth between the High King and us, to see where we are with this pursuit, to make sure the High King will be safe and will have a proper camp, and so on. As I said—lapdog. He is going to see the commencement of the siege and will meet the High King again before they enter the siege together.” 
 
    Borin was near now, grinning. “Word here and there, eh? Eglin is singing like a bird.” 
 
    She smiled. “He is a very nice boy.” 
 
    I ignored another stab of…something. I walked on.  
 
    Then I spoke. “Yggra doesn’t like us.” 
 
    “Nobody likes Yggra,” Shian said. “Except his father.” 
 
    “And if we would have a true sponsor in the enemy camp,” I said. “Someone grateful and tied to us… I wonder if we could…yes.” 
 
    “Go ahead,” Shian said. “I am waiting.” 
 
    “She has an idea, doesn’t she?” Borin said. “Devious like a squirrel, our Shian. She is wondering if there is any squirrel in you, though.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “Tell me, do we have men who know the land?” 
 
    Borin grunted. 
 
    “What is between Captain Arn and us?” I asked. 
 
    Borin grinned. “A ravine. High bridge.” 
 
    “It might be damaged,” I said. “And they are fixing it this night, hoping to make sure we are not going to attack.” 
 
    “A bold suggestion,” said Borin. “I wish I could give you a nut, our sweet, royal squirrel. I have two, but I think you don’t like them hairy.” 
 
    I turned away from Borin in disgust and looked at Shian. “I think we shall do a bit of soldiering on our own. We could give Eglin a hand, no? He, after all, objected to this standing around negotiating part and wanted to attack. His father might be surprised. Yggra too.” I winked. “The High King might like a man so bold. Would make Yggra worried, careless, and Eglin a rising star in the Atenguard family. That sounds like a lot of opportunities for us to exploit, eh?” 
 
    She smiled, whooped, and crushed me with a hug.  
 
    She quickly pushed away and seemed ashamed. “You do have a good grasp of the obvious. I have found men who know the land, the troops could use some fighting, and as it happens, Eglin is cursing Yggra for being timid. That Lug is a problem, watching him all the time, but he falls asleep soon after Eglin retires to his tent. Eglin, too, thinks the enemy is trying to steal away this night. We can make him a hero.” 
 
    She seemed so happy. 
 
    I got a brief stab of pleasure from her radiant smile and joy, and flashed her a smile back, which seemed to shock her. “I like that,” she said. “Even if you feel robbed of your memories, I think you had many good ones. A mulish bastard would not smile so beautifully.” 
 
    “How does he feel about our aid?” I asked her, trying to hide my delight. 
 
    I was a fool. 
 
    An absolute fool. 
 
    “He thinks we want the full payment we are rightly due, so he understands our interest in him,” she told me. “He also likes me.” 
 
    It bothered me. 
 
    It shouldn’t, but it did. 
 
    A fool. A married fool. 
 
    “Get Eglin to our camp at nightfall, after Lug has passed out,” Ajax said, who had walked behind, unseen. He gave her a bottle of something green. “Try to get Lug to drink that. It should make sure he won’t wake up fast. I used to slip such to the drinks of travelers. Makes them easier to rob. And, Borin, tell your men to make the camp as usual. We don’t need to look suspicious, eh?” 
 
    *** 
 
    The adeling was creeping along next to me. I mostly ignored him, but Shian remained close to him. They had smuggled him away from the captain, who was apparently in deep slumber outside Elgin’s tent. 
 
    He had balls, I had to admit it. 
 
    Striding to the night with an army made up of their recent enemies? 
 
    He was desperate and filled with anger. 
 
    I turned to look at him, and he nodded at me. “We will do well,” I told him. 
 
    He smiled uncertainly and said nothing. 
 
    Shian had managed it, and at midnight, when the Grudge Breakers had the guard duty, we had silently raised ourselves and marched off to the night, with no ceremony, leaving just guards in place. 
 
    We marched fast, through cold streams and dark meadows, and two men on mules guided us. They were local peasants, both of whom looked the sort of men who found battlefields after the battle and looted to their heart’s content. They could very well be Arn’s men too, but Shian had told me they were not, and I felt compelled to believe her. 
 
    I was marching with my eyes to the dark woods beyond, and after two hours of marching, we suddenly turned north. 
 
    We passed a small wood plagued with rotting trees and a sickening stench. Then our men were rushing back to us from the dark with one of the scouts and were soon whispering to Ajax. He was nodding and turned to us. Spears swinging, men were creeping along now, spreading out to the left as Borin was guiding them. 
 
    I knew then that we had been right. 
 
    The enemy was at a bridge which would take them over the ravine that was sure to be close by, and they were repairing the damage. 
 
    I pushed Elgin along. “Lord. You will stay with my standard, in the middle, in the fourth rank,” I said. “Near me. Don’t think of heroics. No unreasonable demands for duels and for Odin’s sake, do not accept any. If you see a priest hopping about before their shield walls, by Tyr’s balls you tell me, so we can kill that one. See one, dead or alive, you tell me.” 
 
    “Dead or alive, so we can kill him fast?” Eglin asked mischievously, his voice shaking. 
 
    “Yes,” I growled, and Borin laughed roughly.  
 
    “Stay close to me, sweetie,” Shian said, and I had to admit Eglin was butter on bread when she spoke.  
 
    It bothered me.  
 
    I wasn’t sure why. 
 
    My wife was a courageous one, an honorable one, a sweet lady of great heart. 
 
    She was part of the reason why I was there, for Odin, for our nation. 
 
    But I couldn’t remember her touch or voice. 
 
    I pushed Shian out of my mind.  
 
    Then I saw the ravine as I came out of the woods, in the light of the moons. 
 
    It was full and dark, and on the far side, the woods were thick and tall. 
 
    The troops spread right with military precision, even in the dark, making as little noise as they could. The chain jingled gently, spears clattering on metal, and shields banging together, but still, it all seemed strangely silent. 
 
    The men and women were making a long wall with four ranks. 
 
    A mile away, a sea of moving light could be seen. 
 
    There, a thousand men, more, were carrying wood forth to fix a shadowy bridge. I saw part of it had fallen down to the ravine Carpenters worked away, swarming on and over it like ants. Before the entrance to that bridge, I saw a lit rank of riders in elegant crimson capes, the rebel captains of the White Tower. Around them, swarmed hundreds of their men, helping the work, unarmed. 
 
    They were bound to have guards in the fields and around the camp. 
 
    They were going to escape, but that didn’t seem likely. Not now. 
 
    I looked at the bridge and wondered how it had broken. Had the rains, or some bandits, harmed it?  
 
    It seemed like terrible luck for Arn. 
 
    But it was excellent luck for us. 
 
    I watched Ajax. 
 
    He noticed and ran to me, tilting his head, the crest bobbling and the armored right arm gleaming as he pulled me close. 
 
    “So, we go in?” he asked.  
 
    “We go in there,” I said harshly, “and we kill the lot.” 
 
    “The best plan I ever heard,” he answered with a grin. “Seems you remember what you are, an adeling. Worthless sods, but yes, the plan is solid. I’ll add to it. We’ll march up until they hear us. The second and third ranks will plant spears, pull out their crossbows, and we’ll whittle away at the foe. Then we charge. Remember the commands, or should I help you?” 
 
    “We are after that captain,” I said, ignoring his doubt. “Arn. See him?” 
 
    “Like a fully clothed harlot in a whorehouse,” Borin rumbled. 
 
    “He is fixated with whores,” Ajax apologized. “Must have something to do with his mother.” 
 
    “Shut your mouth, egg-boiler,” Borin growled. 
 
    “My mother had a farm,” Ajax helpfully told me. “I did boil eggs a lot. Made me smarter than most, the eggs, my mother always said.” 
 
    “Your father was ashamed of you,” Borin rumbled. 
 
    Ajax twitched but spoke to me nonetheless. “Now, in we go, and then we simply kill.” 
 
    “Send out skirmishers to kill guards,” I said. “If we are lucky, we get really close. Don’t let that one escape.” 
 
    Ajax smiled. “Aye, of course.” 
 
    They turned to take control of the company, and I watched Shian, who pushed the standard bearer off and grasped the pole. She maneuvered close to me in the press of men. Elgin was leaning over my shoulder, crinkling his nose at my stench. 
 
    “Were you in Lorin?” I asked him. “Or in any other battle?” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. Yggra wouldn’t let me near a battle. He doesn’t let me anywhere, lest I might show my abilities.” 
 
    I nodded. He was very open about his misfortunes, even onto a mercenary. 
 
    “I will get you your pay,” he said. “And more. Shian is right. One has to take chances. A step.” 
 
    And what a step it would be. He’d soon be running. 
 
    Or dead. 
 
     “Good. We’ll take the pay. Now. Move us along, Shian.” 
 
    The standard shook in the near total darkness, and slowly the company standards answered, whispered commands were given, and the troop began walking forth. 
 
    I held my longsword over my shoulder and took comfort in its cold steel. 
 
    We marched and endured rabbit holes, the occasional missteps, and went ahead with our jostling, jingling, shoving trek. The milling mass of men before the bridge slowly became more apparent, and louder. 
 
    “What is it like?” Eglin asked. 
 
    We advanced further. 
 
    Shian elbowed me. “He asked you.” 
 
    “Me?” I said. “It was…” 
 
    I couldn’t really remember.  
 
    I was going to say terrible. 
 
    Then, for some reason I couldn’t understand, it felt like a lie. 
 
    “Terrible,” Shian said. “You’ll piss your pants. If you don’t die.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “The men will lift shields high to guard us, and will guard each other,” I said, “and then we will push to the foe. They will push back, and our second and third rankers, see? All tall, powerful men and women with longer spears, will push the weapons to their second and third rankers, and all the time someone is trying to hack you with an ax, sword, cudgel or even a stone. Arrows, javelins, and slingshots will fall all over the place, and men will be trying to flank us, to get behind us, to rape us with their swords.” 
 
    “I don’t think that would be—” 
 
    “No,” I said. “But it happens. We march forth, and push and push, stab and hack until they break, and then we will rape them. We’ll curl around them, jump on them, stomp over them, and finally, we shall see if any will be spared. And you just remember to watch your nuts, boy, for the wounded will be swinging daggers and broken spears at the balls, hoping to hurt us. Some are not actually dead, and as they will be thick as bones in a butcher yard, we’ll be walking on them.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Just follow,” I said, and felt a tingle of excitement as the army drew in, and then, finally, there was a challenge, and a scream. 
 
    I saw our men bolting out of the darkness, one with a bloodied spear, gesturing wildly. 
 
    Up ahead, the captain and his men were staring at us in the darkness. 
 
    Borin growled. Ajax too.  
 
    The men began marching hard. 
 
    “To aaaaarms!” called out a man on a horse, a captain. “Arms, ranks!” 
 
    They were so close, so very close, a thousand men. As one, it seemed, they rushed for piles of shields and spears. 
 
    We marched on, then we ran. I growled an order. “Stop. Kneel. Fire at them, on command.” 
 
    The ranks stopped, haphazardly banging into each other, men jostling for space. Men in the second and third ranks planted spears upright next to them and pulled out crossbows from hooks on their backs. 
 
    Bolts gleaming dully. The masses of men lifted the weapons, and I could see from the enemy faces that they saw our dark forms fully and knew what was coming. 
 
    “Fire!” Ajax roared. 
 
    “Do it!” Borin said. 
 
    “Fire,” I whispered. 
 
    The bolts tore out. The strange, bloodcurdling sound of the terrible weapons in flight filled the air, and then it was replaced with the sounds of men terribly injured and dying. 
 
    The stream of men, almost like a panicked river of flesh, who had been rushing for weapons, writhed with pain. I saw the dark things in their flesh, especially where the bone had stopped the flight of a bolt, and they had not buried themselves in flesh and torsos. The cords in the crossbows were not as strong as they should have been, for nothing truly stayed dry in the rainy marches, but what I saw was more than enough to break most of their hopes. 
 
    Hundreds of men were thrown down to scream and bleed, another hundred were still and silent. Many of the captains around Arn were dead, falling from the saddles. 
 
    The great captain himself was hanging onto his, as a horse hit by many bolts threw him down and fell after. 
 
    “Spears, rush forward,” Ajax yelled, and there was no need for a standard to convey the order forth. 
 
    I roared like a dragon. “Kill them!” and it carried over, electrifying men.  
 
    The crossbows were either dropped or slung on hooks in the men’s backs, spears were picked up. Like a wave, chanting, the Hardhand warriors, the Grudge Breakers made for the great mass of foe. 
 
    We all ran, screaming, in a cumbersome mass of shield-wall. 
 
    And I was elated. 
 
    I felt immense joy, a world without a doubt, without worries, but one of the simple goals; survival. 
 
    It was the Hardhand rage, the anger that I had learned of in the battle. 
 
    In Lorin? 
 
    Before? 
 
    Then a volley of arrows rattled against us, javelins tore at the ranks, and I had no more time to think about it as a man to my right fell in a tangle of arms, and I nearly fell with him. The enemy—screaming wordlessly in a confused mass, many without shield—were right there, right before us, some running to receive us, but they were brutally trampled and smashed by shields. Then we crashed into them. 
 
    And over. 
 
    We bowled down the enemy, the shields of the first rank pushing men into ruin, many of our men falling with the impact as well and then dying with spears and axes in their necks. The confusion was terrible. We smashed and, pushed at each other, panted in the awful, clawing press, with Shian at my back, pushing me with her body, and Elgin crying in horror near us.  
 
    “Push, push,” Shian was chanting. 
 
    “Puuuuush!” I screamed. “Kill the motherless goats!” 
 
    And the men complied. 
 
    Spears were seeking flesh over the chaos of the first ranks. I saw several enemies without shields yelling and screaming, as spears claimed their lives, and then our spears mowed more of them down and over their last ranks. We were suddenly there, trampling the bastards, and driving into a camp where men were crawling and running way. 
 
    The enemy ranks were butchered in heaps of shattered lines, surrounded in many places, and I found I had no shields or enemy trying to slay me. Then I saw Arn’s horse on its side, not far. I didn’t stop to think as I ran at it and the other dead beasts around it. 
 
    There were men around the one Arn had ridden. 
 
    They hacked down with an ax and a sword at the animal’s gear. I saw Arn trying to get to his feet, his armor entangled in a saddle, his leg under the beast. 
 
    There were four men. 
 
    All were blond, tall, chained and rich with silver. 
 
    They were nobles of White Tower, possibly, or some others, rebelling against the High King. 
 
    They saw me coming as I was loping before the men of Hardhand. They were yelling, but I couldn’t hear them. I heard roaring fire in my ears and felt the savagery that was somehow familiar. 
 
    I laughed, I knew that much, and then I charged them, men as large as I was. 
 
    One swung an ax, and it passed over my head, as I dodged low. I came up and crashed into another thick warrior, the blade tearing through his armor and belly. I dodged right, ripping at the sword as an ax and a hammer crashed to the man I had stabbed, passing just inches from me. I whirled and caught a spear with my sword. The man, out of balance, bowled into me, and we fell together. He tried to claw at me, and I struck my helmet into his face. He cursed, spat blood and teeth on mine, and pulled a dagger. 
 
    He struck down with it, but I sawed my sword into his thigh. He howled, crying with pain, trying to get up. 
 
    A hammer struck his head and splattered the skull, and me. 
 
    His friend had been desperate to hit me and didn’t seem to care about his friend’s well-being. The man fell dead over me. 
 
    Burdened by the corpse, also protected by it, I hacked around and struck an ankle, and a man fell on his side, screaming, but I lost my blade as he fell. 
 
    I pushed the body and saw a man with a hammer, hopping about, lining up a new strike. 
 
    Failing to find a right spot, he kicked the corpse off me and then aimed at me with an iron boot. I grimaced, cursed, and twisted away, but the man swung the hammer with a short chop and struck my back. 
 
    I felt terrible pain, but then I realized he had struck my hammer, flattening me on the mud and blood, but I would survive. 
 
    I turned and twisted, and the bastard was swinging again. 
 
    “Bastard, shit,” he roared. “High King loving arse humper, you traitor,” he said spitefully, and the hammer struck.  
 
    He then screamed and fell on his side, the hammer falling to the bloody mud. I saw Elgin, quivering, with that silly sword on the man’s back. 
 
    Then Shian, bloodied and grinning, pushed a javelin into the weeping man’s arse, and Borin appeared, slitting his throat. She had left the standard standing in the middle of an open field, the broken crown no longer silvery, but red. 
 
    I was laughing, full of bliss, so happy I could cry. 
 
    I had felt so alive, so pleased, like each death had fed me joy, and then I felt shame. 
 
    “The battle,” I said, for men were still dying all over. “Tell me.” 
 
    “We lost a hundred, they lost a thousand,” said Borin. “They are looting now. Our men, that is, not theirs.” 
 
    “Good, loot,” I laughed. “Help me up.” 
 
    Borin helped me up as I watched the battle’s ending, and a thousand sad tales. Men were still dying, being killed while our men robbed them, and men were running far in the woods, being hunted by our fleeter men. 
 
    I turned to watch Elgin.  
 
    He looked terrified. 
 
    I turned to grasp his sword from the corpse and pulled it out. 
 
    He nearly fainted. 
 
    “Well done, adeling,” I said with a grin and walked to the fallen horse, finding the enemy captain. A man was about to rob him, but I shoved him. He scuttled away, fast. 
 
    “You seem odd,” Borin said. “Normal. Not unhappy. How are you feeling?” 
 
    “He is happy,” Shian said, and I saw she was licking her bloodied lips. “He is just perfect. Nothing’s wrong with him, right now.” 
 
    Borin leaned on me. “I tell you what. If you like, we can try our hand at swords one day. Later. If you win, I’m going to do what you want.” 
 
    “If you win?” I asked. 
 
    “You’ll die,” he said with a wink. 
 
    “Let him be,” Shian said, and pushed past him back. “He is dealing with the captain.” 
 
    I ignored her and Borin, and stepped on the horse, under which I could see the man’s eyes. Arn was young and brave. 
 
    His leg was still stuck, as was his armor. 
 
    He looked defiant and then suddenly tired, leaning back in the mud. 
 
    “Traitor,” he hissed. “We stood with you in Lorin, but that you sell your skins like this? Traitor. Filth. You are from the east, no?” 
 
    I crouched next to him, leaning close. He flinched, gathering bravery for what would follow. “Tell me, Captain Arn, what reason does Jarl Barrac to resist the High King? I am just curious.” 
 
    “We are true to our oaths. There are others,” he said. “Red—” 
 
    “Why does Barrac,” I asked, “wish to—” 
 
    “Jarl,” he hissed. 
 
    I put the fancy sword over his chest. “Why?” 
 
    He shook his head. “He thinks it will be well. That he will be rescued. He has wounded rebels hidden in his keep. He sees victory, still. Come and siege!” 
 
    I squinted at him. “Rescued? By whom?” 
 
    “By someone,” he said. “He is no fool. He doesn’t tell the likes of me. He says the spider has a safe nest, and flies cannot harm him, and shadow lies over the High King.” 
 
    “Oh?” I asked. “You said he has wounded rebels. From Lorin?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Who?” 
 
    “He doesn’t tell us,” Arn hissed. “He is ever hiding away from us. I fear for my lord. But he is confident. So I shall die with confidence, as well.” 
 
    There was something strange about the whole affair. 
 
    And my missing memory was involved. 
 
    I smiled at him.  
 
    I eased the blade into his throat. 
 
    Eglin made a meowing sound.  
 
    I turned to him and spoke to Ajax. “Arrange for a hunt. Hunt the enemy down. And make camp here. Make sure to find Gar Atenguard and bring him here, not to Yggra. You will do this, Ajax. Personally. Explain to him what we have been doing, and why. Tell him his son Eglin showed initiative and bravery and killed the enemy captain, where Yggra failed to do so much as lift his cock to take a piss. Don’t tell him that. Use your imagination. Though, not too much imagination.” 
 
    Ajax grinned and saluted me. 
 
    I turned to watch the adeling. 
 
    Eglin shook his head. “Thank you. I shall make sure, if Father finally takes me seriously, that you will be well rewarded.” 
 
    “Leave the sword in the one’s head,” I said. “And I thank you for the rewards. The men will be paid, but I want something else. Something specific.” 
 
    He looked uncertain, not unlike a deer approaching a deep lake, in need of a drink, but still aware such lakes might harbor dark secrets. 
 
    But his thirst was great. 
 
    “Anything for Shian’s lord,” he said, a dreamy look on his face. 
 
    *** 
 
    I watched Gar Atenguard as he screamed at Yggra in the middle of a bloody battlefield and held a hand on Eglin’s weak shoulder.  
 
    “He was right!” Gar roared. “Truly he was! They were escaping. You were a fool. Always too timid, always hiding behind words of wisdom, when action is needed. We are,” Gar said, his white hair shaking with rare anger, “the High King’s trusted servants. We were as Jarls, and we are now. We must never forget that! Yggra, Eglin did well. Even the High King will have heard his name. Not yours, though. He will wonder why!” 
 
    “Father!” Yggra called out. “He stole the mercenaries, and he disobeyed. Will the High King hear of that? I was not—” 
 
    “It is you, boy,” said Gar, tall and handsome, “who must prove himself now. I shall take you to the siege, and Tarl Vittar will prepare it. He shall give you your orders. Make sure you look like an Atenguard, for you are my heir. Alas! You are.” 
 
    We watched them as did many others. Ajax was eating looted bit of bread, and Borin was enjoying wine from a bloody bottle. 
 
    Shian was chuckling. “Eglin is glowing. How shall we use him, then?” 
 
    I wasn’t sure yet.  
 
    Luck was with us. 
 
    Yggra was shaking from emotions, and there were many. Fear, anger, rage, and he hated Eglin over everything else. Eglin’s smug appearance and bloodied armor didn’t help. 
 
    Gar held his face. “You are in need of a shake-up, son. In Lorin, you were a messenger. Not even in the line. And a defiler of royals, too.” 
 
    Ajax leaned closer. “Yggra there. He was one of the first men to get to your father’s body. There were many others, to be fair. Tarl Vittar and Rikas, his daughter, were there too. Lon Graymoor, perhaps first of all. Many soldiers. Thieves. Bastards.” 
 
    I watched Yggra. 
 
    Something about his name triggered a memory. 
 
    A memory I hated. 
 
    He had been there when my mother had died. 
 
    And something else had happened. 
 
    “They are all very well guarded,” I told Shian, who was near. Borin was coming over too, as Ajax was arranging for the men to prepare to march with the looted gear on wagons. The bridge had been repaired. 
 
    Shian nodded. “Since the war, they all have guards. Gar, Yggra, and the Vittar especially. The High King has elven guards all around him, all the time. Spies all over. See. With Gar?” 
 
    I noticed two small figures on horses. Both were hooded and clad in robes. 
 
    “Elves,” she whispered. “Guarding the new kings and High King’s own. Yggra has men, hundred or so loyal dogs, but no elves. They cannot spare them for everyone. The adelings and the princesses must make do with common soldiers alone.” She sighed. “Either we find a way to murder them all at the same time, or we take one in our own time, but it will be impossible. The guards will raise alarms. The elves are all dangerous, masterful in the arts of magic. Some are strong enough to slay a jotun or to harm a demi-god. They will need to be killed. Somehow. Naergoth, their leader, is the blood-hound of Odin, they say, the High King’s right hand. Some say he rivals a god in his power.” 
 
    “Some people exaggerate,” I said. “Perhaps Naergoth himself?” 
 
    She grinned. “I think Elgin will be a great ally. He might be able to tell us about many things, though perhaps not before he trusts us, and is a true friend.” 
 
    I nodded. “I agree.” 
 
    “He is not very well guarded,” she murmured. “Lug and few other men. Yggra set things up like that. Out of spite.” 
 
    I smiled. “Yes. How are the men?” 
 
    Borin stepped up. “Fat, like lazy rats. Ate well with Arn’s rations falling in our hands.” 
 
    “Very poetic,” I rumbled. 
 
    “The troop will be ready to march,” he said. “A thousand and a half. Lots of wounded. The dead are buried. Need new spears. Bolts. Rest.” He tilted his head. “How do you think this will play out? I heard you.” 
 
    “Eglin will be ours now,” I said. “Or soon. Everyone will come to the White Tower. The High King is marching, Graymoor is sailing, and we are already here. During the war, inside the city, Eglin will be our ally. That sounds like an opportunity.” 
 
    “Yes, it does sound like one,” Borin said darkly. “But what of the elves and guards?” 
 
    “They will have to be all in the same place,” I said. “And Elgin is our key. But I think I will want to have a chat with Yggra in private first.” 
 
    “He is with an army,” Borin said. “No matter what harm you cause him otherwise, he is with his men, in sight of an army.” 
 
    “Unless he is desperate,” I said. “Unless he must prove…” 
 
    I had a thought, and that thought blossomed into a flower.  
 
    “Is there,” I asked them, “a place where such as them would settle in for a siege?” 
 
    “Inside the city,” Borin said. “A guard keep in White Tower town. Nothing outside it, though. But part of the sea-wall of White Tower is on solid ground, just a sliver, and on that spot, there is a keep. It guards the only land-gate, see? That’s the place. No other. Then you would siege the main keep on the mountainside. You know about the White Tower? The city below, the keep up there?” 
 
    I had a vague memory. I nodded. 
 
    “Good,” he said. 
 
    “A mountain?” I asked.  
 
    “Yes, a mountainside, and city below,” he told me, exasperated. “I thought you said you know about it. But why do you need to speak to Yggra?” 
 
    “I think I remember Father cursing him, above all others,” I said. “More so than Vittar.” 
 
    Ajax shifted uncertainly. “Surely he can be questioned if we just figure out how to kill them together?” 
 
    Shian frowned. “He knows what he is doing.” 
 
    “He doesn’t even remember how he got to—" 
 
    I put a hand on Ajax’s shoulder. “If we must kill them together,” I said with a dry smile, “the chances are they are all dead. I will want to talk to Yggra alone. First.” 
 
    “We can do it,” Shian said. 
 
    Ajax didn’t look happy. “Fine. But how?” he asked. 
 
    I didn’t say anything. 
 
    “Yggra is still in charge,” said Shian finally. “Miraculously.” 
 
    I nodded. Gar was offering his ring, a red, thick jewel gleaming, a king’s ring, to Yggra, and Yggra was kissing it like he would a lover. 
 
    “The High King gave them all such rings,” Borin said greedily. “I bet I could lose one in a game of dice. Just like that.” 
 
    Gar loved his son.  
 
    Yggra. Not Eglin, but the fool. 
 
    He was giving him another chance, but Eglin was also now a hero. 
 
    “Tell me,” I said. “Gar is going back?” 
 
    Shian nodded. “They will meet the High King in a tavern, half a day away. He is leaving after we start the siege of the city. The High King’s army is drawing close, but he will see things in person, in the White Tower.” 
 
    I nodded with a smile, and Shian smirked at me. 
 
    “He has a plan,” she said. 
 
    “Here is what we shall do,” I said. “We will need Eglin.” 
 
    “Elgin,” she said, “look at him. Happy as never before. He will want more. All of it.” 
 
    “Yggra,” I said, “is going to fail again. Elgin will gain power. Then we will find ourselves some answers, and all the bastards will be in the same nest for us to take. I have it all planned. Eglin has to be committed to our cause, though. Fully.” 
 
    “He will be,” Shian said. “I promise you.” 
 
    They grinned like the dead.  
 
    It was getting dangerous. 
 
    “The men follow you now,” said Ajax softly. “They saw you in battle. Mad as a bee-stung bear.” 
 
    I grinned.  
 
    I loved war. Odin help me, but I did. 
 
    “Listen,” I said. “This is what we will do. And if everything goes well, some of us might survive. But first, we shall need a new king in Aten. For that, we need a fallen adeling, a damning corpse, and a ring.” 
 
    As I spoke, they stared at me with horror in their eyes, and then they nodded. We went to work. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 3 
 
      
 
    Gar Atenguard marched with us to the White Tower, inspected the fleet—twenty galleys and our sorry excuses for ships—and now he was leaving, almost as soon as he had arrived, flanked by a hundred men and two elves. He was marching off to welcome the High King, who had drawn surprisingly close with his thousands, fresh from a victorious war in the south. 
 
    Gar had left Yggra behind in control of Aten’s forces, and Yggra was doing his best to regain his favor, hating Eglin with a passion.  
 
    The fleet of Aten was rowing past the Wave of Palator, now beached near the White Tower’s bay and in sight of the sea walls, and they, too, would beach nearby for the night. 
 
    The bay itself was closed off by patrolling galleys. 
 
    I turned to look at the city and knew I had seen it before.  
 
    Mother had traveled there, at least twice, but the hazy curtain over my memory was still in place. 
 
        It was a white tower; indeed, that gave the jarldom its name. The main castle was a massive set of lofty towers on a rocky outcropping of a mountain-side beyond the bay. The whole thing was protected by a rugged mountain on the landside, surrounding it. The Oath Makers had surrounded that mountain, in case they had a secret way in and out on that far side. The northern side, the bay-side, was the best approach. You could advance by the sea. A tall, thick sea-wall plagued by dead moss blocked half of the bay. The eastern part ended in a tall mountain wall. The western part ran a bit on dry ground, where a sliver of land was guarded by squat fortress and gates. A large town spread below the fort, and it would be a nightmare to take. 
 
        The castle on the mountain’s side, above the city, would be even worse. 
 
        The Jarl Barrac was stubborn like a spider, indeed. 
 
    He had a proper nest, and if he harbored rebels and false hopes of survival and aid, it would soon all be tested. 
 
    Who would aid him? 
 
    The east had fallen. Graymoor, Barrac’s relative, apparently, had changed sides and betrayed us all. The north had also betrayed our cause more than once. 
 
    He had warriors, many thousands on the walls, and the fortress. 
 
    They would not last. 
 
    For now, they were more than enough to keep the sea-wall, to secure the chains that blocked the only way in between two huge sea-towers, and even the castle on top, which was walled too. They would be easy to defend for a longer time. A winding way led from the city to the gates, and no man could approach it without getting killed by the war-machines on those walls. There would be ballista, oil, arrows. 
 
    Whoever got us in, through the sea-walls, would be a hero. 
 
    Or possibly, a king. 
 
    I smiled sadly.  
 
    It was likely we would die long before we got to that part. 
 
    And then, even harder part was ahead of us. 
 
    The others were right. It would be far wiser to kill them all, if possible, in the same place. 
 
    But I wanted Yggra. I had to speak to him.  
 
    I had forgotten something. Or I was missing something. 
 
    And for some reason I couldn’t quite explain, I knew Yggra was my target, and could give me my answers. 
 
    In the meantime, waiting, I could only watch as the enemy was preparing for defense in the sea-walls. We had to get inside. That was the place where my plan could come together.  
 
    We had to get in. 
 
    The towers of the sea wall were stubby, hulking monsters and also filled with all sorts of contraptions that could take a man’s life, or send a ship to the depths of Ran. The walls bristled with ballistae, and they would heave firestone and fire across the bay. 
 
    The thick chains, riddled with barnacles and dried weed, were tight across the gate. They would not be broken. We had swum into Aeginhamn, I remembered, but it would not work here. 
 
    I watched our men, soon to go to battle. 
 
    Hardhands, men of my father, I should feel pride in them. 
 
    I felt I was missing that part too. 
 
    All I wanted was answers and revenge. My wife back. Ajax was the one who truly cared for the men. I felt a stab of shame for my lack of care. I watched them. 
 
    They looked happier.  
 
    They were somewhat richer after selling much of the loot from Captain Arn to merchants who followed the army. They were now also comfortable and dry, as the dozens of the ships assigned to us were either on the beach, or anchored just off it, and most men were taking shelter and sleep inside. Many hundred wounded from the battle were limping in, in twos and threes. 
 
        Both shelter and rest were desired and appreciated, as Aten and Vittar’s troops were also setting up camps around the bay. 
 
        I watched the rain clouds gathering and cursed them, as Gar Atenguard’s men disappeared into the far woods beyond the beach. I shifted my hammer, and got up, stretching and hating the helmet I was forced to wear. I trundled to Borin, who was leaning on a galley, watching his men drag out tents from the ship, for some of our men would sleep on the beach. 
 
        We had not had them on the march. 
 
        “Be real nice palaces, they will be,” Borin told me. “Compared to the trails. Don’t worry about them. The Vittar scum? Where do they sleep?” 
 
    “They are making camp at the edge of the bay, the royals in an abandoned tavern,” I told him.  
 
    “They would,” Borin said. “That Eglin. He is surprisingly brave, the boy. If he suddenly understands we are not only after proper pay, and still hangs his future on us? Yes. That’s the key. I guess this is the night we’ll see what he really wants. I think he is a bastard inside, eh? Useless in many other ways, though.” 
 
     “Do you know,” I asked him suspiciously, “if Shian has asked him about my father’s book?” 
 
    He squinted at me. “Oh, and you trust me to tell you? Eglin wasn’t on the field,” Borin said. “In Lorin. But she did ask.” He winked. “Don’t worry. Even if we find that book of your father’s, we need you to open it, eh? Only a Hardhand can, no?” 
 
    “Yes,” I said with a thin smile. “Everything is going well?” 
 
    He nodded. “Shian stole Eglin away from Lug, and I sent a note to Lug. I also told some men loyal to Yggra how the chains in the bay are weak, and the men guarding it do not wish to fight and are hoping to surrender. It will go well.” He nodded and squinted down the beach. “You should go now.” 
 
    I pulled on a pair of gauntlets looted from Arn’s bags. 
 
    They looked odd with the chainmail but were a good fit, thick and robust. I ran my fingers across the brass bracelet, hidden under a sleeve, and wondered if I could save Morag. 
 
    He winked. “Looking good. You did well in battle.” He looked at me oddly, and I decided the bastard was trying to be friendly. “You fought like…you used the sword well and dodged like a lynx. I was wondering, who taught you?” 
 
    “Who taught you?” I asked him with some gentle mockery. “You are the best blade in the east, after all.” 
 
    He chuckled. “Best liar, but I know a good swordsman when I see one. The movements were fluid, precise, and you were unafraid. A man usually goes in with a shield up and stabs the other one until they weep their life away in the mud, but you seemed to make it into art, like a dance. So. Who taught you?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    I didn’t know. 
 
    He grimaced. “Don’t worry. You don’t remember. It was pretty enough. But you won’t live to be old. Famous, but not old. Beware. That captain is good. We still must have our fight, one day. Wouldn’t want to hurt a crippled adeling.” 
 
    “We’ll see,” I told him. “Don’t worry about my hide. You’ll get paid.” 
 
    “I wasn’t…” he began, and then shook his head. “I want much more than coins, adeling. A city for my own to play with. My very own.” He looked oddly emotional, and then shook his head. “But aye, coin. That too. We need some good luck, see? The gold we won from the good captain will be gone soon. It is a mercenary’s curse. You join to be rich, but when you are in a profession where you might die any day, you will probably use it before you die.” 
 
    “The city will replenish all of it,” I said. 
 
    “The city will be our grave,” he rumbled. “they will all be here. And you will try to murder them.” 
 
    “Not before I ask them questions,” I told him. “Don’t worry.” 
 
    He didn’t look happy. He shrugged. “I do worry. My hide is the only one I have. They will have lots of men.” 
 
    “We won’t be making a shield wall against the enemy,” I said. 
 
    “Vittar has three thousand men. Aten, two, and the sailors, three thousand. Mercenaries, six thousand. And there will be the High King. He has eight.” 
 
    “Some say more,” I murmured. “We have Eglin.” 
 
    He said nothing. He nodded at me, and I turned to go and walked down the beach. 
 
    I eyeballed the row of galleys and wondered at the mold in their sleek hulls, and the rowers moving across the beach with their oars, finding tents in the camps. They were old rowers, as old as the ships were leaky, but both were serviceable. I half thought the rowers were there also to keep an eye on us. Many were professional sailors; all knew how to fight.  
 
    And then I noticed one galley, near the end of the beach, with a blue deck. 
 
    On that one, no life could be seen, save for two distant figures, hunched on the deck. Then they slipped inside it from the stern, hopping down secretively.  
 
    Soon, two other figures followed them, stopping to look down, and then they disappeared too. 
 
    I smiled, loosened my sword, and walked for a ladder. 
 
    Then I heard a noise. 
 
    “You the man they call Fang?” asked a powerful voice. 
 
    A stream of elves rode in. I felt naked and exposed, as the elven warriors, their eyes on me, bright red, pale silver, and golden like stars, kept staring at me. 
 
    Had the High King arrived? That would ruin my plan. 
 
    Not to mention they could just kill me. 
 
    I watched them and twitched with hate. I couldn’t remember why father had hated them, but I did too. Arrogant, not really part of Midgard, they had killed our people. 
 
    And the one before me, had been there when mother died. 
 
    I struggled not to kill him, then and there. 
 
    I struggled not to try, at least. 
 
    The elf who was addressing me was golden-haired, beautiful and had golden eyes, bright as gems. His armor was elvish, with complex and supple chain, and he had thick shoulders, tight with muscles. A saber hung from his belt, and he carried a staff with a head of silver, a ball with tiny ridges.  
 
    I nodded. “I am.” 
 
    He smiled. “Splendid. I hear your men are the best mercenary company now. In fact, the only one that has done fighting within Tarl Vittar’s army.” His eyes flashed. “I know what and who you are.” 
 
    I stiffened. 
 
    “A man who would like to regain much that is lost,” he said. “A mercenary. Your rulers failed you, failed Midgard, even, and Odin, certainly. It wasn’t your fault. You fought well. I would speak with you.” 
 
    He wanted to bargain. 
 
    But I had to go.  
 
    I shrugged and tried to look calm. “We have done nothing special. Just a bit of killing, really. It was Adeling Elgin that led us to war. He is to be commended. Is the High King—” 
 
    He chucked “Reignhelm is coming tomorrow or day after. Do not worry about him. We are guarding him well. Especially well, now.” 
 
    I grunted. “The White Tower is under siege. They cannot get out. Even if there is some rebel scum hiding beyond.” 
 
    His eyes stared at me, and I suppressed the urge to entirely hide the hammer handle that was covered but sticking out from over my shoulder, partly covered by my hooded cloak. 
 
    “You know of that, eh?” he wondered. “That something escaped Lorin?” 
 
    I nodded. “Captain Arn mentioned it. Before he died. Said the Jarl is confident. That he hopes for help to arrive. That they have refugees inside. Nothing more.” 
 
    “So, it is likely true,” the elf said. “Aye. They will not surrender, and I lost something on the battlefield. Two things, that is. I know not if I lost them to an ally or an enemy. In any case, we shall keep everyone safe. My eyes are all over the land. Odin’s will must be guarded, Midgard kept safe, and have I not done that for so long I have long kept an eye out on evil, and Barrac’s land has escaped my eye for too long.” He watched the city. “I suspect there is something hiding in there. Something we must destroy, right now.” 
 
    I grunted and spat, making him flinch. 
 
    He smiled thinly. “Aye. Well. As for our past? Your former king and his family failed in their oaths, and he was fooled into terrible, unforgiving war. We never wished that.” He leaned forward. “Now my eyes are on you. I know you think you have found a proper patron in Eglin. Remember that Adeling Elgin had to be led to a take a piss not so long ago.” 
 
    “He pissed on Captain Arn’s dead mouth just now,” I said. “He is all grown up.”  
 
    “Ah, yes,” said the elf with a small smile. “I do think he is very surprising, and devious too,” he told me. “I do wonder if I should have elves watching him, for we do not wish to lose him. Atenguards are important in the realm, especially as go-betweens for the High King and his people. Gar is almost like his bed-maker. Sets up even the table for Reignhelm to eat.” He laughed cruelly and winked. “And I do wonder how much coin you will hope to extract from the fool adeling when he tries to step over Yggra Atenguard. He will owe you much. Alas, but it is Gar Atenguard who will decide who is Atenguard’s crown prince, and he will not let Eglin rule. The High King can overrule any decision, it is his crown to give, but Gar decides on Yggra. It is just the way it is. You are beating a dead horse, man. I have a proposal.” 
 
    I said nothing. I almost fidgeted and turned to leave, for the elf was ruining our plans. 
 
    He looked around and squinted at his troop of elven warriors riding past on their lizards, long, sleek armored, all carrying finest of weapons.  
 
    “Exiles, eh?” I said. 
 
    He nodded. “Least loved in Aldheim, the criminals of the elven kind, but here; close to kings. Odin himself chose us to guard Midgard. The land with no magic is the most vulnerable to beasts and monsters.” 
 
    “My…king used to do this,” I said. “Guarding.” 
 
    “Your king had a hammer to kill monsters, and to seek…” he began and cleared his throat. “Alas, the family had done so well. But this one was weak. An oath breaker. We’ll know the full story as soon as I find Barrac.” 
 
    I bit my tongue. 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    “His hammer, the Wolf Hammer,” he said, “a weapon of the Aesir, given to the family alone—for it is said a drop of Odin’s blood lets you touch that weapon—could seek out the evil. Alas, that nothing is truly evil or good, a bit of both. Except for the undead. They are truly an abomination, and pure evil, driven, mad. Draugr, wight…those your king hunted, especially.” 
 
    I had not remembered that from his tales. 
 
    He smiled with superior smugness. “Against the rest? My elves and I kept them at bay,” he said. 
 
    “Others?” 
 
    “Others,” he said. “Beings that serve the enemy. Not dead. But truly evil.” 
 
    “I am terrified,” I told him. “And what is the enemy?” I wondered.  
 
    “Odin’s enemies,” he breathed. “The jotun-gods, and some others. Some close to him. I have no time for this.” 
 
    “Neither do I. Aye,” I said. “If you will excuse me—" 
 
    “Hardhands,” he said. “Tired, still marching and hoping you will perhaps be allowed back home, by Eglin.” 
 
    I shrugged. “It has visited our stubborn little minds.” 
 
    He laughed softly. “Aye. They are not the best of the masters,” he said calmly. “Reignhelm’s family will merge either with Graymoor’s or the Vittar’s,” he told me. “Atenguard’s won’t have a share in the great game. They’ll remain servants. You would do best serving one of the great houses. In fact, I could use you in Malignborg.” 
 
    I peered up at him. 
 
    He hummed. “Like speaking to a snake, when you of the east look like that. I am seeking something. I told you. Two things I lost in Lorin. I will find both. One is in there. In the city. He will be mine. The other one is trickier. Something was stolen.” 
 
    He is seeking Father’s book. Or the hammer. 
 
    He smiled as he prepared to leave. “Gar and Yggra, the Vittars, the Graymoors, and even your Eglin might have in their possession something I truly desire. I know you keep your oaths, mercenary, not long ago one of the Hardhands, and I ask nothing like murder from you. And still, it might be unwise to keep oaths, if your ring-givers are thieves and looters.” 
 
    I squinted at him. “They stole something? Or simply found something you desire? Perhaps on a corpse?” 
 
    He winked. “I like a sharp mind, I do. Let me, Naergoth Bardagoon, know if you are possibly more loyal to Reignhelm, Son of Odin, High King of Midgard and if you would keep an eye out for us. It is a service to the great elf, it is, and you should consider it.” 
 
    I bristled at the arrogant tone. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “Good,” he said. “Later. Tomorrow? We shall discuss the specifics. Come to me, when you can. Do not forget.” 
 
    He turned his lizard and rode off. 
 
    I could try to kill him there, with his back turned. Voices of bloody murder whispered to me and begged me to try. 
 
    He had been there when Mother had died. 
 
    I grimaced and turned to look at the galley. 
 
    I noticed a pair of ladders and then climbed one, fast as I could. 
 
    I got to the deck, watched the entire fleet and then the galley’s stern, and wondered at the silence. 
 
    I walked the deck and found the rowing pits empty, the deck unwashed. 
 
    I hesitated, drew my sword, and then made my way to the stern, and there, I found the stairway down. I found a dark hull with rower’s pits, and way beyond the pits, there was a lit cabin. 
 
    Far in there, I saw Elgin, adeling Elgin, and Shian was sitting with him.  
 
    He was nearly naked, pale and enthralled, and Shian was holding his hands, keeping them tight, whispering to him. Her chain was pulled down to her waist, and her breasts, full and beautiful, were there to be seen.  
 
    I felt a stab of terrible anger. 
 
    I felt betrayed. 
 
    It was my plan, but I did suddenly hate it, and I was sure I had not told her to go this far. 
 
    It was clear on Elgin’s face; he was in love. She was a desirable woman. More so than any… 
 
    Except for my wife, I thought. 
 
    I just couldn’t remember her well. 
 
    And still, for some reason, I felt a pang of murderous anger as Elgin’s hand went to her waist. He pulled her to him, and she embraced him and kissed his neck, her breast in his hand, and then on his mouth. He was pulling at her belt, and I saw Shian’s hand over his manhood. 
 
    And then, suddenly, she held a dagger behind his back as he bent to kiss her belly. 
 
    There were two figures crouched near the doorway. 
 
    One was drawing a sword, and another held a javelin. 
 
    They moved. 
 
    The javelin went up at the doorway, and I heard Shian’s call of distress. 
 
    The weapon was thrown, and I heard a crash, and that’s when I attacked. 
 
    I was late. 
 
    I charged forward, crashing over the deck, and they turned, eyes full of surprise.  
 
    “Hold!” yelled one. 
 
    Lug. Captain Lug. 
 
    I knew it to be him.  
 
    He stepped forward, and another was pulling a sword, but that one fell back, as Shian appeared behind him, pulled him back by his throat, and they crashed down.  
 
    Lug cursed and came at me with a sword as I was nearly upon him. 
 
    The sword snaked for me. I stepped under it and pushed him back, staggering him out of balance. He landed on his feet, the sword stabbing, stabbing again, very fast. My sword worked to keep him at bay as he went into a ferocious attack. The blade was whirling and dancing and crashed into my mask as I missed a parry. 
 
    I laughed, growled and cursed, doggedly swung and thrust, and he smiled as well, confident in his skills.  
 
    He had cause to be. 
 
    He suddenly kicked over the blade, and into my face. 
 
    It hurt terribly, and I decided, half blind with pain, to charge forward fast. 
 
    The sword stabbed past me, missing my throat by an inch. 
 
    I bashed into him, crashing my sword’s hilt into his helmet, and we staggered together in a fierce, ferocious struggle to free our weapons. He grinned over his blade and suddenly tore free, thrusting at my throat again. I grabbed the edge with the gauntlet and kicked at his knee. He howled, and I spat blood on his face. Half blinded, he danced left and right, hugging the wall, and, pushing air through his teeth, he charged. 
 
    The blade came low and countered my parry to strike at my chest. The sword crashed into my mask, nearly broke my neck, but I fell over him again, and then, struggling mightily, we fell down to a rowing pit. We crashed hard and broke apart. 
 
    I lost my sword. He had too. 
 
    We scrambled on to our feet. 
 
    He pulled a dagger. 
 
    The dagger came down, and I caught it with my forearm. I kept the blade in check and slammed my gauntlet fist into his grinning face. 
 
    His jaw broke.  
 
    Teeth flew in an arch and scatted across the deck.  
 
    He scrambled away, but I grasped forward and caught him by the crotch. I squeezed and yanked mercilessly. He yelped. I found his hand still armed with a dagger and aimed it at his throat. 
 
    The blade went through him. He howled, spat, and died slowly on the blade. 
 
    I heard a sound. 
 
    On top, I saw a man, a third man, looking down in shock. 
 
    He hesitated, I struggled to get up, and he disappeared, in an instant. Then I heard a crash and a muffled scream. 
 
    I struggled to my feet, cursed my sore jaw, and managed to find my sword. Then I climbed ladders from the pit and got up. 
 
    I found Elgin, shaking near the doorway to the cabin, pulling on his pants. 
 
    I found Shian, her spear in the third man’s back, her smile ferocious, as she stood there, blooded and bare with the chain-mail heaped around her hips. Her leather tunic was in the cabin’s bed. 
 
    I looked at the two. 
 
    She had gone further than I had suggested. 
 
    It was not my business. And still… 
 
    Shian acted well. She didn’t look very happy at seeing me there. “Were you,” she said, “spying on us?” 
 
    I waved my hands around the corpses. “I didn’t even know where you were. Borin was just looking for you. I was—" 
 
    “Saving me?” she asked. “Thank you. They were going to murder him!” 
 
    She looked at Elgin and then at me.  
 
    Elgin leaned against a wall and panted with fear. “They were.” 
 
    She smiled, and I felt my anger dissipating. She stepped forward and put a hand on my shoulder, speaking what we had agreed on, her breasts pressing into my arm. “I think this was Yggra’s doing,” she said with a worried voice. 
 
    “Or someone else’s?” Eglin said, his eyes round with fear. “She saved my life. As did you, Captain.” 
 
    He was frowning too. 
 
    He was hopelessly in love with her. 
 
    I saw the javelin had shattered the bed where Eglin had sat. 
 
    “I had a hand at that,” I said as I pulled Shian to my side. “Aye. You owe us your life. And of course, this was Yggra. He is terrified of you.” 
 
    Shian nodded. “It is so.” 
 
    The act had been good. I was still upset at her. 
 
    And I could only stare at her beautiful face, and the bared breasts and I struggled with the urge to keep her safe.  
 
    My…own. 
 
    No. That was impossible 
 
    I turned to Eglin. “Looks like your brother has taken a step he cannot take back.” 
 
    Eglin looked pale and nodded. 
 
    “I think,” I said softly, speaking to him frankly, “that your father will not make you a king.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know. It is wrong, but he has decided long ago on us. Yggra is his firstborn, and he loves him best. Perhaps he loves none other. Our mother died years ago.” 
 
    I stepped to him and leaned close. “What sort of a man are you, Eglin? I thought at first that you were a piss-pants boy-lover. But you were brave, and you are not crying now.” 
 
    He straightened his back. “I don’t know yet. But I suspect I am no piss-pant, nor a boy-lover, as you saw…”  
 
    His eyes went to Shian, and I snapped my fingers. “Concentrate. Forget her. I have been thinking, boy. We have staked our future on you. So, I think you should carry a certain ring. The one with a red gem.” 
 
    He nodded. “Father is years from dying, though.” 
 
    “You do not have years,” I said, and nodded at the bodies. “See?” 
 
    He was silent, thinking. 
 
    “I say,” I told him, “that we go this very night on a trip. You need to speak with your father about this incident.” 
 
    “It won’t matter to him,” he whispered. “He’ll still choose Yggra. He knows, but—” 
 
    “I am telling you should do this, boy,” I said. “Listen. It is time to choose. Will you die?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Never. No.” 
 
    “Never is too extreme a position in this matter. But I know what you mean. In that case,” I said plainly, “you must come to terms with some harsh truths. You will be a kinslayer, for Yggra must ultimately fall. He is beyond redemption. To do that, you need to be a beast. You must be his enemy. And what do we do with our enemies, boy?” 
 
    “We kill them,” he whispered. 
 
    “Yggra has to die,” I said. “But it has to take place after he no longer is a threat to you, and none remember him. You can get all that is his. But only if you dare step further than most men would. And we? We will all be rich, and in the end, you will help us regain our lands.” I eyed him, and he stared at me with surprising coolness. “Will you listen?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    And I told him what I planned. 
 
    When I was done, he sat down on the deck and thought for a long while. 
 
    It was a good sign. I could see the struggle, but there was one, and soon, I saw he sincerely didn’t wish to die, but to reach for the stars, and so, he decided. 
 
    He finally squinted up at me. He nodded. “Tyr help me,” he whispered. 
 
    “The gods don’t care,” I said. “We will deal with the details. You will do as we say, and in the end, you will not regret it. Just be patient. First, we go and do a terrible deed. Then we shall seek to do more. In the end, I shall speak to Yggra in private, and we shall let you know what more is needed.” 
 
    “More and more,” he said. “I wonder where it will end. And you would speak with Yggra, eh? Before he dies? Why? Who are you?” Eglin asked. “Shian seems to fear you. Or for you. I am not sure which. I’d almost prefer the former.” 
 
    She shook her head at me and murmured, sensing my unhappiness. “Trust me. I’ll handle it. He is just a boy.” 
 
    I hesitated and saw Borin coming, his eyes in slits. He watched us, and then Eglin, tensely. “Well? What’s going on here?” 
 
    Eglin rubbed his face and looked like a man who just lost his soul. 
 
    In a way, he had. 
 
    He nodded. “I agreed to their suggestions.” 
 
    I turned to Shian. “We’ll get to work. I have work to do. You have your part. Borin, get Elgin ready. And get us Lug.” 
 
    Eglin smiled. “You had not told Borin what is taking place. And how would he know Lug is down there?” 
 
    He was too clever for his own good. Or I was too foolish. 
 
    “Borin is a brute,” I told him. “He’ll be filled in. Now he shall just do as he is told. Borin?” 
 
    He smiled and hopped down, and I pulled Shian away with me, to a cabin where they had been. I closed the door on Eglin. 
 
    She smiled and stood close to me. “I will handle him. He is smart, as you noticed.” She stepped closer. “So. You and Borin, and him. And I shall ride and find us a way to the city, eh?” 
 
    “We need to get to the city. He needs to be a miracle maker. But we can do it. We’ll drive Yggra up the wall until we have him where we want him, and the rest too. We need the city. That keep.” 
 
    She clasped my arm and squeezed. “I agree. And you know, I will deal with it. Take care of our adeling here. And take care of you.” 
 
     “I should not let you go alone,” I said. “Take a man or two.” 
 
    “Worry not, love,” she said with a bright smile, and hesitated at the word. “Sorry. I know I should not…” 
 
    “I don’t…” I whispered. “I think it is only because I barely remember my wife’s voice. See?” 
 
    She took my hand, held it, and leaned close. She put a hand on my face and guided my hand on her chest, and there I kept the hand. She put her forehead on my chin, and gently pushed me on the bed.  
 
    She sat over me, the chainmail clinking, and leaned to kiss my cheek, my neck. The helmet she removed and looked deep into my eyes. And I moved my hand and brushed it across her erect nipple. She breathed a sigh of joy, and pushed her hand between us, and worked her way under my chain, into my pants, and I felt relief, joy, and that it was somehow, in some way, not wrong. 
 
    She found my manhood, and it was erect, ready, and with desperate hurry, she worked it free, looking at it as she moved and tugged at it, and then, she sat over me.  
 
    She had no pants. 
 
    She was warm, and wet, and pleasing, and I entered her, slowly, very slowly, and she moved on me, twitching, panting softly, and she pressed me back to the wall, stretching me to fully enjoy herself. It was as silent as it might be with chainmailed warriors, and it was pleasing, then brilliant, and for a moment, just for a moment, I felt I remembered what my wife had felt like, and I let myself fully into the world of pleasure. 
 
    I held her, I kissed her and pulled her on me, as I moved hard and also with care, noting her needs, and in the end, I came inside her with furious joy, and she laughed, trembling and shaking, sweaty and surprised as she was weak over me. She pulled me to her, and caressed me, as I was inside her. We were both sated, and I returned to the world of shame again, her juices and mine mixing in my lap. 
 
    She whispered to me, “Poor Lug. He thought he was saving Elgin.” 
 
    “Poor us all,” I said.  
 
    She leaned forward and kissed my cheek and got up. She began dressing. She found her tunic, and belt. She also found her loincloth and tied it on. 
 
    She had not had it with Eglin. 
 
    I rubbed my face and wondered how complicated things suddenly were. 
 
    We were committed. 
 
    I feared my heart was too. 
 
    Had I always been such a bad husband? 
 
    *** 
 
    That night, we rode with the adeling. 
 
    He had a severe look on his face, the sort when you know you won’t sleep well again, unless you change course, and still, you know that course is set. The step over the precipice was something he had wanted to take all his life—to be all he had never been—but he was still reluctant. 
 
    He was intelligent and knew what was at stake. 
 
    A crown. His soul. His life. 
 
    He could get the crown. 
 
    But then he would have to deal with us for the rest of his life. 
 
    He was thinking about it, and very aware of how he would have none to protect him from us, except the favors he could do as a king. 
 
    He thought we would be asking for gold and position, for help to regain our land. 
 
    He suspected we would want more. 
 
    I would. He was right. 
 
    We passed troops on the road, men riding errands and bringing messages, and we saluted every officer as Eglin spoke with them, showing them his signet, seeking the exact place where Gar would meet the High King. 
 
    Then, after hours, we followed their instructions to a tavern called the Sleepy Warthog, the low-roofed, sprawling inn on the Ram’s Road. 
 
    The inn was alive, even in the middle of the night. 
 
    No traveler could possibly relax, for a king was there, and another was coming, and people were there to meet both. Wagons and supplies were passing and being tallied. Borin grunted, as he watched it. 
 
    “Busier,” I said, “than some whorehouses you love.” 
 
    He nodded and looked at Eglin. “Do you know any such houses?” 
 
    The prince blushed. “No,” he said, with a shivering voice. 
 
    Borin was trying to relax the prince, with little success. 
 
    Eglin was staring at a building to the side—a beautiful, whitewashed, and walled construction with a red roof—and there stood two Aten’s guards.  
 
    “He will wish to know,” Elgin said softly, “why I am here. So I will tell him of Lug.” 
 
    “You will tell him of the murder attempt,” I told him. “That you no longer trust your guards.” 
 
    He shook his head, white of face. “What if Lug had not done this?” 
 
    “If he had not,” I lied him, “we would not be here. This is Yggra’s fault. We are simply striking back.”  
 
    Did he suspect we had set Lug up? 
 
    Possibly. 
 
    He didn’t show it. 
 
    “What if Father had not gone to meet with the High King?” he asked. 
 
    “We would have found some other way,” I growled. “I am clever, boy. I look like an idiot, dirty and greasy, but I am no fool. I use my wits, son. We are with you. And you are with us, and we can make you a king. This is the plan, for all our sakes. You go in there, and you will complain to your father, demanding justice. He’ll send you away. Everyone will know about it. Everyone will know your brother tried to murder you. And when your father dies, they will think it was Yggra.” I winked. “Especially when Lug’s body will be found in the camp, dead, with your father’s ring. He did, after all, have a terrible argument with your father. And everyone will know you were here, telling him about a murder attempt against you. Make sure Gar’s men know of this.” 
 
    He shook his head. “You are oddly lucky and clever and seem to stumble along on a trail that would get most anyone hanged in less than few minutes. You must want your land back a great deal.” 
 
    “I don’t feel lucky,” I told him. “And you are right. I want some things very badly. Ask no more for now.” 
 
    “Why are you making me the king?” he asked anyway. “Shian said you are not an ordinary man, and that rewards you expect are unusual.” 
 
    “They are,” I answered. “Riches, for some. Land back, too. And something for me.” 
 
    He watched us as we dismounted. He hesitated and followed suit. “Where,” he wondered, “do I go after?” 
 
    “Come back here and wait,” I said. “Until late, if you need be. If things go wrong, run. Keep our horses ready.” 
 
    He watched us, then the hall, and spat. “My father will have guards with him. Elven guards. One. Maybe two?” 
 
    “That is the part we must deal with,” I said.  
 
    “He never cared for me, anyway. Always on Yggra’s side,” he said, shaking. “But don’t let him suffer.” 
 
    “He’s got it coming,” Borin said, eyes twinkling. “Forget him.” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    The boy was doomed. 
 
    In many ways. 
 
    I opened a sack and pulled out long, black, hooded tunics. I pulled out daggers and swords, which Borin and I shifted into our belts, hidden. I pulled out a crossbow, and Borin took it, somehow hiding it in his tunic as well. I left my own sword on the horse, and drew my hood up, removing the helmet. Elgin was curious, I felt it, but I ignored him, and made sure all the gear was on the horse. Then I walked forward to the tavern. I turned to look at him. 
 
    Eglin sighed, and he squared his shoulders, muttering, no doubt cursing that he wasn’t drunk, and rehearsing words of dismay as he skipped along. 
 
    He walked forth and flashed his signet, needlessly, to the guards who knew him. He pushed through the doorway, and we went with him, never stopped by anyone. We came to the great central hall, where fires burned, and men were slinking from one shadow to another, servants and tired guests and guards. 
 
    The soldiers were there, guarding him, exhausted, eating on the tables, thirty of them. 
 
    There was no sign of so much as a single elf. 
 
    Elgin nodded at us, making an imperious motion so that we would stay in the hall. 
 
    He walked forth and found an older man, a castellan of his father’s, and they spoke at length. The man, full of sympathy, pointed Elgin towards a room at the end of the hall, near the shadows.  
 
    Borin and I walked after Elgin, and we saw, past pillars and a grand hallway, a pair of doors. The castellan went with Eglin and knocked. There was a single guard on the doorway. Gar Atenguard’s face darkened as he opened the door. He was dressed in a robe, and servants were leaving it with empty platters, from another door beyond our sight to the left. 
 
    An elf, seated near the middle of the room, was staring with bright, yellow eyes, sword bared. 
 
    Eglin went in, gesturing wildly. We walked slowly, stopping to sample at a plate of meats. 
 
    The boar’s juices were soon running down our chins. We studied the groups of men who were speaking calmly in their tables—a motley crew of Aten’s guards and some visitors, men, come to talk to Gar. Few men were guarding the lot, and most seemed on the verge of sleep, stalking the darker corners. 
 
    I watched a doorway to the side, where servants were leaving the hall. I guessed there was a servant’s area in the corner, a kitchen and cellars, and I wagered it would be connected to the king’s room too. 
 
    Borin was eyeing that way as well. He was nodding and humming, and then, looking around, he picked up a large plate from the table. “I’ve noticed you are fortunate. Uncommonly lucky. I hope that luck lasts.” 
 
    “We make our own,” I said. “Let’s load it up.” 
 
    He stood there, eyes gleaming. He winked, and I hesitated, and began lifting empty mugs to the platter, and lifted bones and scraps on it as well. 
 
    I pushed back the hood and tried to quell the panic of being in public without my helmet. 
 
    I pushed Borin to the next table, where we were soon picking up used plates and mugs to fill it up. 
 
    Then we turned towards the doorway, as we heard Eglin’s voice echoing with anger. 
 
    We marched on, looking grave and tired, and dodged inside. 
 
    We found a large room where fires burned lazily, cauldrons were bubbling, and a large man was cutting up meat and vegetables. Beyond the room, a path led towards the main hall of the outer tavern, a surprisingly long way from this side-building. On that corridor, a soldier stood before a doorway. 
 
    “You two,” growled a cook. “Help out with the meats. One of you to the cellar for more mead. The Red Heart, not the good stuff, mind you.” 
 
    I tried to skip downstairs, but Borin virtually rushed before me, shoving me aside, and ran that way, while winking. He was nodding down, and I frowned. He made a brief throat cut motion, and then he skipped down the stairs. 
 
    I went to the cook, who nodded at a filthy slab of wood with a cleaver, and there was a thick chunk of meats next to it. 
 
    He tossed me a large knife. 
 
    I caught it, and he sniffled with appreciation at my skill. 
 
    “Stew, so make them small,” he said. “More guests all the time. All the rooms are filled to the brim. Elves ate most of our stew yesterday, and today, kings and more kings, and shits of all kinds. All will want food for their filthy bellies.” 
 
    “The lot,” I agreed. “They eat like pigs. Hard to look at.” 
 
    “Pigs eat how they eat,” the man said, and gave me a long look. “You are new.” 
 
    “Hired us just now,” I said. “Been starving, but they got us here to help. I suppose we won’t have to starve any longer.” 
 
    “You eat what I give you leave to—” 
 
    Eglin’s voice echoed from the corridors and the rooms of the king. 
 
    The guard was hesitating and thinking about knocking, but then he relaxed. 
 
    The cook snorted. “Touchy little prick, the prince. It is him, eh?” 
 
    A servant roused himself. “Yes, that’s the one. Eglin.” 
 
    “Probably upset about his belly,” the cook laughed. “He could come here and help out with the stew. The High King’s feast has to be prepared in the other damned house,” he said as he cut at the potatoes and onions. “So, we’ll be going that way soon. Make this ready, then we set it to boil, and leave the mead out there in the hall. Where is your friend?” 
 
    “Aye,” I said. “He is below still—” and then we all heard Eglin leaving, door banging, the castellan speaking loudly to him. 
 
    Few servants were coming in, and all crashed to sit, some still holding dirty platters, exhausted. 
 
    “Make sure the cauldron is heated,” the cook grunted, and began wiping his fat fingers. “I’ll put the boys back to work.” 
 
    I turned and saw a truly massive cauldron over a large fire pit. It was bubbling in the corner, and I smiled. A ladder led up to it, and the fire was burning bright underneath. One of the servants got up, harried by the cook’s snapping fingers, and walked that way, picking up a ladle to sample the stew. 
 
    “Scum eats that,” the cook said. “The common food. Scraps and fat. Save the stringy parts for that.” 
 
    “Aye,” I said, and took a deep breath. “My friend seems to be sampling the mead.” 
 
    He looked horrified, slammed the cleaver to the wood, and ran to the edge of the hole. He went to his knees and looked down. Then he screamed, eyes large. “No! That’s Cheek’s Gold! That’s the expensive…no! Let go of it, you brute!” 
 
    I heard Borin laughing below. 
 
    The cook got up and watched me in horror. 
 
    I looked down as I cut the meat. “I cannot control him. He is a hopeless drunkard. Mean as shit.” 
 
    “What do you mean—”  
 
    “He won’t stop,” I said. “Usually, I have to tie him up. You’ll need a cudgel or two. One usually breaks. He’s got a thick damned skull.” 
 
    “I cannot tie him up!” said the cook, his greasy lips quivering. “He is stronger than I am. And drunk to boot. Cheek’s is very bold, fragrant, and strong!” 
 
    I turned to the servants. “Lock the doors. And then get a cudgel or two, and rope. But you have to be very tough. He will drink until he is senseless.” 
 
    “You are fired,” said the cook. “But only after we get your damned friend out. Keep cutting until then.” 
 
    “He is a pig, truly,” I agreed. “But you should move fast. He knows you are coming. He’ll find something better soon.” 
 
    The cook blanched and snapped his fingers.  
 
    Two men locked both doors with latches, leaving the guard shocked on the other side. 
 
    Then they all got wooden cudgels, meat hooks, and an ax, and moved to stand with the cook, who was holding a rope.  
 
    They looked down. “Will you come up easy, or shall we come and get you?” one asked. 
 
    The servants were all healthy, strong men and looked keen on letting out some steam.  
 
    Borin laughed again. 
 
    One nodded and jumped down the stairs. Another followed. Then the rest, save for the cook. 
 
    I licked my fingers and moved to stand behind the cook, who was looking down in horror as sounds of smacking and stabbing began. I kicked him, and the cook fell forward and rolled below. 
 
    I turned away and leaned on a counter. There was low laughter, begging noises and then stabbing sounds again, steel meeting flesh. 
 
    I waited for a while, until the sounds below went quiet, and watched the trapdoor as Borin came out. 
 
    He was holding a great horn, and it was filled with drink. 
 
    He grinned and licked some blood off his lips, and he was covered in it. 
 
    “The black tunic was a great idea,” he said, blood dripping. “Here. We do it now. We do it fast. Go first, I come after.” 
 
    I grunted.  
 
    I took the horn, and I walked for the doorway to the king’s quarters. 
 
    I pushed open the latch and walked inside to the corridor. 
 
    The guard turned to look at me. “All good?” he asked. 
 
    “A rat,” I said. “We got it. Don’t eat the rabbit stew.” 
 
    He laughed. 
 
    I walked for the doorway, and he blocked it.  
 
    “You aren’t going there, are you?” he asked. 
 
    “The king’s drink,” I told him, after a moment of awkward silence. 
 
    “The king,” said the guard, “has not asked for it.” 
 
    “The elf will want it,” I said. 
 
    “The elf doesn’t drink,” he said. “He is on guard duty.” 
 
    “Then you have it,” I told him, and handed it to him. 
 
    “I am a guard too,” he said. 
 
    “No, not anymore,” I snarled. 
 
    The man frowned, and then I rammed the horn into his throat.  
 
    I stabbed it through with terrible strength, and I was drenched in blood and mead, as I wrestled him down. He was kicking and wheezing, and I ripped the now broken horn back and forth, until the blood was leaking in a deep pool. I looked up to see Gar Atenguard on the open doorway. 
 
    His mouth was moving, and he tried to scream, and then he whispered, “You.” 
 
    I swung a bloody fist, and it crashed into his royal nose, and he fell inside. 
 
    The elf got up, shocked, and then a bolt shattered his skull. 
 
    The elf fell on the floor, dead. 
 
    Borin clapped my back. “See? Nothing to it. Go in. I’ll keep an eye out.” 
 
    I stepped inside and listened.  
 
    The other guard had heard nothing. 
 
    I stood over Gar, eyeing the room. There was no threat. 
 
    I had wanted to ask Gar questions, if possible. 
 
    It wasn’t. 
 
    I watched him with anger and rage, and he was trying to speak, but his mouth was a bloody heap of lips and teeth, and I cursed my luck. 
 
    It got us that far, my luck, and now I could ask him nothing. 
 
    I circled him and then knelt to take his ring. I tore it off his finger. 
 
    His eyes were on me, betraying utter fear and horror, and he knew he was going to die. 
 
    There was something else in it. 
 
    “You know me?” I asked. 
 
    He nodded, painfully. His neck was probably broken. 
 
    I rubbed my face. “I’ll make it painless and fast. You tell me. Do you know why my mother died, and father?” 
 
        He growled and tried to speak, but the blood was choking him. Tears were running down his face, and I held mine and eyed him. 
 
    He had been in Lorin. 
 
    And he could answer no questions. 
 
    “Did Yggra kill my mother?” I asked him harshly. 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    Did he lie? 
 
    “Do you know who did?” I snarled. 
 
    He shook his head weakly. Then he nodded. 
 
    I cursed and raked my face with my fingers and rested my face on my palm. “Will Tarl Vittar or your son Yggra know my answers, and does one of you have our journal, and my wife, and nephew, Morag Hardhand?” 
 
    He nodded and shook his head, and then he died, convulsing and pissing as he choked. 
 
    I stepped on his throat, and he fell silent. 
 
    I cursed again and pulled the man to the corridor. 
 
    I saw men rushing in a room down the corridor, preparing food, and then pulled the king, and Borin, to the kitchen. Borin had dragged the body of the guard there already, judging by the trail of blood leading to the cellar. 
 
    He eyed the king and lifted an eyebrow.  
 
    “Answers?” 
 
    “I might be lucky,” I said, “but it seems to run out when I need answers.” 
 
    He chuckled. “So. Now what?” 
 
    “Now we take the ring, and leave,” I told him. I looked at the great cauldron, and Borin’s eyes brightened. “You mean to hide him in the stew? A brilliant idea!” 
 
    “I was thinking of starting a fire, you idiot,” I said. “Kick the burning branches down below.” 
 
    Later, we left, and Eglin was carrying the ring of his father. 
 
    He could not stop touching it, but he also would never be the same again. 
 
    “Take the ring,” I told him, “to Ajax. He’ll put it on Lug’s body, and we’ll have Vittar’s men find it in the morning, near his tent. And when you see your brother, curse him, and tell him the High King will never let him rule, the murderous dog. That you were supposed to lead the ships to attack the gate, not him. Only great heroics might save him. You will see. He will think such heroics are needed. He’ll think he knows the sea-gates are weak, the enemy demoralized. He will go for it. Then, after, this is what we do.” 
 
    I told them. 
 
    He grunted. “What if he doesn’t play along?” 
 
    “Then,” I said, “we will make you a king later. We have to take the city below the castle, though.” 
 
    He sighed. “When will you tell me your full plan?” 
 
    “When we are inside,” I said. “And if we live. At least you might die a king.” 
 
    He shook with fear all the way back to the White Tower. 
 
    *** 
 
    The king of Vittar, Tarl, stood in the middle of the room, on an abandoned tavern, overlooking the entire bay, the city, and the sea. It was a fisherman’s cabin someone had made into the winery, then a tavern. It was a comfortable looking place with large windows with real glass that rattled with the wind from the bay. 
 
    The king was staring at the maps and wiping his face. “You told them what, King of Aten?” 
 
    Yggra was standing uneasily, watching everyone, his finger adorned with a red ring. 
 
    Yggra had moved early. Very early. 
 
    He had ordered the fleet to take the chain. 
 
    He had told the crowd so much. 
 
    “I told them to test the sea-wall, the gate,” he said. “We are sailors and know how to wage such war. I also heard it is weak, and they wish to surrender.” 
 
    Tarl was looking at the young man with disdain. “Your father left. Now, they say he is dead. Your brother says he was almost killed by his guard. And knowing the High King is coming to judge the case of Gar and your brother, you are trying the impossible. We were going to siege until Graymoor came here,” he said coldly. “This is foolish.” 
 
    Yggra straightened his back. “Sometimes, such chains are not all that they appear to be. Weakened by the sea, scalable, or even breakable. We will try.” 
 
    “You idiot,” Tarl Vittar whispered, as if to himself, only louder. “You damned idiot. Is this because the High King will decide between you and your brother? Answer!” 
 
    “What?” Yggra asked softly. “No. I am simply doing my duty.” 
 
    “I led this army,” Tarl snarled, his sour face even sourer. “I do. You idiot.” 
 
    “What did you say?” Yggra said. 
 
    “He said, you idiot,” Rikas Vittar, her tiny, shapely frame covered in a chain, a whip on her hips, uttered imperiously. 
 
    Tarl looked very tired and let his daughters mock the fool. Rikas and Gilad stared morosely at former Adeling Yggra, and were happy to. 
 
    They were also right to do so, I admitted grudgingly, and the other mercenary bands didn’t disagree. Every one of them looked unhappy. 
 
    Losing galleys for nothing would make the siege harder. 
 
    I looked out of the window to the sea and saw the White Tower, the bastion of rebellion in the Verdant Lands. Men were rushing like ants along its walls. 
 
        Like a bright needle on a rocky spur, the castle was guarded by impassable slopes to the south, and the sea and sea-walls to the south. It was ringed by a single wall, above the town below, but most activities were now on the walls, and on towers of the sea. 
 
        The sea-walls were well defended. Far too well. 
 
        Down below on the beaches, I saw our men, and most of the elves, watching. 
 
        “We have,” Yggra hissed, “taken such before.” 
 
        I watched as Aten’s ships were bobbling on the waves, the rowers were keeping the twenty galleys in line, trying to approach the damned walls. 
 
    “They know how to sink ships,” said Rikas softly, but with utter disrespect for Yggra. “And you have never in your life taken such. Not even in your sad dreams. I doubt that the chain is weak. And they don’t look like they are getting ready to surrender.” 
 
    “With respect,” Yggra said proudly and showed the ring of Aten, “you are speaking to a king. I—” 
 
    “Only if the High King,” Gilad interceded, “agrees. Your crown is not very steady on your thick head. Or, rather, the ring looks loose on that dainty finger.” 
 
    Yggra cursed and glared out to the sea. 
 
    “And the High King will be upset,” cursed Tarl. “At me, as well as you. This is a stupid move, Yggra. A premature one, and now you are going to lose a lot of men and ships.” 
 
    “Aten has more than enough ships,” said Yggra. “We are trying, at least. It is better than a long siege. And if it must be a siege, let it be a siege of the castle, and we will have the comforts of the city.” 
 
    On that, I agreed. 
 
    It was my plan, after all. 
 
    Tarl, his long face pale, pointed his quivering finger at Yggra. “It will be on your head. If you have one.” 
 
    Silence, but for the drums out on the water. 
 
    “How are they doing?” asked Tarl, not daring to look. “If we take it, we will have to take the city as well.” 
 
    Gilad spoke with a bored voice, quite like her sister’s. They were masters of laconic truths. “If.” 
 
    Rikas nodded. “They look pretty, the ships, but that’s all they are. The sea is too rough, and the catapults won’t hit a thing or break the walls. The chains across the entrance will be guarded by archers. The towers are thick and full of angry men. Oh, they are in range.” 
 
    I saw how ten galleys of Aten, their decks awash with marines, Aten’s best, were approaching the chains, while ten hung back, but arrows by the dozens rained down on all of them. Flesh was punctured, men were falling overboard. One galley, hit by something I couldn’t see, lurched and rammed another, breaking oars and throwing dozens of men to the sea.  
 
    The galleys with giant catapults were now throwing fire and fury on the towers, and one larger galley than most was rowing past the others for the chains. 
 
    “Shit,” Borin whispered, and it was heard all around the room. “That’s not going to do it.” 
 
    Tarl Vittar finally turned away from the maps, tossed them to the wall, and walked near me, to see what was going on. 
 
    He was so close, and I could easily snap his neck. All I had to do was to reach out. His men were around the room. 
 
    I glanced back and saw a few cloaked figures. They were the High King’s Exiles, guards to the various royals. After Gar’s death, and the elven loss, they had upped their duties. 
 
    I held my hand with the other to stop my murderous instincts. 
 
    Below, things were going badly. 
 
    It seemed every arrow, every imaginable weapon, and even rocks began bombarding the leading galley. It seemed to lurch and dance with each strike. Men were dying on the decks, hovering under miserable shields, which looked like pincushions on an old matron’s night table. 
 
    The ship’s mast broke off, bits of wood exploded from the sides, splintering into driftwood, and then colossal stone arched to the sky from the walls, crashed down and slid across the deck. 
 
    “Yes, they are definitely surrendering,” Rikas murmured. 
 
    Yggra closed his eyes. 
 
    The ship stopped and veered to its side. 
 
    And then, all eyes went to a figure on top of the tower. 
 
    The two cloaked figures twitched and stepped forward. “That is no man,” one said. 
 
    “Jotun!” another answered.  
 
    The elves were right. 
 
    The enemy had help. 
 
    I groaned in my head. 
 
    A man-sized figure could be seen on top, but it indeed was no man. 
 
    They were rare in Midgard, but this one was a jotun in a human form, for they were often shapeshifters, and that jotun was calling on the power of fire magic. Suddenly, the floundering galley was on fire, engulfed by living flames that danced from one end to the other, and the ship was suddenly an inferno filled with dying men.  
 
    The rest of the galleys retreated in haste. The figure hopped out of sight. 
 
    “When the High King and Graymoor get here this coming day, how do you think this will look?” asked the Vittar. “They will ask me, why I…nay. I will make sure they ask you.” 
 
    Tarl roared, kicked a stool, and hopped away. He held his head, and we watched the ships pull away, being hit by arrows.  
 
    Men were dying. 
 
    One galley broke in half as a dozen stones struck it. 
 
    Another burst into flames, men jumping overboard. 
 
    The jotun, a bastard, was again in sight and was dancing on top of the tower, and the White Tower soldiery was cheering him. You could hear them all across the bay. 
 
    One of the Exiles, an elf of red hair, angled forward. “We have heard of that one,” he said with a melodic, cruel voice. “It lives there and hires herself out to serve whoever pays most. Naergoth has met her. It is a she, by the way. Chal, she calls herself. She is trouble, no matter how many ships you get here. Full siege is needed.” 
 
    “As I said,” Tarl snarled. “As Gar agreed. Until we have the men. There must be an attack on the keep and the wall both!” 
 
    Yggra was fidgeting hopelessly, touching the ring he finally had, feeling it would be lost in a bit. 
 
     “We cannot get there,” said Tarl with a heavy sigh. “I don’t understand why the Jarl insists on this war. Why the elves demand we do not even try to negotiate.” 
 
    The elves said nothing. Tarl cursed under his breath. 
 
    No answers were forthcoming. 
 
    “We can still do this,” Yggra said softly. 
 
    “They won’t just let us in, will they?” Rikas roared at him. “You idiot.” 
 
    I watched them, and Ajax leaned closer, whispering softly like a snake, like a best of conspirators. Ajax loved to gossip. “Rumors have it, that Rikas is hoping to marry Reignhelm. That it has been settled, and Graymoor is the only one trying to push his Naera forth. Rikas has stiff competition.” 
 
    Tarl was apparently thinking about the same, for his eyes rested on his daughter, and he was worried the disaster below would hamper his chances. 
 
    Yggra looked sick. He was opening his mouth like a landed fish and trying to gather momentum again. 
 
    And then I stepped forward.  
 
    Eglin was half asleep, watching their fleet and so I kicked him discreetly, and Eglin, as agreed, grinned and stepped forth, to the shock of Yggra. “There is a way, King.” 
 
    They stared at him, and all had a disbelieving look on their faces. 
 
    He went on, nonetheless. “I agree with my murderous brother that the walls at least should be taken. For all our glory. So that we can siege the castle on top, and not waste time on the walls below. We want the city, the small keep on the walls, and the city to sleep in. If the High King gives my father’s duties to me—” 
 
    “He has not yet,” Tarl said. 
 
    “If,” said Eglin, “then I must point out that we shall freeze out here. Fall is coming. I know the coast and the sea. I would not have attacked the gates,” he said, to Yggra’s rage, “but now we should fix his mistakes. Aye. I have to agree with Yggra. We will take the walls.” 
 
    Gilad and Rikas spun to watch Eglin, and Tarl laughed. 
 
    “Spit it out, boy,” said Tarl. “I got no more time for this game between Aten’s princes. Agree with Yggra, indeed. Like confessing to being a half-wit! I—” 
 
    “I tell you,” he said. “He might have little guile,” Eglin said brazenly, making Yggra shake in his boots with shame, “but we can send the ships in again.” 
 
    Everyone blinked. Rikas finally roared and turned away in disgust. Gilad shook her head. 
 
    “This is your plan,” Tarl said softly, a sign of danger. “Just try again? Maybe the jotun went to bed?” 
 
    Yggra tried to pull Eglin back, but the boy evaded his grasp. 
 
    “Try again and let most sink. Shipwreck the rest where they can see them, below on the beach. Free the bay.” 
 
    They watched him like he was mad. “You are on their side?” Tarl wondered. “That’s it? You are?” 
 
    “To what end?” demanded one bright-eyed elf, though with curiosity. His eyes were traveling the room. 
 
    I felt the chills for their presence. They were like snakes, silent mostly, but ready to bite. 
 
    “That’s a costly plan,” Tarl sneered. “And seems to accomplish nothing. Nothing at all.” 
 
    “Costly to Aten,” Eglin said. “My brother has already made a costly mistake; we cannot simply abandon the plan. But there is more.” 
 
    Yggra sputtered and hissed like a cat. 
 
    The elf smiled. Rikas and Gilad were watching the brazen prince curiously. 
 
    The boy was shaping up and seemed to be in good spirits, despite having practically helped kill his father the night before. 
 
    Tarl smiled but spoke dubiously. “More?” He eyed the rest of us. “He is mad.” He leaned close to Eglin. “You are mad, right? No, I don’t think this will accomplish a thing. But we have little else—” 
 
    “And when the ships are gone, men killed,” Eglin said with a wink, “the ones who would do business in the city will know their chance has come. They will again bring in supplies. This very night, I bet. I know smugglers and merchants. Right, Cur?” 
 
    Every eye turned my way. I was hulking, tall and powerful, and looked barbaric with a long sword on my side and the helmet on my head. 
 
    The elves observed me. 
 
    “Why is his head—” Rikas began. 
 
    “Mercenary of the east,” Eglin whispered. “Hurt in Lorin. Terrible looking fellow. Let him be. Won’t do good to our appetites to see that ripped nose. Tell them what I have been planning.” 
 
    I stepped forth. “The young adeling Eglin has not been idle. He sent men up and down the coast to see what we might find. We found a town. We had scouts last night in a place called the Little Tower, a town not far from here. Ten miles from the coast? Yes. There are ships there, large tubs, filled with fresh supplies. Mostly wine. My men…” 
 
    My eyes went to Shian, who smiled demurely. 
 
    “…my scout found that the ships are there, waiting for an opportunity to bring wine to Jarl of White Tower. Seems he was caught with low stocks when this siege started. Eglin here rightly thought this might be an opportunity, but this loss of galleys would open it up for them, the bay, the city. Make our loss look terrible. It will make them brazen. We know the smugglers and traders will risk much for profit, and the city will appreciate it. They will know the ship that comes to their chain.” 
 
    Tarl’s eyes went to Shian, and Rikas cleared her throat. The King of Vittar smiled. “You think? Or Eglin?” 
 
    “Eglin,” I said. 
 
    “I say no,” Yggra began. “They are our ships, and—" 
 
    Eglin winked. “Of course, Tarl Vittar is our leader in this camp, no matter who is a temporary king of Aten.” 
 
    “I am not temporary—” 
 
    Eglin was shouting now, “—and much of the glory will go to him.” 
 
    The elf nodded slowly, not lost on Tarl. 
 
    “It is indeed a great idea,” Rikas said finally, wondering at the young adeling. “How many men will you take? And what will you do?” 
 
    Eglin watched me. 
 
    “Make sure the crippled galleys only look crippled,” I said. “Prepare to get to the bay, and early morning, late night, we will sail in there. I will go to the tower with the chains, and we will take place. We will blow horns, so you will know to enter.” 
 
    They stared at me thoughtfully. 
 
    Rikas shivered. “You forget something.” 
 
    I tilted my head. 
 
    She smiled sweetly, and Gilad finished the thought. “That jotun is in there.” 
 
    I nodded. “No, Eglin didn’t forget him. He told me to kill it.” 
 
    They stared at me, and then they laughed. 
 
    Tarl grinned. “You?” 
 
    “I shall kill him,” I said. “Me and my men. And women. We are from the east, after all.” 
 
    They went silent. 
 
    Rikas nodded. “Well! You don’t say! If you do, you may ask anything of me. Anything! Win the war for my father.” 
 
    They didn’t talk to Eglin. 
 
    They spoke to me. 
 
    I bowed. 
 
    Anything. 
 
    Yggra looked at me with shock. Tarl nodded at him. “Give the orders, adeling.” 
 
    “King!” 
 
    Tarl stared at him, and the elves were watching, and so Yggra seemed to deflate like a holed bag. 
 
    Yggra turned to go, but Eglin leaned close to his brother, and I heard Elgin whispering, “Next time, I will come for you. You failed.” 
 
    “What are you talking about?” Yggra hissed, but the elf snapped his fingers, and fuming, Yggra moved off. 
 
    I watched them go, and Borin grinned.  
 
    It had all worked perfectly. 
 
    I felt the eyes of the elves on my back and wondered when I would finally get caught. 
 
    I walked outside to see Yggra speaking to a man with flags, and soon, horns were braying and flags flashing signals to the retreating galleys, and after several repeated orders to the disbelieving admiral, they turned back. Horns were blowing in the sea-walls and what followed, would be a butchery. 
 
    I didn’t mind. Yggra was watching Eglin with unbridled hatred. 
 
    Eglin too, was watching the losses his countrymen were suffering with surprising passivity. 
 
    He was a dangerous boy. 
 
    “Cur,” Yggra called out to me. “You are my oathsman. I am your ring-giver. You take your orders—” 
 
    “From me,” said Eglin. “I guess we shall soon hear what the High King thinks as well. He made the father a king, after all. He can take the ring away. And he can, and will, give it to me. I have suffered greatly for it.” 
 
    I said nothing and felt Yggra struggling not to scream. Then Yggra stalked off with his guards. 
 
    I nodded Eglin along, and we all walked for our camp. “Are you sure the man you found in the Little Tower is a good fit?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said. “He will do well. He has things to lose in this city.” She smiled at me, her thigh moving enticingly in the slit of her chain. 
 
    I tried not to stare at her. I failed. 
 
    “This man is helpless with drink and dice,” she said. “Cannot resist. So, I know all there is to know about him. He is a pilot in the White Tower, and he travels to the towns on trade routes to guide ships through the waters. Often smugglers. Knows the city and the ways under it. He can get us in. A clever plan. But I am not surprised. I knew you had it in you.” 
 
    She looked at the gauntlet on my hand. She hesitated and touched it. 
 
    I thought of my wife, and still didn’t stop her from holding my hand. “Your skin healed?” she murmured, looking down. 
 
    I nodded. “It is better. The fires don’t really burn me, though my skin is raw. I really don’t know…you and…" 
 
    “I know,” she said. “We’ll speak later.” She squeezed my hand and touched my chin, and I felt calm roll over me.  
 
    She led me off, and I let her hold my hand, confused, and knowing I desired her. 
 
    My wife seemed suddenly to be seas away. 
 
    I was ashamed and also happy. 
 
    Ajax was scratching his chin as we came to our horses where forty chosen men waited. The windy beach was a miserable place to camp in, ships or no ships, and dead things that died in the beach stanched up the air. Ajax nodded behind us, and I turned to see Eglin standing near. I watched him as he approached, and he hesitated and then shook his head. “I will come, of course. Yggra will blame me for everything from now on, and I shall need to keep away from him, or he will have me killed, and—” 
 
    “Yes,” I snarled. “But I cannot promise you shall live. You have done well so far.” 
 
    His eyes were on Shian’s hand on mine. 
 
    Then he looked down. “I will be a good king.” 
 
    “You will find a good wife,” I told him and knew I had marked Shian as mine, rather than his. 
 
    Borin laughed and jumped on a horse. 
 
    We mounted up, and Shian was hovering near me. We met each other’s eyes. “You think this will work?” 
 
    “It will work,” she whispered. “Trust yourself. But remember, it is not likely any of us survive. The Exiles will be terrible foes, no matter if we have a king in our pocket now.” 
 
    “We will do well,” I said. “Does Eglin know who I am, yet?” 
 
    “He guesses,” she whispered. “And I asked him about that night your mother died. You should talk to him about your mother. He doesn’t know much, but he knows something.” 
 
    I grunted. “Yes.” 
 
    “The Jotun,” she said. 
 
    I looked at her. 
 
    “You’ll need the hammer for the Jotun,” she told me quietly. “If we get that far. Please be careful. Don’t let the enemy see you. It is likely there will be that fire again. The elves must not see any of that.” 
 
    I nodded.  
 
    I gazed at her as she mounted. 
 
    Ajax, I could understand. He hoped his luck carried him to power and old age, laced with riches in a kingdom for our people. 
 
    Borin, he wanted coin. Immediately. And to fight. Possibly with me. And something else. 
 
    I grinned. It was possible I didn’t understand him, after all. 
 
    Shian was an enigma, and I hoped, and feared, what her request would be. She had said she didn’t think she could get hers. That it wasn’t likely. 
 
    “How will we convince the pilot?” I asked her. “You said he had a weakness?” 
 
    “We will find something precious to hold on to,” she said, and I smiled, for she gave me hope. “He has a family in White Tower, and one secret one in this town, in the Little Tower. He has a daughter there.” 
 
    How did she find out a secret like that, so fast? 
 
    I hesitated, but she rode out, the men followed, Eglin with them, and so we rode out to the land without Yggra’s blessings, and by nightfall, we came to Little Tower, a fishing community with trader warehouses. There, we took over a ship called Lucky Bastard. 
 
    We sank the rest. 
 
    *** 
 
    The ship lurched as it was running over waves. The captain, an old hand with a grizzly beard, was staring ahead lifelessly. His head, twisted around, was leaning on the mast, and the crew that survived only had to watch the captain’s corpse, half hidden under a blanket near the mast, to understand the risks of making noise at the wrong time.  
 
        The pilot, an older man with a limp, was standing near the tiller in the aft cabin, with Borin guiding the ship.  
 
    His eyes were gleaming with fear, and I was walking back and forth on the deck, huddled in a hooded cape. Shian kept her eyes downcast, and the pilot’s visited hers, whenever they could. 
 
    They found hope in her, even though she had led us to him. 
 
    The woman sitting below deck would be our prisoner for the time being.  
 
    His daughter. 
 
    I ignored the pang in my conscience and was surprised I had one. I shifted the covered hammer in my back and walked to look at the spur of the dark rocks above us, lit by the half-covered moons. 
 
    I could spot a fire, small and barely perceptible, up there. 
 
    The pilot spoke softly. “I know the waters well. I guide ships here all the time, and often at night.” 
 
    “Smugglers and pirates, and traders by day,” Borin stated sourly. He hated ships. 
 
    “Aye,” the pilot said. “That is what I do. The jarl pays me. Others do as well.” 
 
    “Well, I suppose you deserve this then,” Borin said happily. “You know what will follow if you should find yourself struggling with your conscience?” 
 
    He nodded. “I will subdue it.” 
 
    Shian had done her work well. He was the perfect choice. 
 
    “There will be wreckage before the sea-gates,” I told him. 
 
    “I heard,” he whispered. “I know. The bay is very deep. There are no dead ships to hamper our way in. Only archers. Please. I need to understand what you expect of me.” 
 
    “The chains,” I said. “As explained. How does one lower them, and where?” 
 
    “I told her,” he said weakly. 
 
    “Tell me,” I snarled. 
 
    “There is a landing just inside the gates,” he spoke tiredly. “Where they come aboard to inspect ships. That gate is always locked, save for us pilots. They expect the captain and the pilot to go inside and to present their cargo manifest. Even now, no doubt. There, you also pay taxes. High taxes, normally, but now, they would pay us. The wine goes to the jarl.” 
 
    “To the jarl, no,” Ajax said. “It will stay with the Grudge Breakers. But there it is. And inside?” 
 
    “Stairways up to the next level where it connects with the walls, and another after that to the roof. The chains are controlled down below. You take stairs down from the first room. No doors inside.” 
 
    “Sounds about right,” Borin grunted. “Need we know more?” 
 
    “When can I get my daughter back?” he whispered. 
 
    “When the city is taken,” I said. “And after I am done with you.” 
 
    “This night, then,” he whispered.  
 
    “The whole city,” I said. “You will have a single task afterward.” 
 
    He thought about complaining, about denying us the request. 
 
    I watched him, and he blanched and nodded. “Very well.” 
 
    “Tell me, man, what way might a smuggler get up to the castle?” I asked him casually. “Make sure you tell me the truth. You’ll be using it.” 
 
    He hesitated and spoke, and I spent time listening to him talking about the undercity of the White Tower, while he was guiding Borin past rocks and danger. 
 
    Soon, the sleek merchant ship rounded the rocky peninsula and bore down on the White Tower. There, we would have to fight hard to survive. 
 
    Against a jotun. 
 
    I touched the hammer and prayed to the gods for help, but we had no choice. 
 
    Shian had made us an ally in Eglin. 
 
    I would need to make allies of my own. 
 
    Borin tossed the captain’s corpse overboard. 
 
    *** 
 
    We watched the sea-walls and the tower high above us and saw dozens of archers looking down. They were not precisely alarmed, as they watched our cloaked figures lounging on the deck, the ship barely moving. The sails had been lowered, and now oars, one bank of them were in the water, and the rowers were singing softly, as the pilot claimed they often did. 
 
    They knew he was coming, and I, pretending to be the captain, stood near the pilot. The officer who was watching down from above was actually grinning. 
 
    “You missed a great performance today, Petro,” he called down. 
 
    “Petro,” the pilot said softly, “is the captain.” 
 
    I nodded and waved back.  
 
    The officer frowned for a moment, and then heard the clink of bottled wine, as a fortuitous wave rocked the boat, and he smiled down gleefully. “We’ll pay you siege-gold, but perhaps you can forget a few cases of wine here with us…” 
 
    I laughed, loud enough for him to hear, and nodded.  
 
    He was watching our men still, then the sea beyond us, where Aten’s remaining ships would be put to water, slowly, silently. 
 
    “Any trouble from Aten, or the High King?” the officer asked. 
 
    “We could discuss that later?” the pilot said. “Makes me nervous about being down here. There are bound to be the dead haunting the waves, but not the living. I tell you that. They are gutted. The spirits will be swimming here. They’ll be upset, no?” 
 
    “They will be!” he roared. “The fools tried to get to the chain twice! The first time was costly. Second? They have four available ships left, most beached as the crews nearly mutinied.” He hesitated and then nodded. “Chain Master! Lower the thing and then raise the beast as they pass. I am not talking about your cock!” 
 
    “You know me well!” a man called out from below. 
 
    I watched the chain being lowered. 
 
    Inch by inch, the terrifying, thick chain sunk lower to the sea, and then below, and then another chain was following. It took time, and we shook in our boots, eyeing the archers on top, and the pilot finally nodded, praying at the same time. 
 
    The ship lurched forward, sleekly glided over the black water, and into the bay, the oars rattling on the partly submerged chain. 
 
    On our right, there was a small stone pier, and there stood a soldier in leather armor, holding a sword and two other men with ropes. 
 
    Borin and Shian were staring at the city, whispering.  
 
    One man threw a rope, and a sailor on a deck caught it. I watched from under my hood, as we were pulled there, and the oars were drawn inside, the ship rocking dangerously.  
 
    I held on to the side and surveyed the men awaiting us, at one mainly by the doorway. I found that to be the officer who had hailed us. He had sprung down from the top. 
 
    I hopped down to the pier after the pilot, who was shaking his head, looking down.  
 
    His courage was betraying him. 
 
    The men were throwing more ropes to the ship, and the crew was catching them, though they, too, were very nervous now.  
 
    The officer was frowning, and he stopped leaning on the doorway. 
 
    It was a sense, a simple hunch, an insistent demand that something was wrong, and the man suddenly decided things were not as they seemed.  
 
    I began walking up the steps, past the armed soldier for the officer. 
 
    He saw me coming and then flinched. 
 
    He bolted. 
 
    He darted for the doorway, struggled to hide behind it, and then, a javelin struck his side with terrible force and threw him inside in a gory heap. 
 
    The door was swinging closed. I saw there was a lock in it. 
 
    It might not open. 
 
    I pushed the pilot out of my way. I pulled my sword and slashed it on the soldier’s temple, sprinting forward as he fell in a heap. I hopped many steps at a time, the way slippery, my boots scraping barnacles off the surface. I jumped and cursed, and then crashed to the doorway, just before it banged closed. The door bashed inside and tossed down a pair of guards. 
 
    I struggled with them. They were grasping at me, but I punched one, bit at the other in the nose, clambered off them, stomped on both, and then stabbed at them crudely. They screamed so loudly, it would have alerted the entire city. 
 
    Now it merely alerted the tower. 
 
    Shouts were echoing.  
 
    The chain was rattling up. 
 
    I caught sight of the dark room, saw a winding way up and one down, and ran there. I caught movement down the stairs out of the corner of my eye and dodged an arrow that crashed into the ceiling. 
 
    Peering up the stairs, I came face to face with a belt buckle. 
 
    I looked up and saw a beautiful, twelve-foot-high female, a creature wearing a studded leather tunic and tall boots. She had a night black skin, a thick, red hair, corded muscles. Fires burned on her forehead and corners of the eyes. 
 
    It was not a simple jotun. 
 
    It was a fire giant, a step up the ladder.  
 
    “Well,” it hissed. “Very clever. Devious. Unfortunately for you, I don’t much care for clever boys. I eat them raw.” 
 
    It grasped me by my armor and tossed me over her shoulder. I crashed into the soldiers who had been running down the stairs with bows and arrows.  
 
    We landed in a heap of bodies and gear, and I was upside down. I saw the fire giant changing. 
 
    She fell forward. Her skin pushed out silky black fur. The maw grew rows of teeth, and its paws dagger-like claws. It was mesmerizing to watch. 
 
    It turned, the gigantic wolf, growled at the thrashing pile of men before it and leapt forward. 
 
    I cursed and dodged away to the side, feeling the claws bashing down just behind me. I saw it digging into flesh and armor below her, and then I rolled to my feet behind her. 
 
    I whirled, and I noticed I still had my sword as she turned with impressive speed, tossing bits of men around. 
 
    I bashed the sword on its snout, she yelped and growled, spittle flying like it was raining. I dodged under her belly, dragging my sword along her rear legs, and ran up like a mad-man. 
 
    I heard yelps, then a howl below, and the rattle of claw on stone. I came face to face with six archers. 
 
    All were aiming their bows down at me. 
 
    I begged gods for luck, ran forward, fell at their feet, and the arrows flashed with twangs. The missiles sailed past, and some struck a dark shape looming behind me.  
 
    I got up, felt claws raking my armor, heard roars of a mad wolf as the maw snapped behind my ear. I pulled an archer out of the ranks and threw him back over my shoulder. I fell and rolled through the throng of enemies. 
 
    Pieces of flesh flew around the room, and I dodged between the horrified men as the wild thing attacked them, heeding little on which side they were.  
 
    I rushed to the other side of the circular chamber and whirled, my sword out. The mad creature hopped about, slaying the men who had shot at her, and then it turned to look at me. 
 
    It stalked closer, fire dripping from the maw. I cursed and stepped back. A section of wall was open for a ballista to fire from, the ballista pushed on the side as they were changing gears. 
 
    I looked down to the cold waters below. 
 
    The sea could save me. 
 
    It might not, for the thing was a shape changer, and seemed motivated enough to jump after. 
 
    And it changed shape now. 
 
    The wolf shed the skin and turned back into a human-sized female—angry, and deadly—her limbs slick with blood, fire a crown around her head now, making her look demonic. 
 
    A fiery whip grew out of her hand, sizzling along with the stone. 
 
    “You come to my home,” she hissed, “here for the High King, the dog of Odin,” she said. “And you expect to take this place? You’ll be surprised.” 
 
    They were waiting for help, Arn had said. 
 
    She went on. “I’ll rip and roast the lot of you. I’ll make a bone-broth of your kin, and I’ll have some of that fine wine to wash your hairy taste down. Do you think you can—” 
 
    I shook my head. “This is complicated, Jotun. I’m not here to pluck the spider from its nest, but—" 
 
    She laughed. “Spider? Oh, so,” she said as she walked closer, “you are the deer, boy, I am the wolf.” She crinkled her nose. “There is something odd about you. I taste it.” 
 
    She was licking the air, and flames escaped her mouth.  
 
    I braced myself. “Get out of here, Jotun. Don’t come back. I will get my revenge and my answers, and I will not fall to the likes of you, simple minions.” 
 
    She smiled wickedly. “Minion? You are calling a jotun a minion, man? A man on the trail of revenge, eh? Have you been wronged?” She made is sound pitiful. 
 
    “Oh,” I hissed. “Yes.” 
 
    “A noble,” she murmured, the whip moving like a snake across the floor and around her. “A thing of pride. Nothing cures that pride faster than fire. Here. Let me help you die. We all have it coming, see? Death. My name is Chal, human. It is the name they will ask you in Helgrind when you pass the bridge and the gates. Tell the Battler Chal sent you there.” 
 
    “Tell her you would wait for me,” I told her, feeling the excitement of battle overtaking me. “But I won’t come soon. I’ll be in Valholl, where Odin feasts me.” 
 
    “Odin? You? Ha!” She walked forward, her eyes on my sword. “I shall spit on his ale too.” 
 
    “I can ask him,” I sneered, “to let you in. For a visit. There, you may serve me my mead. Later you may beg to stay as my servant.” 
 
    She snorted. “You sound like a jotun. You cannot sweet talk me into sparing or bedding you,” she murmured. “I am here for duty. Jotuns keep to theirs, unlike you, filth. I sense you have broken an oath or few.” 
 
    I grinned and lifted the sword, shit scared and excited. “I’ll break your oaths too.” 
 
    She wasn’t about to play fair. 
 
    She suddenly released a spell. The icy wind whipped across the room and buffeted the stone wall and me with pebbles and bits of men, loose ammunition and parts of the ballista. Much of it flew out of the room to the bay while striking me. 
 
    I grasped a rock in the wall and felt her spell’s power, whimpering as I struggled. My armor grew cold, then frozen, my clothing cracking under the assault. 
 
    Then it stopped as she hopped forward, the whip slapping down. 
 
    I moved fast, as fast as I could. 
 
    Taught weaponry by my father’s best men, I knew the shield wall, the meaning of discipline, the ways of the sword and hammer, the strikes and stabs and the proper ways of implementing them. My muscles knew the exact method of executing a blow or a parry. 
 
    It was passionless knowledge, hammered to your spine by mindless practice. 
 
    And then there was the Hardhand rage, like spice on a boring meal. For some, like for Alarik, it came only when desperate.  
 
    I suddenly also remembered that for Father, it had been hard to control. 
 
    It spawned of battle, of despair, of lust for the kill.  
 
    In that, I was just like my father.  
 
    I had it, and the others had feared it. My wife had calmed it, I knew suddenly, but it never went away, and I suddenly saw a glimpse of me, in such rage, roaring through a battle, trying to get to my father. 
 
    Lorin. 
 
    Then I realized I was about to die. 
 
    I saw the whip and knew it would cut me in half. The terrible weapon was not of Midgard, braided from magical powers, and she would eat my heart, indeed, and make the bone-broth she would cherish.  
 
    But I had a toy, and I would use it. 
 
    I threw the sword at her as she came, and the whip went over my head, carving deep into the stone wall. She whipped it down again. I stepped back and felt the helmet torn off my head. 
 
    I pulled out the hammer.  
 
    I ripped at the leather bag and placed my hand on the handle. 
 
    The sick, oily evil could be felt everywhere. 
 
    It made me nauseous, and it felt like I was falling into a pool of filth. It was there, in my mouth, touching all my senses, muddling my thoughts.  
 
    The hammer was suddenly on fire, the flames licking my hands. Light shot out from it, hurting my eyes. My palm was stuck, the bones felt like they were molten stone. 
 
    And I was twice as strong as I had been, with a flaming hammer. 
 
    The jotun stared at me in shock. 
 
    Then she roared and attacked, growling and mad, with flaming fire-whip. She moved fast, the whip coming for my life, and a magical shield forming in her other hand, round and silvery. 
 
    It was skillful, terrifying and powerful, the jotun. 
 
    The hammer had been made for just that purpose. To kill evil beings, to hammer down jotuns.  
 
    The Aesir and the Vanir, jotuns of ancient origin themselves, would do well to fear me, my thoughts rang, and I laughed as the female cursed as the whip slapped over me, missing my head by inches. I kicked at her foot, and she slipped. Then the shield was out of place as she staggered past me. 
 
    I struck down. She dodged. 
 
    The pain in my gauntleted hand was terrifying. The weapon was brutish, not mean for men. 
 
    My skin, my arms, were turning black and ashy, and I tasted sulfur. It felt like my bones were cracking inside my arm. The fire was flaming across my back and chest, the wolf’s maw dripping molten fire. 
 
    “What are you?” she hissed. 
 
    I swung again. 
 
    I missed, and the hammer struck stone, breaking it. 
 
    She slammed her shield at me, and I fell against a wall. I roared and hammered at her large shield so very hard, and the spell broke. She staggered back, looking utterly astonished. 
 
    She was fast, very fast now, and the whip came and curled around my hammer.  
 
    The fires of the weapon were scorching my skin, licking at my gauntlet.  
 
    She snarled at me, and then I pulled at the hammer, and the whip, with all my power. She had not expected it. She was out of balance. 
 
    The hammer was spitting fire now, spewing it around like slavering maniac would spit mead from his mouth.  
 
    She kicked up straight, struggled to free the whip, and I fell forward now. She punched me, and I nearly fell out of the tower. Then she let go of the whip, and charged up and jumped for me, a long dagger in her hand. 
 
    I rolled aside, the remains of the fiery whip dissipating, my muscles propelling me away so very fast, and I smashed down at her as she was recovering. 
 
    The hammer struck the Jotun in the skull. She shrieked and fell out of the hole in the tower. 
 
    It happened very fast. I, in pain from head to toe, surged to look down. 
 
    I saw nothing.  
 
    The berserker rage was thick in my veins, madness surging in my thoughts, and the pain drove me back from the break in the wall, lest I threw myself after her to douse the flames. When I looked behind me, many soldiers scattered from my sight. I heard them screaming in panic as they made their way to the wall itself, running to a doorway. 
 
    I laughed and walked forth, holding the flaming hammer, trying to let go of it. 
 
    Then, outside, our men were blowing horns. 
 
    Far in the bay, horns were braying, and below, the battle had been joined.  
 
    They were still out. 
 
    I ran downstairs, weeping with the pain, laughing like a madman, happy and horrified at the same time. 
 
    I got there and saw my men, helmets gleaming, trying to break in through shields and spears of the enemy to the tower, many of whom were loping up from below to block the door. A man of ours screamed, holding his throat, another fell on his back, holding his face. 
 
    Shields of the enemy thickened. I watched the foe, in two ranks, pushing and cursing, and then I, trembling with anger and pain, rushed for them. Some looked behind, their eyes large with shock. A young warrior ran in my way just as I passed the stairs down. I barreled over him, crushing and breaking bone with the hammer.  
 
    I loved it.  
 
    I wanted to kill. 
 
    It was what I was good at. 
 
    I smashed into their backs.  
 
    I bashed the hammer down across, and it tore off an arm, crushed necks and skulls. I kicked a man aside.  
 
    Our men, Borin amongst them, pushed in, step by step. 
 
    I was tackled by a warrior, who struck a mallet at me. Another hammered a sword into my chest. I pressed my hand on his face, and with my hammer-born strength, I smashed his face in. The man who tried to wrestle me down, his mallet high, I smashed off me, breaking him on the floor. 
 
    I reveled in death, loved the mayhem, swam in rage and pain.  
 
    I bashed down another man, stepped on his belly, breaking him, hammered through a new shield wall behind me, kicking men so hard, they fell like rotten trees. Then I turned to see the stairs below. 
 
    One of the Exiles was there, having followed us somehow. 
 
    The elf was the red-haired one, and his eyes were pools of fear. 
 
    I knew immediately he knew me, and then he braided together with a spell. 
 
    The spell was made of ice, and the room was suddenly cold and grew colder. 
 
    The fires which burned my skin and along with the hammer fluttered. 
 
    The movement was suddenly harder and breathing too. 
 
    The elf was braiding a new spell. I felt ice taking over my chest, then over my throat, thickening and tightening. I stepped forward, struggling to get to him. 
 
    He grinned as he saw I was about to fall. 
 
    Then I saw the Exile shrieking, his beautiful face torn into a two as Borin was on him, drawing the blade across his skin to his throat. Shian impaled him with a spear, shivering with cold. Our men, many who had tried to get in, were dead and solid blocks of ice around them. 
 
    The elf fell on his face. 
 
    The ice disappeared, and I fell against a wall and watched the hammer.  
 
    “Put it away,” said Shian, suddenly near, touching my shoulder. “Calm.” 
 
    I struggled, much, to let go of it. 
 
    The evil and pain drove me mad. 
 
    I saw Shian there, worried, whispering, her face screwed with a mix of admiration and care. 
 
    She put a hand on my cheek, and then she leaned close and kissed me. 
 
    I suddenly felt tired and let go of the hammer. Skin tore off my hand, as it fell to the ground with melted parts of the ruined gauntlet. 
 
    Whimpering with pain, I sat down next to the wall, part of which crumbled to the bay below. Then I felt weak, like any man. 
 
    “You looked magnificent,” she whispered, sitting next to me. “Mad, but magnificent.” 
 
    “I…” 
 
    “Shh,” she said. “We have this. Let Borin do his thing.” 
 
    Men were rushing down from the top, loosing arrows at our men, some of whom fell. 
 
    Ferociously, our men rushed in, each giving me an apprehensive look. Borin was howling something, and then the men ran upstairs, butchering guards and taking the wall. 
 
    “Why was the Exile here?” I asked. 
 
    She shrugged. “He knew something was odd about you? Wanted to come and kill the jotun? A spy? Spies get killed, don’t they? It matters little. We took care of it. We took the city.” She smiled. “We do need some answers. And Borin wants his riches, so we better get to it. We have made Elgin a king. None can deny him now. He’ll be our key to those bastards. Answers, revenge, the book.” She smiled sadly. “Morag and your…wife.” 
 
    I felt sad for the thought and then, ashamed, touched my face. “What—” 
 
    She chuckled. “Did you look like? Like a tall man, terrifying, flames dancing on your hammer and arms, your mouth and eyes spitting flames. Dark as night, like the jotun, but just…human-sized. You rushed, and you were unstoppable, like an avalanche, heavy and fearsome and impregnable, crashing through all things or stone and flesh. Like an avalanche indeed. Only on fire.” She smiled sadly. “I think you could kill anyone in Midgard. Finally.” 
 
    “Finally?” I asked her. 
 
    “Never mid, love,” she said. “Let them fight.” 
 
    She pulled her cloak from around her, and hung it across me, and hid my face. 
 
    I nodded and looked through the doorway. 
 
     I heard the sounds of a city in panic as bells were tolling. I saw dozens of men running along the sea wall for the town, blowing horns. 
 
    She leaned down and kissed me, a long kiss, full of tender joy, and I answered it. 
 
    I felt oddly calm when she was around.  
 
    I fought it. 
 
    I pushed her back and looked away, desiring her more than anything. She stayed there, close, leaning on my face, and I found my hand was on her thigh, caressing it. 
 
    “The boats?” I whispered, shame filling my soul. I didn’t stop touching her skin. 
 
    “Don’t worry, love,” she said breathlessly. “You don’t need to be ashamed. I am yours.” 
 
    “I do,” I said. “You are not.” 
 
    “You don’t understand,” she said sadly. “You do not. But…yes. The ships are here.” She waved her hand as I retreated, my fingers brushing her skin above her knee. “They are coming, thousands of men will go to the city.” She winked. “Our galleys are amongst them. They will go to the city first. Loot, see?” 
 
    “Loot,” I agreed.  
 
    Upstairs, men were screaming victoriously, and below, the chains were rattling.  
 
    “So, if you insist we speak to Yggra, we have a chance now,” she said gently. 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    Yggra. He had been utterly shamed. 
 
    He would do anything to get back on top. 
 
    I was sure there was something he knew. But then, I also began thinking I owed it to the men not to take extra risks. The elf was one. 
 
    “I think,” I said, “that we just take that keep. That Yggra must wait. And—” 
 
    She looked surprised, and then she leaned close. “Trust your instincts. I think, if you speak with Eglin, you might see how you are right to hunt for him. He has answers.” 
 
    She looked away. 
 
    “Eglin up to the task?” I asked. “What answers?” 
 
    “He is up to all his tasks,” she said. “He won’t betray us. Be gentle with him.” 
 
    I nodded. He was in love with her. She felt sorry for him. 
 
    Or more? 
 
    No matter what happened, he would not risk Shian’s love. 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    I saw the galleys of our men, and some of the other mercenary bands rowing past. 
 
    For the city.  
 
    Arrows were falling on them, and they were shooting arrows back. Inexorably, they would be in the city soon, hopping to the piers, scattering surprised defenders and who could, would retreat up to the hillside and the castle, behind those walls. 
 
    Horns were braying all over the land now. I pulled out my destroyed gauntlet and watched my hand, blackened and burned, wondering what was happening, as the skin was slowly regaining its color. 
 
    She tossed me a leather bag. 
 
    Gathering my strength, prodding with her javelin, feeling the call of the hammer, the pain even then, I pushed the weapon back into a bag, and slung it over my shoulder, and got up painfully. 
 
    “So, you think I should go with my mad plan?” I said. “And we do not simply have Eglin help us into the keep when they sleep?” 
 
    She helped me and looked troubled. “We do both. We will. Speak to Eglin. He has some answers. He might make some demands. He is below.” 
 
    I walked downstairs to see Vittar and Aten rowing past, just behind our ships. 
 
    I saw Eglin, standing inside the room, staring at me silently. 
 
    “I have some questions for you,” I said. 
 
    He bowed. “Yes, Adeling Hardhand. And I have some requests.” 
 
    Things were getting very dangerous. I was running out of time. 
 
    “Requests,” I murmured. 
 
    Nothing would be a secret for long. If just one of them betrayed me, nothing would remain a secret. 
 
    Borin was pushing elvish remains to the sea and smiling at a joke he had been murmuring as he did, and it involved an elf and a prostitute. 
 
    At least I had allies. Some sort. 
 
    “Fine,” I said. “I believe you are now a hero. Heroes can make requests.” 
 
    “What are you?” he asked. 
 
    I observed him. “Just an angry man.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. You are not. Angry, yes.” 
 
    I smiled and pulled him along. “Yes, I am. Odin’s man, the only one in Midgard. I think the High King will want to meet with you. We’ll talk in the morning, on a deck of our ship. There you may make your demands, and I shall decide on our course of action. And you will help us.” 
 
    He nodded, eyeing me with fear. 
 
    I felt ashes pouring out of my eyes, and I sneezed. 
 
    The hammer was indeed an odd, terrible ally. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 4 
 
      
 
    Yggra, our former ring-giver, was standing forlornly on the pier, hugging himself like a child. He stared pitifully at the sour, tall Tarl Vittar, who was seated on a horse. The look on the Yggra’s face resembled that of a merchant who had been robbed of his jewels. 
 
    It was an apt comparison. 
 
    He no longer had the red ring of Aten. 
 
    Eglin was silent next to us on the Wave of Palator, his guards standing amid our men, like sheep amongst wolves. He had refused elves in his retinue. On his finger, the ring now gleamed. 
 
    He would join the group soon, as the King of Aten. His fingers kept touching the thing, as if he was seeking clemency from the ring, praying and begging men would forgive him if he just did enough good. 
 
    He also seemed afraid. 
 
    He knew we were not precisely his servants anymore. Possibly the other way around. 
 
    He knew who I was. And everyone out there on the pier wanted me dead. 
 
    “What did Tarl say?” I asked him, flexing my hurt hand.  
 
    “Praised me,” he said softly. “Ordered Yggra to hand over the ring. The High King sent word ahead, and Naergoth was happy to agree. I will take the crown. They also think Yggra murdered my father.” He looked pale and took a drawn out, ragged breath. “It is odd how none spoke of my visit that night.” 
 
    “Men saw you leaving while he was still alive,” I said. “The castellan knew you were there to complain about Yggra. They only think about Lug and the ring.” 
 
    He nodded. “Yggra is so easy to manipulate. I have always known it, but Father isn’t. Wasn’t.” 
 
    Easily manipulated, eh? When would Eglin start to play games with us? 
 
    Was he already?”  
 
    “I have given you some land, and a castle,” he said slowly. “It is arranged. You won’t be citizens of Aten, for you want your own land back. For now, there is a ruined keep in Aten’s shores. And it could use—” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “It will do nicely, though we will not see it. Things are going to change.” 
 
    “Oh,” he said. “Shian told me you would want something I couldn’t possibly imagine. But I have a terrific imagination. So. Castle. It has been arranged already. And soon, more. What is it that you require of me?” 
 
    It would not be enough. He would not buy us off with a castle, a ruined one at that. 
 
    He looked furious, possibly with himself. 
 
    He was intelligent and learning fast. 
 
    “Look at them,” I murmured. “All the mightiest men of Midgard, presenting themselves for the final battle.” 
 
    The docks of the White Tower were filled with men and had been all day. The High King himself had arrived, and I had not seen him yet. If I had seen him in Lorin, I couldn’t remember him. He would enter through the small keep on the west edge of the wall, through the only gate. The main culprit in our misfortune, I wondered what he would look like. I imagined a weak-chinned tub of lard, a man feeble in body as well as in mind, a noble who had been greedy enough to push my family into turmoil and brazen, sufficient to betray Odin for profit. 
 
    “I will have to go down there soon,” Eglin said softly. 
 
    I turned to watch him, and he stepped forward. His mouth was tight as he tried to hold my gaze, the beady shaded orbs behind a helmet’s eye holes.  
 
        “Shian spoke with you,” I said. “Are you committed?” 
 
        He smiled. “It seems I am. But I do fear your requests.” 
 
        “You should. Only wise. What we will want from you, friend, is this,” I said. “You are a king now. And kings get access to places. Especially that of Aten. You are his castellan, in a way.” 
 
        He nodded. “That is the role. You intend to rob something?”  
 
    He knew exactly what. 
 
        “Yes,” I said. “Your father was the High King’s most trusted servant?” 
 
        He bristled. “Yes. He liked my father, for the High King is young, and my father seemed to think of him as a son. But Aten has always been special in Malignborg’s plans. We are the jarldom they trust best. Malignborg stands in the middle of the land, and the great rivers from north run from our lands to theirs. Rivers do connect people.” 
 
        “I don’t have time for philosophical arguments,” I told him. “All I seek are a few things.” 
 
        “I see,” he said softly. “I had nothing but time growing up.” 
 
    He had developed arrogant tone. He was gathering bravery. 
 
        “I was wronged, Eglin,” I said. “And I, too, was the least loved child, but even such growing up. You have been very bold. You have been seeking a position in the hierarchy created by that man down there.” 
 
        He hesitated. “Wait, what—” 
 
        “Do you approve of my family’s destruction?” I asked. “I do not. Nor do I approve of them betraying great Odin himself.” 
 
        “I am with you on that,” he whispered. “I never agreed to anything they did. I know who you are.” 
 
        I turned to look down. “They.” 
 
        “Them. My father. And Graymoor, and Reignhelm. All of them.” 
 
    The men and women, below our galley on a full pier, were eating bread on their horses as they watched the High King Reignhelm riding to them from the gate in the small keep. 
 
    I saw him now. 
 
    The man was strong, clean-shaved, with thick, blonde hair. He wore armor made solely of metal plates, and there was a symbol of a throne on fire with an eye in the middle. 
 
    I touched my helmet, and it touched my forehead. I found the pain. 
 
    Bastard. 
 
    If only I remembered what had happened. 
 
    The High King rode up, and Naergoth rode to him, causing the king’s horse to shy away from the serpentine, black lizard. There were dozens of elves there now, all around the king and mingling with his bodyguards. Naergoth and Reignhelm were speaking, and the High King was nodding. Then he stopped, his human soldiers spreading in uniform ranks of wide-brimmed helmets, round shields, long spears and hammers on belts, to guard him and the elves stayed closest of all. 
 
    Reignhelm watched Tarl, who was bowing, and smiled at Rikas and Gilad, and ignored Yggra. 
 
    He was nodding at an older man, a scribe, and was no doubt preparing to speak to the gathered troops. 
 
    Then I heard men yelling, and pointing, and we turned to see a fleet of black ships slipping to the bay. 
 
    Graymoor’s. 
 
    There were more than twenty, sails furling as they skillfully glided over the waters. 
 
    “Pirates and thieves,” Eglin whispered.  
 
    “They are, and none hate them more than I do. I have been surviving, Eglin,” I told him. “And building us a road out of nothing. This road has led us into a situation where we might find out some hard truths and do some avenging. Your father had nothing to say. You will tell me something. I might only ask you to let us in and murder the High King, and the rest of them.” 
 
    “Only?” he breathed. 
 
    “Or, we might seek some answers before. For some reason, I feel like your brother is involved with my sorrow. I was going to spare us danger and trouble, and only go for the first mission, but Shian said you have information, that might make me take more risks. So, what do you know?” 
 
    He stared at me intently. “I wasn’t in Lorin; Yggra was, Father too. And I know nothing of the origins of this war. But I was in Aeginhamn during that Yule. I am not sure I can help here in the city. I am a king, yes. But we have a small fleet, and our men are not…well…me. They would not necessarily—” 
 
    I nodded. “So, you know nothing. I will want to reverse our fortunes, to reverse Lorin,” I told him. “You know where the High King and Vittar will sleep?” 
 
    He whispered, “The small keep. Aye. Graymoor too.” 
 
    “And is it not so that you will be in charge of all the details?” I asked. “Your father was, no?” 
 
    He nodded. “Since Father is gone, it falls on me…” 
 
    “Good.” 
 
    He blanched. “I have made the arrangements. All the supplies are going there, and we have found beds and even toilet pots, servant’s quarters. You’re going to…” 
 
    I nodded. “All of them. You gained a crown. Now you will gamble with it, for us. If we win, Aten will be well positioned in Midgard to claim a higher crown. The river runs one way, but perhaps it takes you to Malignborg. Is Reignhelm’s family large?” 
 
    “No,” he said. “They died of the plague. And the rest are young or not so noble. Reignhelm Barm Bellic is the eldest. But I know something about your mother.” 
 
    I stared at the ships and smiled. “Fine,” I said, “tell me who was there when my mother died.” 
 
    “My brother, and Tarl,” he said. “Rikas. Gilad,” he added. “Other Jarls, but they were not part of the…” 
 
    “All are your enemies, eh?” I sneered. “Do not worry. They are on the list.” 
 
    “Well. I was…there,” he said with a pale face. “Father wasn’t. He simply served Reignhelm and was too busy to feast.” 
 
    “Lamb,” I snarled. “Now slaughtered. Speak of those we see down there. Do you know of my mother’s death or not?” 
 
    “Some,” he said. “Look. I understand. I guessed what you would do.” He angled his head toward the people below us. “You will restore the balance. You will kill evil kings and rotten jarls, and you will fight for Odin. I won’t take the High King’s mantle. I don’t want it.” 
 
    “You will not?” I asked. “You do not? So now, you make the demands, eh?” 
 
    “I will rule in the west, a king. I think such fare better in the great game,” he said. “The higher you are…” He shrugged. “Look at us.” 
 
    “You would be the King of the West,” I said. “You, Eglin of Aten. Sounds reasonable. And who will be King of the East?” 
 
    “Or queen,” he whispered, and I laughed. 
 
    So that is what Shian wanted. 
 
    She had promised him they would rule together. A thief.  
 
    A thief of my heart. 
 
    I didn’t look at her. I tried not to. 
 
    She had asked him to make me an ultimatum. 
 
    “You will rescue your wife, and your nephew, if they are alive,” he said acidly, “and be content to be champion of Midgard.” Then he added, in softer tones, “And if you find your father’s book, you can buy a kingdom elsewhere.” 
 
    “Oh, I see,” I said, anger brimming over for a moment until I put a lid on the terrible kettle of anger. 
 
    I watched Shian now. She had told him much. 
 
    She looked steadily back at me, shaking her head. 
 
    Borin wanted the coin, Ajax a place in the nobility and land, and she…she wanted a throne. 
 
    My throne. She thought I would not need it. 
 
    Or perhaps, she thought to share it with me? Or with the boy next to me? 
 
    I shook my head. “I see. I will consider your advice.” 
 
    He looked disappointed. 
 
    “I can empty thrones, Eglin,” I said. “Even newly filled ones.” 
 
    He nodded. “I know.” 
 
    “One at a time, we will figure out who gets what,” I said.  
 
    He was gazing at the bay. Graymoor’s ships were near. His thousands were coming to join in the taking of the White Tower, as servants of the High King—this time against a relative. 
 
    And then the north, that had had no belly for a fight. 
 
    Traitors, oath breakers, I thought. 
 
    “I love her,” he said. 
 
    “Are you done haggling?” I asked Eglin with a small grin—a ferocious, warning one. “I cannot promise Shian to you. She decides what she wants.” 
 
    “If she chooses you, you go away,” he said, petulant like a child. “If she chooses me, you still go away. Hardhands will return to Hati’s Valley, and should she wish to marry me, she will rule the land, and I, this land, and together, we shall rule all. She is low-born. I know. But she is…” He sighed. “If she doesn’t want me, I will be the High King.” 
 
    “Your appetite overgrows,” I said. 
 
    “Aye,” he answered. “But you will leave. I cannot rule if you hang on to my coattails and make demands on me. Your men will disperse, and you will go. That is my price.” 
 
    I smiled. “So be it.” 
 
    He smiled back, relieved. “So, together, we shall reach for the stars. Aye. I was there last Yule-tide. Your mother…Vittar and Aten were both spending Yule in Aeginhamn. This land,” he said tiredly, “is wild land. It always was. There is something about men that makes them desperate as starving dogs, and as I see elves and jotuns, I wonder if the gods are wise, if they made us all in their own flawed image. Humans and their cruelty seem to be no mistake but a trait of the gods themselves. And still, when I see trouble, it is the elves who are involved in it, and cruelty follows fast. In his name, especially.” 
 
    “The lord of the Exiles?” I asked. “I know him.” 
 
    “The golden one,” he whispered. “Naergoth. Gods only know how long he has been here in Midgard, and how he seems to creep in the shadows with ever more elves. There are at least thirty of them now, each able to put down a company of knights.” 
 
    My eyes went to a golden-haired elf, not far from Reignhelm. The elf was seated on his green and black lizard, armored in silver and expensive leather. He held his staff across his lap. 
 
    “In his name, what?” I asked.  
 
    “Eh?” 
 
    “What did Naergoth command?” I snarled. “Don’t be slow. Can’t abide slow.”  
 
    “He gave us orders and told the Son of Odin was to take control of Midgard,” he said. “In Odin’s name, even. It was clearly stated on the orders. Reignhelm was to get the hammer, to hold it safe, to rule over east and west, and to make sure no enemy attacked the land while Odin was in the war in Jotunheim. We know little of that war, though. Only that it is spreading, and the enemy seeks weapons. They have been seeking weapons for a century, said Naergoth once. The war has been waged for a longer time, but only lately has there been actual armies marching in Jotunheim. The enemy is mainly ancient jotun-gods, much like the Aesir and the Vanir, but I don’t know their names. Lok is involved in some way as well. Naergoth spits at his mention. Few do mention him.” 
 
    Lok. God of Tricks. 
 
    He would be involved. 
 
    “Why didn’t Odin simply ask for my father to obey?” I asked him. “Why was my mother involved?” 
 
    “I suppose—” 
 
    “Suppose,” I snarled. “Did the High King and Odin, supposedly, order my mother taken, and killed?” 
 
    “I know not,” he whispered. “You should ask Reignhelm and Naergoth. I think they would not be—” 
 
    “Silence,” I snarled. “To the point. In the orders, did it say my mother would be killed?” I resisted the urge to toss him over the side. 
 
    “It wasn’t in the order, any of that,” he added. “Naergoth did that.” 
 
    “Get to the details,” I told him. 
 
    “It was a Yule feast like any,” he said, speaking very carefully, and he looked like a doe about to bolt. “We were drinking mead, the better Vittar wine, the one he never shares with anyone. Yggra confiscated some of it, and we were drunk, very drunk.” 
 
    “Were you?” I said. “And my mother?” 
 
    “I was. She? I doubt it,” he said wearily, hating the subject. “She was a guest of honor, a true eastern queen. Regal as a flower, and she was wise and beautiful. She was entertaining and spoke of your father. She knew all about the sea. And pirates. She spoke of her travels.” 
 
    “She did?” I asked. “What did she tell?” 
 
    He smiled as he spoke. “It is not so much what, but how. She was witty and then suddenly harsh in surprising spurts, keeping the lot unbalanced. She had a dagger on the belt, and nothing else to guard her, but your father’s reputation would keep any queen safe. Except, not that night.” 
 
    “Dogs,” I hissed. “The host must keep her safe. Naergoth may ask what he will, but Tarl should have refused.” 
 
    I swiveled my gaze to Tarl. 
 
    “Yes,” he said softly. “She had no guards in the Aeginhamn halls. Do you remember the halls?” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    He swallowed. “Yes. I imagine you wouldn’t wish to,” he murmured. “She spoke of your father too. Mostly of him. Of his hunts.” 
 
    “Hunts,” I said blandly. 
 
    “Hunts,” he said. “You could say…monster hunts. Nay, not something old women try to summon out of a fire to scare children, but real creatures of the Nine Worlds—evil and inhuman, dangerous to life. He was the guardian of men, Son of Odin, and he hunted evil in the land, across Midgard. Like others before him. Your mother truly ruled the land, I heard, for no man who smells evil can be trusted.” 
 
    Mother had ruled? Issan? 
 
    I remembered her kind words, her fairness to visitors.  
 
    But little else. 
 
    He went on. “No man afflicted with a vendetta for all evil could stand and rule. You saw what you were like. In the tower. Imagine, if something truly evil walked to kneel on the Harsh Stone, a jotun—” 
 
    “A jotun would not do it,” I said. “It would not make him…I don’t know. But an undead thing would.” 
 
    He blinked. “But it did. In the tower.” 
 
    “Something else…never mind,” I said. “I see.” 
 
    “Your father,” the boy said with conviction, “was too wild to be trusted to obey. That’s why Naergoth chose to try this way. He took the one person Hagar loved so much. We all knew about that. I know not.” 
 
    I tried to calm myself.  
 
    It was very hard. 
 
    He was quiet for a moment, and we watched the ships coming closer.  
 
    “Stealing the High King’s entrance, Graymoor is,” I said, trying to speak of something else. “Move on from Odin. What else did Mother tell?” 
 
    “That your father brought back no treasures,” he said. “She told of them. Of gold and silver. Tales. Naergoth was very interested in all that. I think he believed that your father had shared too much with your mother. Perhaps the duty is so sacred, it is a secret. But perhaps not.” He winked. “Look. I have been thinking. Suppose Naergoth was simply hoping to find riches? What if your mother spoke too much, and he decided she could share more of your father’s secrets? What if it was a simple creed? It is possible.” 
 
    I said nothing. It was. I had three companions who truly loved the idea of my father’s gold. 
 
    “It is, isn’t it?” he insisted. “Reignhelm could ask, in Odin’s name, for your father to come to Malignborg, but Naergoth decided to make a profit.” 
 
    “Anything is possible,” I answered.  
 
    “And Naergoth was there, when she died far below,” he said delicately. 
 
    I transferred my full attention to him. “Go on.” 
 
     “Odin is in war. He might not know anything about this, if he trusts Reignhelm, who trusts Naergoth to send him news of Midgard.” 
 
    “Odin might not know what is happening,” I said. “Go on!” 
 
    He nodded. “So I have thought. I know you wish to regain Odin’s favor. Perhaps it was never lost.” 
 
    I smiled. “You are most kind to think of me. But what do they want?” I wondered. “Surely, at some point, Odin will turn his eye this way, and his ravens will whisper to him of treason. There will be blood flowing then.” 
 
    He shrugged. “Perhaps it is a war-plan of the enemy? They want to cause malice between men,” he said with surety. “And they have succeeded. If we manage to take the High King, we will know. You don’t intend to kill the High King? Not without a long chat?” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    He was silent now, as beneath us, men were cheering the High King and eyeing Graymoor’s ships. 
 
    “No more stalling,” I said. “Tell me about her death.” 
 
    “Aye, I was going to,” he whispered. “The evening didn’t end well.” Embarrassment passed over his features. “I don’t know how to put it. It was bad. She was…well, murdered. The Yellow Hall, as it was called before you destroyed Aeginhamn,” he said softly while trembling, “was full of tension. I felt it as the evening wound on. Usually, mead makes you merry. Now, some of us were growing morose and tense. It was midnight when they toasted Odin, the first day of Yule-Tide. Your father got word of her death a week later? Yes? And it was then when Naergoth spoke. He had gotten up, and everyone went silent. Tarl Vittar rose up to stand near him. I remember your mother’s face. She was suddenly very still.” 
 
    Mother. I barely remembered her. 
 
    I did and didn’t. 
 
    Eglin went on, out of breath, growing terrified. “He spoke of the war. There had been rumors even back then of Odin waging a terrible war in Jotunheim. Some spoke of the Vanir delaying, not helping him, and Odin and Baldur were going forth alone, while Thor tried to persuade them. They say all the Seidr-seers, völva, and even some of the keener vitka had been foreseeing a terrible calamity that would be an end of an era, and the next era would be preparation for Ragnarök.” He blinked. “Surely you remember this? Naergoth spoke of this, but it was widely known.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    “And there was worry that Midgard would be attacked,” Eglin went on. “Naergoth said it clearly. He said he shall smite down those who work for the enemy, and that he has ever done so. Your father, he said, was the least of the warriors of Odin, even if he had a flashy hammer. He said there was a danger that had to be dealt with, forthwith. That he had been told there was a traitorous enemy close to the Son of Odin, the one in the east, and that traitor had for years been gnawing at the great man, seeking to break his will to keep his oaths. He was looking at your mother.” 
 
    “He accused her. Go on.” 
 
    Eglin spoke. “Hence, Naergoth showed Tarl the order, one which he already had seen. It was a ceremony, more than news. The commands had gone out a week earlier,” he said. “My father got his early too. Again, the order didn’t dictate that your mother should be taken.” He hesitated and then spoke. “I remember Tarl had invited your mother that Yule, a week before. Her, especially. It was usually one of your brothers. Not this year. He said someone had warned him, someone from the east.” 
 
    He was not answering my questions. He was formulating new ones. 
 
    “Graymoor,” I murmured. “I am sure it was him, lying. Why did he turn on us?” 
 
    He shook his head. “I know not when he betrayed you. But I think what really got to him, was what had happened in Aeginhamn. The madness, the mindless butchery, like Helheim had fallen into that place? Graymoor told my father later he sold his honor because he was afraid of your father, and actually agreed with Odin that your father should give up the hammer.” He seemed to be gauging my potential reaction. “I don’t know if it was he, who warned Naergoth of your mother. But I know he feared you after Aeginhamn. You killed everyone in Aeginhamn after they found your mother. I mean…everyone. ‘Until the Yellow was Red,’ they said.” 
 
    I stared emotionless at him. 
 
    He grunted, trembling. “The young. The old. The women. Your father probably ordered the Hardhands and your allies to punish the city, and he, and you—” 
 
    “You should keep your trap shut, lover,” Borin said gruffly. “The adeling needs not to be upset. Tell him about his mother—" 
 
    “I’ll rape you with your own sword, you bearded bastard,” I said acidly, “if you do not let him speak. I will want my cup full, so let him speak. All of it.” 
 
    The anger surprised me too. 
 
    Borin snapped his mouth shut, shocked. 
 
    Ajax stepped forward. 
 
    “Silence,” I snarled, and the two went quiet, hands on their sword’s hilts. 
 
    Eglin was terrified but nodded. 
 
    “Speak,” I told him, and glared at him from behind my helmet. “Speak.” 
 
    He smiled sadly. “Your mother. Naergoth told Yggra, my brother, and the king of Vittar to step forth, and to do their duty. They walked to the middle of the rooms, and Tarl Vittar, haughty, told your mother to get up.” 
 
    I swiftly found Tarl in the crowd below. 
 
    “Your father knew of this,” he said. “It was all clearly stated in the letter, with nothing held back. The High King knew it would enrage him. Or possibly Naergoth hoped to cover his crimes by inciting war.” 
 
    “Speak of what you know,” I said. “And if nothing more.” 
 
    “Your mother stood up, confused,” he said. “I saw it. She couldn’t understand why they would dare to imprison her, but she thought they would tell her to take a message to her husband, perhaps over the war in Jotunheim.” His voice was trembling. “King of Vittar, instead, told her she was his prisoner in Odin’s name, and as a king, he required her to kneel before him and to accept her chains. He had fetters on the table. Drunk on power, he was. It is rare for a jarl to humiliate the Queen of the East. Few would want to, but Tarl did.” He looked down. “Yggra as well.” 
 
    I watched Tarl. He was sour, proud, but also…calm.  
 
    Composed. 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “I just watched,” he whispered. “Yggra told her he’d force her to obey, if she didn’t. That’s his role. A bully to support another bully. I think there was a purpose to it. Naergoth wanted them, the two great allies, to seal their fates with Malignborg. They did it willingly.” 
 
    My eyes hurt, and I leaned forward viewing the men below. 
 
    Corpses. Walking corpses. Soon, real ones. 
 
    “She refused,” I said. 
 
    “Your mother, fair, tall and proud, refused,” he whispered, and went silent until I snarled at him. “So, Tarl Vittar told Yggra to strip her and whip her.” 
 
    I stared at him. 
 
    The rage made me twitch, to feel like I would fall over the side of the ship and kill the lot, right there. 
 
    Shian was there, holding a hand on my shoulder, and it helped. 
 
    Eglin spoke. “She didn’t cry. She didn’t fight either. She stood there as Yggra walked to her and used a dagger to cut her dress away. She stood there as she was shamed by the eyes of men in that room, and then she was whipped. When she finally went to her knees, in the end, raw and bare, she was still not weeping, only bleeding. It was then when Tarl brought the fetters to her, and she was taken below. Rikas, Gilad, and Yggra took her. The elf went as well.” He sighed. “They say she was murdered. By one of them.” 
 
    “You didn’t tell me who did it,” I whispered hoarsely. 
 
    “I don’t know for sure. I told Shian!” 
 
    I waved for him to go on. 
 
    “Yggra said she hanged herself for her shame,” he whispered. “He…he might have lied. He surely did. They were all in that dungeon, and she simply suddenly hanged herself? They were there for a long while. But if anyone knows, it is the ones I mentioned.” 
 
    I cursed him softly and calmed myself. “She would never do that. Kill herself.” 
 
    He looked helpless and foolish. “Yggra didn’t tell me. Father didn’t. They say, my brother…” He looked away. 
 
    I stepped closer and placed a hand on his throat. He didn’t move, and Borin twitched, the sword coming out just a bit from the sheath. “What?” 
 
        “They say he assaulted her,” he whispered. “I don’t know. Yggra was drunk and in the same dungeon. Naergoth and he…elves don’t do that. The Exile was in that cell with Yggra. He will have seen everything. Perhaps the shame…” 
 
    So that was what would have driven Father crazy. 
 
    That would do it. 
 
    And it would have driven us all crazy in Aeginhamn. 
 
    I walked away and heard men in Graymoor’s ships blowing horns, close to the bay. They had been approaching as we spoke, and I watched the lot approaching now. I ducked below the decks and felt the murderous rage bubbling inside, demanding an immediate release. I knew why Father had burned the world for vengeance. 
 
    Shian came down tentatively sat next to me, placing a hand on my shoulder. She waited patiently until I had calmed. 
 
    She looked so very sad. 
 
    “We shall go with my original plan,” I whispered. 
 
    I stroked her blond locks, and only then noticed one of her eyes was blue one brown. She smiled and shook her head. “Yes. You need to ask more questions. From Yggra. And you cannot kill him immediately. We have a good plan. Risky, but good.” 
 
    I shook my head. “My wife.” 
 
    “Your wife is either alive or dead,” she said. “As is Morag. We will know soon. They will all feast and sleep in the fort.” 
 
    Borin came over.  
 
    “We are a bit worried, friend,” he said. “We have so far been doing well enough. We have a goodly pile of loot from here, the city. But are we going to go forth with what you planned?” 
 
    I nodded. Borin flashed Shian a look, and smiled.  
 
    I saw the pilot was with him. The man was tired and bowed his head to me. 
 
    “You were up there?” I asked harshly. “With Borin?” 
 
    They had been on a mission that night. 
 
    “The tunnels are just as I remembered them,” he said. “They lead to the city, and there are long, winding routes that I know, with nobody in them,” he said softly. “They are fairly hard to navigate until you find the right way up. There is a place, a round chamber with a smuggler’s nest. Your brutish friend approved of it.” 
 
    I walked to him. He flinched, knowing he was still not done with his reluctant duties. 
 
    “You will tell Adeling Yggra,” I told him. “That the jarl Barrac of the White Tower wishes to surrender to him. Personally. That the Jarl will show him away into the city, below it. Third time’s the charm, eh?” 
 
    He was staring at me. “What?” he asked. 
 
    “Borin there,” I said, “will tell you what to do. But, in essence, he knows the way now?” 
 
    Borin had been with the man. 
 
    “Yes,” Borin said. “I know it. I don’t get lost. There are ancient graves there, so it feels like home.” 
 
     “You expect me to lead the Adeling of Aten to the tunnels,” the pilot said, horrified.  
 
    I nodded. “It is the wish of the King of Aten that you do so.” 
 
    Eglin nodded. “It is.” 
 
    “Piss on the King of Aten!” the pilot shouted. “He’ll not be alone, this Yggra,” he hissed. “And why would he come?” 
 
    “Because,” I told him with rising anger, “he lacks hope, and so, as keenly as a dagger in a belly, he will feel hope. He’ll grasp for it. You will do our bidding, friend. Then you are free.” 
 
    “Free to see my family on the top burn,” he said. 
 
    “We shall set your daughter free after the war,” I told him darkly, “and you may go and get your other family to the tunnels. It will be awkward, no?” 
 
    He looked unhappy and nodded. 
 
    I rubbed my face and got up. “Done.” 
 
    He nodded and sat down. Shian smiled at him. 
 
    I turned to Eglin. “Go. And since you are the king, make sure the Grudge Breakers will have a guard duty this night. They will be planning and feasting, no doubt in the keep. Our men at the main gates. None else. Find out exactly where they sleep. Every one of them.” 
 
    Eglin nodded. “The small keep will fall. I will know everything. I arrange it, after all. I make sure they will all be close together.” 
 
    “We’ll go in at Dog’s Hour, three hours from dawn,” I told him. “After I deal with Yggra.” 
 
    “I will try,” he said. 
 
    “Don’t fail,” I snarled. “You might think about betraying us, but I’ll come back from the grave again if you do.” 
 
    Borin laughed at that and couldn’t stop. 
 
    The pilot bowed his head slightly and hopped down. 
 
     Borin left with the pilot, chuckling hugely, vaulting down to the pier where people were preparing to meet with the first Graymoor ship. 
 
    I rubbed my forehead and sampled the pain under the helmet. I walked to see Eglin joining his brother in the pier. The latter twitched with hate, but Eglin had the ring, and he climbed on a horse. 
 
    I watched more of the black ships coming in through the sea-gates we had captured. 
 
    Graymoor was bringing a lot of men. 
 
    Below us, the High King was moving forth, and the Exiles were moving around him in a mass of elven might. One, the golden Naergoth, was looking up at us. He was staring at Borin, who walked past to stand in the crowd, and then at me. 
 
    I nodded at him, and he smiled, looking suspiciously at Eglin.  
 
    He thought I would aid him. I had promised. But I had not gone to meet him. 
 
    He would expect me to. 
 
    I closed my eyes. They would kill us in the keep. 
 
    Unless. 
 
    Unless I used the hammer. Might have to. 
 
    He would get what was coming. Rage seemed to twitch in my belly. 
 
    I watched the High King, as the Graymoor’s own ship was mooring, the planks and ropes in place. 
 
    Beaten. Shamed? By Yggra? And under Tarl’s protection? 
 
    I would know all that night. I was sure of it. 
 
    Ajax was chuckling. 
 
    “Look at them. Who will marry him, who shalt it be?” Ajax murmured. “The great king, the murdering shit, needs murderous children, eh?” 
 
    “Aye,” Shian said. 
 
    “Vittar, pushing his petite daughters his way,” Ajax said. “Like slaves.” 
 
    Rikas, wearing a gown with chain and silks, red and black, was smiling. Her sister, pale but just as pretty, was by her side, and the High King was smiling at everyone. 
 
    “And Graymoor with his,” he chuckled. “Naera.” 
 
    He wanted an eastern wife. Possibly. It would make things easier. Naera. 
 
    “He is not a bad commander,” said Ajax, surprising us by praising the bastard, High King. “He did well in war with the south Verdant Lands. He led men adeptly, and wisely. He is remaking the land and the armies. They say there will be twenty kings, and each will provide a legion of at least five thousand men to the High Crown. It is not a small number. Some will provide ships and marines, like Aten, and others will provide horses, like Harrian, but most will wear the same armor. He is really preparing Midgard for war. Though, perhaps, against themselves.” 
 
    “There, Graymoor’s sons,” Shian said, leaning on the standard on the deck, watching the men on the harbor. “They are finally here.” 
 
    I grunted. The two blond men were strapping youths, with long faces like their father. I remembered them from the night father had gone to war. Then I saw the fork-bearded man himself from the east. 
 
    Graymoor had joined Reignhelm.  
 
    He had killed my family. 
 
    My father’s jarl, now King.  
 
    Kings and queens were springing up everywhere, and the High King sat over the lot, no longer a regent of Odin. 
 
    And Odin, he was watching. 
 
    I was still sure of it. Unable or willing to avenge my family, he was looking at me.  
 
    The High King spread his arms and spoke as Graymoor walked down from the ship. “By the grace of Odin, the One Eye, the All-Father, and by his power,” called out Reignhelm, as Graymoor stepped to the pier, “I welcome you, vassal.” 
 
    He was announcing his superiority over the great man to the people around the captured Harbor Town of White Towers.  
 
    The tall, dark man with a forked beard, firm and flexible arms and plate chest of black with golden flowers was nodding. He stopped to stand still on the pier, as the High King sat on a horse not far.  
 
    The man hesitated, unhappy with the fact he stood where the High King was seated above him, and the Exiles observed him with spite. 
 
    Graymoor’s son waved his hand. 
 
    Graymoor’s guard—red-plumed and powerful, the eastern king’s grim warriors—marched down from the ship. The newly built force was great enough to look richer than all others on the pier, even the wide helmeted men of the High King. Their gear was black plate and chain, golden trimmings and flowers, and long, wide-bladed axes with silvery hilts. They looked splendid with their braided beards. 
 
    Where he had found the gold to build this force, and the terribly strong navy that was in the harbor, was not a mystery. 
 
    He had found my, our family’s, coin and was extorting the other eastern jarls. 
 
    The sight caused most men to be silent, though Reignhelm, if it bothered him to see a force of men more splendid than his, didn’t show it. 
 
    Graymoor’s twin sons, Alar and Agon, were walking casually down the causeway too, eyeing Aten’s new king and the Vittar noble house, standing morosely nearby.  
 
    The war with the east might have stopped in Lorin’s flowery fields, but the hate was still there, and especially the elves made the eastern guards twitch with anger. 
 
    The hate would always remain, even if those men had betrayed my father as well. 
 
    Each man held a hand over a sword’s hilt as they eyed Naergoth. 
 
    The ships held at least four thousand men, ready for war, likely for going to war against the north, the land just across the Arrow Straits, if the siege was fast enough and winter was not too near. The High King was there to unite us all under the banner of the Eye, and he tried. He was the only man smiling on that field. 
 
    “The great East, and great West,” called out Reignhelm, “will fight on one side for once, and for all. Hail Jarl…King Graymoor!” 
 
    The mistake had been deliberate.  
 
    I was sure of it.  
 
    The twins of Graymoor twitched with anger. You could see it. A tiny woman hopped out of the ship, smiling like a child with a sugary treat, and walked to stand near Graymoor. Naera. 
 
    I watched her. 
 
    His daughter.  
 
    Graymoor watched her very fondly for a moment. 
 
    “He loves them greatly,” Borin said gruffly.  
 
    “He does,” Shian said nervously.  
 
    “Certainly, more than he loved the East,” I said gruffly.  
 
    I looked at the city itself. The harbor had held the White Tower safe, and even my father had avoided it on the march for Malignborg. 
 
     “I do wonder if he is required to kiss the High King’s cock,” Borin rumbled. “The man has no spine.” 
 
    “The East is not happy,” said Shian. “And the men are silent.” 
 
    If Graymoor saw the dark mass of mercenaries, the condemned Hardhands, he didn’t show it. We were on our galleys and ships, resting after the taking of the harbor in a foggy battle, and soon, we would have to take the city itself. 
 
    But not if I had a thing or two to say about it. 
 
    “Great king,” called out Graymoor, omitting all other titles, including ‘high.’ 
 
    It also was not lost on the onlookers. 
 
    “We have arrived,” said Graymoor, “to serve and to work for Odin’s glory. We have, after weeks of hard work, pacified the east. No more wounds remain between us.” 
 
    Vittar looked furious at that. The wound that was bleeding was Aeginhamn, and the war which had left his city a burned husk, his people scattered and dead, was still fresh. 
 
    The butchery. 
 
    I couldn’t remember it. Just glimpses. Memories of almost faraway times... 
 
    Graymoor, his sons, and his daughter went to their knees, though the king only on one. “And we are here to make sure no such war ever plagues our lands again.” 
 
    It made men smile. 
 
    They were there to make war and then to do the same to the north. 
 
    I watched a hundred alert guards, the best men of Graymoor, look at the Exiles with worry. Many had javelins. 
 
    The High King smiled widely. “War, my friend, and weddings later.” 
 
    Vittar’s face went tight for a moment. 
 
    He had been promised a marriage.  
 
    I was sure of it. 
 
    The High King’s eyes went to Naera, and I was sure it was she who had been chosen. Gilad was looking down, her face enraged. Rikas, too, was catching on. 
 
    Graymoor was silent as he bowed his head, but I could feel him thinking hard. Naergoth was smiling kindly at Graymoor. 
 
    Had Graymoor betrayed my family, lied about my mother? 
 
    “Have you picked men for us?” I asked Ajax. 
 
    “We have them, a murderous lot,” he said. “They are happy to help. We still have a hundred Swans left, and we take half.” 
 
    We saw Graymoor and his sons walk to the High King. He spoke kindly to the High King, and he was bowing. It made every Hardhand stiffen with indignation. Hatred of the men below, their bitter anger almost palatable. 
 
    They spoke softly. Graymoor kissed the man’s ring. He had a similar but smaller one, a boon from Reignhelm. 
 
    A lot of the High King’s soldiers cheered, wide-helmeted warriors in chain and plate, except for us. The guards and the kings mingled. Then I felt Shian pulling at me and pointing. I saw a man walking down the pier, and looking beyond him, I saw a smaller, gray-hulled boat at the end of the dock.  
 
    “He is from the north,” said Shian. “From Dagnar. They will parlay.” 
 
    I saw the King of Vittar, his daughters, and Eglin walking for the man. I traversed the gangplank to stand near them. I saw Yggra, speaking with the pilot, and Borin was not far, his eyes and ears on the discussion. Yggra, suddenly agitated, pulled the pilot away and along, and I smiled. 
 
    Borin walked back, and Tarl Vittar passed us with his men.  
 
    Borin spat, sauntering to us as we wandered down to the pier. “Eglin’s properly fucked. He’ll be in a shitter if this fails.” 
 
    “You would be right,” I told him simply. “Though, so are we, right next to him in the shit, our heads on spikes.” 
 
    “Hardhands to the death,” he said with a laugh. He sobered and nodded towards the approaching man. “That is Kiron of the Dagnar, an emissary of the north. They are here to see what can be done to prevent war. They say Ygrin and Falgrin are marching to serve with them, but they desire no wars.” 
 
    “The High King seeks to rule all,” I mused. “They don’t want peace.” 
 
    “The Golden City might be too hard for him to take,” Borin mused, speaking about the great trade city across the Bay of Whales to the northeast from Verdant Lands. “And the far west as well. But the middle of Midgard is what he will have.” He gave me an amused smile. “Perhaps he is preparing for Ragnarök.” 
 
    “In Ragnarök,” I said, “the armies of men come from Valholl.” 
 
    Borin grinned. “Indeed. It seems we are going to kill each other. Men say Odin is gathering warriors to Valholl indeed.” He went serious. “The High King is going to marry Naera. Did you see them?” 
 
    “Vittar won’t be happy,” I told him. “But after this night, we’ll know better, and none of them will marry anyone. They’ll all be dead, and I will have my answers. Finally.” 
 
    “Remember,” he said. “Your answers, and ours. We want that book.” 
 
    I grunted.  
 
    He looked unhappy. 
 
    “Graymoor is filthy rich,” he pondered. 
 
    “He is robbing the other jarldoms,” I suggested. 
 
    “Maybe,” he agreed. 
 
    I watched the High King’s Exiles turning, and I knew they were going to arrange for camps, and to plan for the assault at the little squat fort at the end of the wall. 
 
    We would ask Yggra where my wife was, and what had happened to my mother. Then I’d need no answers, but we could kill them all at will. We would be in the fort, guarding it, like wolves amid sleeping sheep. 
 
    Borin grunted as if he read my thoughts. “We’ll die.” 
 
    I laughed and clapped his back. “Aye. Come. Let’s go and prepare.” 
 
    We walked and saw an elf approaching Ajax and talking to him agitatedly.  
 
    “You think they are onto us?” he said. “I wonder. We have been lucky.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    He grinned. “What if the boy is right? What if the High King had nothing to do with this? What if it was the elf?” 
 
    “You are suggesting,” I said, “that the High King didn’t slay my mother?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Only he would know. Or the elves. But that’s what we will be doing, eh? This very night. Maybe not kill the High King outright? Kill the others, but not him?” 
 
    I sighed. “You want to ransom him.” 
 
    “Only if he is innocent,” he rumbled. “I think you will kill him.” 
 
    I nodded. “We’ll leave him alive long enough to get out of here.” 
 
    His eyes brightened, and he smiled like a wolf. “I had not thought of that.” 
 
    “That’s why you have me, and Ajax,” I told him.  
 
    We would murder and torture Yggra beneath the city, and when he was done telling me what had happened to my family, we would attack the keep. We would murder them all, eventually. 
 
    And then I saw the elf was done speaking with Ajax and gesturing for Ajax to go. Ajax bowed and walked for us. 
 
    “This will be bad,” said Borin. “Some god is cursing us. I smell his piss on my back.” 
 
    “What are they doing?” I asked no-one in particular. 
 
    “The elf was giving Ajax orders,” he said. “Look. Ajax looks like he shat his pants. This was easy, as long at Tarl and Yggra were in charge. Something is going to go wrong.” 
 
    Ajax came to us. 
 
    He slapped his hands together. “Good news! We won’t have to kill the royals this night. We won’t be doing guard duty. Eglin has no saying in the matter. Instead, in the morning, we shall hike up that damned hill with ladders and take the White Tower,” he said, and winked, cursing and smiling. “Mercenaries. There will be the Oath Makers who are not out there ringing the mountain, Vittar’s own Red Swords, and the Grudge Breakers. All are going to go beneath the trail this night, in the dark, with ladders and prayers and no hope. The elf wants to see what’s up there in the morning. Our men have been assigned the gate, but they’ll die beneath.” 
 
    I watched the winding way up to the craggy hill, weaving so that our right flanks would be most exposed. 
 
    “Oh?” I murmured. “Shit.” 
 
    Borin cursed. “So, we call it off?” 
 
    I shook my head. “The pilot will serve us Yggra. Then, after, we shall decide. Eglin can still get us in, perhaps. He is in charge of the keep, no?” 
 
     “We won’t be inside to start with,” Ajax said. “They will see us coming and leaving the attack.” 
 
    “Then,” I snarled, “we will take the ladders and use them on another fort. That’s all there is to it.” 
 
    Borin looked down at his hands. “You intend to go forth anyway. You will storm the little fort. That is bad.” 
 
    “It will be night,” I said ferociously. “And Eglin could help from inside.” 
 
    “Might as well. An attack up that hill will be a butchery,” said Ajax. “The elf wants to bleed the uncertain element in the camp.” 
 
    I pulled Borin along. “Tell Shian to keep an eye out on Eglin and Yggra. The dice have been cast. If Yggra doesn’t come, tell Shian to send the pilot to us. Then we just go for the keep.” 
 
    Shian was shocked, for she was right there. 
 
    She was after more than me. 
 
    She wanted a throne.  
 
    I ignored her, though my heart ached. 
 
    There was something about her I couldn’t understand. 
 
    Something very familiar. Something I loved. 
 
    Ajax stopped me. “They expect us to be in the camp we make near the stairs, up there. They expect you to lead us. They’ll be sending orders to you. Shian can come and go, but not you.” 
 
    I smiled. “I have an invitation. Naergoth wanted to have a chat with me. Tell everyone that and get the men ready.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 5 
 
      
 
    The city was quiet.  
 
    Borin and I ambled along the harbor town’s abandoned, smoky streets. Fog drifted across from the Bay of Whales to make it even harder to see what was ahead. We had left our camp briskly and made our way to the edge of the harbor, far from where our mercenaries were preparing for the morning’s butchery. The night was loud, for from the top, sounds of revelry echoed across the land. White Tower’s jarl was making merry, for a final time, or just to cheer up their people. 
 
    It almost sounded like a victory celebration. 
 
    I walked forth, and Borin stopped me. 
 
    He nodded at a street that led back to the harbor and ducked down it. 
 
    I saw other men walking the nearby alleys, left and right, streaming forth silently. 
 
    He kept gazing back.  
 
    “Well?” I asked. 
 
    He shrugged. 
 
    Then screams, muffled and brief, echoed in the night. 
 
    He grinned. They were by no means the only such screams, for the city was still being purged of the White Tower troops and population. 
 
    “If that elf set spies on us, and was following us,” he whispered, “they are no longer. We are now alone.” 
 
    He whistled, and two men ran from the darkness, grinning. 
 
    “Orag?” Borin asked. He winked at me, carrying a large bag. “A good lad, this one. Mean as a spurned woman.” 
 
    One, a handsome young man, clasped Borin’s shoulder. “Some men of the High King. Elven spies, no doubt. They are watching everyone, I hear. They are on their way to Helheim.” 
 
    “We must hurry;” Borin said. “Shian will let us know if things go wrong. Or not. She is taking too many risks.”  
 
    We got to the pier and groups of men were observing us, waiting for us to move. Borin pointed his sword at a stone pier at the end of the quay and into a dark stairway leading under one pier. 
 
    “There,” he hissed. 
 
    We made our way down the stairs and found a dark hole.  
 
    Borin grinned, and we went inside, followed by our men, sneaking like wolves in the darkness. 
 
    “All Swans,” whispered Borin. “The worst kind.” He struck sparks and lit an oil-drenched torch. “Up there,” he said. “Way up there. That’s where we go.” 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
    We climbed up sewers, dirty water trickling down from above. We waded through debris and old crates, Borin’s torch lighting the way. He was muttering as he stumbled along, and soon, many roads were running left and right. Some looked old, with ancient pillars and remnants of buildings. Bricks and masonry were crumbling as we climbed up. Rats and odd, hideous things slithered and hopped in the darkness just beyond our sight. 
 
    “You sure this is the way?” I whispered. 
 
    “This is it,” he said, not whispering at all. “Up ahead, there’s a large chamber. Filled with things that have rotted and some that are rotting. Barrels by the thousands and old crates. At least fifty doorways leave it. But this way leads there. Don’t worry. Or do. We take a right and left.” 
 
    He turned right and then soon left. 
 
    “You sure you can remember…” I began, and he gave me a scathing look. “You have more than one torch?” I asked. 
 
    He strode on and ignored me, and the men behind crept up, shields and spears scraping at the stone. 
 
    After a while, we passed old tombs, half buried. Borin ran his fingers along with them, murmuring. Soon after, he pointed the torch at a large doorway up ahead. 
 
    We entered a large chamber.  
 
    It was high, half natural stone and half chiseled and crafted, especially the walls, which were also painted red.  
 
    A dozen torches glowed along the walls, the light flitting along the floors between vast stacks of old barrels and crates. In the middle, there was a long table with the ancient remains of meals, bones and tin plates.  
 
    It had once been a guard room. 
 
    Later, a smuggler’s stash. 
 
    Now, it would be an ambush site. 
 
    Borin scratched his neck. “Right. So, here it is. You and I shall be sitting there in the middle. We leave half our boys in one of the side tunnels back there,” he said. His men spread left and right around him, silent and attentive, unnaturally calm. “And half will hide on the sides in those tunnels that go up. They will have crossbows, two each. No rat should get out, let alone the toy soldiers of Aten.” 
 
    Indeed, along the wall across from us, the direction that led higher to the mountain, you could see dozens of round doorways, one after another. 
 
    Borin smiled as I looked at them with dismay. 
 
    “You can get lost here, aye,” he said. “The middle ones are fake. They take you up, then down, and some holes kill you. The one with a scratch on top?” 
 
    I saw one on the right with white marks in the light of the torch. 
 
    “That’s the one that leads to the city,” he said. “The pilot told me. There are more tunnels left and right up there, but the way has been marked.” 
 
    “Surely the guards would know about this?” I wondered. 
 
    “They will have guards on top,” Borin agreed. “But you know, sometimes they don’t know about these things. But here we are. That’s the plan. Good enough, Hagar?” 
 
    I grunted, pulled on my cloak, and went to sit on the table. 
 
    The young man I had seen was grinning at me and pulling clothing out of the bag he had been carrying. Then he was donning a vibrant, red cape with silver fur. He had a comb between his teeth.  
 
    He also wore silver and gold necklace, and armbands with rubies. 
 
    “He is the Jarl, see?” Borin said. “Don’t need the comb, Orag. Pull on the hood. Yggra will have seen Barrac before.” 
 
    Orag grinned and obeyed, crashing to sit next to me, whistling tunelessly. 
 
    We waited while Borin arranged for an ambush. 
 
    I felt like the accused sitting at the table as Borin began dividing the party, pushing and jostling, giving growled orders to the men, who turned to obey silently, moving in the darkness like rats. 
 
    I took off my helmet and laid it on the table.  
 
    I touched my forehead and wondered at the terrible pain that never seemed to cease.  
 
    I had been hurt there. 
 
    They had branded me.  
 
    How had I survived? 
 
    I couldn’t remember. 
 
    Eglin was useful but had not really…helped. 
 
    But soon, I would know much more. 
 
    And then we would go to war. 
 
    And we would likely die. 
 
    We would walk out only if we took the bastards prisoners in the keep. But we had to get in there first, and there was a whole army of foes camped all around us. 
 
    If just one of the royals escaped? 
 
    He, or she, might decide they could fill any throne in the land. 
 
    And the elves.  
 
    We had to kill them. 
 
    They would rip our hearts out. 
 
    But this was the place and the time, and I could wait no longer. 
 
    Baiae, and my revenge, the truth, and Odin’s justice awaited. 
 
    And still, I felt I was going to be disappointed.  
 
    I was not wrong. 
 
    *** 
 
    “Where are they?” Borin wondered. He had been fidgeting in his seat for an hour and was now bored to death. “I damned well think Yggra has made a mess of it. Got cold feet, perhaps. Shian should have sent us the pilot.” 
 
    “Something could always go wrong,” I said softly, fighting the despair. 
 
    “Perhaps he had to change into something appropriate for the occasion,” he rumbled. He was tugging at his hood, where a spider was crawling. 
 
    “Perhaps he did,” I answered, and looked at the old plates and bones Borin was playing with his fingers. 
 
    Orag was furiously silent and seemingly happy, though he no longer whistled. 
 
    Borin touched the bones, snapping some, and for a moment, it felt like some of the bones were moving on their own. 
 
    And then, suddenly, a low whistle echoed in the room.  
 
    One of the men was at the doorway, waving his hand, and then he ran out of sight. 
 
    I grasped my helmet and pulled it on. I drew my cloak tight around me and shifted it. Borin did as well, tucking his beard out of sight. 
 
    Our hoods were low, and we sat still, and Orag straightened his back. “I acted when I was young,” said the boy. “Never for a king!” 
 
    “Adeling,” I whispered. 
 
    “Damn it,” he rasped. “I’ll try to swallow my disappointment.” 
 
    We sat there, wondering and waiting, tense until we heard the sound of men marching, cursing, and finally, we saw the light. 
 
    “Hope the bastards in the side tunnels keep out of sight,” Borin rumbled. “They should be right at home. Here they come.” 
 
    A man in Aten’s armor stepped in, the sword was drawn.  
 
    I saw the pilot, looking at us, and then he was pulled back down.  
 
    The soldier’s eyes took us in, then he inspected the walls and the rot. He waved back and began walking the room. 
 
    He was a captain, a lord of men, tall and suspicious, and his eyes traveled around the room, before he was slinking between the crates, dodging the towers of barrels, and scrutinizing each detail. 
 
    Then, not fully satisfied, but relatively so, he walked back to hover near the table, and t looked at us with a suspicious face. 
 
    He stared at Orag, who stood up and bowed. “I would,” Orag said softly, “talk about surrender. I heard Yggra is the King of Aten and the most reasonable of the lot below. I seek to survive this terrible war.” 
 
    The captain looked at the riches of the young man, and then, hesitating, grinned. “Aye. He is indeed able to take your surrender. I take it you will not care for the fate of the city?” 
 
    The man, Orag, shook his head. “Indeed, I can live with losing it, as long as I get to keep my personal wealth. And life.” 
 
    The captain walked to the tunnels, and soon, out of it, poured dozens of men, armed to the teeth, walking to stand in the middle of the room. 
 
    The pilot was not with them. 
 
    Good for him. 
 
    But where was Yggra?  
 
    And then I let out a sigh of relief. 
 
    Yggra was there, unable to stay away. 
 
    His men surrounded him. There were forty or more. 
 
    They were watching us with malice, grinning and confident, weapons out. Orag kept staring at them, shaking with fear, real or faked. 
 
    “Will I kneel?” Orag whispered. “King Yggra?” 
 
    And then Yggra, in his battle armor, tall and wicked ax on his shoulder, stepped out of the lines. He stared at the man. 
 
    “Indeed,” he rumbled. “You need to kneel. I am a king, after all.” 
 
    Orag smiled and bowed his head. It seemed to please Yggra immensely, like he was a child receiving a honeycomb.  
 
    “I would discuss the surrender of my city,” Orag said. “Or rather, if that is not possible, my surrender and that of my family. To you. After I kneel, of course.” 
 
    Yggra was nodding and scratching his head. “And I shall accept. I have made a document here.” He snapped one out, a bound scroll, which he tossed before us. “It is a contract. In it, you assign the White Tower to King Yggra of Aten, and in exchange, you may keep your riches, minus a tax. That tax I shall determine later. There are passages, just a few, that state how it was I who took your seawall, a king by the grace of Odin, and how you were forced to—” 
 
    “No,” I said. 
 
    His eyes turned to me. He was frowning. “What? Wait. Do I know you?” 
 
    I got up, and the men with him put hands on their swords. There were forty of them, the most loyal of his dogs. The captain stepped before Yggra, his sword actually out. 
 
    “You came,” I said. 
 
    “Yes. Obviously. Your voice. I know—” 
 
    “Ring-giver,” I said, and showed him the ring he had given me. “It is time we spoke alone.” 
 
    Orag pulled out a crossbow from behind the table, grinned at the captain, and fired. 
 
    The bolt sunk to the belly of the man and ripped out to strike the thigh of Yggra. 
 
    The prince screamed in horror and pain. 
 
    As if roused by the scream, men attacked. 
 
    Out of the tunnels behind us, men emerged, as Borin and I pushed the table over and crouched behind. 
 
    The bolts ripped out of the darkness and tore through the ranks of the Aten. Men howled and were thrown on their backs. Shields rattled, and then chaos reigned. 
 
    The men of Aten turned to cover Yggra with shields. From behind, chants echoed as our men rushed out and formed a wall of shields. Crossbows twanged, and rows of Aten’s men were thrown down. 
 
    I got up and saw many of the enemy running every which way, some staying and covering the adeling, and then I pulled my sword, and hopped over the table. 
 
    Orag followed, and yelled, and screamed, as a spear jutted from his chest, and he fell on his face. Men rushed me, and I grinned, stepping forward as our men charged from all over, holding axes and spears, pushing the muddled mob of foes into bedlam and death. 
 
    I parried a swing by a warrior.  
 
    I bashed into his shield and hacked on his thigh, felling him. Borin was there to help me, taking another man under his armpit with his sword. I thrust my blade into a man’s face, then his shield pushed it out as he was panting with pain, his nose cut. A young woman stabbed a spear at me, the blade tearing along my helmet. I grasped the spear, and yanked her along, feeling the battle rage growing. My head ached. 
 
    I rammed my sword up to the woman’s blurry figure, and the blade sliced through her armor. I ripped it through her to smite the noseless man, who fell back without an arm, for one of our men had just hacked at him with an ax.  
 
    I felt the joy of the kill, the love for the chaos, and laughed at the enemy, their faces betraying their horror as they were suddenly beset on all sides.  
 
    Our men slashed into the backs and bellies of Aten’s less experienced men. I saw Yggra, running past, throwing away his helmet, sprinting into a dark way, panting with horror, bleeding from his leg. 
 
    It was the way up. 
 
    He disappeared, and I, cursing, ran after. 
 
    I rushed fast in the darkness, and saw there was light far up on top. 
 
    I cursed that too, for if there were someone in there, things could go very wrong.  
 
    They were going wrong already. 
 
    I heard and saw his figure, not far up. He panted for help, softly as a child, and the ax he was dragging was suddenly spinning out of the darkness, smashing into my legs, tripping me. 
 
    I fell and climbed back up, cursing foully. He was far ahead now. 
 
    I ran and then crashed into a hole. I rolled down for a bit, losing my weapon. 
 
    I got up and saw movement above, then steps slapping the stone. I heard screams echoing not far, and then I found the sword. 
 
    I sprinted up, gravel flying. I saw the lights up and down and scrambled up. I turned around, saw our men below, killing the last of the enemy, and then rotated and saw shadows moving up above. 
 
    There was a scream. 
 
    I ran and spat, cursed, and nearly wept. 
 
    I got up there and found the doorway unguarded.  
 
    It was empty. 
 
    A single oil lamp was burning there, in the middle of the room.  
 
    And then I saw the room was not empty. 
 
    On the side, in a dark corner, I saw Yggra, his neck twisted, and Borin hunched over him, dragging at his coat and bag. 
 
    I stared at him. “You killed him.” 
 
    Borin turned to look at me, his face was dark with anger. “No. I caught him. He tried to fight. I dodged and pushed him. He fell against the wall. His neck is broken. He is alive still. See?” 
 
    He leaned over the man and hauled his head up. 
 
    It took a moment, but suddenly, the eyes opened, and Yggra stared up and said nothing. 
 
    I stepped forward. 
 
    Men were pushing past now from below, bloodied and with huge eyes, staring at the sight of the adeling of Aten. 
 
    I walked to him. 
 
    His eyes were moving, and his tongue was lolling out of dry lips. 
 
    “Sorry about that, lord,” Borin said, and stuffed the tongue back in. “There.” 
 
    Borin held a hand under his head and moved the man. He couldn’t move. 
 
    I watched the bastard and leaned close. I grasped my helmet and removed it. He saw my face, the eye on my forehead, and didn’t so much as flinch. He just stared. 
 
    “Can you speak?” I asked. 
 
    He opened his mouth, and with his beard trembling, he answered, “Yes.” 
 
    “Do you know who I am?” I asked. 
 
    He blinked. “Yes.” 
 
    “Then you know what I wish to know,” I said harshly. 
 
    He flinched. “I do not.” 
 
    I grimaced and held back from striking him. “Where is my wife?” 
 
    He frowned. “I never had your wife. None of us did. We did look. You were here, hiding after the battle.” 
 
    I stared at him. Surely, he was lying. 
 
    Borin grimaced. “Hard to say. I think he is lying.” 
 
    Yggra opened his mouth to protest, but then he went quiet. 
 
    I wondered what to do. I could hardly trade his life for my wife. He knew he was already dead. 
 
    Lucky, but always unlucky. 
 
    “You went to Hard Hall,” I said. “There, you found Morag, my nephew, and my wife. You took them as prisoners.” 
 
    “I would remember,” Yggra said, and Borin growled at him. “I am not sure. I took prisoners in the city. They are in Aten, waiting for ransom. We don’t have anyone. We do not. Perhaps there…” 
 
    He didn’t sound convinced. 
 
    He would know these prisoners. Something was wrong. 
 
    Borin grinned and caressed his face almost gently. “Liar. Liar bastard. Now—” 
 
    “What happened to my mother?” I asked him. “My father was told you murdered her. And your brother told me you tortured and raped her. My father was told these things too.” 
 
    He opened his mouth and seemed to tremble with rage. “I did not. Of course not! I…” He shook a bit more and spoke. “Please. I didn’t. I would not do that. Eglin lies. He always lies. Petty and bitter…” 
 
    Borin was eying the doorways, tense. 
 
    “What happened,” I asked him, “when you took my mother to the dungeons, naked and beaten?” 
 
    “She was Jarl Graymoor’s blood,” he hissed. “Queen of the East! I would not touch her, except to take her down, as Naergoth demanded. I would not do something like this. Eglin lied. Naked, indeed! Never! Someone told your father I had done this. I know. I heard of it, I remember. Reignhelm told him in a letter it wasn’t true, but someone had sent a filthy letter in Reignhelm’s name first. It was not from the High King. I didn’t…” 
 
     “But you did take her down there,” I whispered, my head spinning. I shoved Borin off him, and the man growled warnings. 
 
    “Lord—” Borin began, but I stepped closer to the prince. 
 
    “Answer,” I told him. 
 
    He blinked. “Yes,” he hissed, unable to move. “We imprisoned her, as Naergoth told us to do. Tarl Vittar was courteous, and Rikas and Gilad stood outside the cells with me and Eglin as Naergoth took her inside. It was strange. As strange as all this…” 
 
    Borin walked around me, put a hand on his throat, and shook him. “Stay focused. Answer the questions,” he hissed. “Obey.” 
 
    “Yes,” Yggra said, suddenly meek as a kitten. 
 
    “Go on,” I told him. 
 
    “She was going inside when the elf told me he would take her to the deeper part of that cell, at the bottom, to question her.” 
 
    “Why?” I snarled. “Question her? Why? She was supposed to be a prisoner.” 
 
    He looked at me with no fear in his eyes. The closeness of death made him brave. “I know not. Naergoth came up later, looking upset, and told us she had died. That we should tell no-one about it. And to prepare for war. But someone told your father about it, in quite an interesting way. Naergoth said she strangled to death. How? I know not.” 
 
    Naergoth. He did it. 
 
    I stared at him with growing impatience and bubbling rage. He could see it, and he was terrified. 
 
    “Did Odin truly sanction the war against my family?” I asked. 
 
    He smiled nervously. “Did not your family, in fact, start it? Naergoth told us Odin had told Reignhelm to rule over Midgard and to take your hammer. Treason, he claimed, evil in your family forced Naergoth—” 
 
    “Enough,” Borin said, and Yggra went quiet. “That’s enough. Lies and lies. The gear of his father. His bag and the book. Who took it?” 
 
    His eyes flashed. “The hammer was lost. Naergoth thinks Jarl Barrac has it, and Prince Hagar here as well. Barrac told him as much, and here we are. Lies all around.” He laughed. “I took your father’s gear. In the field, before anyone could get there, in a terrible press, just after he died. Not the hammer. It cannot be touched, we know. It was missing later when the elves came for it.” 
 
    Borin growled a question before I could ask. “The Black Tales. It is not with you!” 
 
    Borin had already searched him. 
 
    The man grinned, a hideous sight, vengeful and evil. “Aye. I took it, but I don’t have it. It’s your fault, you know. I took it when I saw Graymoor’s men slaying Hagar, hammerless and just a man, stabbing him down finally. Tar Vittar was close, and there, too, Naergoth going for him, but then there was an influx of Hagar’s men, trying to avenge him, many on fire and still mad as bears. I was close, taking a message from the right flank to the High King, and I saw them pushing the lot off. And then, suddenly, for a brief moment, there was a way to the corpse. Hagar’s bag, his coat bulging, bloodied. I knew he had a ledger of his travels. I knew it was filled with stories that could make a man rich. The queen had told us. So, I was brave enough to jump down and to run there, and I picked his pockets like a thief in a brothel. I found that book. Alas, I couldn’t open it.” 
 
    He sounded like he was quite proud of himself. 
 
    Borin spat. “Where is it, then?” 
 
    Yggra laughed darkly like a wight. “Oh, I had to trade it.” 
 
    “What?” Borin roared. “Trade it?” 
 
    “Well, I have recently been plagued by my brother’s newly found success, and you bastards,” he said. “I am sure he had Father killed, and he riled me up to do some idiotic shit.” He blinked. “Wait. You. You did it.” 
 
    I said nothing. 
 
    He tried to weep but could only manage to shake. Borin squeezed his neck. Then he went on. “When I saw Tarl Vittar’s face today in the docks, I suddenly knew how to get back to favor.” He grinned and hissed whispers, weak. “Naergoth has been seeking it high and low. He has hired spies left and right too. They want the book. They do want it. So, I dared not give it to him, but to Tarl Vittar, who could give it to Naergoth, in exchange for the elven support for his preferred marriage. He wants Rikas to marry Reignhelm, see? Tarl accepted. He will support me against Eglin, and he will…well, I suppose I won’t see any of it.” 
 
    “My wife,” I asked him. “You do not have her? Nor my nephew.” 
 
    “I never saw her,” he rasped. 
 
    “Baiae, Baiae,” I said miserably. 
 
    “Let me go,” he begged of Borin. 
 
    Borin grinned and let go of his throat. Yggra fell lifeless. His eyes rolled over, as Borin let go of him. 
 
    I held my head.  
 
    I hammered my skull and winced with the pain.  
 
    I rubbed at the pain in my head, cursed, and peered up at Borin. 
 
    He looked at me with simmering anger. “Looks like Tarl is indeed our next target. And Naergoth, if he gave the book away. You feel up to fighting the elf?” 
 
    I nodded. 
 
    “You have to use that hammer,” he said. “It makes their spells weak and protects you from fire, I think. And you have to truly let go and to remember all they did to you. Just let the hate out. Kill, kill. Kill until no elf remains. Can you do that?” 
 
    “Yes!” I roared. 
 
    “Good. Fight now,” he said. 
 
    “What?” 
 
    His eyes shot up. He hauled me up, pushing me to a doorway leading up.  
 
    And then, as if summoned, the elf appeared. 
 
    The men, some thirty who survived, were standing around us silently when I heard a noise.  
 
    I glanced over my shoulder, down to the way we had used, and there, in that doorway, leaned an elf on a staff. 
 
    “So, Hagar,” he said darkly. “We found you, the bane of Aeginhamn. Spawn of evil. And I couldn’t see you. I was looking into the city, and you were getting inside it, hidden in the most obvious place; amid scum of your own people. What are you planning, I wonder? Nay. Never mind. I will guard Midgard well tonight. Good thing we were warned.” 
 
    Borin roared, and the men whirled, pulling weapons, and the elf’s eyes hardened. 
 
    He also changed. The male’s face flowed into furious female face, and the staff flowed into a bright sword, glowing like a star. Her armor was white, and her hair golden. 
 
    Our men ran at her. 
 
    An elf who has practiced and studied magic can be a fantastic entertainer. 
 
    Dancing fires, ice on your mead, rain when you need it. 
 
    An elf scheming to kill you, armed with ancient magic, well versed in the Glory, rather than the Gift? 
 
    Deadly. 
 
    And what I knew to be one of Odin’s warrioress, a Valkyrie, would be far too powerful to fight. Dozen elves, more followed her in, grim and holding spells and swords. 
 
    That mighty being braided together several spells as she jumped back. 
 
    One was a spell of the guard.  
 
    A silvery shield grew around her, barely perceptible. Dust and spiderwebs burned brightly as the shield touched them. 
 
    The second was a spell of stone. 
 
    The stone under our feet twisted and came alive.  
 
    Spikes, many inches long, thousands of them, grew from under our feet. The room rocked, and sharp barbs punched up. Our men howled, screamed, and fell, many on the spikes. It looked like a scythe had harvested a field of wheat. Borin was hauling at me, howling as he crashed me out of the room for a doorway with a mark scratched on top. 
 
    We fell on spikes, rolling over them, and I screamed with pain, as several punctured my thigh.  
 
    We ran up the way. The stone beneath us was shaking again and breaking apart, as stony hands grew from the walls and floor. We kicked and broke many, ran up like hares, and there, on top, came to a room.  
 
    “She is coming,” Borin hissed needlessly. “We have to kill them!” 
 
    Of course, she was. 
 
    “Are you ready?” he asked. “This is your hour of vengeance. You take it, boy. Now. For all our sakes! Kill that bitch! 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “Take the damned hammer!” 
 
    I peeked below. 
 
    Radiating furious power, the Valkyrie was making her way up. The way was filled with beautiful, deadly elves. There were ten, then twenty. 
 
    One, a blue-eyed female, spotted me and stopped and stepped past the glowing Aesir.  
 
    Borin pulled me aside. A loud cracking noise reverberated against the walls, a clap that deafened us, and a bright bit of lightning tore past us, and struck the room, ricocheting around wildly. 
 
    “She is just a demi-god,” he said, shaking me. “She can die!” 
 
    I cursed, hesitated, and grasped my hammer, my ears ringing, eyes blurry. I pushed him aside. 
 
    An elf appeared on the doorway, and Borin tossed a rock at him, toppling him over. 
 
    “Fast!” he howled. “Now!” 
 
    I felt the power under my hand, and then I tore off the bag. 
 
    I put my finger on it, and then my hands curled around it. 
 
    I screamed as the pain made my teeth clatter, and the whole weapon was engulfed in fire immediately, the wolf’s head was spewing blood-red flames. It danced across the weapon and my arms. I spat ashes and tasted smoke and fire. The evil, stench of death filled my nostrils, and my mouth, and I spat, spewing flames. 
 
    “She is here, the murderess,” Borin yelled, and I knew he had been yelling it for a while. “Just below. Wake up! Kill them all! For your mother! Wife!” 
 
    I turned a corner. I seemed to fill much of it. 
 
    “Bastards,” I laughed, and the voice sounded like it had been torn from rocks. “No women here for you to harm. No girls to slay. Just me. Odin’s justice.” 
 
    The Valkyrie stopped, her sword out. She released a spell, and stone ran up my feet, holding me. She laughed mockingly, and began walking up, her people behind her. 
 
    I roared my anger at them, impotent, stuck and struck the hammer at the walls. 
 
    She shook her beautiful head. “Come to Hildr, the guard of Midgard. I shall make an end of this, you seed of evil. Long have I been blind. No longer.” 
 
    And then, I felt something.  
 
    I saw a dark, black shadowy hand, reaching out, so very fast. 
 
    It tapped my bracer, and it fell open. 
 
    And suddenly, growing, bursting with power, with terrible rage, I tore my feet out of the rock. The Aesir stopped, and I felt like I was growing, thickening, and suddenly, I felt and saw the great torrents of magic, and most of all, I saw fire. 
 
    The elves stopped, and stared at me, and I, filling the way, ran down at them. 
 
    The Aesir saw me coming. She screamed, and stabbed up, the bright sword out, and I, roaring, released a storm of fire around me, as I came down on her, a fiend of flames. I felt stabbing pain in my chest, then the hammer smote down on her, crushing her skull. I danced on her, bashing and ripping her down, howling and letting go fire. The hammer hacked left, it hacked right, and I ran down that elf-filled way, stomping and crushing elven kin, leaving them in flames by dozens, so fast they could only turn. 
 
    And all the way down, over the dead, one last elf turned to fight, and roaring with hate for the lot, I struck the hammer down as hard as I could. The mountain seemed to split, like the elf did. The halls shook, and walls broke. I fell, climbed up, and ran up, as the ceiling was buckling. I was stumbling on the remains of the Exiles, and kicked at the broken Valkyrie, as I passed it. I got out on top, just as the passageway collapsed behind me. 
 
    I rolled out of the way and up to the top. Spitting ash and fire, I suddenly felt something choking me, and pressure on my wrist.  
 
    I fell on my face, howling for I suddenly felt weak, confused and robbed of my power, and rested my head on the cold stone. 
 
    *** 
 
    Later, I woke. I found Borin, who was staring at me.  
 
    I got up and felt sick.  
 
    The hammer was no longer in my hand, bloody and torn that it was. 
 
    “It let go when you fell down,” he said. “It is right there.” 
 
    “There was something—” I said and watched the hammer. 
 
    I saw it on the stone, seemingly no more than a weapon. The leather bag was near it. 
 
    I whirled to see a collapsed tunnel, and a cracked roof. 
 
    He shrugged and smiled. “You did so very well. You just killed a lot of our foes. And Naergoth especially. Imagine, it was an Aesir all along! Few could have accomplished all this.” 
 
    I touched my wrist. 
 
    In it, the bracer. 
 
    “I was strong, big,” I whispered. 
 
    “No,” he said. “Just a hero.” 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
     He smiled. “So, I think getting you answers will be hard.” 
 
    “No, there was more,” I said. 
 
     “Fine,” he sighed. “But let us go. You did us all a great favor, and now we have to help ourselves. How do we get out?” he asked me. 
 
    I was rubbing my head.  
 
    Power. Such power. Terrifying, careless power, anger and rage and pain. Murder. 
 
    I had been all that. 
 
    It was a dream?  
 
    Or not? 
 
    I was trying to remember all of it.  
 
    Then I remembered the rest of it. Yggra, denying everything. Borin, urging me to fight. 
 
    “Well,” he said softly, eyeing me carefully, “do wake up. Questions later. We don’t have much choice but to go up. I went up there, and there is a ladder. It takes us to the castle.” He looked at my bedraggled state. “You have a bad wound on your chest. Deep as sin. Smells like rot.” 
 
    I belched ash and turned to look. My chest was ripped open. I could see flesh and bone. 
 
    “Stitches won’t help,” he winked. 
 
    I leaned on the wall, covering the wound with my ripped cloak, not daring to look at it. 
 
    “You have, perhaps, redeemed yourself,” he murmured. 
 
    My eyes shifted from him to the hammer. “Redeemed?” 
 
    He shrugged. “We have to get out.” He lifted one eyebrow. 
 
    “The city.” 
 
    He nodded. “Can you walk?” 
 
    “What do I look like,” I asked him, “when I used the weapon?” 
 
    “Crazy,” he said. “Sort of gray and dark. Please let go now. We must go.” 
 
    “I felt impregnable,” I said. “But elven magic and steel can kill me.” 
 
    He nodded. “True. It is a cursed one, indeed, the hammer. But we have to discuss our issues. We cannot get back down. Can you walk, I asked you.” 
 
    I lifted my hand and rubbed at the skin and flesh beneath. “I guess we’ll find out.” 
 
    “You don’t have to worry about the High King,” he said. “Let’s just try to get down there to the lower city. We’ll kill the later.” 
 
    I made it to my feet and swooned with the pain. “No. Well, get them this night. Naergoth…Hildr?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “She is gone, but we couldn’t have forced him to speak anyway. The High King will tell me what I still wish to know.” I winced. “He claimed not to have my wife. Or Morag. And he claimed he had not—" 
 
    He shook his head. “I don’t know, Hagar. That Hildr, an Aesir likely let Yggra molest your mother, and then she did kill her. She is not human. She has her reasons, I am sure, and none would be good to us. We have to think about it. They’ll attack the city soon. Sorry.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “You were passed out for hours,” he said. “It is soon dawn. We have wasted the night, and our boys will come up soon. I know it for certain.” 
 
    “No!” I said. “They’ll…” 
 
    He grinned. “I couldn’t raise you. And I couldn't go up alone. So here we are. Our plans will have to wait. You and I must get out. We can, as they try. We won’t take the city. The mercenaries will surely fail. We’ll just march up there and try to find an opportunity during the battle to get out. Then, later, with what we have left, we will get to Reignhelm. We will take Tarl and everyone you fancy as prisoners and get that book for us. Not this night. It is over.” 
 
    He looked as unhappy as I was about it. 
 
    “We can’t wait,” I told him. “They will butcher the men.” 
 
    “Aye,” Borin said tiredly. “Shian will be fine. She had the knack for it.” 
 
    “By marching up the track to the fort?” I snarled. “They’ll get slaughtered like any lamb!” 
 
    “Not much worse odds than taking that little keep with the High King inside,” he said seriously. “But we have to be patient. Tarl Vittar has the Black Tales. That’s good to know. We can work with that.” 
 
    “Unless the bitch already had it,” I said, looking at the caved in tunnel. 
 
    “Well,” Borin said. “I guess we know where to find him, then.” 
 
    I got up. “Let’s go up and see what’s out there, at least.” 
 
    He sighed. “Fine. Let’s go and see if we can get out somehow. The gate might have a side door for sorties, and if they attack, it could be taken, eh? You cannot fight, though. You are exhausted and probably dying.” 
 
    I was.  
 
    My face was bruised, and the helmet was dented. My armor was dusty and bloodied, and my cloak was a nearly destroyed wreck.  
 
    I wrapped my hand and pushed the hammer carefully to the bag, feeling the painful power slicing through the cloth. I lifted the bag and put it around me.   
 
    Borin slapped his knee and nodded. “Let us go.” 
 
    We walked up to the path, and I grew weaker by the moment. Far, far up the dusty, rocky road that had been used not too long ago to smuggle goods to the city, we found a ladder. Borin climbed it and came to what was a carpet covering a hole. 
 
    He pushed it aside, waited, and then he pulled himself up. I climbed after—he helped me—as I followed him to a dark room. 
 
    It seemed empty and silent. 
 
    “Here,” Borin said as he found a doorway, and without hesitancy, he pushed it open. 
 
    Outside, the sound of music wafted to our ears. It didn’t seem to come from the building, but from above, and Borin turned to me. “Inside the walls, but not in the tower itself.” 
 
    I nodded. “Let’s go and see. It will be dark.” 
 
    “Not dark enough,” he murmured. “Come.” 
 
    We stepped to the room, found an abandoned house, and walked for an open window. A cat was sitting on it, and then it hopped away, hissing. 
 
    “Check the chests,” Borin rumbled. “Need something to cover you up.” 
 
    “The attack will start very soon,” I said, as I saw a slight bit of light across the sky from the window. 
 
    At that moment, we heard a voice. 
 
    A gasp. 
 
    At the doorway, an old man was standing, with a bag on his shoulder. He had heard us. 
 
    He smiled. He took a step back. 
 
    Borin sighed. “Shit.” 
 
    The man, some sort of merchant and smuggler, ripped open the door and disappeared outside, screaming. The cat hissed nearby. We heard questions and jingle of amour.  
 
    Then someone was yelling something else. “Raise! To the arms!”  
 
    I cursed and jumped back and forth, bleeding terribly. “Shit and bother, damn it!” 
 
    “Well?” Borin asked. 
 
    I cursed again, and Borin was laughing softly.  
 
    Bastard. 
 
    “We go outside,” I told him. “Slink to the shadows, find the gate. Just pretend we belong.” 
 
    “Wherever you wish to die,” he said. “We could see if they have anything to drink here before we go?” 
 
    I guided him ahead of me, and we walked out. We came to see the high wall of the White Tower itself above us to the left, and the castle and its many tiered roads led higher on the hill to the right.  
 
    There was only that one wall, and the tower was actually a set of castles, all connected with small bridges. 
 
    And then, out in the night, the horns of the army were blowing. 
 
    Our army. Our men. 
 
    The attack had started. 
 
    We darted to the city and heard men running all around us now. They were on the walls, behind and in the castle, calling out. The sound of revelry on top turned into screams and calls of alarm. We ran past men rushing to posts, darting out from what was likely an armory and the barracks toward the walls. 
 
    We floated along with them, pretending to belong. 
 
    Not far ahead, we saw the gate, with an ugly, brute of a tower on top. We hopped along. I nearly slipped in the slick stones, and then we saw the gate. 
 
    Up on top of it, men were preparing defenses and lighting fires.  
 
    “Cauldrons?” I asked. 
 
    “Ajax told me they have many nasty traps and oil up there,” he agreed, “and below on the next deck, ballistae that can shatter ranks coming up. You look pale.” 
 
    I felt dizzy, blood dripping down my leg. “Forget me. Let’s find a gate. Side gate.” 
 
    “We have to go to the tower, see?” he said, and nodded at a doorway in the wall, next to the tower. 
 
    Men were rushing up to it. 
 
    I shook my head and drew the burned cloak and hood tight around me. “They’ll not be fooled.” 
 
    He grunted assent.  
 
    “We could just hide?” Shian whispered, and we both jumped and turned, our eyes staring at her. 
 
    “You idiot!” Borin roared. “You utter fool! How did you—” 
 
    She smiled. “I have my ways in. I climbed the wall. One man or woman can do it. I was worried and found the way below blocked, our men dead. But not you two. They will start the attack. We should go.” 
 
    “You were not supposed to—“ Borin roared, but she snapped at his nose with her finger. 
 
    “Silence,” she snarled, and he went silent. 
 
    “Can we take your way?” I asked, wondering at her casual skill and bravery. 
 
    She shook her head. “No. There are men all along the walls now. We have to get up there, into the tower, and below, and find a side gate,” she insisted and squeezed my arm. “Come on, then,” she added and ran for the doorway on the wall, where stairs took one to the wall, and the tower. She joined enemy soldiers, and we darted after her, praying, and saw her above, waving at a guard on top. We were running behind two young men. 
 
    “Friend!” she called out beyond the two men, having reached the top. “Where do we go?” 
 
    The guard was shaking his head. “To the wall, of course.” He squinted. “Wait, what company—” 
 
    Shian rammed a spear into the man’s crotch, and he fell, shrieking. She kicked him, slipped, and Borin stabbed a man in the back. I yanked the other one to me and threw him down the stairs. I picked up his sword. Shian was grinning as she was getting up, and Borin went up past us to the wall.  “Up here, you sluggards!” he called out. 
 
    We went after him.  
 
    We came to the wall, where men were preparing, eyeing the trails below.  
 
    They didn’t pay attention to us. 
 
    We looked left, where the ballista level lay. Dozens of men were preparing the wicked weapons, carrying ammunition and aiming them at the foggy darkness, where our men were rushing up the way to the gate. Screams were heard, and the first ballista fired, the sound like a whistle of death.  
 
    There was a stairway down, indeed. 
 
    It was beyond the ballista crews, tens strong, all-powerful, well-armed men. 
 
    Just to our right, a way led up to the roof. 
 
    There would be the contraptions of Helheim, several cauldrons filled with horrible, bubbling oil. 
 
    “Just step in,” Borin said. “Then again, and we walk past.” 
 
    I did.  
 
    And we were out of luck. A rugged captain turned to watch us. 
 
    He opened his mouth to tell us to disappear, but then his eyes went to our gear, the bloodied weapons, and a soldier who had come up the stairs to the wall, looking horrified.  
 
    He unsheathed his sword.  
 
    Shian threw her spear. It caught the man’s face, and he fell down, howling. We whirled and saw men aiming arrows our way.  
 
    We ran up to the shouts of warnings. 
 
    There, a trapdoor barred the way. Borin cursed and pushed up mightily, with all his strength, and the thing banged open.  
 
    I saw him slip forward, heard men calling in horror, and saw an arm falling down the stairs. Shian was grinning and pushing me up, and I got there and caught an ax in my helmet. 
 
    A large man was dancing around the trapdoor, spitting, and cursing, and I roared with rage. He hacked down, but Shian jumped and caught his arm. I slammed my helmet into his face, hacked down with the sword and pushed him over a cauldron and out of the tower.  
 
    I whirled and saw Borin in the middle of a ring of six men. Shian yelled challenges, having found a new spear, and rushed there to help, grimacing for the pain. Her spear ripped at a man’s back, but then another threw a spear at her. She howled and fell, holding her side. 
 
    I rushed on, sword out, and let it smash into a man’s shield. The strike was so powerful, I felt the sword weakening, but it went through, bashed his arm in half, and then I kicked him aside. I came back to back with Borin, who was weaving, dancing and dodging like mad, as swords came at him. I parried, struck with Hardhand rage, battle anger claiming me, and the blade cut a man’s face in half. I stepped under a hammer and felt it strike mine, strapped on my back. I removed the bastard’s leg with a sweep. 
 
    I parried an ax, and shoved the man aside, finding Borin looking at me, as I fought the last one, the man charging me with mad determination. 
 
    The man was good.  
 
    His saber slashed down and came deceptively fast from the side instead, and then he stabbed. I dodged and crashed against a cauldron filled with hissing, bubbling soup of death. I heard our men rushing up the path below in the semi-dark, shrieks of wounds and of death echoing as arrows and ballista found many. I knew we had to keep the top and the cauldrons free of the enemy hands, for they would all be butchered otherwise. 
 
    As would we. 
 
    The enemy knew this too. 
 
    “See how they are doing?” I panted. “See if we can pour the oil from the cauldrons on the walls. Can they be turned?” 
 
    “Hold the trapdoor,” he said. “And kill this one. I don’t think you can do more than pour them down on our men, though.”  
 
    Shian was getting up too, grimacing. 
 
    I cursed Borin, pushed forward, and into the saber’s edge, trapping it under my arm, feeling a sting of the blade. 
 
    I angled my sword into the man’s face and then saw men coming up from the trapdoor, yelling. 
 
    Shian was turning, weak, and Borin cursed as he hopped from a cauldron, ready to fight again. 
 
    I ran at the enemy, howling, and bashed my sword on one, breaking shield and arm, forcing him down, and then parried with two men, grimacing with anger, trying to keep them below. 
 
    They retaliated, and more men, their bright eyes filling the darkness below, called out in their harsh voices. 
 
    “Come!” called one. “To the death!” 
 
    “We’ll leave her alive, for a bit!” another laughed. “You will be fed to the pigs.” 
 
    I kicked, fought and cursed, bleeding now profusely. Borin rushed toward me. I heard a clatter of chain and saw Borin grinning as he pushed me away. We fell over the trapdoor, with the two enemies landing on top of us in a tangle of legs and arms. 
 
    Hot, boiling oil slashed across the floor, and much of it splashed down the stairs. 
 
    What followed was a screaming storm from Helheim, like a thousand tortured souls begging for help, and none came. The considerable cauldron was swinging, mostly empty, but the smell of boiling death filled the air, and the stone was bubbling and dark, steaming. 
 
    I gagged and noticed Borin was half under me, stabbing at the men on top of us. 
 
    He had been doing it for a moment, for both my opponents were shivering corpses. 
 
    “Get us out!” Borin roared. “Gods, they are heavy! Shian!” 
 
    Shian came there. We struggled to get up, and I winced as the hot oil burned my armor and flesh. 
 
     I turned to look for Borin but found he was swooning on his knees, his face bleeding, eye bloodied and a considerable wound adorned his forehead. He grinned and fell on his face. 
 
    “Hagar!” Shian yelled. 
 
    I saw men coming once more. 
 
    Large men.  
 
    They were holding axes and armored in plate. 
 
    I charged forward and slashed the blade down. It smashed over the first man’s helmet, cutting him, sinking down to his neck. 
 
    The sword broke there.  
 
    I kicked at him and saw six others were coming. One slashed his ax up at me, and I fell back at the crenellation, off balance. 
 
    Shian darted in and threw her spear down, and then fell back, exhausted and hurt. 
 
    I grasped the hammer.  
 
    I tore at the bag and curled my hand around the handle. 
 
    I held it high, and the pain me made queasy, my fingers fusing to the metal. The fires burned bright and could probably be seen all across the land. I had no time to wonder about the sickening evil I sensed so close or the harrowing pain. The fires were far more intense than before. Flames burned down my arm, and over the hammer. I laughed, a maniac, a rough beast.  
 
    And yet, it was nothing like it had been with the Valkyrie. 
 
    I had power, twice that of a man, but not the fire, and I could not see the marvelous force I knew was the Filling Void.  
 
    But what I had, had to suffice. 
 
    The men stared at me, and I grinned, like a fiend. 
 
    I charged for them. An ax hacked down at me, striking my already wounded chest, but I ignored the burning pain and swept the weapon across. It connected with shields, armored men’s flesh, and stone. The men fell in pieces, on fire and broken. The stone of the tower cracked terribly, and a horrible sound of screeching metal and rock echoed across the land. 
 
    I lifted the hammer up. 
 
    The men on the stairs looked up at me in horror. I mocked them with all the malice in my dark soul, though it was not the hate I had felt when Hildr had fallen. “Your corpses, mother’s boys. I’ll make a meal of your soft balls,” I laughed.  
 
    I charged down. I kicked at a man, his body crumbling under my boot, and then I stomped over another foe. 
 
    I jumped down the stairs, swinging and kicking.  
 
    The hammer took down men, then a female captain, and I rushed down as an unstoppable, mad force. A huge, dark-skinned man howled and wrapped arms around me, screaming as I looked down at him. I placed a hand over his face, the fires of the hammer on my fingers, and they were quickly burning him blind, leaving his hair and skin alight. I kicked him off. I let forth a maniacal laugh, my tongue thick and ugly, my face twisted in agony.  
 
    Men armed with everything imaginable abandoned the ballista and charged, eyes horrified. 
 
    I waded in a thick sea of spears and shields. I roared, slipped and crashed over them, felt the sting and tears of their blades, wiggling under and jumping over me, roaring and hacking at me. Then, in a horrible rage, on my knees, my arm and chest and face burning, I hammered the weapon on a great captain of White Tower, who tried to stab me in a press of bodies. 
 
    The hammer struck him, the floor, and a thundering sound tossed men around.  
 
    And then, suddenly, ice conquered the stone around me, water ran from the cracks of it, men were slipping and falling, and the entire tower shook, and broke. 
 
    We fell, as half of the tower crumbled down. 
 
    “Not again,” I howled. I was crashing down with debris, stone and bodies, saw the stunned looks of Hardhands fighting below at the gates, before they died. 
 
    I landed hard and rolled in the rain of stones. The chaos went on for a long while. I cursed and tried to get up, found myself stuck under a rock, tried to let go of the hammer, which was under a boulder and a corpse. I removed the vast thing with effort, wept and bled, and then I saw Ajax there, running for me, an arrow in his shoulder. I croaked in pain as I cursed my bad luck. 
 
    Then I saw Borin, who stabbed at him from behind, and Ajax fell, screaming. 
 
    Then I saw a figure, a female foot. 
 
    Bright, golden eyes filled my field of vision. A female grasped for my hammer and lifted it. Then I saw nothing more. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 6 
 
      
 
    I woke to a hand on my cheek, and I opened my eyes to see Shian.  
 
    I suffered and tried to breathe, and each hurt terribly. 
 
    Ajax had died.  
 
    Borin had stabbed him. 
 
    Where was the hammer? 
 
    Shian was alive. 
 
    A wave of relief swept over me as I tried to move, searching Shian’s face. 
 
    “I am sorry,” I said. “I cannot—” 
 
    “Shh,” she said. “I know.” 
 
    “There was,” I said harshly, “an Aesir. It was—” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “You did very well. You have redeemed yourself.” 
 
    Redeemed. 
 
    Borin had said that. 
 
    I attempted to bring a hand to my chest, but they were chained, tied down. “What is this?” I asked her. 
 
    “I came to bring you a gift,” she said sadly. “A parting gift.” 
 
    She stood in the semi-dark of a cold room. There were bars on the window and the door. I could just make out that she had been crying. 
 
    “What?” I asked. “Why did he kill Ajax?” 
 
    She shook her head sadly. “Ajax won’t get his wish,” she said. “The Grudge Breakers are taking the city. They will fall, most all. His dreams die here. But Borin will get his. He wants a place of his own. A place for his…people.” 
 
        “His people?” I asked weakly. 
 
        “Oh,” she laughed. “His people will not be ones you wish to meet with. Don’t worry about it. Borin is just something that will be left behind in Midgard, and here, he will make a place for himself. The pure land spoiled, do you see? But it is his service we have enjoyed, and it is what he deserved.” 
 
    “I do not see,” I said. I felt suddenly very sick, and my heart was beating hard. 
 
    She looked down. “You were poisoned by the blade of the Valkyrie.” 
 
    “Yes,” I agreed. “It was a bright blade.” 
 
    “And you, the dark evil,” she said. “That being,” she said, “was the true guardian of Midgard. She was here to make sure nothing evil sneaked into Midgard. Your father was to seek evil, the dead especially, and to find something Odin lost once, but Hildr? The others you crushed were elves, his guards, but not she. The rest we could have killed, but she had to be surprised, and she was. Oh, but she was!” Shian sounded very pleased, and then very sad. “I am so very sorry.” She shook her head, suddenly weeping slowly. “I had to try to save you up there. It went awry, but truly, nothing could save you, not even if you had not caught that sword. It is not to be. You will have to stay with Borin for a long time. There will be others. Rikas. And Gilad. You won’t be alone.” 
 
    My brow furrowed in confusion. “What?” 
 
    She smiled, wiping tears. “So it was decided. I didn’t agree. How could I, the least of the three.” 
 
    I stared at her. “Let me loose.” 
 
    She shook her head. “You did very well. You deserved better. As they knew you would do well, as long as you were set free of your conscience and oaths, and the human bit. Your failures were many, but the potential? Terrific. They gave you another chance, and I thanked them. I will never know if they would have spared your life after this, for you were wounded. Mortally.” 
 
    “I am dying?” 
 
    She moved closer and sat near. She put her hand on my chest. She lifted the hand. Blood had stained her fingers, and she shook her head, sad. The blood was black. 
 
    “And so, it is over,” she whispered. “And just like that.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. “Am I dying?” 
 
     I struggled with my chains and tried to calm myself. The pain was suddenly too terrible. I found a position where I could breathe, but just barely. 
 
    Then I heard horns, many horns, and men screaming orders. 
 
    She nodded. “It is night. Late night the next day. Yes, love. You are. You are dying. I cannot tell you how sorry I am. See, the one thing that I want? The thing I needed? The one thing I knew I could not get? It was to save my father, while keeping you. I love you, but I love him more. Your wife—” 
 
    “Shian,” I said. “I cannot remember—” 
 
    “Your wife,” she laughed. “I know. I know. It is terrible that you do not. It is a relief. It is both.” She leaned her head on mine and stayed there, her eye color shifting to silver, then gold. I flinched, but she held me still. “They were just going to let you die. Simply…die. I came here to find closure, but I am a fool, for you cannot get any closure. Not really. You do not remember. You just…have some bits here and there, what they left you.” 
 
    She touched my cheek with her lips and smiled. Sudden, terrible foreboding encompassed me, and I wondered if I should be quiet and just let death take me.  
 
    And yet, I had to know. 
 
    “You have answers to my questions, I take it?” I asked, panting as I spoke, regretting every word. Something solid fell out of the wound. 
 
    “Yes, love,” she said. “I have the lot.” She got up and leaned back. “Are you sure you wish to hear? I have just a moment. I have to join our armies.” 
 
    “What?” I asked. 
 
    “They are ours now,” she said. “Eglin opened the doors to the keep for us, not few hours ago. We went there, and with Hildr and her kin gone, it was easy to trap the High King, Tarl Vittar, and the whelps. They are gone.” 
 
    “That…” I snarled. “It was my plan.”  
 
    “No, love,” she said sadly. “It was the Shadow’s plan. The Spider and the Shadow are here. They decide, I follow, for now, and I have hurt you, my love, and will have to hurt you more.” 
 
    “You?” I asked. “Spider? Shadow?” 
 
    “Aye,” she said, and then her face flowed, and she changed, slowly. “The Spider has been in this city for a long, long time, hiding and changing faces, and pretending to rule it. He is not one for deceit. He is one for the hunt, and for the battle. And the Shadow, he was in another place, in the east, and they took the places of two foolish relatives—once when they were celebrating Yule, hundred years past from this year—the one time the elves were not watching. They were not, for Borin had created a disturbance in Malignborg. He is good at that, and has worked for my brother for a while. It has been very hard to stay far from the elves. Very hard, without raising suspicions. It is not that we cannot hide our true natures, but sometimes Valkyries get sight, and then? Well. They can kill us. But we have succeeded. They have been watching, preparing, waiting, nudging things very slowly forward, and I have too, traveling the land, avoiding Malignborg and the elves and Odin’s kin. I have been a soldier, a warrior, a servant, and a wife. For so long.” 
 
    I watched her as she changed. It was a smooth transformation, an oddly natural one, and then, she was different. 
 
    The skin had turned paler, rosy, her hair dark brown and creamy, and she was thinner, with a regal chin.  
 
    A wife. 
 
    My wife. Baiae. 
 
    I remembered her. I reminded her face, her touch. I remembered Mother introducing us at a feast, and a small, modest marriage. 
 
    I closed my eyes as she wept, and then she squeezed my hand. “I am sorry. The things you do not remember, but I do? It was wonderful.” 
 
    “What,” I whispered, “are you?” 
 
    “Not a human,” she said sadly. “My father is a god, a great jotun of the first order. I am kin to Odin the Cruel, to Frigg the Cold, to Tyr the Blind, and the rest, but my father is the Trickster, and he is our master.” 
 
    I was silent. It couldn’t be. 
 
    “Your father,” I said softly, “is Lok.” 
 
    “Aye,” she said. “So, he is. And he is trying to spare all our lives. He is not what they tell you. Listen. This is how it began.” 
 
    She spoke, gently, whispering as if to the wind. 
 
      
 
    “An ancient whisper, 
 
    creeps across the Nine. 
 
    A rumor only, 
 
    though some call it false, 
 
    but here is the truth none can deny. 
 
      
 
    All gods must die. 
 
      
 
    An answer must be had, 
 
    by the being quite mad. 
 
    The fate plagues the god, 
 
    as his children hide abroad. 
 
      
 
    The answer will be sought, 
 
    by a champion tall as a tree, 
 
    the son of a king, 
 
    born under Odin’s eye, 
 
    a man famed and dark, 
 
    he falls down hard. 
 
      
 
    A card will be played, 
 
    the truth will be shared. 
 
    The Book of Mar will be read, 
 
    The path shall they tread, 
 
    To the stone of the Truth. 
 
      
 
    The son used like a tool, 
 
    the card the mad god plays? 
 
      
 
    It is the dangerous fool.” 
 
      
 
    She looked at me with kind eyes.  
 
    My wife. 
 
    “You are the fool,” she whispered. “In case you wondered. And you have aided us in a great step towards finding the truth. It will be shared, Hagar, whose family was born under the eye, and who, it is true, fell hard. Twice. I love my father. I love you. And your death, a terrible thing, is still a step on a very long road towards a greater goal. You might have saved us all.” 
 
    I remembered, my head throbbing painfully, how, after mother had introduced us, she had smiled at me, the least of the brothers, like the Lifegiver herself. She had asked me to read to her, tales of the past, and I, a fool, had done so. She had had so many great tales. 
 
    I had had my skill with swords, mother, and her. 
 
    A fool indeed. 
 
    “It was more than a lie,” she whispered. “We shared great things. Great many. Much like we did in that galley. But deeper.” 
 
    “Oh?” I said coldly. “I still cannot remember.” 
 
    “I know,” she said. “You are upset. I get that.” 
 
    “Why,” I hissed, “did you do this to me? And what did you even do?” 
 
    She laughed softly. “I always liked the way you speak. Well. The Shadow punished you, do you see? For failing Lok and us. Of course, when you nearly died in Lorin, but I saved you, he thought of a new way to use you. But you had to be…adjusted. See?” 
 
    She showed me a jewel. It was small, green, and hung in a silver pendant. 
 
    “This is his power,” she said. “A dream walker. A fire god. A master of mean tricks, and a god of terrible deceits. This one was a terrible deceit. He took a part of you. In that part was most of your memories and he left you with nothing but traces, questions, and the old oath you gave to your father and Odin. He left you with rage for your dead mother, and the drive to find the way to punish those who harmed you. He used you. He took a piece of your soul. You are, in a way, only half alive. This is the other half.” She caressed the tiny jewel. “You had failed too often. He was out of the shadows. He was taking risks, finally. He had a plan, and he put you in charge of it. If it failed, you would fall utterly. Since you had failed earlier, we had to kill that bitch of an Aesir, and to topple the kingdoms of the west.” 
 
    I was weeping with pain and disappointment, and loss. 
 
    Part of my soul? 
 
    “That part that is missing from your essence,” she said, like she had heard me, “leaves you almost one foot in grave. It robs much of the humanity from you. What remains is driven, passionate, but not…moral. Not always in control. And that part that remains grows weaker. One day, you might slip to the wrong side of death, while still walking. But that matters little now.” 
 
     I saw a dark crow in the rafters, looking down at us. 
 
    I lay there. “I still don’t…Father never…the hammer never flamed for him.” 
 
    “I know, love,” she whispered. “The hammer is useful for any powerful being. It doubles your power, whatever it may be. And it hates evil. Only undead are truly evil. As I said; one foot on the other side” 
 
    Undead. 
 
    “How,” I hissed, “did I fail anyone?” 
 
    “You failed Lok,” she said simply. 
 
    I looked at her with confusion. “I never failed him. I didn’t serve him,” I hissed. “I—" 
 
    She squeezed my hand. “You do not remember. They left you with love for Odin, to make you just. I think that too has died now. And you did fail in your service. I will not blame you alone. I blame myself, your mother Issan, and also you. And everything, the Fates too. It was just too much, the plan too weak, and many things didn’t go well. If you had been braver, more decisive, like you are now, and forgotten your oaths to Hagar Hardhand and Odin, and had kept your promise and oath to me and your mother, things would…” She shrugged. “See.” 
 
    She changed again. 
 
    A face of alabaster white was revealed, and she glowed slightly in the dark. Perfect, beautiful, with petite limbs, and shapely body, she was dressed in a simple white tunic. Her fingers were dainty, and her smile was sad, and she sat there, looking down to me, with her golden eyes.  
 
    “This is I,” she said. “As I truly am. The fairest of Lok’s children, Faria the Fair, they call me. I love Lok most of all, of all of them, and there are many. I hate my brother, for he gave me you, and he took you away. But I cannot have both Lok and you. And now, I cannot save you anymore.” 
 
    “I serve Odin, not Lok,” I said, wincing at the dull, constricting agony in my chest. “And I cannot remember…” 
 
    “Yes, yes,” she sighed. “Odin here, Odin there. You gave oaths to your father when you were eight, like others in your family. You carry the bracer of Odin.” 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    I had not, when I had killed... 
 
    She smiled. “Aye. It was off for a moment. The gods are all seeking something.” 
 
    “The Truth Stone, of that bit of poetry?” 
 
    She laughed and smiled. “Yes. You know we are most all supposed to die at Ragnarök? Yes. The prophecy gives Father hope. Father seeks the stone to change all our fates. It frightens Odin that he does, though. Imagine, love, if Lok the Trickster could find a path from the curse of knowing you shall all die, from the death that awaits us all for the crimes of the Aesir? From the war that will be fought with futility?” she whispered. “It would make the Aesir followers of my father, Lok. So, Odin, too, set up his pieces in the gameboard. You and yours were to be one for him. You were also one for us. Clever play by the Shadow. It took a long time to execute, and for you, just one year to fail in. You cheated.” 
 
    I smiled, despite my sorrow and confusion. “I used to cheat playing games with Alarik.” 
 
    “You cheated playing me,” she laughed, and went serious. A great deal of blood oozed from my wounds, a stream of it. “The truth shall be shared,” she said. She sighed. “The Stone will be found. There is a Book of Mar, and in that book, the location of the Truth Stone will be revealed. We all seek that book.” 
 
    “What is in this book?” I asked, shivering. “The lost book of Bhar.” 
 
    “The Book of Mar,” she said. “Long ago, not long after the gods had spawned life in the Nine, there was a great elf, of the first of their families, the Bardagoon’s. Mar. Mar Bardagoon. The keeper of the first library, in the land of the Far Coast, collected secrets. There was much conflict at the time, and gods and dverg were at odds. Creatures, dragons, and First Born roamed the land seeking their place. Mar was fond of lost treasure. He penned down tales of dverg treasures, especially. And the dverg of the time, they created more than weapons. They created the stones, powerful and strange. They were the Wish Stone, most weak in power, able to grant the wishes of the ones holding it, but just a few times, and according to their stature.”  
 
    “I’d need one now,” I whispered. 
 
    She laughed softly. Her voice was soft, melodic. It had been so, I thought, before. When she told me tales after we married. “The Truth Stone was an accident. There were few great wish stones, terrifying ones even, but the Truth Stone? In a way, it was more so. Hmwar the Dverghammer, the smith who created it, knew the stone could give you one answer, one advice on any question. One. It, if anything, can guide my father on his quest to save us all.” 
 
    “A good tale,” I croaked. “Hmwar.” 
 
     She smiled and caressed my face. “We used to tell each other tales, love. You loved my tales. I loved your lies. You called my tales terrible.” 
 
    “I remember none of them,” I rasped. “Nothing.” 
 
    “I know, love,” she whispered. “It is so. And it is the truth. Odin set his people to watch for Lok’s minions in all the worlds, and Lok’s children, to imprison them, to kill them. We fled and came here, and we were hiding, right under Odin’s nose. He, too, was seeking the stone. He sent his minions, even gods, to look for Mar.” 
 
    “I do wonder,” I said, “if anyone did.” 
 
    She nodded. “Hildr was set to guard the land against us,” she said. “Your father was given a great hammer to detect evil. You see, Mar had gone missing, for he went too far in his research. He found something deadly. He was driven mad by his greed and had taken his treasures and most precious of his books with him, obsessed by saving them from thieves. He had found something to make an elf immortal. Not in a good way. A bit like what might happen to you, one day, if you had not caught that sword. He was a lich. Dead as stone, greedy as a dverg, and foolish as Odin.”  
 
    “Lich,” I stated, and felt my chest opening up a bit. 
 
    She smiled. “He was a wight or a lich. Odin gave your father the hammer that could sense such things. It was all he was supposed to do. To find out the truth. And it was his duty, as it had been those who came before him, to tell of such to Hildr. In that part, we put our foot between the door, and he didn’t notice.” 
 
    I smelled terrible tales creeping closer and closed my eyes. 
 
    Outside, there was a huge commotion, as thousands of men roared their approval. 
 
    She smiled. “Reignhelm, love, is riling them up. They’ll take the castle. Well, not Reignhelm. He is in Helheim now, weeping with Tarl.” 
 
    “What?” 
 
    “Yes, you heard me. I told you once already. Is that not what you also planned to do?” she laughed. “It was our idea, this whole thing. Your plan was put into your head, so that we could fight our great enemy, to find your father’s cursed journal. And Morag. And if we failed? Hildr would slay you.” 
 
    “You have Morag?” I asked. 
 
    She nodded. “We always had him. When everyone went to war, we took him. And we have the book now.” She smiled. “We went to that squat little keep with Eglin, after the first assault had failed. There, Reignhelm and Vittar were plotting. And we changed everything. We found what we needed. And more. The Black Tales by your father is ours. Not the best of prose, but passable. Morag opened the book for us,” she said as I stared at her. “Yes. He lives. Poor thing. We might need him still. I have him. He finds some comfort in me.” 
 
    “Explain,” I said. “Just this truth. What happened to my mother? And me?” 
 
    She took a long breath. “Your mother,” she said. “Issan. She was with us. She worshipped my father, Lok.” 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    “It is she who stopped your father from telling about the creature he found in the north to Naergoth, to Hildr. She taught him hatred for elves, and doubt for Reignhelm, and raised his pride for the east, and a burning spite for the west, and, love, doubt in Odin too. She was a human, but a very resourceful one. We found her, and she charmed your father. We used her as a way to the heart of the foe. Your father no longer wished elves in his realm, for he loved her and made her happy. You have no idea how stubborn your grandfather was. We could only see them traveling the land, staying close, avoiding elves he invited to Hard Hall, but with your father, and the love he had for Issan? Things change. And, love, your father loved your mother enough to actually tell her about the great secret. The true quest to find Book of Mar he shared, and how he thought it might be in the north. He told her, year ago, how he had found a blot of evil much deadlier than most, and how he would one day have to go and regain it.” She sighed. “He wouldn’t tell her where. But he also wouldn’t tell the elves about it. Frustrating! We—” 
 
    “Who are ‘we’?” I asked her, as she smiled. “Exactly.” 
 
    “We took over two houses in Midgard,” she said. “We took the house of White Tower. Here, the Spider hunted and waited, aiding our brother. Vali, he is called. A great fighter, an army breaker. And Shadow, our lord, took the house of Graymoor, and made the land hostile to elves too, but no less than your father’s house. He filled it with his servants, with men who love Lok, and found few other servants to aid him as well. Like our Borin. Graymoor is the Shadow. Narfi, the Shadow, hid under his skin for a long time.” 
 
    Graymoor and Jarl Barrac. Relatives. Both victims. 
 
    “There has not been a real human jarl of either,” she said, “for over a hundred years. The twins are Lok’s people. Naera is his scribe. And your mother secured the east for us. Elves stayed away, as did the Aesir, for we spawned trouble here and there and kept them busy. Borin did. But it was risky and just a matter of time.” 
 
    “He is Graymoor,” I said. “He destroyed us in the battle.” 
 
    “He did a lot more,” she said with shaking voice.  
 
    She rose, moving back and forth, hugging herself.  
 
    Lok’s daughter. 
 
    They had destroyed my family. 
 
    “How?” I asked, bleeding profusely. “Just tell me all. I cannot remember.” 
 
    The gem in her hand gleamed. They had stolen what was me. 
 
    They had put me on the trail of their making. 
 
    The anger bubbled in my chest, terrible, seething hatred. 
 
    And also, love. Love for the thing before me. 
 
    She exhaled. “Issan failed. She couldn’t get from your father the one thing that we lacked. The location of Mar. It is in the north, I know. But we have no idea where. Your mother, whom my brother found to be a charming, fine disciple, and had gotten us so far, failed,” she said and gazing at me. “So, he looked at her sons. Alarik, he was just like his father. Stubborn. Not very bright. Weak for Odin. Erik, never heeding any advice, never letting anyone near, not even a woman. So.” 
 
    “So,” I said, “you needed someone weaker.” 
 
    “More open to suggestions. The third son,” she agreed. “I remember when I saw you the first time.” 
 
    “Yes,” I said. “I imagine you saw a prey.” 
 
    Leaning on a wall, her expression waivered, revealing sadness. Beyond her, I heard men yelling, a mass of them, horrified, in battle. 
 
    “Your mother saw the potential in you.”  
 
    “Weakness.” 
 
    “Potential,” she said as she smiled at me. “A handsome, tall, fierce warrior, whom all ignored. Even your father, except when he had time to teach you swords.” 
 
    “Did Mother,” I asked weakly, “have something to do with that? That everyone ignored me?” 
 
    Her lips curved up, and she averted her eyes, nodding. “Yes. She made you bitter. She made sure not much was expected of you in the family. She made sure your father thought you unfit to serve. She made you desire power, and she pushed you hard to reach for it. It was an evil ploy. It was. You wanted to serve Odin. You wanted it, so badly. And year by year, you were forgotten and abandoned even more. Little by little, you turned sour and sad. And then we met, and your mother and I showed you a new way.” 
 
    “Lok’s way, wife?” I asked. “We married?” 
 
    She nodded. “We did marry. We made merry, and I was happy. You were too. It was no lie. Never a lie. In fact, we are still married, husband. But I have been married before. You, a man, and I, a woman, we had years of joy. I remember every moment. In bed, out of it.” 
 
    I closed my eyes and wept. 
 
    I felt nothing. I knew it existed, the bygone happiness, but could not touch it. 
 
    Love. 
 
    “I want my memory back,” I managed through tears. “My soul.” 
 
    She touched the jewel. “Half of a soul. The weak, gentle part. Nay. I will keep it.” 
 
    “It is mine,” I snarled. 
 
    “You are dying and dead,” she spoke in hushed tones. “You and the others will stay here with Borin. And later, you will not think of me at all.” 
 
    I felt cold shivers running up and down my spine. 
 
    “May we never meet again,” she said wistfully. “You, too, failed. Issan failed. You failed. Perhaps there is something in her blood that spawn’s failure.” 
 
    “I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Failed,” she said bitterly. “Even when you knew how important it was for me.” 
 
    “How?” 
 
    “You have not much time, love,” she said. “You do not wish to die so unhappily.” 
 
    “How?” I snarled and attempted to sit up. I was too weak, and the chains held my hands. The crow on top was hopping about. 
 
    It would make a meal of me. 
 
    “How?” She cocked her head to one side. “Fine. Terribly. For long years, I told you of your worth. Of the things you deserve. Of the good, you could do. Finally, last year, on a summer morning of warmth, I told you whom I serve.” 
 
    “Did you tell me what you are?” I asked. 
 
    “No. I told you of Lok, and of the quest your mother and I were on, and how you, and we, might save all the Nine from the crimes of Odin. I told you your oath to your family, and to Odin were nothing but filth, and how Lok wanted to save us all. Reluctantly, shaking with horror, yea, even doubt in your eyes, you agreed. You made an oath to me, to Lok. You agreed to take up the Wolf Hammer and the book and to put Morag on the throne, to guard him and to guide him.” 
 
    “I agreed to kill my father and brothers?” I asked her. “I don’t believe you.” 
 
    “You agreed to take over,” she said. “I didn’t ask you for that. But you must have known…” 
 
    I was silent.  
 
    “On your soul, for the Nine, and most of all, to finally gain the position you deserved, you agreed to take the throne from your father. You pledged yourself to Lok and agreed to help me.” 
 
    I stared at her. “You lie. You lie to me.” 
 
    She shook her head. “I do not. Not now. You would have taken over, and we would have had your father’s book, and Alarik’s boy would open it for us. The book. You swore to me, on your knees, when I told you the truth, that you would aid your wife. Nay, there was no spell. Just long years of being frustrated, and there was love.” 
 
    “I cannot…I would not break oaths to my father and house. Ever. I did not—” 
 
    “You did,” she assured me. “If you had done what you promised, if you had taken over and forced your father out? If you had not been so weak? There would not have been a war. Just a coup. And we would have been fast. Instead, we had to push the entirety of Midgard into chaos, to destroy an Aesir, and elves, nations, and still, you failed.” 
 
    I lay there, half delirious with pain. “Why?” 
 
    “Why what?” 
 
    “Why did you need Morag?” I asked her. “I could have taken that book. Why Morag?” 
 
    She pressed her lips together into a thin line. 
 
    “What happened to Mother?” I tried, spitting blood, nearly choking. It seemed something was inside me, gnawing my guts. 
 
    “When you failed to act, Narfi the Shadow didn’t,” she finally said. “He decided it was time to take a risk. He decided that to succeed, that book had to be pried from your father’s fingers. It would have to be taken in war. So, he made war. He told the Aesir that your father was failing in his duty, had, in fact, found what he was seeking and that Issan, your mother, was driving him mad. He told the Aesir he had heard Issan speaking Lok’s name in prayer.” 
 
    “You—"  
 
    She caressed her face, shaking her head. “Shh. Hildr, who protected the land, took your mother and made her talk. She made her sing, and she told her everything, except the part about Narfi and Vali, and I. The Shadow had put a spell on her, which strangled her when she tried to mention his name, or mine, or Vali’s. So, the Aesir was preparing for war. Graymoor, my brother, sent your father lies about it. Filthy ones.” 
 
    “Eglin did too,” I whispered. “He lied to me on the galley. Just like that. He is with you. Has been…” 
 
    “Eglin worships Lok,” she said. “He was always like you. Least of the lot, downtrodden and bitter. Lok is a natural choice for him. He made this possible, as much as you. He is a great actor too. He suffered for years Yggra’s foolishness. And you? When your father executed everyone in Aeginhamn, and you watched his madness, still you hesitated and refused to help us. You were too angry for your mother to aid us, and instead, you marched off with your father, and I marched with you. I saved you in that battle.” 
 
    “Your plan was flawed. What could I do,” I asked, “if I tried to push my father down? I didn’t have his hammer. I was just a man. He would have killed me had I told him he must step down. I do not understand.” 
 
    Outside, I heard the sound of dying men. 
 
    “You could have,” she said softly. “Narfi would have given you the power. It was yours, just locked away. You sampled it just now.” 
 
    I blinked. 
 
    She came forward and tapped the bracer on my wrist, the one no Hardhand was supposed to remove. “You all have this. And yet, this one is special. It is called the Sorrowspinner and is an artifact Narfi found a long time ago. It is magical, like your hammer, and the Black Tales.” 
 
    I looked at it. The eye and the flame were there, staring from the bronze. It looked ordinary. 
 
    “He is a thing of the night,” she said with a shivering voice. “And this is an artifact of the night. With this, he blocked you from your born power, the powers that you have, and the powers he designed for you. With the hammer in your hand, you were twice a man, though it hurt you for that part that you are missing. Had you moved against your father, had you actually done it, we would have given you the tools. A reward. Your true heritage. We would have removed this. But you refused and stayed a mortal. You failed so terribly!” she shouted, and for a moment, fangs flashed as she snarled. “How could you! When your mother died, and your father suffered, and you did too, you doubted us. I was with you in that war. I saw you. The death of Issan was Narfi’s ploy to move us forth to gain the book, to put your father against the Aesir, to steal his book in battle, but you had another chance in Aeginhamn. I asked you. I begged you. You turned away, horrified by the carnage and Issan’s fate. You were weak. So very weak. You pushed me away, mourned your mother, and followed the man you knew wasn’t even your father.” 
 
    I stared at her in shock. 
 
    She snarled. “I just told you. You were blocked from your true heritage, and you might have received it, had you just had the courage to obey, to keep a promise. I told you back then. He wasn’t your father.” 
 
    I shook my head.  
 
    She laughed and kneeled next to me, suddenly calm “Love, my poor fool, is a weakness. Alas that I have it for you, especially now, when you butchered that bitch. It was tasty, delicious. Understand this. You are no simple man. You are a demi-god, a thing of Lok, like we are, only less, for Issan was just a human. You are made of Narfi. The third son he turned his eyes on was you, even before you were alive. He took Issan over a table, and gave you powers you have tasted, and still, he kept you in check, until the time was right.”  
 
    She knocked the metal bracer with her fingernail. “He risked much, just now. Releasing you on the Aesir’s face, facing the great power for the first time? You might have died there. You should have.” She put her finger on my wound and I shivered and cried. “You did. But not totally. You are mighty. You just do not know it. Narfi’s powers are also vast. He can die seven times, you know, and come back alive. He can create wonderful, insidious spells of disease and poison, and he commands shadows, illusions, and night, and nightmares, and the darkest, most fierce fire is his ally. He has Vali, a fighter and slayer, on his side, but in you, he gave the power of a jotun, and fire of the night, a massive being of fire and speed, an unstoppable juggernaut. He was proud of the thing you were, things opposite to him. Alas, that you had the heart of a human. He was very disappointed.”  
 
    “I am sorry for his loss,” I snarled. 
 
    She touched my forehead. “That was his punishment. And do not mourn your death love. You betrayed Lok so the jotuns will hate you. They see the scar on your face, and they know a mark of failure. And the Aesir, they will hunt you like an animal, for you killed one of theirs. No god would aid you.” 
 
    “I could aid myself,” I choked, weeping, the emptiness in me a scorching grave of despair. “I die empty.” 
 
    “You will die empty,” she agreed. “And that is the way of it. But you will have something else, and gods help you. We have the book, finally. That Yggra stole it…well. Imagine. The worm thwarted all our plans. We sorted him and the others too. We know where to go, and Morag will hold the hammer if we get lost, just to show us the way. And now that the Aesir is defeated, we shall leave Borin to fester Midgard with our curse. Let it be the price it must pay for our long years of hiding.” 
 
    “Reignhelm, Vittar—” I began. 
 
    “They are dead,” she said. “See?” 
 
    She stepped to the door and opened it slightly. 
 
    And I was thinking about the lost part of me. 
 
    A life I couldn’t remember. Oaths I had made, failures, and love I had lost. 
 
    Narfi. 
 
    Lok-spawn. My father. Who gave, who took away, and who used what was left. 
 
    “I will kill him, seven times, and eight, if I must,” I said as I tried to see outside, where the day was coming to an end. 
 
    “No, you will not.” 
 
    “What is happening out there?” I hissed. 
 
    “We will take over Midgard,” she said. “We’ll take the armies away to war after the city falls, and Borin, who is not named Borin, by the way, will disease the land.” 
 
    “What is he?” I asked her. 
 
    She shook her head. “He will come for you. I will miss you,” she said. “But now? Now, we shall go to war. It is not a terrible thing not to remember. It is far harder to remember your failures, and that I still love you. Excuse me. I have an army to lead.”  
 
    Her face shifted, and an illusion replaced her beauty. 
 
    A male, robust, cleanshaven and beautiful, took her place.  
 
    The High King. Then, she changed, and took the sour face of Tarl Vittar. 
 
    “Here,” said the man’s voice. “Here is what you desired, though it might be disappointing now.” She lifted something out of the corner and tossed it to me. She walked out of the doorway, and I heard her mounting a horse.  
 
    She pulled something from the horse, and grinned.  
 
    “The Wolf Hammer will be Narfi’s now,” she said. “Fare as well as you can, husband. I do love you.” 
 
    She rode away. 
 
    Reignhelm would be carrying my hammer. 
 
    Near me was a sack and heads had rolled out. There, Tarl Vittar’s and Reignhelm’s heads, and I suddenly guessed both had actually been proper rulers, where Lok had poisoned mine. 
 
    I stayed there and wept.  
 
    She had left the doorway open. I leveled myself off the bench, falling to the ground and passing out from the pain. I then crawled forward to the doorway, the chains around me clanking. There, the chains caught on a nail, and stopped me.  
 
    I saw a terrible battle. 
 
    I looked out of the city towards the castle, the hillside seething with men, attacking the crumbled gates. I saw Reignhelm, with Tarl Vittar, riding to a party of officers, and there, my father, Graymoor, sat on his horse. He looked like Graymoor, but inside that skin, sat a thing of darkness.  
 
    And I? His design. A failure. 
 
    With him were the twins, Lok’s servants also, and the emissary of the north, looking over the attack. Naera, his supposed daughter, another filth, was speaking to the emissary. 
 
    Eglin was near a mass of men, howling orders, and I felt a twitch of anger.  
 
    Bastard. 
 
    I bet she had been sleeping with him, the whore. 
 
    I laughed hysterically at the notion, and that I cared. Around Eglin, I saw riders. And Morag was amid them, his small body latched on a horse. 
 
    Lok worshippers the lot, the Black Swans. Some twenty still alive. 
 
    I wanted to run there and murder them. 
 
    The crow croaked and hopped to land near me. 
 
    I nodded. “Wait. Not yet. Soon. Your feast is nearly served.” 
 
    It settled back and seemed content to do so. 
 
    My powers. I had skills, but I could not use them. 
 
    I clawed at the bracer, and it didn’t move. It never had, and I had never tried. 
 
    Or had I? When she had told me about my past, I must have tried.  
 
    I struggled weakly, and the thing was stuck fast.  
 
    I gave up trying. 
 
    I couldn’t even remember my oaths to Lok. Only to Father. And Odin. 
 
    I had failed. I deserved to die. 
 
    Eglin was commanding our people up to the hillside. The thousands of Aten and Malignborg were in tight columns, taking the winding way, men falling to arrows and ballista here and there, stumbling over corpses.  
 
    I saw my flag already up on the battlefield. 
 
    How many times the mercenary companies had tried to attack, I didn’t know. There were just a thousand or more of them, a number made up of all the men hacking and bleeding on the steep rubble of the gate. They had ladders on half the wall, many empty, and those who had scaled them were dead below. On those walls, enemy archers were preparing Helheim for the marching snake of silver and black, the men of Aten, the men of Reignhelm, and curs of Vittar. 
 
    On the stone-slope of the former gate, the enemy was thick as flies, trying to find a foothold to push our mercenaries back, and back. 
 
    Our men were dying, dead, Hardhand heroes falling in droves. 
 
    The steel snake of western armies was now marching up that hillside, up to the battle, through the weakening hail of arrows. A hundred, then more men were falling rolling down the hill. Stones and javelins, ballistae were spitting death on the attackers, fifteen thousand of them. 
 
    I watched Graymoor, sitting on a horse, staring up at the castle, alongside Reignhelm and Tarl Vittar. 
 
    I didn’t understand the needless butchery. 
 
    Unless they wanted to kill as many men as possible. 
 
    The crow ruffled its dark coat and shook its head. 
 
    It was a relief not to be alone. 
 
    I saw men of Midgard, rushing forward to kill men of Midgard, and whatever they found on top, it would not be Jarl Barrac, but some poor bastard. The two brothers and their sister sat there, and I, half man, half something else, would be…Borin’s? 
 
    “You might not have a feast, friend,” I told the crow. “I think they have plans for me yet.” 
 
    I watched until the mercenaries were nearly all dead, and Aten’s men took their place, Malignborg rushed to the ladders. When it was dark, I heard men’s jubilation far up the hillside, up in the castle. There, men were throwing their final foes out of the castle's windows or hanging them from the crenellations. 
 
    Like animals, like what they had done to my father, driving men into savagery, the city of White Tower was dying for Lok, all its inhabitants put to the sword or crushed. 
 
    It went on for a long while, until deep in the night, the armies were marching down to the town and left the city silent but for the birds. 
 
    And still I lived, barely. 
 
    And I, finally, closed my eyes and resolved to give up, laying in a pool of poisonous blood. 
 
    “You have me now,” I whispered to the faithful crow. 
 
    “Remember,” it said, “that is a promise.” 
 
    I opened my eyes in shock. 
 
    The thing hopped near me and tilted its head. “We have no time, no time at all. Will you, friend, take a chance?” 
 
    I blinked.  
 
    Hope. 
 
    It was a fool’s hope, and I was dying and hallucinating. 
 
    “Will you, Hagar of Lok, take life and pledge yourself to the one goddess who can save you? Will you swear on your life that you will serve her, a lady most dark, in exchange for your life?”  
 
    “Revenge,” I hissed. 
 
    “Our path is the same,” the crow said. “You may take yours as you serve.” 
 
    “In that case…” 
 
    The crow grinned. It looked odd. “Swear, on Nött’s name, that you will follow the goddess of Svartalfheim, you shall serve her in the shadows and the night, the queen of thieves and assassins, and you will bring her the Truth Stone, as your first assignment. In doing so, you may slay all three of those bastards there, and you need not fear Odin and the Aesir, for you are truly lost on them too.” The crow winked. “She loves an odd vagabond, but if you betray her? Your fate will be just as terrible as what they planned for you.” 
 
    “You speak too much,” I whispered.  
 
    There was no confusion. 
 
    There was only hope. 
 
    The honorable, weak Hagar might have preferred to die, rather than serve Nött, but I was far more practical now. “I shall serve her. So I swear, on my life.” 
 
    Something moved, and I saw a great shadow. There was a figure looming over me. It picked me up, and it smelled of sulfur. It tore my chains out of the wall and, chuckling, picked up the head of Reignhelm and Vittar both. 
 
    Then it ran and seemed to fall down. 
 
    Instead, it fell up.  
 
    In the light of the moons, I realized I was being carried high, far above the city, and I wondered if the dark shadow would take me away to Helheim or Asgaard. 
 
    Nay. Not there. 
 
    No glory for Lok’s spawn. 
 
    And I had just abandoned Odin for good. 
 
    For revenge. 
 
    Far below, I saw a stream of men marching off from the city, the remains of the armies of the west, bloody from butchery, and then, below in the docks, vast fleets of all the nations preparing. 
 
    There, too, the lone ship of the north, ready to go home.  
 
    The city below me was a speck of darkness, and thousands of corpses lined the streets below—the fallen of the war, men, women, soldiers, merchants—slain and butchered. I was bleeding terribly, felt cold grip around my heart, and as I was closing my eyes, the creature that carried me banked and landed. It swerved down in the winds, dark wings spread wide, and floated down for a building. Suddenly, it dodged through an open window in one of the tallest of the white towers. 
 
    “This is not,” I whispered, “Valholl.” 
 
    It croaked, a gigantic crow, heavy enough to carry a full-grown man, and landed, throwing me roughly on a destroyed bed. I bounced off it and crashed on my back. The creature shifted and changed, before turning toward me. 
 
    It was Chal. 
 
    It was the jotun I had defeated. 
 
    Nött? She was there for Nött? 
 
    She looked unhappy with the ransacked room as she walked to a wall. There, she touched the wall in a spot much like any, and part of it opened up with a click.  
 
    She grasped something inside and pulled it out, walking across the room with a small bottle of something. Then she came to sit next to me.  
 
    She sloshed the liquid inside the bottle and then lifted me by my chain and pulled me on my back, like she would set up a fish about to be gutted. She looked into my eyes, her yellow and golden ones boring a hole into mine. She groped at the wound in my chest. She flinched. “Elven blade, with Aesir’s angry spell in it. No wonder the Lok-span fear it. Enchanted to cut, to bite, and it bit, boy. It also left rot in you.” She squatted on my side. “And the side slashed to the gut. Well. We’ll fix that, night brother.” 
 
    I had not even realized my side was slashed. 
 
    I tried to climb to my feet but failed utterly as she held me stretched out. 
 
    She brushed her dark red hair aside, and flames ran across her skin. “You ready?” 
 
    “Dead, I am near…” I croaked. “Please—” 
 
    “As agreed,” she said softly. She got to her knees next to me. “Oh, here we go,” she said, and poured something ice cold on the wound. 
 
    She pressed something between my teeth. The pain was excruciating. I was hovering between joy and pain. The flesh began to knit together, my blood purging, and nausea rose in my throat. Dark vomit ran from my lips—the rot of the Aesir—and bubbled on the floor. It sizzled in the stone, made pockmarks on it, and splattered on her boot. She had to back off, cursing softly in a language I didn’t know. 
 
    After a while, I could breathe. 
 
    I smiled at her gratefully, and she shook her head, poured some of the liquid on my forehead, and then, holding me still, on my side. I howled with the pain.  
 
    “You’ll be prettier,” she murmured. “Now, take it like a female.” 
 
    I screamed my guts out. When I came to, I saw her on the window, powerful, though my size, silent. I rolled onto my side, stood on wobbly feet. I saw the empty bottle and knew she had made a great sacrifice. “What was it?” 
 
    “What?” She arched a brow. “It was gorgon’s blood. A gift from our mother.” 
 
    “Our? I just got to know my father.” 
 
    “Our,” she said sternly. “Did I not warn you? You made an oath to Nött. She takes them seriously. It is a potent brew, worthy of a goddess. See, one of the First Born, a gorgon named Medusa, once traded with Nött, and Nött took her blood as payment for service. The blood from one side kills you horribly, the other brings you back even from death. A rarest of magic, that. Not even gods can do this. That was a portion of such blood. It had no strength to bring back life, but to knit bone, flesh, and to purge blood? Yes. It did.” She looked at me with care. “You remember nothing, do you.” 
 
    I shook my head. “Half-human,” I muttered. “I remember nothing. Not even of my powers. Can this be removed?” I touched the bracer. 
 
    She shook her head. “By Narfi. He controls it. His will keeps it there. I suppose he knows you should be shielded, even in the unlife he planned for you.” 
 
    Unlife. 
 
    I stared at her. 
 
    “Let me explain,” she said. “Or do you wish to ask me questions?” 
 
    I rubbed my forehead and found a scar there, no longer bleeding. 
 
    “Cruel,” she said. “The work of your father. It is not a wound now, just a scar, but it is his mark, and they didn’t lie. You will be hunted and hated. And a bit of your soul is still gone. Your powers too. And still, Nött and I think you will be a fine servant. You have no other home now. You chose. She heard. I am her mouth. If you betray Nött? She will send the killers of the Nine Worlds after you. You will be dragged to her, into the Unlit City, and there, she will make you what Borin planned for you, just much less happy.” 
 
    “What are you doing here?” I asked. “Why is a thing of Nött—" 
 
    “I am seeking treasure,” she interrupted me. “Nött is, how do you say, one that is neither for or against anyone. She does like to be in control of much of her own destiny, though. Mar is of interest to her as well. Where Lok goes, I have followed, pretending to be nothing more than a fugitive. And I liked this city. It was a home. I dare say I have been one of the better thieves in Midgard for quite a while. But now that I know the grand treasure is found?” She winked. “Brother, you and I shall steal it. And I think, if possible, we can kill Lok’s dogs too.” 
 
    I walked to stand near her, to see down to the White Tower’s walls. 
 
    She smiled. “It looks desperate.” 
 
    “Where do we begin?” I asked. 
 
    “In the cabinet, there are weapons and armor,” she said. “But we should hurry. Borin is fetching you, see, right now.” 
 
    I looked down. I saw nothing. 
 
    “He has others, Rikas and Gilad,” she told me. “And he will be left behind. I think he will know where they are going, and what they are doing. We’ll ask Borin nicely, won’t we? Then we shall thwart them, and we shall kill Mar.” 
 
    “Mar, an elf,” I said. 
 
    “Yes.” 
 
    “We will thwart them,” I said dully. “Then we shall burn them at stake.” 
 
    She winked, pretty and healthy, and happy. 
 
    Careless. Not burdened by oaths. Or past. 
 
    And perhaps, I needed not be, either. 
 
    “We will do all of that, or we shall die trying,” she told me, and toed Reignhelm’s head. “We have tools to make their plans into nothing.” 
 
    I smiled at her. “What is Borin?” 
 
    “He does worship Lok,” she said. “Always did. Didn’t sit well with Nött. He is called Azhan of Scardark, and even the Svartalfs found him repulsive. They found him in Graymoor’s lands, playing with bones, an exile. There is a bounty on his head in Scardark. Raised a child of a lord from the grave and made it a draugr.” 
 
    My eyes widened slightly.  
 
    She nodded. “Necromancer. He can call the dead to speak, and he can, given time, raise them to walk. He is known to create draugr. He has haunted Midgard for long years, giving the Aesir lot of trouble. For Hagar too. Now with your father and the Aesir both dead, they will make him a lord of this shit, and here, he shall raise the dead to make trouble. The draugr can see and feel the Darkness, the power of magic. Evil and bitter, they will disguise their intention and make mischief all over, but this time on a grand scale. Odin’s world will be ruined. I don’t care for their squabbles. I do care for the city. So we start with him. We could grab one of the others, I suppose, but they expect Borin to stay and won’t be missing him.” 
 
    “I do wish to kill him,” I said. “And he does want a fight.” 
 
    “He wanted you,” she said. “Coin, aye. He is greedy. But you are his dream come true. Never happier, than when Narfi decided to kill you. I saw him dancing, giddy with joy. You were his gift, your corpse, and what he could do with you. I suppose this will be a surprise for him.”  
 
    “They will be going to the north,” I said. 
 
    She shrugged. “I heard your wife say they know it is there. And now they know exactly where. We shall too.” 
 
    “I think it is safe to assume,” I said, “that wherever Mar hid, and my father found him, it won’t be out in the woods. They need an army.” 
 
    She nodded carefully. “They might use the army to kill it too.” 
 
    The north would be at war. 
 
    “They are probably,” I mused, “telling the north they want peace, and things are well. And then, they will go there soon. Very soon.” 
 
    The ships were preparing. The northern ship was leaving. Chal smiled. “The emissary is waving at them. I see far if you wondered. I think you are right.” 
 
    I was nodding. “I will deal with Borin,” I told her. 
 
    “He is a bone dancer,” she said. “A mage. A filthy thief. A liar. I will help you.” 
 
    “No,” I said. “It is my job.” 
 
    She sighed. “And I thought we would be happy together and on a longer road than this.” 
 
    “He is mine,” I snarled. 
 
    I saw a sword on the wall of her cabinet. It was a black hilted longsword, a wicked heavy blade with a scabbard. I removed it from the hooks while eyeing armor, dark as night, chain thick and supple. “Yours?” 
 
    “I don’t use it,” she said dryly. “From Svartalfheim, both. Very nice for a warrior. I suppose you can use them.” 
 
    “Show me where Borin—” 
 
    “He is called—” 
 
    “Borin,” I snarled. “He’ll die Borin.” 
 
    Inclining her head, she went to the cabinet and took out another sword, as well as a second potion. She winked at me.  
 
    “Let us go.” 
 
    *** 
 
    The girls were tied up and chained to a wall, their mouths gagged. The cellar was filled with old wine, and there were barrels full of potatoes and onions too. They wore their royal armor, eyes round with horror as I stared at them. Both looked terrified, and I knew they knew exactly what was being planned for them. 
 
        “You remember,” I said, as I reached out to Rikas, “what you told me. That if I opened the way to this city, you would give me anything?” 
 
        I drew down her gag. 
 
        She took deep, panicked breaths. “Please. They killed my father. A thing. A creature! Much like—” 
 
        “Yes. Like me.” 
 
        She panted and shook her head.  
 
    “Here is what I will ask of you. We will kill the lot. They owe me a great debt, and I will not try to convince you that I fight for Odin or for the east.” I felt a pang of sorrow at the words and went on. “I will have a quest and a new future, and I will go on that quest after I kill Borin.” 
 
        “That shit,” she hissed. “They gave us to him, and he carried us here. He placed his hands on us and told us we will be his queens, only rotten. He said he likes is flesh cold. They took our family, and the High King, I think, died in the room…Graymoor. He went there. He—” 
 
        “I know,” I said, and placed the head of the High King on her lap. She recoiled in horror. “They killed them all. And do you know what that means? It means there are no true kings in Midgard. Only opportunities. We have a chance to surprise them. Your troops march under a false king. They are going to war. Will you help us stop them?” 
 
        She didn’t hesitate. She nodded vigorously. 
 
        “In that case, here is what I need,” I told her, and when I had told her what that was, she wept and nodded. I smiled, and Chal stepped to sight, and released both. She guided them out and looked at me.  
 
        “I will be back soon,” she said.  
 
        I drew my sword. “Aye. Soon. Luck with you. Sister.” 
 
        She laughed. “Nött will love you. She’ll love you well. I’d go to the gate if you want him. He will be there, and he is upset.” 
 
        She took the two out, and I went to seek Borin. 
 
    *** 
 
    I walked forward for the high, half destroyed gate, and there, in the shadows, I saw Borin. I assumed it was him, for he no longer had the blessing of Narfi’s spells. He was thick with muscles, wore a dirty robe, his sword on a leather belt, and his face was that of an elf, though not entirely. Like elves, his hair was thick and vibrant. It was white and held in a messy ponytail down his back. His face was sleek and powerful, and his eyes bright white jewels. His mouth was thin and cruel. He was walking in the shadows and whispering, muttering with anger, and looking around the bodies that were thick in that part of the city. He would squat near one, then move to another, and stay there for a long while, touching the corpses. 
 
    Few would raise their heads and speak to him, hissing and nodding. 
 
    Then he would leave them and walk on, looking around.  
 
    His eyes were wild as they sought out something or someone. 
 
    Me? 
 
    He squatted next to a dead corpse, not far from me, and I watched him in the shadows. 
 
    Yggra had been dead. When he spoke to me. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    “Where,” Borin lisped, “love, is he?” 
 
    A woman, formerly an officer of the city, groaned, wept without tears, and looked up at him. 
 
     “Speak, love, and I shall not raise you to serve me,” he said softly. “No draugr have I yet summoned, for the first one must be their king, and that king shall obey me. No weakling must it be, for the draugr’s power, love, hinges on the stature in life. My friend, he had the power, even if it was locked away. So, love, I know some of you linger and walk the dark shades. I see you in the shadows, not yet on your way to Helheim. Serve me now, before I make the White Tower a bastion of death and of Lok in Midgard. Draugr most shall be, and spells they shall know, but they will not be happy. Don’t be one of them.” He leaned close. “I am sorry. I know it is hard. Have you seen my friend?” 
 
    “Who is your friend?” whispered the woman. 
 
    “My friend is missing,” he said. “He was dead. He was dead, as I was told by Faria the Fair, and still, he wasn’t there when I went to fetch him to my realm. Did they cheat me of a corpse I loved as a brother?” 
 
    “Oh, you mean Adeling Hagar,” she said softly. “He is right here.” 
 
    Borin stiffened and stood up.  
 
    He spun around 
 
    “The dead you smell,” I said spitefully, “and the living you cannot see. You, Svartalf, servant of Lok, would seek me? To make me your truest friend?” 
 
    He licked his lips, and his eyes drifted to my side. “A sword.” 
 
    “The hammer was taken,” I said. “I am sorry. I will not be terrible with a sword, I promise. You do remember I knew how to use one.” 
 
    “I said you wouldn’t live for long, dancing like you did,” he laughed, his hand on his sword’s hilt. “But it will look pretty, eh?” 
 
    “It shall,” I agreed. “You helped them. You drove me on a path, didn’t you? After they took a great part of me.” 
 
    He spat. “You chose the path, and failed,” he answered. “Narfi gave you all the chances in Midgard to kill your father and to give him the book, but you failed to deliver. Not even the powers of a demi-god could pull you out of that miserable guilt. Even when your father went mad in Aeginhamn, you found no strength to tell Faria that now, you will keep your oath to Lok. Even then, you hesitated. Blamed yourself.” 
 
    “He killed my mother,” I said. “No matter what she was, that would have been hard. And perhaps I wasn’t a murderous bastard.” 
 
    He laughed. “Oh, aye. Narfi hated that. He started to suspect it quite soon. Now Odin’s guard, the great enemy, is dead,” Borin said. “And I am finally free. They wanted to take the book without war, but this is better. Midgard free of Odin’s eyes? For a while, at least, it will be precious.” 
 
    “I will need to know some things,” I told him as I stepped forward, hoisting the sword. “And I think that now, finally, I am a murderous bastard. Truly.” 
 
    He slid his sword from its sheath and a dagger from the back of his belt. “It is long overdue.” 
 
    I leaned on my sword. “The deal was,” I said, “that if you can beat me, I shall obey you. I suppose that means I shall be your draugr and will serve you like your evil-doer for the rest of my unlife.” 
 
    Borin grinned. “Aye. That is so. I will even let you wed Gilad. I’ll keep Rikas. I already patted both down, and she has the better arse, see? And if you would happen to beat me, I will serve you?” 
 
    “Something like that,” I said. “I said I had questions. I am wondering, see?” 
 
    He eyed my forehead. “That looks clean. We will have to fix it. I liked it the way it was. What are you wondering?” 
 
    “There are a lot of men below,” I said, and drew the dark sword. “Going someplace. Where? What I am wondering,” I whispered and winked, “is where did the book lead them? I am curious. I do like my stories. To the north? Where in the north?” 
 
    “You are Narfi’s bastard,” he said, and stopped to stand before me, breathing fast, preparing, shivering with joy. “I asked you who taught you swords. It was your father. You forgot that, didn’t you? Mostly? It was the one thing he taught you well, and the one time he enjoyed being with you. Your mother made him doubt you, and you to hate him, but with swords?” He smiled. “You were happy. Pretend I am him. I have no spell of Narfi’s to mask me but try to pretend. You will die happy now. Later, you will serve me unhappily. Well, I shall tell you nothing yet. Did you know that your wife seduced Eglin with sex? She tapped him dry. She did. He is well-hung for such a pretty boy.” 
 
    I felt that anger. 
 
    That familiar anger. 
 
    He grinned. “You knew, eh? There it is. The jotun part. Your father had a lot of anger, especially with your mother tormenting him with love and doubt,” he said, “but that’s the anger that killed the Aesir. Yes, yes. Alas, that you have not the hammer to give you even a part of a chance.” 
 
    He moved swiftly and stabbed forward.  
 
    I stepped back, horrified by his speed, and then back again as the blade visited the air where my head had been. He grinned and jogged away from the sword that was pointing at his face. He was puffing, gathering the will for the next attack. 
 
    I whirled and kept him in sight, the blade high now. 
 
    He turned for me and attacked.  
 
    The blade came down from high. He dodged my wild strike and fell under my swing.  He smashed his sword down on mine many times, so very fast. I pushed close and pushed him back. He laughed and was jogging around me, gathering resolve.  
 
    “They are demi-gods,” he said as he ran slowly, hopping over rubble and bodies, eyeing me. “And you would be too, but for your stupidity. Never killed one like you before. I’ll take your arm, and perhaps some of the power is yours in undeath, and mine as your king of bones.” 
 
    “Get to it,” I said. 
 
    He grinned and suddenly charged. The sword was coming for my eyes, and I lifted my sword.  
 
    The dagger flew from under our blades. 
 
    I stepped back, and the weapon struck my helmet. I hopped back, but still, he kicked me and stabbed. The chain jingled as it hit me.  
 
    It resisted. 
 
    He frowned. “Where did you get that? It is made by svartalfs!” 
 
    I retaliated, and he dodged. I held my sword in front of me, parrying one, then another hit. The blade ripped at my weak side, but the chain took the sharp stab. He dodged left and right, evading my sword swings, and then stabbed for my heart. I rolled away and grasped a shield. 
 
    His blade was coming as I lifted the shield over me. 
 
    The blade cut to the shield, and I twisted. 
 
    The blade came off, and the svartalf staggered back, still not fast enough, for I sliced my sword along his ankle. 
 
    He screamed and staggered back, looking shocked. 
 
    I pulled myself up and moved forward. “Answers, Borin.” 
 
    He shook his head. 
 
    He closed his eyes, and a body twitched before me and sat up. Another body, then another reached out at me and tried to pull me down, their faces hopelessly terrified, fingers white and faces bloody. 
 
    Borin limped away from me and ran for a pair of soldiers, leaning on a broken door. He hovered over them. 
 
    I hacked and slashed my way out of the arms of the dead, who turned to crawl after me. 
 
    Not true draugr, they were simply on loan from Helheim. 
 
    Borin staggered. And grinned.  
 
    Two bodies stood upright by the doorway. 
 
    Borin took a step back, and another, and bent to pick up a sword. 
 
    “Draugr,” he said, his eyes on me, quivering with fatigue. “Friends, my first ones. Alas that it is so. I wanted you.” 
 
    One warrior, a tall captain with a cut throat, smiled. His eyes were bright with inhuman malice, but he bowed before Borin, and the other one kneeled. 
 
    “Kill this one,” Borin said. “Make it painful. Don’t make it too messy. He’ll join us after.” 
 
    Both dead ones turned to stare at me, their hands twitching. They both picked up two axes. 
 
    I hefted my shield and sword, and walked forward, fear gnawing at me. Dead and still walking, they were clearly no longer human. Driven by needs I couldn’t understand, with greed and bitter jealousy, they could not refuse Borin. 
 
    Nor would they want to.  
 
    Both suddenly changed, and their wounds disappeared, and they looked human.. 
 
    “They like to keep hidden,” Borin said helpfully. “They can Kiss the Night, as they call magical powers, my friend.” 
 
    One, the captain, lifted his hand. 
 
    It was a thin spell of blazing fire that left it, and it split the air and struck my shield and through it, my chest. 
 
    I fell back and over and rolled on my feet, my chainmail smoking, but intact, as the draugr weaved a new spell. Fresh fires were growing and dancing around me, obstructing sight. 
 
    I sensed movement, and then an ax smashed down at me from the side. I parried, the ax smashing into mud between my legs. The draugr, on the other side of the fire, was grinning. 
 
    To distract me. 
 
    The other draugr slammed his ax at my back. 
 
    I rolled through the flames and screamed for the pain. Then I stabbed behind me, and up. 
 
    The blade went through a draugr, tearing at its chest, but the ax came down anyway, bashing down on my helmet.  
 
    I felt dizzy, realized I was on my arse, and then I saw the two coming again. I regained my footing, the axes missing me by an inch, and heaved with my sword at one. His face was opened, and then I smashed the sword down on the skull. It fell. 
 
    The captain still snarled and from his hands, ran fire again. 
 
    It spattered against my chainmail, it burned my chin, and I pushed the sword through it, and the skull. 
 
    The flaming sword came off the head.  
 
    I turned to see a blade coming, stabbing up at me. I swatted at Borin so hard, the svartalf flew at a door, and through it. 
 
    As he was trying to get up, I placed a hand on his chest and shoved him down. 
 
    He looked up at me with resignation.  
 
    “Where, Borin, now that you must serve me, are they going?” I asked, panting, burned and angry. 
 
    “Dagnar,” he said. “They go to Dagnar, and they will take the city, by deceit.” 
 
    “Of course they will,” I said.  
 
    “They will sail in with fog this very night. Eglin will lead the army forth to the walls in the morning, while Reignhelm and the others will seek the top with your Morag, and his kin. They might need to use the hammer, see? To find the door. Your father…Hagar, he said he had never penned down the exact position. Only that there is a creature he met there, once, and he had to flee. That Odin would take care of it, but then he never told anyone, thanks to you your mother and Narfi. See? They know it is at the temple on the top, hidden way inside their hill. I wish I could see it. I do love hills and holes.” 
 
    He beamed me a smile. 
 
    I drove the blade into his guts. He howled and kicked and twisted, and the dead twitched and cried with him. 
 
    I cut at him, hacking off his legs and arms, and left him for the crows. 
 
    I found Chal waiting, and she smiled. “We have a boat. And I will fly ahead. Are you ready?” 
 
    I nodded. I picked up Borin’s sword, and we left. 
 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER 7 
 
      
 
    “What if this is all a mistake?” asked Jarl Sigurd, swathed in a cloak. Kiron, his heir was at his side, his dark beard jutting. “They told Kiron they will sail to their homes, and that we have peace.” 
 
    Kiron was nodding. 
 
    Rikas shook her head. “Kiron was fooled. They are not even human. They are coming. They don’t care for peace or oaths.” 
 
    Jarl, an old man with a long sword on his side, was shaking his head. “We had allies. Here. Right here. Falgrin’s men left this morning. Ygrin’s too. Our fleet took many to the north. They won’t make it back in time. Do you have any proof? Where did this fog come from?” 
 
    He was right.  
 
    The fog had thickened that night and morning, and especially that afternoon into a soup-like, moist cover that had spread from the sea. It was the uncanniest fog I had ever seen. 
 
    We knew what it was. 
 
    Narfi’s spell. 
 
    Sigurd was still reluctant to believe. 
 
    “The fog,” Rikas said, leaning on the crenellation, “is there to hide them. It is the proof you seek. Has any of your scouts come back?” 
 
    “There are guards on the coast,” he said, and turned to look up the hill. “And the ships are looking. As I said, most of our fleet are taking Falgrin home.” 
 
    I watched the land, what I could see.  
 
    The north was split by the massive mountains called the Blight, and they loomed even over the fog, far in the north. I knew that green hills and valleys dotted the land, and long, white, cold beaches spread west and east. Dagnar was surrounded by woods, high meadows, and fields, and the city itself was a set of six rings around a hill, with rustic, wooden houses filling the magnificent hillside. They got richer the higher you went. On top, the temple stood, ringed by a set of white walls, much like the ones at the bottom. The harbor had six piers and no ships.  
 
    None had returned.  
 
    The high roofed temple was dedicated to Freya.  
 
    I saw her likeness sitting on top of it, white marble painted with life-like colors that had somewhat tarnished in the harsh winters of the north. 
 
    The Jarl saw my eyes. 
 
    He knew who I was. “We didn’t come, king Hagar” he said, “because your father told us they would die in that war. He knew it. He sent me a most desperate message, after Aeginhamn. He told me to guard the temple. He never said anything, but he, I think, found something in the crypts, once, years ago. It was not because we were cowards that we let you in trouble, but because your father had no hope. He loved your mother. He seemed robbed of every shred of hope. Hopeless men win no wars.” 
 
    Lok’s spawn. 
 
    Murderous, filthy things. 
 
    I hated them. 
 
    “I know,” I said. “Hope is hard to come by when surrounded by lies. But now, we have hope.” 
 
    “What, exactly,” asked Kiron, “are they?” 
 
    Chal smiled. “Shape changers.” 
 
    Kiron frowned. “Just that. They stole armies of the Verdant Lands and have no real powers other than that. They are elves.” 
 
    “Come,” Sigurd said. “That is power enough. I always doubted elves. So did the east.” 
 
    We stood there in silken silence, waiting. 
 
    Kiron spoke finally. “We have four thousand men of Hawk’s Talon,” he said. “Our walls are ten feet high, and they will have ten thousand men. They don’t need powers.” 
 
    Around us, men stood. We had prepared. The walls were rippling with men. Hundreds of archers, ten ballistae, catapults. Behind us, on the wide street that led up to the temple, were thousand men, and a surprise. 
 
    We had a surprise way up on top too. 
 
    One that had confused Sigurd. 
 
    They would retreat up there, if they lost down here. 
 
    “We are dead,” Kiron said dully. 
 
    “Rikas is the Queen of Midgard now,” I told him. “Stop depressing her.” 
 
    “Not of the north,” Sigurd murmured. “We shall keep our own council, thank you.” 
 
    “They are here,” Chal said. She looked like a soldier, and I pulled my deep cloak around me, and hid well behind men. 
 
    Sigurd looked at us with confusion. 
 
    And then, from the night, marched an army. 
 
    The men on the wall, above and below, saw them at the same time. 
 
    They were running, and were eerily silent, until suddenly, just when we could see them, some spell of Narfi’s fell away, and the jingle of armor echoed across the city. 
 
    No horns brayed. No alarm was needed.  
 
    Every man simply readied themselves, and both sides, it was clear, were surprised. 
 
    Before all came Vittar’s men, rushing forward in ranks of two thousand, very near all of a sudden, and behind them ran Malignborg’s thousands. To their left flank, Graymoor’s men, and Aten was to the right of us. 
 
    It looked desperate. 
 
    And truly, I didn’t care about any of them. 
 
    I only had a quarrel with my father, wife, and uncle. 
 
    The enemy army was not well off.  
 
    Tired, spent, sick from the sea-journey, lacking supplies. there were some nine-thousands of them, and in their midst, was Eglin, wearing a red cape and holding a golden baton. 
 
    They came as a massive, marching wave of war. 
 
    I saw dozens of horses amid them, captains and generals, and beyond, in the fog, shadows. 
 
    “I don’t see them,” I whispered. 
 
    Chal nodded. “They are being shy. We need to expose them. I am ready.” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “I am not.” 
 
    The Jarl was watching the rushing enemy with shock and he saw the ladders too. 
 
    He turned to Rikas, a look of desperation on his face. Men all around the walls, were shaking and waiting, and indeed, here and there arrows were loosed. 
 
    She collected herself and stepped forward, and climbed stairs to the room of the gate, and there, stood up for all to see. Gilad, Chal, and I followed her. So did Kiron. Sigurd walked down to take command of the street, his sword in his hand. 
 
    Vittar’s men, just a hundred feet from us, saw her. 
 
    They staggered into a slow jog, whispering. Gilad, near her sister, suddenly held Vittar’s flag of twisted spear high. 
 
    “Men of Vittar!” she screamed, as the thousands of men and a stunned Eglin slowed down to crawl, slowing everyone into chaotic lines. 
 
    “Forward!” Eglin howled. “Take the walls! Bleed them! We will keep this city for our own. Land and house for all! Go, and take them! Captains! Do your job!” 
 
    Captains in the ranks shouted orders. They tried. 
 
    Here and there, companies went forth, but the confusion caused by the Vittar’s standard made it a slow advance. 
 
    Hundreds of northern archers readied. Two thousand men on the walls shifted and prepared themselves.  
 
    I watched the woods to the north. 
 
    I looked behind me to the streets.  
 
    There, more waited.  
 
    And something else. 
 
    None of it would matter. 
 
    All I wanted was to make Narfi mad. I had a hunch I had a knack for it. 
 
    “Listen to your queen!” called out Jarl Sigurd. “Listen, as she tells you of treason!” 
 
    The ranks of the thousands shifted. They tramped forward still, the gleaming, mud-spattered armor shivering with expectation and confusion, like a hurt wolf creeping toward a dangerous, confusing prey. Their fear, their hopes, rested on their High King, but the daughters of one of their kings?  
 
    Why was she amid their foes? 
 
    Prisoners or traitors? 
 
    The whispers of Vittar echoed to the walls. Half and half, I thought. 
 
    Eglin was pulling at his horse. He was howling and thinking and came up with a solution from those whispers. “Forward, slugs! What do you fear! Save the princess, the other one too!” 
 
    And at that, the shields of the Vittar, Aten, Malignborg, and many others banged together. 
 
    Rikas lifted her hand.  
 
    In it, was a head. 
 
    The army stopped.  “Here, see!” called out Rikas. “Men of Verdant Lands. See us. No prisoners are we. We are here to expose a great evil. See us and despair, for this is your king. And here, another!” 
 
    In her hands, she was holding the heads of Reignhelm and Vittar. 
 
    Eglin gagged and stared. 
 
    Men of Vittar gaped, and Malignborg’s captains were riding past them, ignoring all to see better. 
 
    She gave both to Chal, who grinned and tossed them.  
 
    Tarl’s landed in the ranks of the Vittar, bouncing off shields. The one of Malignborg fell short, but men rushed forth to look at the hideous heads. 
 
    And then a terrible commotion erupted.  
 
    We saw a captain of Malignborg, his helmet splendid with streaming horsehair, jumping down to pick up the head, and then, screams of anger echoed across the land. 
 
    Vittar were holding their head high, and turning around to Eglin, screaming questions.  
 
    The armies were in chaos. Men were leaving ranks. 
 
    “A lie!” called out Eglin. “A filthy lie!” 
 
    “It is him!” another cried out. “Our Tarl! The king! Do not deny it!” 
 
    “And men of Vittar, where is your king?” shouted Rikas. “Let it come forth! A think of Lok’s, I tell you. As is the High King, and Lon Graymoor!” 
 
    Her voice carried far and wide, and she stood there, shivering, petite, and beautiful, looking over the men of the Verdant Lands. 
 
    And it was then, when Eglin was about to lose control of the army, that a horse rode out of the dark fog.  
 
    On it, sat the suffering High King, Reignhelm, his face noble and proud. He was alone, and I guessed he was not happy to take a considerable risk. He carried my damned hammer. 
 
    Behind him, in the shadows, I saw ranks of riders, and I knew the rest were there, waiting. 
 
    Reignhelm’s eyes were slithering across all the men in sight on the walls, and he didn’t spot me. He bent his malice on Rikas, instead. “What sorcery is this?” he demanded. “The traitors bring us a head? Did we not already suffer deceit and lies? Did we not see our protectors and kings falling? Where does it end, Rikas Vittar? You fled here to get more good men killed?” 
 
    “And are you here,” Rikas called back, “because you forgot to thank Kiron as he left? You brought friends, perhaps? Nay. Nay. I am not here to kill men. I came here and saved many!” 
 
    It was true.  
 
    The city had been evacuated.  
 
    Reignhelm lifted Wolf Hammer high. 
 
    He pointed it at Rikas. “This is naught by a lie! I, Reignhelm Barm Bellic, Son of Odin, the one who carries the traitor’s hammer, tell you—” 
 
    And then, many things happened.  
 
    I pulled Rikas back from the wall, and her sister joined her.  
 
    I propelled them for the stairs, and Chal, peeking past the crenellation, called out a spell. 
 
    It was a skillfully cast wall of fire. 
 
    A fiery storm burst around Reignhelm. 
 
    The horse collapsed like a house of sticks in a roaring fireplace. Bones and skin turned to ashes, but the army, screaming in horror, all saw what remained. 
 
    It wasn’t the High King.  
 
    Narfi, a being of darkness, stood there, a spell of protection gleaming as he backed off the flames. A thing of shadows, I saw my father. Made up of darkness—his limbs almost like black dreams, the face a blot of night with eyes of bright, white fire—the thing hated the day. 
 
    His armor gone, the spells of concealment falling, the fog dissipating around him, he was seen by so many. 
 
    “Traitor!” Vittar’s men screamed, and some ran. 
 
    “What is it?” yelled a captain of Malignborg. 
 
    And it was then when Narfi had enough of concealment and lies. 
 
    He snarled, twisted, and moved, and suddenly, the afternoon turned to night, darkness sweeping across the landscape, the fog making it hard to see far at all. He dismissed the men around him, and spell of fear tore at men around him, many of whom fell on their faces, and were clawing their eyes out. 
 
    And then, a fiery line of fire came at Chal, who dodged down. 
 
    It burst through Kiron, killing the man. 
 
    And then, the chaos of the battle truly began. 
 
    Ranks of warriors shifted in panic, men were moving back and forth, and I heard Eglin screaming, “Forward, forward! Take the walls.” 
 
    And most tried. Most had not even seen what had taken place. 
 
    Much of the enemy, seeking some sense, stuck to war.  
 
    Ranks of their men were running forward, thousands of them. 
 
    Not the men of Vittar. Not half of Malignborg. 
 
    Many thousand men went forward, enraged, and rushed the blot in the night, while thousand made a shieldwall to protect it. 
 
    What followed was terrible chaos, and men wept long after as they thought back on it. 
 
    The north, enraged by the loss of Kiron, horrified by the sight of Narfi, fought well. 
 
    Arrows ripped down at the enemy, and hundreds of charging men fell. Hundreds more loped over them, taking arrow, spear, javelin, rock and falling in heaps before Dagnar’s walls. 
 
    Out of the northern woods, the noble cavalry of Dagnar rode out, terrified, armored men carrying lances and swords. They rode at the backs of Graymoor’s charging men, throwing them into chaos. 
 
    Chal grinned and pointed a sword at the night. 
 
    Out of the darkness rode two figures. One was pulling at a horse, where a boy was sitting. With them, were forty men, all with swords out.  
 
    Morag and the Swans. 
 
    And my wife and Vali. 
 
    They saw our handiwork. 
 
    They saw the army split in half, and how Narfi was backing off from an assault by the Vittar and rebellious men of Malignborg. The enraged, surprising foes were tearing at many ranks thick shieldwall of loyal Malignborg. Eglin was screaming orders at the men, and a terrible melee enveloped their middle.  
 
    Their left was now a chaotic melee, where horses were hacked down, nobles pummeled to deaths, and new wave of such men tore the heart out of Graymoor’s men, until they too were stopped. 
 
    The men of Aten got to the walls. Some of Graymoor, a thousand of Malignborg. 
 
    And dying, fighting, they began climbing it. 
 
    Narfi, looking back at his siblings, decided not to hide away. 
 
    He hefted the hammer. 
 
    He braided together spells and threw his shadowy hands out, laughing, wicked and cruel voice echoing over the darkness that was his. 
 
    Spells tore through the ranks of Malignborg and Vittar, no matter their cause. A wide swath of dark fire burned through their men, gathering momentum, melting metal, skin, bone, and like a wave, it washed for the walls, burning through Aten’s companies, their ladders, and then, splashed at the walls. 
 
    Chal pulled me down.  
 
    Around us, men were screaming, howling, as the flames washed over the walls, sparks of it flying in all directions and all across the city. The houses caught fire and burned, and conflagration would clearly destroy much of the lower city. 
 
    Narfi, hefting his hammer, was striding forth, kicking skulls out of his way.  
 
    His siblings were following. I saw Alar and Agon leading the Swans forth, just after them, picking their way through the filth and corpses. 
 
    Only Eglin was riding around, trying to make sense of the chaos. 
 
    And then, his horse fell, and getting up, a pair of nobles of the north, rode over him, tossing him to the mud, before both fell to arrows. 
 
    Narfi watched the rebels on his side, as he walked. 
 
    His eyes flashed, and flames lit a hundred skulls on fire, helmets rolling to burn flesh, brain, and bone almost gaily. 
 
    The rest of them ran in all the directions. 
 
    Finally, out of the north, more nobles arrived, men of the countryside, riding over lines of spears, and taking Graymoor standard. It was then when Graymoor, either my wife or Vali, spoke with Narfi, and rode to deal with the scattering and butchery of their left flank. 
 
    He rode hard and seemed to be laughing. 
 
    Narfi advanced, and Narfi held my damned hammer. Then he ran, and arrows snapped past him, as the shadow rushed in his own night. 
 
    The hammer gleamed as Narfi pushed past men carrying ladders, snarling at them to step away, many succumbing to dark flames and dissolving entirely.  
 
    Narfi got to the walls, near the gate, and lifted the hammer.  
 
    “Shit,” Chal breathed. “He is fast. Come!” 
 
    The wall would be a site of butchery for hours.  
 
    We had one surprise for the villain though. 
 
    We rushed down stairs, just as the first strike hit. 
 
    The hammer doubled the power of the one holding it. 
 
    Narfi was truly terrifying. 
 
    The walls shook and cracked. We fell and picked ourselves up, and continued down the stairs, just as a second strike took down part of the wall, breaking it. 
 
    Chal and I landed in the dirty street below. 
 
    “He seems upset,” she said, giggling. 
 
    “He’ll be more in a bit,” I said, almost enjoying the moment. 
 
    We ran just a way up the street, and there, hundreds of men blocked the road. Sigurd nodded us past.  
 
    With them, were four large ballistae, and we sprinted for them, and then past the men manning them. “You know where to fire,” I told them. 
 
    A grim, scarred captain, eyeing the walls where they were intact, and men that were fighting to push down the thousand that had gotten there, nodded. 
 
    “What are they?” he asked. “No elves. Don’t lie.” 
 
    “Gods,” I said. “At last a bit.” 
 
    He grinned and nodded, yelling orders. “Aim for the beady eyes. You know how.” 
 
    The men aimed the ballista at the breaking part of the wall. 
 
    The wall was struck again. 
 
    It broke apart, exploding inwards, the stone shattering unlucky men that had been standing too near, men fleeing the walls. The wall fell in a heap, killing dozens, maiming more, and then, the gate fell and crashed out, crushing countless of enemies. 
 
    The dark and the dust stopped us from seeing anything. 
 
    Chal pulled me on and we ran, looking back. 
 
    And then we saw him. 
 
    The dust settled. 
 
    Narfi stood there, on top of rubble, a creature of shadows in a silky night. His eyes were glowing, the hammer gleaming, and he saw the men waiting for him.  
 
    Sigurd grinned. 
 
    Then the ballista fired. 
 
    Four massive javelins tore into him. 
 
    God or no god, he was surprised.  
 
    One burned to crisp, as he threw a spell to protect himself. Another shattered against his shoulder, one missed him, and then one tore into his chest. He fell to his knees, howling. Arrows, a hundred, then more, shattered into him, and he fell on his knees.  
 
    And then, from the night, Faria came to his rescue. 
 
    She grasped the hammer from Narfi’s hand and waved it at the men reloading the weapons.  
 
    A bright fire grew amid the men and burned across the street. The ballistae erupted into flames; men were screaming and running all around. 
 
    She took a step forth, cursing, and we ran. 
 
    The battle would be lost. 
 
    On the walls, desperate men were pushing the defenders back.  
 
    On the street, thousand men were looking at Jarl Sigurd, seeking orders, for the street was blocked by fire. 
 
    And then, something jumped past the flames.  
 
    I saw the Jarl Sigurd, surrounded by his best men, suddenly fall to pieces, hacked down by a sword so fast, it was not possible.  
 
    “Oh, Nött’s arse,” Chal cursed. “Damn us.” 
 
    We were indeed damned. 
 
    Vali had joined the battle, fresh from winning one against the nobles. 
 
    A thing, tall at eight feet and thin, draped in dark robes, holding a long bright weapon with spindly, long arm, was slicing though men on the street, moving like a spider—dodging, weaving, laughing and slaughtering men so brutally, my slaying of the Aesir seemed like an act of love. 
 
    Chal was cursing, for Narfi was getting on his feet, howling with pain, and Faria was pulling him forth. Behind them milled men, still thousands, eyeing them and still obeying.  
 
    Out of the higher city, streamed thousand more desperate men, and we dodged aside, as their column rushed forth to do battle with the gods, and Vali would bathe in blood. He stood tall amid warriors and laughed. I stared at the face that was smooth, lidless and at a mouth that was lipless. Spearmen, dozens attacked him, harrying him like they would a bear. Suddenly, he grew five arms, each with a long, bright blade. 
 
    He lifted one, and a shattering spell tore into the ranks of men, killing them. Vali, laughing harshly, picked up something and threw the head of the Jarl amid the dueling ranks behind him, before advancing at the thick ranks of men on the streets.  
 
    Chal shoved me along, and we sprinted up the street. We were not alone. 
 
    Before dodging through the gate of the wall on top, I looked back down and I saw Faria, shedding her disguise, as Narfi was calling fire left and right, killing men who fled, obliterating ranks of archers still on the walls, setting fire on the entire city. 
 
    She was deadly, and beautiful. 
 
    I, no matter what they took from me, still loved her. 
 
    “We have to get to the temple,” Chal said. “I think this was a bad idea. You said he can be killed seven times? The army of the north didn’t manage once!” 
 
    “It was your idea,” I said. “But I guess we have to do the killing part.”  
 
    “Yes,” she said. “And this next part is my idea. Let us hope Rikas and Gilad will stay hidden in that cellar.” 
 
    I hoped they did too. 
 
    Behind us, fires spread on the city, as Narfi limped up the hill with the help of Faria, and Vali escorted them forth. 
 
    *** 
 
    The temple was silent.  
 
    Men were waiting on the second wall. Chal grasped my forearm, pulling me in. 
 
    The main temple building was a simple affair. There was just the statue of Freya, a lady in war-gear, looking down, sad. 
 
        “Why does she always have to look like that?” Chal hissed, as she dragged me along. The odd darkness of Narfi’s spell made it hard to see obstacles, but Chal had no trouble. She was hopping forward, over toppled vases, and an altar, and then towards the end of the hall. “So depressing.” 
 
    “I remember she lost her husband,” I said. 
 
    “He’s probably off frolicking with the dverger,” she laughed. “She should too. Isn’t she the goddess of love? Come. Our tomb awaits.” 
 
    She shoved me to the side, and there, a rectangular hole in the floor took us to one to the crypts.  
 
    I heard a terrible noise, screams of men, and stopped to look behind.  
 
    There, the wall was breaking, and hundreds of men with spears were preparing to receive Vali. 
 
    “Shit,” I said, shaking in fear. “My uncle and father don’t seem to appreciate subtlety today.” 
 
    “No more subtlety, brother,” she said. “It is spent.” 
 
    Then the wall broke as Faria swung it down, and a tower fell on the men assembled below. 
 
    We dodged inside. 
 
    A tunnel ran far down there, lit by torches. Sealed tombs could be seen, one after another, and at the far end, the road turned and ran deep into the hill. There were thousands of graves inside the place.  
 
    “They will expect me,” she said. “And not you. So, do your best.” 
 
    “Just get them here,” I said. “And we have a chance.” 
 
    She laughed. “We have no chance at all.” 
 
    She moved back up, and I went down the stairs. I ran my hand across a gigantic ballista set to aim up the stairs and caressed the long bolt that was ready on it. Meant to sink ships, to trap them, or possibly to kill whales in the Bay of Whales, it had seen many kills. Notches ran up and down it. With luck, it would have a very large notch in a bit. I came to stand below the stairs, the great weapon aimed to the top, and I begged for gods for help.  
 
    Not even a demi-god can survive such a weapon in the skull. 
 
    Perhaps. 
 
    Up in the temple, there was a sudden scream and a flash of fire. I heard men crying out, stone falling, and Chal laughing spitefully. “Come then! You demon spawned turds! You destroyed my city!” 
 
    “And now I will destroy this!” answered Narfi. “Faria. Cool her temper.” 
 
    Above, the temple rocked. A sudden storm of snow and ice spread there. The snow, dark in the spell of Narfi, appeared like ashes, billowing down the stairs.  
 
    I was shivering with the cold, the deadly cold.  
 
    The structure above seemed to be cracking, and Chal screamed with pain. She was howling and cursing, and then I saw her. She crashed against the wall above me and then fled past me. 
 
    “She is right there,” she whispered. “Make it count.” 
 
    She. 
 
    Faria. Not Narfi. 
 
    Damn it. 
 
    I prepared my hand on the switch on the side of the black ballista. 
 
    She came to sight, the beautiful, petite goddess in the midst of a storm, her hair whipping, her eyes pools of anger. 
 
    I banged my hand on the switch. 
 
    The weapon flew out and pierced her chest. She fell out of sight. 
 
    Chal, grinning, grasped a rope that had been tied to the weapon, and yanked savagely. 
 
    Faria came down, howling, rolling roughly down the stairs, bashing to the ballista, breaking it into ciders and then landing on Chal, slamming the jotun to the wall. She was lifting the hammer.  
 
    I put my hand on that hammer. 
 
    She gasped in horror.  
 
    I grinned.  
 
    I also suffered, as the hammer objected to the half of a soul I was missing. It burned my bones, my flesh, though the marks were not visible. It fused into my hand. My flesh seemed to stretch, and it hurt, so terribly.  
 
    I ripped it from her hands and smashed my fist to her face, breaking her dainty nose. I stepped over her and lifted my hammer and looked up. 
 
    A dark thing stood there. More ominous than most blots of darkness. 
 
    “Father,” I said, and held the hammer high. Chal was backpedaling. 
 
    Narfi’s eyes went to her. He sneered, a brief flash of fangs. “Nött. Why is Nött taking part in this? She is no friend to my father, but even less so to Odin.” 
 
    “Nött,” Chal whispered, “likes to take personal stances in things.” 
 
    “Filth of a Jotun,” Narfi said. “One of the old blood, you are, and dare to step on my toes.” 
 
    “To bring the great price to Nött,” Chal said, “is a source of a great reward.” 
 
    Narfi eyed his sister.  
 
    I felt him doing something. It was a whiff, a sense of something, a feeling rather than something else, and then I head Chal screaming. 
 
    Vali was standing behind her, his sword in her shoulder, through it, holding her up. 
 
    “If she so much as twitches,” Narfi said, and I found myself flying across the room, the distraction costing me dearly, “you will see suffering unlike any.” 
 
    I crashed all the way down the tunnel, the hammer still in my hand. 
 
    I fell amid urns and rubble. Chal cried out bitterly as Vali pulled his sword out of her, while placing a hand on her back, where chains formed and snaked inside the solid floor. 
 
    Then, he ran at me, swords out, hopping on his hands and legs, his dark eyes gleaming with evil. 
 
    Faria was up; Narfi was moving my way, limping. 
 
    I got up, croaking with pain, and charged at Vali. 
 
    I was powerful, twice the man I had been, and faster than most beings in Midgard, but I was no god, not with the bracer, the Sorrowspinner latched on my wrist. 
 
    All I could do was fight. 
 
    I howled and ran, the hammer high. 
 
    Vali grinned, lipless, and moved his hand. I suddenly splashed into a dark hole as the floor changed. 
 
    I was drowning, my fires were gone, and the hammer hurt my arm terribly as I tried to climb up. Then, something hoisted me out of the thick mud, and smashed me on a rock. A foot stepped on my arm, horribly strong, and the tips of six swords rested on my throat. 
 
    “You cannot possibly think,” Narfi chuckled, so near me, “that you could defeat us? You have none of the powers I gave you, not one. Just a tiny drop of godhood when you hold the Wolf Hammer. You bastard.” 
 
    “You would know,” I said, and eyed the thing. Closer up, you could see his face. Swathed in black wrappings, oozing puss and evil, he was a slight, scrawny, evil, squatting thing. 
 
    “I think,” I said, “that spider should have been a better name for you.” 
 
    He laughed, and Vali chuckled.  
 
    Faria was coming closer, uncertain. 
 
    “You struck my sister,” said Narfi. “Beat your sweet wife, did you, son? I shall not begin a weepy discussion with you, boy, over what happened. I am not a father, but a king. I spawn children on all Nine Worlds. I hardly dare to admit you are kin. Your mother. Fair, but a failure. It runs in the family, so it does. Now, we need to speak with Morag. And we shall require that hammer. Let go of it.” 
 
    I tried to get up and couldn’t. 
 
    “I need my other hand, Father,” I said. “The part you took from me, it makes the hammer a horrible friend to embrace.” 
 
    The pain was so bad I had tears in my eyes.  
 
    Vali grunted, sheathed one of his swords and grabbed my arm, and pulled me to a seated position.  
 
    Narfi was watching, very close, and I tried to push the hammer out of my hand. 
 
    “Soulless,” he laughed. “Not quite dead, but close.” 
 
    And at that, I kicked Vali. 
 
    He fell back, the powerful kick pushing him off me. With him went the hammer, and they fell to the mud pit, born of a spell. He yelled and disappeared under. 
 
    Narfi screamed with anger, and I pulled Borin’s short sword from my belt and stabbed it in Narfi’s skull. 
 
    Many things happened.  
 
    The bastard fell on his side, tongue flapping from his mouth. 
 
    The bracelet snapped open, and my wife tried to kill me. 
 
    Ice and snow battered me. The assault was so hard, my mouth and throat filled with ice. I choked and spat, and then I realized I saw the great power I had experience, when I had fought the Aesir. 
 
    The elves call it Seeing the Glory, the dead, Kissing the Night. Men have no words for it, and for the gods, it just is. 
 
    And for a demi-god, trapped his whole life in a man’s body, I was suddenly in heaven.  
 
    How do you describe it? 
 
    The junction between the primal worlds of Nifleheim and Jotunheim, the Filling Void was where the fire and the ice of those two worlds met, mixed and gave birth to life and magic. No man could see the powers, or rather, feel, touch…it was hard to explain what a creature tapping into them thought. It was like trying to find a coin in a raging current, like gaining hold of straw in the wind, like holding a breath, long after your breath was out. 
 
    Mostly, it was witnessing primal, all-encompassing power with balance and peace, and it was for me to toy with. There were places in that torrent, both in the ice and the fire, where I knew few could venture. There were the deepest depths of such fiery and icy falls, where oddest, rarest bits of freezing power and most simmering bits of heat could be found and used, and the place where it all mixed, deep where only Odin and Lok and their kin could reach, was far too far for me to even see.  
 
    What I could see, was a high power nonetheless. I realized, that for someone, like an elven child who had ventured out to touch this power for the first time, the trial might very well kill them.  
 
    They would be able to pull from such powers, to combine ice and heat, wind and spark, in millions of ways, creating spells of power or magic of the Gift; useful, or possibly even deadly to the caster. 
 
    For those with a drop or two of the power of the great Aesir and the Vanir, or the oldest of jotun kin in Jotunheim, Nifleheim, and Muspelheim, the forces were easier to understand and to use, and they don’t tax you to death. 
 
    And for some, like my father Narfi, some magic was preferable over the other.  
 
    For Narfi, the deepest embers of the fires, the same shadowy magic as Nött loved, and Lok embraced, were most comfortable to enjoy and to use. They were natural to them and most useful. 
 
    For Narfi, the flames were powers he used to slay many, from the shadows. He loved the fiery spells of darkness, and heat to make poison. 
 
    He made me, and also made sure his son, if he proved worthy, could use fire differently, like a warrior, a fighter, possibly to protect him. 
 
    I had an affinity with fire.  
 
    The use of, the ways of it, filled my mind like thoughts of breakfast with an empty stomach. I was sharp as a jotun, able to kick down a wall, to rip a horse apart, and I was, finally, resilient as one. I felt I could change my shape slightly, thicken my skin—a spell of ice that—and to trample most anything down in a fiery charge while raising an inferno to kill most any mortal. Chain of flame, a sword of fire, a shield of heat.  
 
    I knew them. 
 
    With the Wolf Hammer, I would almost equal a real god. 
 
    I called out a shield of fire.  
 
    I thickened it, as Faria shrieked and pushed more power of ice at me. I stepped forward, eyeing her, our eyes locked. She was gritting her teeth, weeping, and let loose such a terrifying storm at me, that my spell shields glowed.  
 
    I grinned, and stepped closer to her, calling for a chain of fire, and as it rattled from my larg fist, I bashed it at her. 
 
    She threw up a spell to shield her too. 
 
    The spells met.  
 
    What followed was a frightening, rocking explosion. 
 
    It shook the halls, the tombs, and part of it crashed down. We all suddenly fell below, a level, then another.  
 
    When the avalanche ended, I found I was alive. I climbed to my feet, feeling wobbly, and grinned as Chal was creeping for me. 
 
    She eyed my wrist, free of a curse, and looked at me with some worry. 
 
    “I suppose,” she said, “congratulations are in order.” 
 
    “I still have no soul,” I laughed, “but yes. Now, you go and find Morag. He will be outside. Take him to Rikas, if you would. I have a date, I think, here soon.” 
 
    She nodded and turned to go but stopped to frown. 
 
    “And if you gain your vengeance here?” she asked. “What then? Will you betray Nött? No power is strong enough to defeat a true god or goddess. You are still a mortal.” 
 
    “Just like the gods,” I told her, and she was shocked.  
 
    I was not sure what I would do. 
 
    If I killed the lot, perhaps Odin would forgive me. 
 
    Perhaps he would betray me, to make sure I would never harm them. It was as possible as anything else.  
 
    And yet, the powers I saw, they made me arrogant, careless and foolish. I knew it, and remembered she had saved my life. So I soothed her, for I knew I owed her a debt. 
 
    “I keep my oaths,” I told her. “Sister.” 
 
    “I think we need to get your soul back,” she said. “You look beautiful as Thor, minus your scars and the forehead, but there is much of Lok in you too.” 
 
    “Sounds like a perfect servant for Nött,” I said, looking around.  
 
    “Or a rival,” she whispered, and pointed her broken sword at a wall.  
 
    A yawning hole in the floor had burst open, the former doorway shattered. 
 
    A voice of tittering laughter echoed across the halls, and Chal looked alarmed. 
 
    I grinned. “Looks like I get to test my power soon enough. A lich?” 
 
    “A lich’s magic can slay you, as can an elven sword,” she said. “You saw Narfi. You need to find skills to survive. And Mar, he knows a trick or two.” 
 
    “Get Morag to safety,” I told her. “Make sure the ravaging bastards outside won’t kill him. Or Rikas and Gilad. Then come and help me.” 
 
    She changed and slithered away to the stones, seeking ways up. She disappeared in a moment, and I turned. 
 
    I walked to the doorway and looked down below. 
 
    There, complete darkness. 
 
    And then I turned, and Narfi was there. He lifted his arms, hissing. His spell of lightning shattered my sight, nearly broke my ears, and I saw Vali above me, swords in his hands, as he crashed into me.  
 
    There were only five swords. 
 
    One hand wielded the Wolf Hammer. 
 
    It struck me as we fell, and I howled as the wolf’s head struck down on my armor and broke a bone in my chest. 
 
    We crashed down a stairway in utter darkness and finally bounced apart.  
 
    Weeping, for demi-god can weep for pain and loss, I called for fire. The fire spread around me, scorching, and I spread it left and right, and in the air around me, wondering at the skill, as natural as breathing. 
 
    A spell tore at me from the darkness, a beam of ice, and ripped into my side. 
 
    It was buried in my side.  
 
    Vali would kill me there in the dark. 
 
    I sent a bright flame to hover high above me, spitting fire and casting light. I growled and made it hot, and shadows ran. I saw the chamber or most of it. 
 
    I saw Vali, stalking the room in the middle, swords out, only four of them, the smooth, lidless eyes on me, the tall, skinny body almost serpent-like. Hunter and a murderer, he was toying with me. 
 
    And his master was not far. 
 
    In the light of the fires, I saw the stairway, far above. On a broken doorway, Faria the Fair leaned with my weakened father, my damned father, one life short. How many he had, I didn’t know.  
 
    “Why don’t you two come down?” I hissed.  
 
    Vali slithered back in the darkness, trying to find an advantage, the swords gleaming. I pushed more fires across the room, revealing the old, curving roof. Around the place, were heaped a significant hoard of treasure, armor on stands, some over skeletons, weapons of old, and more than enough gold and silver to fill any treasure room with. To the side, I saw a ragged hole, where flickering lights glowed, and the noise of water echoed. 
 
    And behind me, I sensed something else. 
 
    A library. 
 
    In the corner of the place, there was a tiny home. There was a bed, and a table for eating, though it had not been used in ages. It was filled with tomes, heaped in piles, lost in times, golden covered, and silver chiseled tales and treatises. There were thousands. 
 
    There was a writing table in the middle and hunched over the counter, was a figure. 
 
    It looked dead. 
 
    Mar. 
 
    A hand was over one book, a blue-covered tome, dull and…not dusty. 
 
    I saw Vali staring at the thing, licking its bloodied mouth with a black tongue. It sheathed several of its swords as he climbed the wall silently, like a spider indeed. 
 
    Narfi was taking steps down, a blot of evil, staring at the book. 
 
    “The journal,” he whispered, and that whisper echoed in the room. 
 
    I felt something odd when I looked at the creature. 
 
    It was a bitter, dark stain of hate. And somehow…it was familiar. 
 
    Narfi was silent as it stared at it, twitching in the stairs. 
 
    “It is not Mar,” I heard a voice.  
 
    Faria.  
 
    She was at the doorway, far up there, and battered and wounded. 
 
    Vali was moving further up the wall. 
 
    And then it occurred to me that I should move away too.  
 
    Suddenly, the creature moved.  
 
    It sat up, the mouth open, hair hanging lank and long, and dust fell from its ear, in a long, dribbling cascade. 
 
    “Shit,” I whispered. 
 
    Its hand moved up, it flicked a finger, and the fire went out. We could all see glowing, white eyes staring at us from the skull-like face. 
 
    “The whelps of stronger sires, eh? Welcome, to my…here,” he said softly. “Though, of course, all are Lok’s, so I suppose that speaks volumes of his seed.” It looked up at the wall and snapped a finger. 
 
    Vali screamed and fell. He landed smoothly, the swords were hidden behind him, in a crouch, the sinuous, nightmarish face still like a spooked insect. 
 
    The creature laughed. “Oh, such an impressive feat. I felt like I was walking the market of Asgaard, cheering at the entertainers! Clowns and a fool.” His eyes flickered to me. “Fool you are, boy. Odin’s eye, eh? Hardhand I smell in you, though it has simply rubbed on you. I sense you are trouble.” It looked at Vali. “Skilled in murder, a night-dark soul, a sword of the slayer, and a servant of your brother,” he stated. “Vali, you are. And up there, the fair one, hurt terribly,” hissed the thing, as it stood up, joints creaking. “Faria the Fair, how precious. Long have I missed my wife, and you remind me of her.” 
 
    The thing was caressing the book.  
 
    In the light of my fire, we saw the hand was rotten and partly skeletal. It was a lich indeed. 
 
    But still odd. Still strange. 
 
    Still…familiar. 
 
    “Narfi,” it snarled. “I see you, you wrapped beast-thing. The spell-master. The bloodsucker. Lok’s least loved thing, cancer on the gods, a monster to even the lowliest of flesh-eating jotuns, you filth.” 
 
    I didn’t turn to look at Narfi. 
 
    “But you I wonder about. Truly odd. A human with Lok’s blood. Narfi’s, of all the things,” he said, “half of something, and never full. Narfi’s? Aye. How it must irk him that you look like Donor, though you are gray and foolish.” 
 
    I watched my hand. 
 
    I was gray, pale and dark gray. 
 
    Also, my limbs were thick, and fingers stiff, and I felt my skin.  
 
    Like rock.  
 
    The thing laughed. “To be fair, Thor is stupid as his hammer. The kin to that one.” 
 
    Vali shook his head. 
 
    “Show it,” snarled the thing. 
 
    Hesitating, Vali pulled from his back the hammer. 
 
    “Kin to Mjolnir, eh? My bane, you thought it would be?” He shook his head, seething. “Now. We know each other.” 
 
    “I don’t know you,” I said softly. 
 
    “Oh, you do not! Aye, Mar you thought me.” 
 
    He looked around, murmuring, and then found a skull. He showed it to us and grinned. “Here he is. Took exception as I tried to retrieve the tome. I stepped on him. But he did get the last laugh. And I think Odin, who sent me for the book, knew it was cursed. A spellbound guard has been placed on it. The lich, alas, had a spell on the pages, and that page, my friends, made me rather less pretty and alive. I took his place, that is. And I cannot leave. If I step away, I shall fall. But instead, I will guard it. The library. So will I, and Od keeps his words.” 
 
    Od. 
 
    God. 
 
    One of Odin’s ilk, Freya’s lost husband. 
 
    “You are saying,” I wondered, “that you are here because Odin sent you?” 
 
    He chuckled and picked up the book. He eyed it and placed it in the pocket of a jacket. He had a long, white beard, rotten nose, and as he crinkled his nose, some of the nose fell off. “Yes, yes. He sent me to find this thing, and I did, of course, I did. Alas, that I did.”  
 
    “But you did find it,” I consoled it. 
 
    He eyed us with mockery. “I did! Did you come here by accident? Is the city on fire just by chance? A picnic accident, perhaps? Hate those.” He smirked. “I sense the three are on a quest, and you are not the first ones. To find something precious for your gods, eh? Something the gods would greatly desire. Or you. It is mine. The price was too heavy, and I will keep it. He sent Od, for he much desired my wife. I know it. He set men to guard the worlds, but here he sent his best, to make sure old Od would remain here, dead, guarding of the cursed book. It contains secrets, it does. And one is the location of the Truth Stone. Aye?” 
 
    “I think Odin doesn’t know you are here,” I said. “My father found you.” 
 
    “Your father? Yonder is your father! Narfi. But nay, the man you speak of, the one who was to seek out this secret, ran away like a rabbit, and nobody came to seek me after,” he said darkly. “Your father betrayed your Odin, and they left me here, or Odin betrayed me. If only he came here, but no doubt, he is too busy to bed my wife.” 
 
    “My father…the man with my name betrayed you. That one made sure of it,” I said. “My father in name.” 
 
    Od scratched his cheek. Skin peeled off. “This is getting confusing. I am a bit rusty but let us end this. Think of me like a grandfather, and you, the children will get to run around me a bit, but I’ll warm up.” 
 
    We moved back.  
 
    Vali squatted, walking in the edge of the darkness. and I felt fires whispering for me, to be afraid, to be ready. 
 
    I saw a braid, an ancient, powerful one, and summoned the familiar shield of fire, round and massive. 
 
    “Oh, ho,” he said. “Light and darkness, and no soul. A fine spell! A bit unsteady, but you would improve, if you only had a head on your shoulders.” 
 
     “Golden tears,” Narfi said, standing in the stairs. “Bitter gold tears, amber and silver. That your wife cries for you. Go and find her, old one.” 
 
    “The curse cannot be lifted,” Od said, and toed a skull on the floor. “The elf put it in, and he was a master. As good as any god. The book is mine until someone destroys me. You’ll not touch my books. They have been my only friends. There might be one I have not read.”  
 
    “I can trade my son for him,” Narfi said. 
 
    Od sneered, and hesitated, fished out the blue book, and put it on the desk. “Actually, let us make it fun.” He put a filthy finger on the book, and opened it up, hissing in pain. He tapped a finger on a page. “Here. Here is the place where the Truth Stone was hidden. I dare say it has not moved, all these times after. A lair beast lives here, and a lair beast holds it, far from here. I do not envy you if you try to get to her. You may peek at it. If you can kill a god. Come. Come and kill me. In fact, I insist! Let there be light!” 
 
    Vali hissed and ran to the edge of the room, pulling swords and holding the hammer.  
 
    I stood there before the thing that suddenly grew to stand twenty-foot-high, a god, except neither dead or alive, lost in time, bitter, mad, robbed of a wife by Odin’s quest. The thing summoned fires of its own. They roared to life from my spell and ran like a web across the room, on the floor and along with the ceiling. I was hopping about, staring at the hundred strands that split the room. 
 
    I hid behind my shield. I sought for a weapon, and then again, a familiar spell came to my mind. A chain and a fiery ball ran from my hand, and I stood there, holding it ready.  
 
    I watched Od as he strode to the side, pushing over a large, empty bookcase. He rifled in a pile of gold and jewels. “Where did I put it? Ah! Here!” he said, and pulled out an ax, ten feet tall, wicked and dark, the blade my size. 
 
    He walked forth and then pointed the weapon at me.  
 
    I hid behind my shield. 
 
    My legs were stuck. 
 
    A thousand spiders ran from the cracks in the floor and began spinning webs, furiously. 
 
    Webs grew fast across my body and tightened around me. The spiders burst in a fire, as they touched my shield, but they ran across my destroyed armor, and wounded chest, wrapping webbing across my mouth and face. 
 
    I struggled and fell on my rear, in full panic. Od laughed, as he sang and stood over me. I let go of my spells and tore at the webs, managing to break some, but not all. The webs were squeezing me harder and harder. The spiders were scuttling for my face, for my mouth, for my nose, swarming over and inside the web. 
 
    I screamed in my head, horrified to the bone, my newly found pride shattered, and I called for the magic I barely understood.  
 
    I braided and released an inferno around me, pushing spells in all the directions, gathering more and more power. Even Od stepped back. The webs nearly failed but were wet and damp. They darkened as an inferno of my own making burned around me, but finally, they were strangely enduring, and I collapsed, exhausted. The spiders that survived were turning back to spin a new layer, still thousand strong. 
 
    I got to my knees, and then half of the spiders were spitting the web to the walls, anchoring me to the ceiling, pulling my limbs in all the directions. 
 
    “Found the spell in my head one morning,” Od murmured. “Vali, Narfi, and fair one. See. This is what happens when you come to my home and ruin my door. I’ll make you like me, I will, and you may serve me bones and mice, and Faria may keep me company in my bed. Alas, the sheets are rotted away, dear.” 
 
    I saw him step closer, the ax high, and then I saw darkness moving. 
 
    Vali? 
 
    Nay.  
 
    Chal. 
 
    The jotun hurtled down at Od.  
 
    She changed in midair, a jotun again, her hair billowing behind, and hacked a fiery whip down on Od’s face, tearing at skin and bone and an ear as she crashed down. Od looked shocked and was shaking his head. She slapped the flame weapon down on the face again, missing the eye. 
 
    She jumped down from him, and aside as Od tied to grab her, and the giant struck his hand in a bookcase as she rolled away. This time, the case was full of precious tomes. 
 
    The wood turned to rot and maggots and the books as well. The terrible god kicked what remained apart, roaring with horror. “My books! Nött’s mouse, eh? Come! I have some business with you!” 
 
    Chal ran to the shadowy edge of the room. She was twisting and weaving amid gold and silver, and the giant ran after her. 
 
    Chal was grinning as she ran for Vali. 
 
    I saw Vali’s face, shock in the beastly eyes. 
 
    I struggled in my bonds. 
 
    I breathed and concentrated, and then I braided together a spell of fiery chains and poured all the power I could find, inexperienced, unable to do it right, but the chain, stronger than before, fell from my hand, and sizzled and burned the webs with bright power, until I could free a leg and an arm. Panting, I stepped forward and found momentum, the webbing tearing, and the room was shaking as I ran. 
 
    I stopped and stomped the ground where flames burst to cover me, and the spiders fell dead, curling into black, crisp balls of misery.  
 
    I turned to see Vali, weapons out, confronting the thing that had chased him and Chal into a corner. 
 
    Vali attacked. 
 
    Weaving a deadly sword dance, slipping past the legs of the thing and cutting at the dead flesh, the Lok-spawn was magnificent. The swords took flesh, they hacked into its thigh, stabbing through the beastly god. When Od roared in anger and pain, hopping, the ax swinging, Vali released a spell of lightning on the thing’s face. 
 
    It took out teeth and lips, and Chal was on the other side, tangling the creature in a fiery whip, trying to topple it. 
 
    I saw ice, brilliant and bitter, slash up from under Od, and spires of ice tore to its crotch. He howled and then fell on his back, slipping under the onslaught.  
 
    Faria was on the steps, speaking softly, praying to her father Lok for aid, not sure she should do more. 
 
    Narfi, the bastard, was gone.  
 
    I looked behind me and saw him, hovering over the book. He grinned at me and disappeared into the shadows. 
 
    I cursed and ran for Vali and Chal. 
 
    I was gaining speed, momentum; the room was shaking, my chain was red hot. I held the fiery chain, dragging it after as I ran, as I inexorably closed in on them. 
 
    Vali was hacking at the thing, dancing on its chest, but Od was getting up. The creature struck at Vali, and Vali was dodging under the ax, sweeping over the next ax cut, and then, screaming with joy, he slashed for the throat of the thing. 
 
    Od disappeared, and Vali fell on a bare floor, with Chal. 
 
    The thing had shrunk and stood to face them.  
 
    The thing held the ax, much smaller and lifted a hand at both, readying a spell.  
 
    And I was there, smashing the fiery chain into the being, taking an arm. Then I crashed into him, and we smashed into Vali and Chal. Together, we bashed through an ancient sarcophagus, into a pile of coins, and finally, the wall. 
 
    I bounced back and backed off. 
 
    Chal was weeping, and Vali’s arm was broken. Both were stunned, with tiny flames playing on their skins. 
 
    Od pushed up and turned to look at me, and the missing arm.  
 
    I snarled at him and feeling vicious and cruel, I looked at his study.  
 
    “The book,” he whispered, looking at his stump, “cannot be harmed.” 
 
    “But the rest can,” I said and braided together an inferno. 
 
    The library was engulfed instantly. 
 
    It burned like a dry pile of hay, and everything in it was destroyed in an eyeblink. 
 
    The book remained, open but on the floor. 
 
    I pushed away from the flames. 
 
    Mar’s skull cracked open. 
 
    Od was shaking with rage.  
 
    His face was twitching, and I felt he was gathering great powers. “Children,” he said. “I am now warmed up.” 
 
    He let go of a spell. 
 
    Everything on the floor around him seemed to jump up. Thousands of coins, bits of stone, wood, and broken urns were lifted and then they were broken, like a child was breaking clay into sharp, dry pieces. The things turned into sharp, serrated missiles, and then they began spinning in the air around him.  
 
    Vali howled and summoned energies to guard him. 
 
    I called for the fiery shield and jumped for Chal. She screamed with pain, for part of her was outside the protection. The coins and bones and sharp debris in the room flew around. Od was laughing and in the middle of it, not far. I saw Vali standing, hurt by hundreds of such missiles, his swords, and weapons falling. 
 
    I saw him tossing something my way before he crashed to the wall, and partially in it. 
 
    The Wolf Hammer landed near me. I reached for it, and the debris tore at my hand, and still, I pulled it to me. 
 
    The storm went on for a long time. 
 
    Then, suddenly, it ended. 
 
    The items around him just stopped and fell like rain. 
 
    I found I was alive. I got up, on shaky feet, and held the shield out to him. 
 
    Od was walking about, touching the stump of his arm, and debris and bits of coins were falling from the crack in the ceiling, and pages of destroyed books were falling like rain. He was watching Chal, who was still and bleeding next to me.  
 
    “You do not look good,” he said, as he turned his eyes on me. “Neither do you. When you fight jotuns, and their kin, you are as mortal as you would be facing men as men. You are not above death, Lok spawn.” 
 
    He was right. 
 
    I had a huge bruise in my chest and a wound on my side, another wound in my back, and dozens of deep lacerations.  
 
    And the hammer was making my life hell. 
 
    The hammer hurt more than ever, my hand shaking with the pain. 
 
    Od turned to watch the last of us. 
 
    Vali was standing, weak, bleeding, one arm ripped. He fell back against the wall. 
 
     “Weak,” Od whispered and looked at me. “Will you take your hammer, boy?” he asked with humor, “and use it. Come. Kill a god.” 
 
    “I think,” I said, as I walked for it, “that you are no god. The least useful of the lot, a terrible lover to your wife—” 
 
    “Terrific,” he said, snarling and spitting. 
 
    “She says that of Odin alone, and of fat slaves,” I corrected him, “and you are a pathetic guardian of any book. I think Odin,” I laughed, “indeed sent you to find the elf, because he thought you would be wise enough to open an artifact like this with care, and not fall victim like a simple mortal, you idiot Aesir.” 
 
    He snarled. He threw his hand out, and fire, deep, dark and bitter, tore out of the air for me.  
 
    And I felt it and saw it, and because Narfi had given me love, an affinity for fire, I used it. 
 
    It came instinctively.  
 
    I wrestled the power from him and threw it back at him. It was red, dark, and terribly hot. 
 
    The fiery storm splashed against him, against his face and hair, churning and savaging bitterly, rending the god’s rotten flesh. 
 
    He gasped and staggered through the storm. 
 
    And he didn’t see the wolf hammer coming, as it smashed into his eye, sinking deep into his skull.  
 
    I held my hand, flesh torn. 
 
    A god, even a long-dead one, should be a spectacular thing to see. 
 
    Od simply fell, like a log. 
 
    Vali jumped forward and sawed his blade on the neck of the thing, hacking savagely, until the head fell off. 
 
    The lips, smacking foully, went still. 
 
    I walked to it and pulled the hammer out, gasping with the pain. 
 
    Vali, hesitating, backed off, as I lay the hammer on a thick bit of old leather, and then turned to look at him. 
 
    Vali was staring at me, and then at the book, still on the ground. 
 
    I turned to look up at the stairs. 
 
    Narfi and Faria were gone. 
 
    “So, Uncle,” I said. “Where to now?” 
 
    Vali laughed bitterly, his voice dark and bitter. “Hundred years I sat in White Tower. Hundred years I hunted the mountain and stayed hidden, pretending to be half-mad hermit, and did it many times, new generation supposedly as degenerated. Hundred years, I helped my brother to plot and watched him. And he left me here. Alone.” 
 
    “Not alone,” I said. “He left you with Od.” 
 
    He nodded. “And you.” 
 
    “Narfi read it,” I said. “He did.” 
 
    Vali growled. “So, he is gone, Hagar. You will never find him. Nor will you know his secrets.” 
 
    I eyed the hammer. “I am the Wolf Hammer, no longer Hagar. I am a grudge breaker still. I have grudges to end.” 
 
    “What will you do?” he asked, moving around Od’s corpse. “Freya will not be happy. To imagine, below her temple!”  
 
    “Well,” I said. “It seems I have just one ally. And it would seem that all the gods greatly desire what you wanted. I think it is only fair that I find it first.” 
 
    He grinned. “Truly?” 
 
    I nodded. “It seems to me that the one who finds the Truth Stone shall be forgiven much. And I still will want my soul back.” 
 
    “I care not,” Vali said. “I think I shall go home to Lok. I shall try to heal.” 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “For fighting with me.” 
 
    He laughed. “Your friend didn’t leave me any choice!” 
 
    I nodded and walked for Chal.  
 
    Vali was collecting his swords, the demi-god bleeding from his wounds. I passed him, and then I whirled and grasped him by the throat and rushed for a wall. I smashed him into it and placed my hand over his maw. I let flames into his mouth, and they poured out of his eyes, and I watched the bastard die. 
 
    “Someone has to die,” I told him. “And I don’t wish to see you again, Uncle.” 
 
    I dropped him and walked to Chal. Chal’s eyes opened up, her leg broken, and back likely as well, bleeding from many wounds. 
 
    “You killed him,” she whispered. “So. You choose Nött.” 
 
    “I’ll be a killer for her,” I said. “And I think she will approve of me. She’ll be happy to see how I can serve her. But I cannot promise I’ll be a good thief. I need to get my soul back. It will change many things.” 
 
    “She will probably make me hunt you,” she said weakly. “We should go and meet her. She will aid us.” 
 
    I pulled out a bottle. “You are not making a strong case for yourself, if you suggest, you might kill me one day.” 
 
    “Only in bed,” she laughed. “Nött’s milk, but it hurts.” 
 
    “Here. My turn.” 
 
    “The potion,” she said. “It is precious. Don’t waste—" 
 
    “No?” I asked her. “I’ll take it then.”  
 
    I took a sip of it, and her eyes were full of surprise, and as she opened her mouth to complain, I poured it in her mouth. 
 
    She screamed, for it was a painful cure. I staggered away, gasping with the pain and slowly healing from my wounds. 
 
    I found the book and sat next to it. 
 
    I touched not the page and saw the words. In it, the elf Mar had described a place far from Midgard. It was called the House of Iron, in the Melt of Nifleheim, where a vast hoard of dverger lay hidden under the heels of one of the First Born. 
 
    There would go Narfi, and there, too, would go Faria. 
 
    There would travel Odin’s people as soon as he found the room. 
 
    And now, a man with no soul, a half-god with love for fire and a mad hammer would walk to Nött, in the Unlit City, to find a new mistress, and a quest. 
 
    I did have one.  
 
    Revenge. My soul.   
 
    I smiled and looked at the fallen. I would make sure Morag was safe with Rikas, and she could start rebuilding and hunting down what Lok still might have left. I would personally find Eglin, as Chal healed. 
 
    I also would have a chat with Naera, Narfi’s scribe, and the twins. 
 
    I’d find out my father’s secrets all right. 
 
    And I would kill any being, who stood on my way. 
 
    Nött would suit me well. 
 
    Aye, I had no soul. Possibly, I would never regain it from my wife. I instead thought she was making sure that if I were to thwart their quest for the stone, she could bargain. 
 
    But I wasn’t sure I would. 
 
    The emptiness was terrifying. The loss, the memories are gone. The hammer I needed would one day rip my arm apart, for I was not whole, and growing less so. 
 
    But perhaps there was a way to regain what I had lost. 
 
    The world of magic and god-like quests awaited me.  
 
    The Truth Stone was a quest worth taking. Worthy of Lok, Odin, and Nött, and who knew who would get it? And possibly, I would find a Wish Stone as well, and regain my soul. 
 
    I looked at the book.  
 
    On the list of items, on that page, such a stone was mentioned. 
 
    And if I were to regain my soul, and I alone knew the secret to save the gods and all life, then, perhaps, it would be the Wolf Hammer who might rule over any land. 
 
    Perhaps over Asgaard itself. 
 
    I smiled. With a new life, one must have new goals. 
 
      
 
    -    The story will continue with the Lair Beast early June 2019 - 
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