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Chapter 1

It was almost impossible to focus on anything but the Selkie woman’s hips pressed up against mine, but the next creepy cackle from the hills around us snapped me back to reality.

Our trip back to Dalir had been slower than I wanted, and now that we were just about to cross the border from Svelgard back into my home territory, it sounded like we were about to run into one more obstacle.

The cackling laughter had started half a minute ago, and there was no way to mistake what it was. It was a pack of jakyls, only I couldn’t figure out what they were doing so far north.

Normally, jakyls were only found in Illskan territory in the southwestern part of the Red Forest. They were definitely never seen in Dalir territory since the nóttmal kept all other apex predators at bay, and as far as I knew, they’d definitely never been found this far north.

We might only be a few miles from the Dalir border, but we were still firmly in Svelgard territory, and apparently, there were now jakyls hiding in the barren foothills between us and the Red Forest. To make matters worse, the wind whipped around us like we had personally pissed it off, and it made it hard to pinpoint where the jakyls’ laughter was coming from, and I couldn’t help but worry that things could suddenly get worse if some scythe-wielding Svelgard happened to pick up our trail.

But I wasn’t sure we were actually being followed by the enemy clan. The only thing I knew for certain was that the four-legged predators had surrounded us at some point in the last sixty seconds as the sun went down, and now they were steadily getting closer. Our two drekkadyr mounts weren’t doing us any favors either because they were one of the jakyls’ favorite foods, but at least Dyggur’s constant threatening snorts and humphs seemed to make the predators a little more hesitant to charge.

“Aaron Briggs!” Eir hissed from her perch on the heillhaust’s back. “We should ride straight for the woods! They will not be able to catch us if we go full speed ahead, and then we can turn and fight them when we are not surrounded!”

“Stay right where you are,” I whispered even though I knew the beasts couldn’t understand my words. “If we make a run for it, that’ll only make them more excited, and it’ll make us easier to pick off. Plus, they’ve got an advantage in the woods. We can see them better out here during the fight.”

“Then let me get down from this beast’s back,” Nora said in her lilting Irish accent. “I will tear these jakyls limb from limb, and I will make them eat their own teeth until their throats burst.”

“As stunning as that visual is, maybe we should figure out exactly where all the jakyls are first,” Vegvisir said dryly. “They hunt in packs, you know.”

“I can already tell you where they are, and I can tell you where they will lie when I am done with them.” Nora’s growl from her spot on the saddle in front of me was so deep that it sent a vibration all the way down her spine until it tingled where my cock pressed against her voluptuous ass.

“Fucking focus,” I muttered to myself, since now really wasn’t the time to be thinking with anything except the head on my shoulders.

“There,” Nora said as she pointed directly in front of us. “Also there, there, there, there, and there. No, that one moved. Okay, there.”

Nora continued to point in six different directions to indicate where all the jakyls were hiding behind the wind-blasted barren hills around us. Every time they moved, she changed where she was pointing like she had eyes on the hidden beasts, and when she glanced over her shoulder to point behind me, I noticed that her plump red lips were curled back in a snarl to reveal her pointed saw-like teeth.

They only ever came out when Nora was getting ready to attack, and even though we were in a little bit of a tight spot, I couldn’t help but grin at the sight. Sure, we might be a few miles away from our home territory, surrounded by jakyls, and not able to use any torches to avoid getting spotted by Svelgard warriors, but the jakyls had severely underestimated their opponents.

I had an old wanderling with a staff full of magic runes, a heillhaust whose scales were already steaming in anticipation of a fight, and enough tomahawks, scythes, and blades to put down an entire pack of jakyls. The drekkadyr might be skittish when it came to their primary predator, but their horns could do some serious damage if the jakyls got close enough, too, and they were still responding well to the commands Vegvisir and I gave them.

But more important than all of that, I had my two winged Valkyrie wives with me.

Eir had already pulled the bow off her shoulders with an arrow nocked and ready to fly. In the dim light of the frigid foothills, she looked like a true Nordic goddess with her blonde braids whipping back to mingle with the black feathers of her wings. A wave of warmth billowed up from her heillhaust mount, and it gave her pale cheeks a pink flush of heat and excitement.

Nora was still perched in front of me on the drekkadyr. Every time she let another growl escape her lips like a trapped panther, I couldn’t believe how ferocious this auburn-haired woman was or the fact that she belonged to me. Her midnight-blue wings were folded carefully against her back, and the sprinkles of freckles across her shoulders and cheeks were as cute as they were sexy.

But this woman was an even more ferocious predator than the jakyls, and our enemies knew it. Whenever her dark blue eyes flashed and she let out another warning growl, the jakyls stopped cackling for a few seconds. They could sense that she was an apex predator like them, but they had probably never encountered a Selkie before, so I doubted they knew what to expect. But no matter how many second thoughts they might be having, the jakyls always changed their minds, decided it was worth it to try and attack, and started circling us again.

And right now, my command was the only thing keeping Nora from leaping down and tackling every last jakyl herself.

I knew she could do it too, but I still wanted to play this whole thing smart. I wasn’t about to make a careless mistake after we had defeated the helgrind, avoided more Svelgard warriors, and made it almost all the way back home. There had to be some reason the jakyls had come so far north, and if it was anything to worry about, then we needed to know about it before we engaged them.

At least jakyls liked to take their time with their prey. They continued cackling and scampering all around us, and even though I still hadn’t caught a glimpse of the giant, shaggy, gold hyena-like beasts or their Joker-like smiles, I knew they were taunting us to savor our terror before they attacked.

Or they would have been, if any of us had been terrified.

These jakyls would never even know what hit them.

“Nora and Eir, when I give the word, you both do your thing,” I said. “Vegvisir, try to keep the drekkadyr from running off, and keep an eye out for any jakyls we might miss.”

“I assume this is another one of those complex plans of yours that goes something like ‘attack everything until everything is dead,’ right?” Vegvisir rolled his eyes.

“I’m touched by how well you know me.” I smirked, but then I realized the latest round of cackles had been ever so slightly closer. “Now!”

Nora moved even faster than Eir. The sea-born woman launched herself into the air with her powerful dark wings, but she only flew just long enough to get the jakyls’ attention. The wind was too strong for her to stay airborne for much longer, but it made the jakyls positively slobber all over themselves in their eagerness to reach the woman who looked like tasty flying prey.

Six shaggy golden beasts came bounding over the hills that surrounded us, and they galloped toward us just as Nora’s bare feet landed in the snow. One of them gave another creepy, high-pitched laugh as he barreled at my second wife, but Nora immediately sprinted toward him, swung herself up on his back as easy as she’d sit on a barstool, ripped one eyeball out of his skull, and tore into the flesh at the back of his neck with her other hand so deeply that it exposed his spine.

It was quite possibly the sexiest thing I’d ever seen.

A second jakyl fell dead before it even reached the bottom of the hill. Four of Eir’s arrows skewered his skull right between his eyes, and Nora gave the Nordic beauty a bloody smile from on top of the third jakyl she’d already disemboweled.

I reined my drekkadyr tightly to the left and raised my runed scythe. I had to give Svelgard credit for using weapons with such impressive reach, but the rune engraved on the weapon now was all my own. When a jakyl sprang toward me with its snarling teeth ready to rip out my mount’s throat, my scythe lashed forward faster, and it carved a gaping chasm in the side of the beast’s shoulder.

Then the wound bloomed with ice.

Thousands of tiny icicles rippled through the jakyl’s open flesh until it looked like a thick cobweb of ice. It completely immobilized his front right leg, but the jakyl just snarled and limped toward me again, so I slashed the scythe across his throat. A river of ice spilled out of his open neck, and it mingled with his blood in the snow so it looked like half-melted diamonds and rubies.

I looked up from his fallen corpse in time to see Eir finish off another jakyl with the gleaming Bowie knife I had made for her. She had injured it with three arrows, but the final blow was a knife stroke that she hooked into his milky-blue eyeball. She twisted the knife until blood and goop spewed across her forearm, and then she kept plunging it deeper until she scrambled his brains inside his skull. Of course, she had to dangle sideways off of Dyggur to do all this, but the heillhaust kept moving so her weight was always balanced perfectly on top of him.

He might be testy and have an ego bigger than a high school quarterback, but Dyggur was also one hell of a good boy, and he would never let his mistress fall.

Eir’s kill tumbled to the ground just as Nora raced toward the last jakyl. She skidded underneath his sternum like she was sliding into home, and the jakyl’s teeth gnashed uselessly against the air. The Selkie woman was completely hidden by the creature’s shaggy golden fur, but the snow beneath the jakyl suddenly started to hiss and steam as she tore open his stomach. All his organs tumbled out a second later, and Nora barely rolled out from underneath the jakyl before his corpse could crush her beneath him.

I was just about to congratulate us on finishing the fight quickly and with a minimal amount of noise that might draw attention, but then the old wanderling called out from his drekkadyr mount.

“Three more on your left, boy!” Vegvisir called. “I’ll take the one on the right!”

I jerked my drekkadyr to the left as three more jakyls galloped over the hills surrounding us, and I forced myself to focus on the battle instead of wondering what the hell these Illskan predators were doing so far north. I saw Eir shift herself upright on top of Dyggur and reach for another arrow from her quiver, I saw Nora half-fly and half-sprint across the snow toward the jakyl in the middle, and I watched Vegvisir lean over the side of his drekkadyr so he could strike it against the ground.

Just as an ice spear flew from the tip of the old man’s staff toward the predator on the right, my drekkadyr mount decided it had experienced all the predators it wanted to. It reared back on its hind legs, and I had half a second to decide if I wanted to try to keep my seat or if it would be easier to jump off now and take my chances on foot.

I decided to jump clear of the panicked drekkadyr.

The last thing I needed was for some huge but terrified horned deer to fall on top of me in its desperation to get away from the jakyls. Plus, I didn’t need him as much as I would have if we were fighting these beasts inside the Red Forest. Their golden fur and the dense trees made it damn near impossible to see the jakyls at night in the woods, but here in snowy southern Svelgard, there was plenty of light even at night that reflected off the foothills, and I had no problem tracking their movements.

The moment I dropped down to the snow, the jakyl on the left charged me. From the corner of my eye, I could tell that the other two jakyls were all skewered with a handful of ice spears, arrows, and half a dozen missing chunks of flesh thanks to Nora’s vicious teeth. The jakyl charging me took two arrows to the face but kept flying toward me, so I did the only thing that made sense at the moment.

I played chicken with him.

I stood my ground with my long ice-runed scythe in one hand and my fire-runed cutlass in the other. The jakyl didn’t even slow down or pause to wonder why the hell this human was just staring him down, and just before his massive frame could plow into me, I jumped to the right and slashed my fire-runed blade down the side of his neck.

The shaggy golden predator immediately squealed and swung his head toward me with his snarling lips pulled back over his sharp teeth, but the fire in his neck suddenly bubbled up like bile from inside his throat. At the same time, I hooked my scythe across the front of his neck, and the creature’s squeals turned into manic yips as I let the blade bite so deeply into his fur that it acted like a halter.

Ice crystallized inside the wound from the scythe while fire burned deeper and deeper into the side of his neck. The jakyl’s whole head was immobile now, but he still tried to lash out at me with his claws, even as his panicked yips mixed with terrifying shrieks of laughter. One of his claws almost caught me across the chest, but I released my grip on the scythe, jumped back a step, and grabbed one of my tomahawks to bury in his chest instead.

Blood immediately gushed from the first hack of my tomahawk as three arrows thudded into the jakyl’s shaggy hide along his spine. On my second blow, I used my tomahawk to shatter the crystallized ice in the creature’s neck, and the beast gave one last high-pitched yelp before his whole head rolled backward and then just dangled from the single strip of flesh that still connected it to the rest of his body.

Nora was on him a second later, and her teeth ripped apart that single strip of flesh so the beast was finally completely decapitated. The Selkie woman then pounced from his fallen body and tore her teeth through his skull, but when she tasted his brains, she immediately spat them back out again.

“This beast does not taste good, my love,” Nora announced.

“Hold that thought,” I chuckled as I panted to catch my breath. “Are those the last jakyls? Do you sense any more?”

“I sense nothing but the wind and snow,” Eir sighed. “If there was anything else out there, its scent would probably be lost in all these gusts of wind. Not to mention the stench of these dead beasts.”

“Eir is right,” Nora agreed. “I also do not sense any more predators.”

“They’ll come soon enough with all this blood lying around,” Vegvisir grumbled. “I never thought I’d be saying this, but we really should get back to Dalir territory so we can light a torch and keep the nóttmal and who knows what else at bay.”

“You’re right,” I said, but now that I had a moment to glance around, I realized my terrified drekkadyr had taken off. “Shit, we can’t let my mount escape. He’ll leave tracks everywhere for Svelgard to find.”

Dyggur snorted, and Eir slid down from his back like a winged ballerina. The heillhaust took off before I could say anything else, but my Valkyrie wife just smiled.

“He will bring the drekkadyr back,” the Nordic beauty told me. “He is very fond of you now, my chief.”

“I did save his life, so that only seems fair,” I snickered. “Even if he did make me work for his approval more than he did with Nora.”

“Dyggur likes beautiful and deadly things.” Eir shrugged. “You are very handsome to me, Aaron, but I do not think you are really Dyggur’s type.”

“Fine by me,” I chuckled.

Vegvisir suddenly slid off his drekkadyr and examined something in the snow. He crossed his arms over his chest and gave an exaggerated huff, and I half-expected the old man to stalk off into the darkness without another word. But instead, he looked up at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read. It almost looked like a scowl, except Vegvisir also happened to look pretty damn pleased with himself about something.

“Guess we should have used the ice rune on all our kills,” the old wanderling said. “Look at this mess! Blood and guts and brains everywhere.”

“Yes, we made quick work of them,” Eir said proudly. “Especially since jakyls hunt in packs.”

“But they did not seem to hunt in a pack just now,” Nora pointed out. “They did not try to separate us from each other, and they did not try to hunt us down as individuals. Each jakyl seemed to pick one of us and just attacked. From what I understand about jakyls, this is a little unusual, isn’t it?”

I was so proud of how much both of my savage wives knew about predators and hunting that I almost didn’t realize Nora had directed her question to me.

I’d never imagined I would meet one beautiful, ferocious woman who knew as much about hunting as I did, much less enjoyed it as much as me. But now here I was with two women who looked like they had walked straight out of my teenage dreams. One of them looked like a green-eyed, Nordic, bowhunting goddess, and the other was a stunning, auburn-haired seductress with a body that would have been the envy of every woman trying to dress up like Jessica Rabbit for Halloween and big blue eyes that made me feel like I was drowning every time she turned them on me.

“I think all this talk of hunting is turning our husband on,” Eir giggled. “Look how intense his eyes are when he stares at us. It is like he is taking off all our clothes in his mind.”

“We could make things a little easier for him,” Nora said with a sly smile. “So his mind doesn’t have to work quite so hard to imagine all that we have to offer.”

The sea-born seductress started to reach for the narrow strip of fur that barely covered her breasts, but I jumped forward and grabbed her hands before she could finish undressing.

“Uhh, it’s not that I don’t love everything about that idea,” I said quickly. “But now is probably not the best time to take off all your clothes.”

“Don’t worry yourself about the cold in the air,” Nora replied. “I’m always warm, remember? These clothes are only because you said it is not customary for women to walk around naked in your clan, but I do not need any furs to keep warm.”

“And I’m so glad about that,” I said. “But we should really stick to talking about the jakyls to make sure we’re in the clear before we head back to Dalir.”

“Whatever you want, Aaron.” Nora licked her lips as she said my name, and even though there was still a little dried blood on her chin from all her kills, I found the movement so sexy that my head spun.

“You are right though, Nora,” Eir said, and her voice helped ground me back in the present. “These jakyls did not really act like jakyls, except for when they surrounded us before they attacked.”

“That’s all true,” I said. “But how they tried to hunt us isn’t actually my chief concern right now. I’m a lot more concerned with why there are jakyls up here in Svelgard at all. But Vegvisir, what were you saying?”

“I was trying to make a point,” Vegvisir grumbled. “At least I was before you kids all decided to get each other hot and bothered by talking about the predators who literally just tried to devour us.”

“Go ahead,” I chuckled. “But I think I can already guess your point.”

“How the hell are we supposed to clean all this up so Svelgard doesn’t track us right into Dalir?” Vegvisir demanded. “I’ve been covering our tracks as much as possible through the snow, but now you expect me to cover blood on top of all these tracks?”

“So you’re saying you wish we had all used the ice rune magic in order to kill these guys because it would have made for a cleaner kill?” I grinned. “It almost sounds like you can actually see the benefits of weaponizing rune magic.”

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, boy,” the wanderling groaned. “Just because I understand that it can be helpful doesn’t mean I’m looking forward to a whole army of Farthegns slinging around ice spears and enchanted fire.”

“I cannot wait to learn how to use the runes!” Eir said as she bent down to clean her bloody knife in the snow. “I will master it the same way I have mastered my wings. I will attack this rune study with as much ferocity as I attack all the enemies of Dalir!”

“Good luck with that one,” Vegvisir snickered. “I already told you the Farthegns are too interested in using their fists to understand the subtleties of rune magic.”

“We haven’t even started training them,” I reminded him.

“We?” the old man cackled. “Oh no, you’re on your own for that adventure. I’d prefer to keep my head on my neck instead of getting skewered like a stuck pig from someone’s misdirected rune magic.”

“We’ll see about that,” I muttered, but now wasn’t the time to try and convince the wanderling to help me train my clan. “Listen, I don’t think we need to worry about cleaning up all this blood. We’re not going to get rid of the jakyl bodies, so there’s no point getting rid of the blood, either.”

“What about Svelgard?” Vegvisir asked. “Isn’t the whole point of covering our tracks so they won’t follow us?”

“And we’ll still cover our tracks,” I said. “I know it’s taken us longer to get back to Dalir, but it’ll be worth it if Svelgard remains convinced that Hylmrek attacked them, not us. But there’s no way to prove what killed these jakyls, so there’s no way it can be linked to us. There are plenty of other predators in the area who could have done this, right?”

“More than plenty,” Nora confirmed. “And with the scent of so much blood in the air, they’re probably on their way here right now.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Maybe they’ll find the jakyls more appetizing than you did, Nora. All we need to do is cover our tracks through the snow like normal and then get our asses back into the Red Forest.”

“Oh sure, just cover our tracks like it’s fucking nothing,” Vegvisir muttered. “Like it’s no big deal to move snow around in the middle of all this wind.”

“But didn’t you say the wind was partly a result of all your rune magic?” Eir asked with complete innocence in her green eyes.

“And I don’t need any lip about it from you, girl,” Vegvisir sighed. “Like I told you before, when you start using the runes to mess with the weather, you have to be prepared for whatever comes as a result.”

“Of course I am prepared!” Eir’s eyes filled with fire. “I am a Farthegn! I am always prepared for whatever the elements throw at me. That is why I am so well-armed and wear such warm furs, ride the fiercest heillhaust in the whole Red Forest, and am wife to the strongest and most capable chieftain!”

“Everybody just take a breath.” I rolled my eyes. “We have bigger things to worry about than exactly how much of this wind is natural and how much has been caused by Vegvisir’s staff.”

I was inclined to think the responsibility for the wind was split pretty much fifty-fifty between nature and rune magic, but there was no point in figuring out the details. When Vegvisir first gave me his suggestion for covering our tracks on our journey south, I had been a little skeptical, but the old man had more than held up his end of the bargain.

About every half-hour, we had paused long enough for Vegvisir to raise his staff to the sky and then direct the tip of it to the tracks we had left behind us in the snow. I never saw anything come out of the staff, but the wind that started howling after us quickly told me what rune magic he was using to cover our trail.

The wind roared down from the mountains to the east, and it brought heaps of blowing snow with it. The wind and snow shifted and covered the tracks behind us, and after a few times of summoning the wind every half-hour, the wind picked up so much speed and fury that we only had to pause every few hours. Then Vegvisir would direct the wind a little more, but I couldn’t see what rune he used to help direct it.

At least I had spotted the original wind-summoning rune he used, and I committed to memory the two vertical lines with three diagonal lines connecting them.

I could tell all this use of his rune magic was starting to wear on the old man, but we were almost safe in Dalir, and he just needed to hold on for a little longer. But since the wind was doing a great job of covering our tracks for us, it didn’t really matter now how much was natural and how much was from Vegvisir’s magic. All that mattered was that this wind was fucking wicked, and even though Nora never felt cold and the rest of us were all dressed in wool and furs, I still wanted to get under the shelter of the red trees as soon as possible.

The quicker we were out of Svelgard territory, the better.

“Do not worry, my love,” Eir said. “Dyggur will be back with the second drekkadyr very soon. Probably even sooner than Vegvisir can cover our latest tracks.”

“There’s no point in covering our latest tracks until your heillhaust gets back,” the old wanderling countered. “Otherwise, I’ll have to direct the wind twice instead of once.”

“We’ll wait for Dyggur to get back before we try to cover the last of our tracks,” I announced before either of them could argue anymore. “Right now, I just want to know what the hell these jakyls were doing so far north.”

“They must have been quite scared,” Nora said as her midnight-blue wings swayed back and forth behind her. “The jakyl is the apex predator of its territory in the south, isn’t it? I think the only reason a small pack of them would leave their home territory is if something else bigger and badder scared them away.”

“That is the most logical explanation,” Eir agreed. “But I cannot think of what would have scared these jakyls… Skulraeth are terrifying, but they never venture across the river except to hunt mares in the Oegyrian Fields. Even then, they stick to the fields. There would be no reason for them to go north into the Illskan territory of the forest.”

“What about these nóttmal who hunt where Dalir live?” Nora asked. “Could they have terrified these jakyls?”

“I doubt it,” Eir answered. “The nóttmal really stick to their own territory too, and if they did get the crazy idea to hunt jakyls, they would have gone south into jakyl territory. There is no explanation for why they would drive them north into Svelgard.”

“Unless something completely different scared the jakyls,” I said. “Eir, are you sure there are no other apex predators in the Red Forest who might have decided to take on these jakyls?”

“I cannot think of any,” Eir answered. “Each territory has its own two chief predators: the Farthegn clan that inhabits each territory and the beasts that the clan hunts and wears as fur. It is jakyls for the Illskans, nóttmal for the Dalir, and skulraeth for Hylmrek. None of the other clans border jakyl territory except for Óhreinn, but the treacherous cliffs stand between their two territories, so I doubt anything managed to scale the cliffs to come scare a few jakyls all the way north.”

“What is the Óhreinn predator, anyway?” I asked.

“I am not sure,” Eir admitted. “Since Hylmrek had very little to do with Óhreinn, I do not know much about this seafaring clan.”

“It is not a predator that comes ashore,” Nora snickered. “It stays in the water.”

“Well, something must have scared these creatures,” Vegvisir muttered before I could ask Nora for a follow-up. “The alternative is too unsettling to think about.”

“Uhh, I kind of think it’s unsettling enough to think that there might be a predator capable of scaring jakyls,” I pointed out. “What’s the more unsettling alternative?”

Vegvisir glanced back and forth in the darkness, as if the wind itself would carry his secrets to our enemies. The blowing snow crusted in his eyebrows, and a few flakes even settled in the wrinkles of his face before they melted against his skin.

“I told you there are strange things happening in the world right now,” the old wanderling said as he leaned forward. “There’s been chaos everywhere for months, and it’s only getting worse. You think the cave-in of the Helgrind den was bad, boy? That’s mild compared to the things I’ve witnessed lately.”

“Strange or not, there still has to be an explanation for how these jakyls ended up so far north,” I said. “There’s no way it’s just random chaos.”

“Even random chaos usually has an explanation,” Nora pointed out. “When the golthr stampede the vanahrut, there is always a reason why the stampede started. Just like whenever the vanahrut try to attack me, it is only because they are hungry or because they have been forced toward me after one of these stampedes.”

“Is this the kind of random chaos you mean?” Eir asked.

“No,” Vegvisir muttered without any more explanation.

“I think he means something worse,” I said.

I thought about what the old wanderling had told me in private before we even entered the helgrind den. He told me that outside the Red Forest, everything was falling out of balance. Migrations, wars, and even basic interactions between species were all getting stranger and didn’t make sense anymore. The only explanation he had come up with was that everything was acting out of fear, but he refused to say for sure what might be causing this fear.

But I had a feeling it had a hell of a lot to do with Ragnarok.

The end of the world according to Norse mythology might have happened once before, at least according to my brother. I still didn’t know how that was relevant where I was now, but I was pretty sure that I was looking at two Valkyries, and both of them had gotten their wings the first time I made love to them. Eir had taken a bunch of dead souls to a tomb where they would wait until she returned for them, and a massive scar in the center of my chest burned every time I was in the heat of battle.

So between all that, the paintings in the depths of the helgrind den, and the statue of the wolf-headed god there with my mark on his chest, it seemed like there was a lot I didn’t understand about this world. But Nora and Eir hadn’t been around for that conversation with the wanderling, and I didn’t think now was the best time to bring it up. Not while we were still exposed and waiting for Dyggur to come back with the drekkadyr so we could move out.

Maybe that would give me long enough to think of another possible explanation for what could have scared the jakyls out of their territory.

“What do you mean by something worse, Aaron?” Nora asked in her sweet Irish accent that almost made me forget she could tear a man in half as easily as look at him.

“Trust me, there’s a lot worse things in the world than random chaos,” Vegvisir answered for me and then brushed the snowflakes out of his eyebrows before they could avalanche into his eyes and obscure his vision. “And it would be a whole lot fucking better if chance was the only thing that drove the jakyls here tonight.”

“What are you hinting at, old man?” Eir demanded. “I do not like these riddles and vague answers! Be blunt, and say what you mean!”

“I’m afraid I have to agree with Eir on this one,” I said with a frown. “If it’s not random chaos and it’s not another predator, what exactly are you talking about?”

“Oh wait, there is Dyggur!” Eir cried a moment before the ground began to tremble under our feet.

The scaly heillhaust galloped into view about twenty seconds later, and he was driving the escaped and terrified drekkadyr right in front of him. When Dyggur stopped short at the edge of the jakyls’ bodies, the drekkadyr reared back and acted like he would run again, but then Nora took a few steps back so at least her predatory nature wasn’t terrifying him.

After we successfully calmed down the drekkadyr and thoroughly congratulated Dyggur on what a good job he had done chasing the creature back to us, the heillhaust tossed his head proudly and then stood waiting for his mistress’ next command.

“Well, looks like it’s time for me to get to work and cover our tracks along with all the places Dyggur’s heat has melted the snow!” Vegvisir said cheerfully as he clutched his staff a little tighter.

“Oh no, you don’t.” I stepped in front of him and forced him to lock eyes with me. “Finish what you were saying first.”

“What happened to the idea that we should hurry up and get back to Dalir as fast as possible?” Vegvisir grumbled.

“Finish what you were saying,” I repeated. “Otherwise, we’ll stay right here until every predator in the area follows the scent of blood, and then we’ll keep standing here until all of Svelgard shows up to attack us.”

“Aaron, I am not sure--” Eir started.

“Finish it,” I interrupted the beautiful blonde. “If there’s something you’re not telling us, I need to know about it.”

“You’re probably not wrong,” Vegvisir said with a roll of his eyes, and I noticed his grip on the staff relaxed slightly. “Look, it’s possible the jakyls were scared by something, and that’s why they ended up all the way here in the north. Maybe. But it’s also possible that they were, uh, enchanted.”

“Enchanted how?” Eir narrowed her gaze at the old man, and even in the dim light of the stars reflecting off the snow, her eyes looked like sharp green sea glass that could cut a man off at the knees and bleed him like a wild boar in the snow.

“So, the thing is…” Vegvisir scratched his chin. “Do you remember how I said I got in a bit of trouble with the furies? And then how their duchess threw me to the necromancers as punishment?”

“I remember,” I replied. “Then the necromancers wanted you to get the heart of a skulraeth, but you lied and gave them the slip. That’s how you ended up in Illskan territory and then in the Illskan dungeon.”

“That’s about the sum of it.” The old man nodded. “Well anyway, there’s three things you need to know about necromancers. One, they’re always looking for bodies to cut up and use in their rituals. Two, they sometimes have abilities stranger than you can imagine, and that includes control over certain animals.”

“Like mind control?” Eir demanded. “They can tell the animals what to do, and they do it? This is nothing. Many Farthegns can do this. Every warrior of Hylmrek can control a heillhaust by the time they reach maturity, and I imagine Illskan warriors are the same with their drekkadyr.”

“You do not control your animals,” Vegvisir growled. “You tame them, and that is a very different thing. When I say the necromancers control animals, it is more like they possess them and then drive them to do things they otherwise never would.”

A chill ran down my spine, and this cold was a hell of a lot more unsettling than the bite of the wind against my skin.

“You said there are three things we should know about necromancers,” I reminded the old man. “What’s the third one?”

“That the wayward reapers they create are as powerful, if not more powerful, than the necromancers themselves,” Vegvisir muttered. “And once they have latched onto a target, they will never stop hunting them.”

“That’s great,” I groaned. “Absolutely fucking great.”

“Of course it is great!” Eir agreed with an enthusiastic nod that made her blonde braids bounce. “Once you destroy all the necromancers and wayward reapers, then the rest of the Farthegns will beg to be part of your clan! You may not even have to fight them and kill their chieftains!”

“Are you sure the wayward reapers or necromancers are the ones who drove these jakyls here?” Nora asked Vegvisir before I could tell Eir that I was being sarcastic. “And that they did it because they are hunting you?”

“I’m not sure about anything at all.” The wanderling shook his head. “Maybe a bolt of lightning hit one of the jakyls in the ass and made them scurry all the way through Dalir. I don’t know. I’m just listing all the possibilities.”

“I don’t know which option is the worst one,” I sighed. “Either there’s some kind of predator that we don’t know about who chased these jakyls up here, it’s an act of random fucking chance, or the necromancers have decided to hunt down Vegvisir and make him pay for escaping. Any way you look at it, it doesn’t sound good, and that means more than ever, we need to get our asses back to Dalir.”

“Eh, don’t worry yourself too much about necromancers, boy,” Vegvisir chuckled. “Their reapers like to have a good long hunt before they finally strike. If they did this, it could be weeks or months before they finally try to take me out.”

“I’m pretty sure I’m gonna worry anyway,” I muttered.

“Don’t tell me you’re getting fond of me and not just my staff.” The old man smirked.

“Let’s just say I’m concerned about the possibility that a coven of necromancers might be after you,” I told him. “That means they might be after us too, and I’d rather not deal with that on top of Hylmrek, Svelgard, and Óhreinn.”

“Predators are on their way here from the northeast,” Nora suddenly announced. “Seven or eight, but I am unfamiliar with their scent, so I cannot tell you what they are.”

“Then let’s get a move on,” I said. “Everybody mount up, and as we move south, I want you to blow that snow over our tracks a little more, Vegvisir.”

“You say that like it’s child’s play,” the wanderling grumbled, but he climbed back onto his drekkadyr mount anyway.

“Like stealing candy from a baby, right?” I snickered.

“I am afraid this phrase does not make sense, my love,” Eir said. “Even Farthegn babies know to fight for what belongs to them, and they would never make it easy for someone to steal from them. Maybe you meant to say like stealing candy from a slave?”

“Nobody’s going to steal any candy from slaves or babies,” I groaned. “Vegvisir, can you help me out?”

“You’re on your own, boy.” Vegvisir gave me a wicked grin and then held up his staff in preparation for his rune work.

While the wanderling closed his eyes and started to concentrate, Eir scaled the heillhaust’s forearm and positioned herself securely on Dyggur’s back. After I mounted the second drekkadyr, I decided there was no reason to risk one of our mounts being spooked off again.

“It might be better for you to ride with Eir the rest of the way back,” I told Nora. “Dyggur respects that you’re a predator, but I don’t think the drekkadyr would say the same.”

“As long as Eir does not mind sharing Dyggur with me,” Nora said with a shy smile.

Dyggur snorted and moved to stand closer to the Selkie woman, and Eir immediately held out her hand to Nora.

“Of course we do not mind!” Eir said with a smile that made my stomach flip. “We would be so honored if you joined us for our ride home.”

As soon as we were all positioned on our mounts, I led the way south. Vegvisir followed on his drekkadyr right behind me, and Dyggur brought up the rear with Nora and Eir. Whenever I glanced over my shoulder, I saw that Dyggur was moving quickly, but not so fast that his increasing temperature could begin melting all the snow wherever he ran. Vegvisir already had his work cut out for him just trying to blow the snow over our tracks.

The wind was picking up even without the wanderling’s assistance though, and after we had only traveled south for a few minutes, a wall of driving snow blasted us from the east. It was impossible to see Dyggur even though he was only a few yards away, but I could still make out the shaggy shoulders of Vegvisir’s drekkadyr behind me.

Vegvisir tried to call something to me that I would have bet anything was something snarky, but I couldn’t hear him over the roar of the wind. I just hoped his mount would keep up with mine. Dyggur could find his way through anything, so I wasn’t worried about him, but the cold was starting to stiffen my joints until I wasn’t sure I could let go of the reins even if I wanted to.

We needed to get out of this wind, and fast.

I forced my thighs to move and squeezed the drekkadyr to make him move a little quicker. The animal was all too eager to return to the relative safety of the Red Forest, and we passed out of the worst driving snow a few minutes later. Then the red needles of the forest came into view in the distance, and I let the drekkadyr fly as fast as he wanted to.

When we were less than half a mile away, the snow became more scattered across the ground, and our mounts galloped at full speed ahead. We moved so fast that I barely had time to see the small group of torches at the edge of the trees, and I reined in my drekkadyr just in time before he could barrel into the Dalir patrol waiting for me at the edge of my territory.

The moment we stumbled to a stop, I found myself face to face with six of my warriors and four of my huntresses. They were all sitting atop drekkadyr mounts with burning torches to keep away the nóttmal, and the sight of their familiar blue-black fur cloaks really made me feel like I had come home.

“Well, I’m back,” I said. “And… uhhhh…I have a new wife.”
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Chapter 2

My clansmen kept glancing at Nora as we made our way south through the Red Forest. I snickered as I realized they were all trying to be sneaky, but their efforts were about as subtle as a sledgehammer.

I had given them no explanation about Nora or the fact that she had a giant pair of dark blue wings growing out of her back because there’d be plenty of time for that later. But after several minutes passed, one of my women warriors attempted to get some kind of information out of me.

“Please, my chief!” the warrior called. “How can we honor this woman with you if you do not tell us who she is?”

“Don’t worry, I’ll tell everyone soon enough,” I assured her. “I want to tell the whole clan at once, though. And right now, I’d like to get as far away from Svelgard territory as possible.”

“Did Svelgard give you any trouble?” one of the huntresses growled from her drekkadyr mount beside me. “If they did, we should go to war with them immediately. I would be honored to ride north at your side and hunt down every last one of them for any injury that they did to you, my chief.”

“Nah, we’re fine,” I said quickly, since now wasn’t the best time to get into the details of our journey north. “I just want to get back home right now.”

The wildish woman gave me a quick nod before she pushed her drekkadyr further ahead. She joined one of the other huntresses at the head of our returning party, and I smiled at how well the Dalir patrol fanned out to cover our sides and our flanks.

Plus, I couldn’t help but smile at the fact that they were here to meet us at all.

Apparently, Anakol hadn’t just been content to wait for my return. On our ride home, my clansmen informed me that the braided warlord had given me two days before he started to send out a separate patrol to the northern border of my territory. He mounted this patrol on drekkadyr and changed them out three times a day like the other foot patrols, but he also had three patrols change out during the course of the night. Each night patrol was armed with torches against the nóttmal, and they waited at the very edge of the Red Forest for any sign of me.

I hadn’t given Anakol orders to do anything like this, but I wasn’t mad about it. Anakol was a lot of things, but if I knew one thing for sure, it was that he cared about the safety of his chief above anything else. I had no doubt that he would have sent a search party out the moment enough time passed by, and I knew it was only my direct orders that kept him from sending a party after me the moment I left Dalir.

Still, I was grateful for my warlord’s planning. He had made sure that every patrol was stocked with healing supplies and provisions of food and water, along with torches for all the night shifts. Anakol didn’t know about Vegvisir’s enchanted fire yet, but the torches were clearly meant to make our trek back to the Dalir stronghold easier. I was all too eager to devour the boar jerky that they brought though, and since we had just killed a small pack of very random jakyls, I didn’t mind the extra security, either.

On the way back, we occasionally heard the distant growl of a nóttmal, but they kept a significant distance away from us. Normally when we traveled at night through Dalir, we could still see the nóttmal even when we carried torches. They didn’t come close enough to bother us, but we would see the occasional glimpse of their milky-white eyes or the angry scarred slashes across their dark faces.

But tonight, we didn’t see any trace of them. We only heard them stalking other prey in the darkness, and every now and then, one would growl like it was frustrated that it could come no closer. But it never did.

And I had a feeling I knew why.

The rest of my clansmen might not know why yet, but they would as soon as I told them Nora was a Selkie. She growled back at the nóttmal every few minutes, but whenever one of my warriors glanced at her in confusion, she just smiled prettily and cleared her throat with a wink at me.

This woman was going to be just as much trouble as Eir.

I couldn’t wait.

The torches that lined my stronghold’s walls appeared a few minutes later, but before I could sweep in through the gates, Vegvisir suddenly pulled his drekkadyr to a halt.

“This is as far as I’m going tonight,” the old man announced. “Somebody take care of my beast, will you?”

“Are you sure you don’t wish to come inside with us?” Nora asked and then gave the wanderling a smirk. “Aren’t you afraid the nóttmal will eat you?”

“There’s a lot worse fates in this world than that, girl,” Vegvisir snorted. “I’ll take my chances.”

“You’re not planning to run off before sunrise, are you?” I frowned.

“If I was, you wouldn’t be able to stop me,” the old man chuckled.

“My chief, should we put this wanderling in chains for you?” one of my warriors hissed. “He should not disrespect the chieftain of Dalir and Illska like this!”

“Nobody touches the wanderling, or they answer to me,” I warned. “I’ll see you in the morning, Vegvisir. Try not to get eaten.”

“No promises,” the wanderling replied, and then he climbed down from his mount and disappeared into the darkness of the Red Forest.

“A very curious man,” Nora said.

“You’re telling me,” I muttered. “But he did give me an idea. I’d like to enter the stronghold without a lot of fanfare, just to look around and see how things have been going in my absence. Could you all wait back here with Dyggur and the drekkadyr while we go ahead on foot?”

“We will do anything you ask, my chief,” one of the wildish women said. “But going on foot will not keep the lookouts on the walls from spotting you.”

“Then half of you go tell them not to raise the alarm when I come strolling through the gates,” I said. “The other half of you can wait here with our mounts.”

“It will be done,” the huntress promised.

The only thing I took from my drekkadyr mount was Nora’s Selkie fur, since I didn’t plan to ever let it out of my sight if I could help it. Everything else on our mounts could wait until the patrol brought them inside.

When we entered the Dalir stronghold on foot a few minutes later, the lookouts all bowed to me from their positions, and so did the guards at the gates. I nodded to thank them for their silence, and then I signaled for Eir and Nora to follow me through the torchlit streets.

There was no better way to see how things had gone in my absence than for me to sneak in and take a look myself before anyone realized I was back. It was a little harder than I imagined to stay quiet as we moved through the streets since every time I accidentally brushed Nora or Eir’s wings, the particular woman moaned and had to clamp her hand over her mouth to keep from crying out in pleasure.

Once, I purposefully let my fingers graze along the edge of Eir’s black feathers when we all turned a corner together just to see her squirm, and the blonde beauty gasped and staggered back against one of the huts.

“Two can play that game, Aaron Briggs,” Eir hissed when she had recovered herself.

I couldn’t help but grin at the wicked smile she gave me, but I didn’t know what she meant until we were about to turn the next corner. Then Eir grabbed my arm like she was trying to stop me from being seen, but before I realized what she was doing, the Nordic beauty slipped her hand under my furs and trailed her fingers over the mark on my chest.

“Fuuuuck…” I groaned and had to wrestle myself back under control before I ripped off all our furs right here in the pathway.

“I could be wrong,” Nora said with a sly smile. “But I think this is a game that three can play, not just two. Am I right?”

The look in the Selkie woman’s dark blue eyes told me she already knew the answer to this question.

My head kept telling me this wasn’t the time or place, but my body was telling me something completely different, especially when Eir reached out and stroked her fingers down Nora’s spine.

The sea-born woman shivered with pleasure and then immediately returned the favor, and the sight of my two women stroking each other’s backs filled my head with all sorts of other images of things that they could stroke together.

“You two are gonna be trouble,” I chuckled. “Please save that thought for later, though.”

It was still early enough at night that nobody would be asleep yet, but I guessed everyone had already had their evening meal. The dirt lanes were pretty empty though, and when I took the next familiar turn, I started to realize why.

It sounded like nearly everyone was at the blacksmith’s shop.

I snickered to myself as we hurried along, and when the open front of Brokkr’s shop came into view ahead of us, I stayed back in the shadows with my two wives so I could see what all the fuss was about.

The whole damn clan seemed to be gathered in and around the smithy, and the blacksmith went back and forth between yelling at everyone to get out of his way and muttering to himself while he hammered or quenched or grinded away. Plenty of women were clustered around Bragi like usual, but both men and women were inside the shop itself and looking over Brokkr’s shoulder as he tried to work on all the weapons I had tasked him with making.

Brokkr must be going crazy with so many people on top of him.

“If you want them out, you could always tell them to leave,” Anakol’s smug voice said from the edge of the crowd.

“We both know they’re only still here because you are,” Brokkr huffed.

“It’s true,” a woman said. “We heard he laid you flat with one punch, Anakol. We’re just curious if he can do it again.”

“Or maybe you’ll knock him flat with one punch this time,” a man suggested.

“I am happy to go for another round whenever the blacksmith wants, but Brokkr has proven his point,” my braided warlord said with a scowl.

I smirked as I realized the remedies he’d been using had done a hell of a good job in healing his swollen eye, but there were still the remnants of a wound healing where his skin had split on his eyebrow.

“And what point was that, exactly?” Brokkr looked up from where he was tempering a blade to grin at my hotheaded warlord.

“He proved that he has Farthegn blood somewhere in his ancestry,” Anakol declared. “This is why he is now counted as a clansman.”

“Is that so?” Brokkr scoffed. “Did my great-great-grandmother come back from the dead and tell you a Farthegn man debased himself to sleep with her even though she was a slave?”

Even from across the street, I could see Anakol’s nostrils flare.

“Or was it my great-great-grandfather who came back to tell you he secretly fucked a Farthegn woman?” Brokkr taunted.

The blacksmith was really pushing his luck, but I had to admire the balls on the man.

Anakol’s nostrils flared again like he was trying to take flight with nothing but the air in his lungs, but before he could respond, Bragi burst into laughter beside him.

“I hate to be the one to tell you this, Brokkr,” Bragi chuckled. “But you’re only proving Anakol’s point even more.”

“I am?” Brokkr asked.

“He is?” Anakol demanded at the same time.

“Of course you are,” Bragi said with an easy grin. “Only a Farthegn would respond to another Farthegn like that. A slave would never even be able to imagine responding with such insolence.”

“Yes, see?” Anakol sneered. “So, it’s obvious. You have Farthegn blood in your ancestry, and this is the only reason that you were able to knock me out cold. It was an impressive blow, and one that would never have been possible for a slave. Still, perhaps we should check your form a little more. Step out from behind your forge and try to hit me again.”

“Don’t tempt me,” Brokkr muttered.

“No, I mean it,” Anakol said. “You’re a full-fledged clansman now, aren’t you? That means you should listen to the commands of your warlord. It is my duty to see that you are fit for battle, so come out from behind your forge and try to hit me again.”

“I don’t have to listen to your shit,” Brokkr said, and then he went right back to tempering the blade.

“What have you two been working on so secretly, anyway?” a woman asked who was always hanging around near Bragi.

“Yes, tell us what you have been working on, Brokkr,” another woman said, and I was floored that she called the blacksmith by his actual name.

Then again, everyone hanging around the shop seemed to be a lot more respectful toward Brokkr than they had been before. Maybe it was the legend of his one punch against Anakol, or maybe it was because my clansmen had finally realized that Brokkr was making them better weapons than all the other clans in the Red Forest.

Either way, Brokkr looked equally confused and relieved to hear himself referred to by his name instead of the usual ‘slave’ that he had answered to his whole life before I entered the picture.

“I can’t answer for Brokkr, but I’m not working on anything secret,” Bragi chuckled. “I am just trying to finish up another Khopesh sword before I call it quits for the evening.”

“And you?” Anakol asked the blacksmith. “Are you also working on just another Khopesh sword? You have been hunched over in secret at the back of your shop for most of the night.”

“Because it’s the only place to get away from you people,” Brokkr said with a roll of his eyes. “Besides, how do you know I’m hunched over in secret? You wouldn’t know your way around a forge if it bit you in the ass, Anakol.”

“And that’s only because my brother hasn’t had the constant and never-ending gift of working with you, Brokkr,” Bragi said sarcastically. “It is a joy and a burden that few others could claim.”

I smiled as the three men continued to go back and forth like a well-choreographed dance of dialogue. I would have bet anything this was how they had behaved the entire time I’d been gone. Anakol and Brokkr probably butted heads every time they saw each other, but they both had a grudging respect for each other now. And any time they seemed to get a little too tense, Bragi probably made a joke to keep the peace. Sure, he could have just let Anakol and Brokkr beat the shit out of each other and restore peace that way, but for the sake of clan security, it was probably smarter not to let them get distracted by fighting each other.

“So?” Anakol demanded. “What have you been working on back there?”

“Chief’s business,” Brokkr said in the most superior tone he could muster.

“I’m sure if it’s something we need to know about, we’ll find out soon enough, brother,” Bragi chuckled.

Anakol muttered something under his breath in Farthegn, but if Brokkr understood it, he didn’t act like it. My guess was that it was something along the lines of ‘I’m your warlord, and I should fucking know about it,’ but Brokkr didn’t give two shits about Anakol’s warlord status.

I chuckled to myself as some of the women in the crowd picked up Anakol’s question and started to pester the blacksmith themselves.

Brokkr had wanted to be accepted as a clansman instead of a slave for so long, and now that he finally was, I couldn’t help but smirk at the way he grumbled to himself and had to keep sidestepping nosy Farthegns when he was just trying to finish his work.

There had to be part of him that loved it, though.

“So.” I cleared my throat and stepped forward from the shadows. “Did you miss me?”

Anakol was the first one to whirl toward me, and the mix of fury and relief that flooded his face was almost enough to make me feel bad for sneaking up on him like this. Bragi grabbed his crutch and immediately moved to stand beside his brother, and then the whole swarm of Farthegns around the blacksmith’s shop surged toward me like high school girls seeing their favorite singer before a show.

They all stopped short when Eir and Nora stepped forward from the shadows behind me.

“It’s about time, chief,” Brokkr grumbled. “Will you tell these damn Farthegns that--”

But then Brokkr saw the Selkie woman behind me, just like everyone else had. He fumbled with the blade he was tempering, and only a last-second dive saved it from clattering against the shop floor. The blacksmith righted himself a second later, but it looked like it was taking every ounce of his self-control to keep his gaze fixed on Nora’s face instead of her barely clothed hourglass figure.

Bragi was the first one in the crowd to recover.

“My chief!” the warrior said with his usual easy smile. “It’s good to have you back! And good to see you too, Eir. I’m glad you both made it back in one piece, for your own sakes as well as for the sake of my brother’s sanity. I see you two did not come back alone, but unless Vegvisir managed to transform himself into a beautiful woman… with… wings… I’ll speak for the clan and say welcome to Dalir.”

“Thank you,” Nora said with a smile that seemed to positively buckle the knees of both the men and women who were all gathered around us.

“I was going to send a search party out for you tomorrow, my chief,” Anakol declared. “But I am relieved to see that your wife kept her promise to make sure you stayed alive and came back in one piece.”

“She did, just like I kept my promise to keep her alive,” I said with a wink to Eir. “Thank you for having a patrol meet us at the northern border, Anakol. We ran into a little trouble in the last leg of our return trip, so the torches were a welcome sight.”

“A little trouble?” Anakol repeated. “I will send a patrol immediately to--”

“No, it’s okay,” I said quickly. “We took care of it. It’s just been a long day.”

“So, is the old wanderling…” Anakol trailed off as his gaze wandered back to Nora. “He hasn’t transformed himself somehow, has he?”

“No,” I laughed. “Vegvisir is in his usual hiding spot outside the village. This is my new wife, and--”

“Your new wife?” Brokkr snorted. “You mean you weren’t satisfied with the most beautiful woman in the Red Forest, so you thought you’d find a different one in the far north?”

“What a flattering thing to say!” Eir giggled. “But I think all the women here know how satisfied my chief is with me. He took Nora as his wife because she is so sexy and cute and deadly that he wanted to make her his own, too. And can you blame him? Now the most powerful chieftain in the Red Forest has two powerful wives, not just one!”

“She is my second wife,” I confirmed. “This is Nora, and she is a Selkie we found on our journey north.”

The whole crowd of Farthegns took a step back except for Anakol.

“A Selkie, my chief?” The braided man’s eyes bulged like they might pop right out of his skull.

“You heard me,” I said.

“But…” Anakol glanced at Nora again like he was looking at her terrifying seal form instead of a sweet-faced woman with freckles along her cheekbones and blue eyes that could stop a man dead in his tracks.

“I think what my brother is trying and failing very badly to say,” Bragi said with a smirk, “is that none of us have ever met a Selkie before. We thought they were only legends.”

“We mostly are,” Nora replied, and even though I knew she wasn’t using her mesmerizing power on the crowd, they all seemed so entranced by her musical accent that she might as well have been. “But I assure you that I am quite real.”

“But are you sure she can be trusted?” Anakol blurted out before Bragi elbowed him in the ribs. “The legends all say that Selkie women are powerful seductresses, enchantresses, witches, that kind of thing. I am only thinking of your wellbeing, my chief.”

“You are a good warlord,” Nora told the braided man. “And a good friend. But you and your chief have nothing to fear. I have given Aaron total ownership over my body and soul, and my loyalty is to him above all others.”

“There, see?” Bragi clapped his brother on the back. “Don’t you feel like an ass now?”

“It is not being an ass to make sure my chieftain’s safety has not been compromised without him knowing it,” Anakol muttered.

“Forgive us, my chief!” one of my wildish women suddenly gasped. “We have not even offered you ale or anything to eat since you have been back, and you and your wives must be starving after such a long journey!”

“We’re fine,” I assured her, mostly because I wanted to give my clan a moment to process Nora’s status as a Selkie before they watched her devour her meat totally raw. “We would take some ale though, since I’d like to hear what’s been going on before I get some sleep.”

“As if you’ll be getting any sleep tonight,” Eir whispered, and then she rubbed one of her black wings gently against my shoulder.

“Not if we have anything to say about it,” Nora chuckled while her blue feathers stretched out to tickle the tip of my other shoulder.

“Uhh, anyway.” I cleared my throat and hoped no one had heard my wives’ plans for us later.

Not that it really mattered if they did.

They would hear us soon enough anyway, since nothing could keep Eir quiet whenever she exploded in pleasure, and so far, that seemed to be the case with Nora, too.

“We will get you ale right away, chief!” The woman who asked about food and drink took off running now, and half a dozen other women hurried after her to help.

“Are you injured?” one of the Dalir men asked. “We can fetch Amaeda from her hut if you have any wounds that need tending.”

“No, you don’t need to disturb Amaeda,” I replied. “We’re all fine. This blood is, uh, someone else’s.”

“I, for one, can’t wait to hear more about that.” Bragi pushed out one of the stools at the shop counter, and the women around him parted to pull up two more stools for my wives. “Here, have a seat.”

“Don’t you have your own hut for these kinds of meetings?” Brokkr rolled his eyes at the eager crowd as we sat down where we could see the whole shop.

“What, and leave you out of all the fun?” I grinned. “I think not.”

Then I glanced at the array of new tomahawks, Khopesh swords, and mutilating cutlasses all lined up on a table along the shop’s back wall. Brokkr had been busy while we were gone, and I’d bet anything that each one of those cutlasses had a fire rune carved into it and were ready to deploy against Hylmrek.

“Nice work.” I nodded toward the table. “You’ve been keeping busy, I see.”

“No thanks to all these bloody Farthegns,” Brokkr muttered.

“You mean these bloody Farthegns who you’re now one of?” I chuckled. “From what I hear, your great-great-grandfather slept with a Farthegn woman, and that’s how we ended up with your charming self.”

Brokkr snorted with laughter, but Anakol just shoved aside the clansmen who were in his way. As soon as the braided warlord came to stand beside Eir, he folded his arms over his chest and nodded to both my wives.

“Your blacksmith will not tell us what he has been working on,” Anakol accused.

“That’s because I told him not to,” I replied. “You’ll find out soon enough, though. Give it a day or two, and then I’ll tell you what secret project we’ve been up to. You know how much you love the tomahawk that Brokkr made for you?”

Anakol nodded and gently stroked the seven-inch spike at the back of the tomahawk on his belt.

“Well, you’re gonna love this even more,” I promised.

“I find that hard to believe,” Anakol scoffed. “But I will accept your word on this, my chief.”

“Good,” I said and then swallowed when I felt Nora’s fingers rest gently on my thigh underneath the blacksmith’s shop counter. “Now, most business can wait until the morning, but what updates do you have that I should know about tonight?”

“There still have been no signs of Hylmrek,” Anakol replied. “We have been running patrols like usual, and no one has reported anything out of the ordinary.”

“Hopefully that means we have a little more time,” I muttered, but I had to carefully remove Nora’s hand from my thigh when her fingers started sliding a little higher. “What about Illska?”

“Illska is growing more and more obedient,” Anakol said proudly. “Most of the rebels have repented of their foolishness, but Igrid thought you should speak to them yourself before we release them from the dungeons.”

“And the slave burnings?” I asked. “Have they stopped?”

“They have,” the braided man replied. “It seems like most of the rebels are ready to accept their new chief, but I am still skeptical of the motives behind their sudden change of heart.”

“You don’t think their motives might have something to do with the human meat they’ve been living off of for over a week now?” Brokkr snorted.

“I simply want to make sure their change of heart is real,” Anakol growled. “I do not want them to simply be making excuses to get out of the dungeon.”

“What does Thyrri say?” I asked.

“My wife agrees with Igrid,” Anakol said. “She thinks the rebels are reformed, but she believes you should meet with them first before we release them.”

“Then I’ll trust my warlords on this matter,” I announced. “Send word to Thyrri and Igrid tonight. I want them back from Illska by morning so I can discuss a few things with all three of my warlords. The rebels will just have to wait a little longer in the dungeon until I have time to deal with them.”

“It will be done, my chief,” Anakol replied.

Eir’s hand started to slide up my other thigh, but I was saved by the return of the women who had gone to bring back ale for us. I started to jump up and grab it from them, but they waved me off and forced me to sit back down before they would serve me.

“This is not Illska, my chief,” one of the women scolded me. “We know how to treat our chieftain with the respect he deserves.”

I accepted the ale without saying anything else, but I would need to have a talk with all my Dalir warriors soon. Like it or not, I needed them all to start treating the Illskans with a little more respect. The enemy clan had put in their time, and now they belonged to me as much as Dalir did. I wanted us all to operate like one united clan, especially since that was the only damn way we would ever succeed against Óhreinn, Hylmrek, or Svelgard.

And it was definitely the only way we would succeed against all three.

I took a swig of ale to steady myself as my wives let the feathers of their wings brush against each other behind my back. They gripped my thighs under the counter instead of moaning, but their nails dug into my skin so deeply that I thought they might rip a hole straight through the woolen fabric.

I knew they were both doing their fucking best to distract me so I would take them back to my hut and plow into them until sunrise, and I was trying my hardest to get through the last few points that I wanted to make tonight.

“My chief?” Bragi asked, and I realized he had been trying to ask me something.

“Sorry, what was that?” I gripped my wives’ hands under the counter and held them firmly before they got any other ideas about what to do with them.

“Was your expedition up north successful?” Bragi asked. “Did you find what you were looking for?”

“Yes and no.” I shrugged. “I’ll fill you in on the details later. The short version is that we killed some wolves, found some answers, found more questions, but I know what our clan is doing next.”

“You killed helgrind?” a warrior gasped.

“How many of them?” another warrior asked.

“How did you kill them?” Anakol demanded. “What were they guarding? What were--”

“Like I said, I’ll fill in all the details later,” I interrupted before my clan got too carried away. “The helgrind were guarding the answers that I was seeking, and the only way to get past them was to kill them. But I didn’t do it alone. I had Eir and Nora.”

“If you were part of what helped keep our chieftain alive during his fight against the helgrind, then I thank you,” Anakol said with a stiff bow to Nora.

“It was a pleasure,” the Selkie woman answered. “These wings that he gave me were quite helpful as we escaped the flood of lava before it completely filled the cave.”

“The flood of what?” Anakol spluttered.

“Uh, anyway,” I said quickly. “We also had Vegvisir with us so if you’re handing out a bunch of thank yous, he should be at the top of your list.”

“I’d love to see what one old wanderling could do against wolves whose eyes and fangs drip with lava,” Anakol chuckled.

“Probably more than you could do,” Brokkr muttered.

Anakol’s dark eyes flashed, but I needed to push ahead before the two men got sidetracked again. I had one more big announcement to make before I could go to my hut for the night, and I was half a second away from ordering everybody out of the blacksmith’s shop so I could take Nora and Eir right there. If either of my wives pushed their bodies up against me any more, I was going to completely lose it.

Bragi must have a sixth sense about this kind of thing because he gave me a knowing smirk and then prodded me with a question to help refocus the conversation.

“I think you were about to tell us what our clan is doing next,” the handsome warrior prompted.

“Right, thanks,” I exhaled. “We’ll go over how and when tomorrow, but I hope you’ve all kept up your weapons training while I’ve been gone.”

“Of course we have,” Anakol thundered. “We have trained even harder in your absence so we will be prepared for whatever comes next!”

“Good,” I replied. “Because we’re going to conquer Óhreinn this week.”

“We’re going to what?” Brokkr choked out.

“Did you say we’re going to conquer Óhreinn?” Anakol asked.

“Fuck yeah, I did.” I grinned. “You all better get your game faces on. It’s going to be one hell of a ride.”

Every last warrior and wildish woman burst into cheers, and a dozen fistfights all broke out at once from all the excitement.

I could only imagine how they felt. When I found Dalir, they were starving, practically leaderless, and without any decent weapons. Now they were on their way to being the most well-armed clan in the Red Forest, they had more than enough food, and they had just conquered their enemies to the south.

They were finally living up to their full potential as Farthegns, and their enthusiasm about conquering another clan told me just how much they reveled in the glory.

“It’s good to be back,” I chuckled. “I’ll see you in the morning. Right now, I’ve gotta get to bed.”

“Of course, my chief,” Anakol chuckled proudly with a glance at my two winged wives. “I’m sure you will sleep well.”

“We have already lit the fire in your hut for you and prepared everything you might need,” one of the women in the crowd told me. “If there is anything else, several of us will stay close enough to come if you call for us.”

“That’s really not necessary,” I said as I thought about how loud things were about to get in my hut.

“You are our chieftain!” the woman gasped. “Of course it is necessary!”

I was about to argue with her again, but then Eir laid her hand on my chest and barely grazed my mark with her fingertips. All the blood in my head seemed to rush down to my dick, and I couldn’t have formed words if I tried. All I could do was try to keep my cock from growing rock hard as I stood up with a slight hunch.

“We’ll see you all in the morning,” Eir announced. “Our husband has had a very long day, and it is our job to help him relax before bed.”

The Nordic goddess and the Selkie woman both slipped their arms through mine and then led me away from the crowd. I could barely even remember the way home at the moment because of all the blood flowing one way and one way only, but in a matter of minutes, the three of us were safely inside the chieftain’s hut.

“Now,” Nora said with a sultry smile as she turned back around from securing the door shut. “Where were we?”
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Chapter 3

“I think we were about to tear off all of our husband’s clothes,” Eir said as she licked her lips.

“I thought we might tear each other’s clothes off first,” Nora giggled.

“That is a very good idea, Nora!” Eir said. “You are so good at wonderful details like this. That is part of what makes you such a fierce predator.”

“It takes one to know one.” Nora winked.

I couldn’t stop staring at both women as they went back and forth. There wasn’t even a hint of jealousy as they chided one another, and they genuinely seemed to admire each other’s bodies and hunting prowess.

I was just becoming increasingly aware that I was alone with the two most gorgeous women I’d ever seen when both of them turned toward me at the same time with the same sly expression on their faces.

I’d never had a threesome before.

In fact, I’d just been reassuring Jimmy that he could perform in a threesome the night before I wrecked my truck and ended up here. He’d been all sorts of intimidated by the idea, but I told him to just roll with it and see what happened, and he had actually gone through with it. Now, here I was in a strange world about to have my own first threesome, and I couldn’t stop grinning as I thought about how proud Jimmy would be.

“Maybe we should ask our chief what he wants,” Eir suggested and snapped me back to the present. “Should we take off your clothes, or would you prefer us to take off each other’s clothes first?”

“Each other’s would be good,” I said. “The fire is nice and warm in here, so I don’t think it’s too cold.”

“Didn’t I tell you that he is the most generous and thoughtful chieftain you will ever meet?” Eir asked triumphantly. “He is so close to filling us both with endless amounts of his seed, but his first thought is for our comfort.”

“Sit down, Aaron,” Nora said as she smiled and turned toward the other woman. “We can take things from here.”

Since I wasn’t about to argue with a Selkie and a bowhunting goddess, I quickly set down Nora’s fur on the table and sat my ass down on one of the wooden chairs in the corner that was lined with a thick black hide.

Eir was the first one to make a move. She hooked her fingers inside the thin belt that held up the furs around Nora’s waist, and as soon as she pulled her closer, she unhooked the belt and let it drop to the floor. It left the sea-born woman wearing nothing but a tiny leather thong and a narrow strip of fur around her full breasts, but it didn’t look like Eir was planning to let her keep those on for long, either.

But before she pulled off the rest of Nora’s clothes, Eir reached up and trailed her fingers along the other woman’s spine, right beside the spot where her midnight-blue wings emerged from her back. Then she let her hand graze down past the blue feathers until she was gripping Nora’s wide hips, and Eir’s black wings slowly started to unfurl in response to feeling the other woman’s soft curves.

The Selkie’s whole body shivered even though I knew she wasn’t cold. Her porcelain skin was flushed pink with heat and excitement, and her cherry-red lips looked wet with anticipation.

Eir ran her fingers across the Selkie’s spine again, and this time, she leaned forward and softly kissed her in every place her hands touched. Her fingers continued to stroke Nora’s skin while her mouth moved to the auburn-haired woman’s neck. Her tongue trailed over the swell of Nora’s breasts, and when she buried her face in the other woman’s cleavage, my dick grew so hard that I had to unbutton my pants and free my stiff cock.

Nora was already breathing heavily, but now her wings started to respond to Eir, too. The blue feathers extended forward and writhed like they were living creatures who were just as turned on as Nora herself was, and the gentle writhing movements of her wings seemed to quiver her whole body.

Soon, they were surrounded by a veil of blue and black feathers as their wings wrapped around each other’s bodies. Nora had better control over her wings, but Eir had learned a lot from the Selkie woman, and after a few minutes of Eir kissing every inch of Nora’s skin, their feathers started to slide over the flesh of their arms and stomachs.

“Ohhh!” Eir pulled herself away from Nora’s cleavage just long enough to lick her lips and glance over at me hungrily. “These wings you gave us feel so delicious, my love. I do not feel the same rush of pleasure like when you touch me, but I can feel her skin with my feathers. It is like having an extra pair of hands to play with.”

“Then you should finish undressing each other so you can feel her feathers on every inch of your skin,” I said. “Including between your thighs.”

“Yesss, please,” Nora moaned.

Both women tucked their wings behind them so I could watch them undress. Eir slipped out of her woolen clothes until she wore nothing but a thong and strip of fur across her breasts that matched Nora’s. Then my wives reached around to unfasten each other’s bras, and their perfect breasts tumbled free like ripe fruit falling from the vine.

Then my wives pulled back from each other for just a minute so they could admire their bodies. Eir gave a little shimmy with her firm and creamy breasts, and Nora giggled in approval. Then the Selkie woman started to stroke her own tits, and even though they sat a little lower on her chest than Eir’s, they were larger, with deep red nipples that were just begging me to take a bite.

As much as I wanted to watch them pleasure each other, I wanted to be inside them even more while I watched. I stripped off my clothes before I even realized I had stood up, but as soon as I tossed them to the ground, I sat back down and patted my lap.

“Come here,” I ordered. “Both of you.”

Eir strode toward me slowly so I could devour her with my eyes before I plowed her supple body with my aching cock. Nora followed right behind her, and she kept stretching out one hand to tease the Farthegn woman. So even though Eir was trying to walk all slow and sexy, she kept having to stop every few seconds when another wave of pleasure tingled down her spine and made her legs tremble.

When Eir finally made it to me, she climbed into my lap in the giant chair without another word. She still had on her thong, but one quick tug from me freed her pussy from the narrow leather strap, and I grinned as I saw her entrance waiting for me. The lips of her pussy were already swollen with excitement, and we had barely gotten started.

The Nordic beauty pushed herself up on her knees so she dangled above the tip of my stiff cock, and Nora leaned forward to pull Eir’s long blonde dreadlocks back over her shoulders so nothing stood between me and her tits.

“Please fuck me, Aaron,” Eir begged, but I gripped her hips so she couldn’t immediately sit on my dick. “I need your warmth inside me…”

“I need that, too.” I teased her nipples with my tongue and then reached up to pull Nora’s face toward mine. “And I need you, too.”

My lips pulled apart the Selkie woman’s cherry-red mouth, and the moment our tongues found each other, I finally released my grip on Eir’s waist. Her pussy slid a few inches down onto my cock, but the tightness of her tunnel made it impossible for gravity to take her any further.

She didn’t wait for me to help her, though.

Eir was so eager to take my full length that she pushed herself up on her knees again until my shaft almost slid out of her, and then she pressed herself down once more. She pushed up and pressed down over and over while my tongue devoured Nora’s mouth, and when she finally slid her tunnel all the way onto my cock, it shot such a rush of pleasure through my body that my teeth clamped down on Nora’s lower lip and drew blood.

“Shit, sorry!” I gasped even as Eir started to really grind against me.

“Don’t be.” Nora gave me a sultry smile, licked the blood from her lips, and then swallowed like it was the nectar of the gods.

Suddenly, all I could think about was her swallowing something else.

Then Eir’s wings spread out to their full length as she found her rhythm in my lap. She started to linger a little longer every time she plunged my dick deep inside her, and I could feel her grinding her clit against my pelvis at the same time her womb quivered against my tip. Her wings hid Nora from view though, and the Selkie woman began to duck under one of the black wings before Eir gently pushed her back with that same wing.

“Stay right where you are,” Eir panted. “I have an amazing idea.”

Nora stopped trying to duck underneath the other woman’s wing, and as soon as she stood up straight, I saw what Eir had in mind. My Nordic goddess curled her left wing down so I could see Nora’s stunning hourglass body, and then she angled the feathers at the tip of her wing so they stroked up the inside of the Selkie woman’s thigh. Then she slipped her fingers back and joined them in stroking Nora’s soft flesh.

“Ohhh, yesss,” Nora groaned.

“Keep going,” I told Eir. “I want you to make her purr.”

Eir kept stroking her fingers up the other woman’s thigh while I slid my hands under the Nordic beauty’s hips so I could grab whole handfuls of her firm but plush ass. She was riding me too enthusiastically for me to kiss her, but I was more interested in watching Eir stroke Nora, anyway.

When the tip of her fingers grazed the sea-born woman’s clit, Nora gave such a cat-like purr that at first I thought she was teasing me. But when the purr deepened to a low rumble at the back of her throat, I realized this was just how good Eir’s fingers felt on her skin. My blonde wife then skimmed her hand back even further to tickle the narrow slit between Nora’s pussy lips, but then she went right back to caressing and massaging all around the Selkie woman’s throbbing clit.

One of Nora’s midnight-blue wings slowly unfurled as Eir continued to stroke her, and her feathers seemed to shimmer and sway with each new caress. As both women got more and more turned on, their moans grew louder and louder, until they were both purring and growling for more.

So when I reached up to run my fingers down both their wings, I wasn’t surprised when their muscles started to seize and tighten.

“Ohhh!” Nora cried. “Just… a little… yessss!”

The Selkie woman’s wings extended to their full length as her body built to its full climax. A scream ripped from her throat, and she held both her hands out to the sides like an electric current was passing through every inch of her flesh.

“Fill… me… Aaron Briggs!” Eir gasped while Nora was still cumming. “I’m… so close!”

I returned my grip to her tight ass and started to slam my cock into her to match her own grinding rhythm. I had wanted to wait a little longer before I came, but the sight of Nora spasming in release and the sound of my Farthegn wife begging for my seed was too much to withstand.

The walls of her tunnel suddenly spasmed around my cock, and when they gripped me like a glove, I cried out and then unleashed my first river of cum inside the blonde beauty. I thrust into her again to keep forcing my seed inside her, and as she screamed in pleasure on top of me, I plunged deep into her twice more before my cock was finally empty.

Eir collapsed against my chest, and when her light sheen of sweat trickled across my mark, it sent another jolt through my body.

“Fuck!” I growled.

Then I grabbed her ass again and pumped my hips into her a final time, and it was like I turned the faucet on for the first time. A fresh wave of cum throbbed into her pussy, but she was already so full that it immediately dribbled out between her legs and started to drip steadily onto the floor of my hut.

When my head stopped spinning, I looked over at Nora, but the Selkie woman’s eyes were totally closed. She swayed back and forth from one bare foot to the other, but her cherry-red lips were smiling like she had just learned the true secret of happiness.

“That was incredible,” Nora hummed with her eyes still closed. “I could almost feel the pleasure that you were giving her, Aaron, not just the pleasure you were both giving me.”

“Really?” Eir blinked to focus before she glanced over at the other woman. “Because it almost seemed like I could feel your pleasure, too! I do not feel it when Nora touches my wings like I feel it when you do, Aaron. But I could still feel her pleasure when she climaxed.”

“Maybe your wings just link you together somehow,” I said, even though I was surprised that I was able to string a sentence together after our simultaneous three-way orgasm.

“You did give them to us,” Nora agreed. “It would make sense, but I wonder if they link us in any other ways, too. I would love to know what else they can do.”

“There will be time to explore all of that later,” Eir said, and then she grabbed my hands so I could help her push off my lap and stand up on shaky legs. “Right now, it is your turn to ride our husband, Nora…”

“If it is okay with our husband, I would prefer for him to take me from behind like an animal,” Nora said with a shy smile. “Eir told me about what it feels like when you do this, and I would very much like to experience it for myself.”

“Really?” I couldn’t stop myself from grinning.

“Yes.” Nora knelt down on all fours on the wooden floorboards and then turned around to present her ass to me. “You own me now, Aaron Briggs. I want to feel like every part of me belongs to you and you alone. So yes, I would like you to take me like an animal. Dominate me, and show me how much my body exists only for your pleasure now.”

“Trust me, your body is going to get plenty of pleasure out of this, too,” I chuckled, but I didn’t make Nora ask me again.

I started to drop to my knees behind her, but Eir quickly spread a thick fur blanket from the bed in front of me. When I knelt on it instead, I nodded for Eir to fetch another one for Nora, but the Selkie woman shook her head.

“No, my chief,” the auburn-haired seductress gasped. “I want to feel every groove in the floor when you plunge yourself into me. Please do not take this feeling away from me… I want to enjoy every aspect of you taking me roughly.”

“She is right,” Eir agreed. “It is a very pleasurable sensation.”

“Okay, if you say so,” I said. “Eir, you can--”

“Don’t worry!” the Nordic beauty interrupted. “I know exactly what to do, my love.”

I wasn’t going to argue with whatever came naturally to her, but I was a little surprised when she knelt down on the shaggy hide behind me. As soon as she slipped her hands around me though, I realized what she wanted to do, and I was all too happy to indulge her.

Eir skimmed her fingers over the mark on my chest first to send a rush of blood back toward my cock. She kept one hand there, but then she pressed her firm breasts up against my back and slid her other hand down to lightly grip my dick.

“Is that okay?” she asked as she started to stroke it.

“Fuck yes, woman,” I groaned.

It only took a few seconds of her massaging me to send me straight back to rock hard. Then she released me so I could guide my own cock toward Nora’s waiting pussy, and the moment I pressed my tip against my second wife’s drenched opening, Eir pulled away from me and moved to kneel in front of Nora.

Eir winked at me and held her hands just above the place where Nora’s wings emerged from her back. As soon as I pushed into Nora’s achingly tight pussy, Eir skimmed her hands along the other woman’s spine, and Nora cried out so loud that I thought even the helgrind in the far north must have heard it.

“Yesss!” Nora begged. “Give me more!”

I forced myself deeper inside her. It felt like I was making about as much progress into her tight tunnel as I would if I were moving against a bitter Alaska wind, except every time I pushed in a little deeper, it flooded my body with such warmth and energy that I couldn’t think of anything else except for these two women whose only goals right now were my pleasure, and having me fill them both to the brim with my cum.

Eir was still stroking Nora’s back as both women moaned and shivered with the sensation. I grabbed Nora’s long auburn hair to gain a little more leverage over her perfectly curved body, but my arm brushed the Selkie woman’s wings in the process, and she gasped so loud that Eir pulled back for a minute.

I pulled Nora’s hair a little tighter as I started to slide deeper into her, and Eir bit her lip as she watched us together. Then the bowhunting beauty slipped her hand around her front and brought the tip of her fingers up between her own legs.

As soon as she started to touch herself, I thought I was going to lose it. I always thought it was sexy when a woman touched herself, but the fact that Eir was doing it while the wings that I had given her writhed back and forth in pleasure; fuck me if it didn’t give me such a rush that it went beyond anything I’d experienced before.

I pulled Nora’s hair even harder in response to watching Eir touch herself, but the harder I pulled, the more Nora grunted and gasped and begged for more. Her full breasts knocked together in a steady rhythm like some ancient drum that was calling me to war, and my blood throbbed in my ears and my cock as I pounded into her to match the rhythm of the battle cry.

“Oh!” Eir suddenly gasped with her fingers still between her thighs. “Ohhh!”

The green-eyed beauty stumbled backward as her gasp turned to a shaky cry. She tripped and fell back onto the hides of our bed, but the whole time, she kept her fingers between her legs until her shaky cry turned into a full-on scream as another orgasm racked her tight body.

As Eir spasmed on the bed with her legs flailing up above her, my cock found just the right spot inside Nora’s tunnel, and she let out her own scream of pleasure-filled agony. I plowed into her again and again, and every time my tip pushed against her velvety softness, my eyes rolled to the back of my head from how good the Selkie woman felt.

I knew I was about to explode inside Nora, but I wanted her to cum at the same time as me, so I pulled back on her hair even harder, and her hands came up off the ground.

“Yessss!” Nora’s purr lowered to a panther-like growl. “Yes, take me!”

My hips slapped against hers faster and faster as Eir kept moaning in pleasure from the bed. Just when my balls started to spasm, Nora shrieked and arched her back against me.

Then we both came undone, and for a good half a minute, all I saw were stars as my entire body seemed to empty into Nora’s with a fiery pleasure. I felt our bodies tumble to the floor together as another torrent of my seed filled her narrow tunnel, but it was like trying to control a fire hose that somebody had turned on full blast. I couldn’t even make my jaw open to groan at how good it felt because every last ounce of my strength was flooding Nora with more of my cum.

When I finally collapsed on top of her, Nora gently squeezed my cock with the walls of her pussy. This movement milked another few last drops of cum out of me, and then neither one of us could speak while I waited for the feeling to come back to literally any part of my body except my throbbing, satisfied cock.

Eir was the first of us to find her voice again.

“I am even more glad now that you decided to bring Nora home with us,” the Nordic beauty declared from where she was still collapsed on the bed. “Lovemaking is even more fun with a second wife to enjoy Aaron Briggs’ wonderful cock.”

“It was amazing,” Nora whispered underneath me.

“Shit, am I crushing you?” I quickly pushed myself up off the auburn-haired woman.

“I am a Selkie, my husband,” Nora snickered as she rolled over on her back to face me. “It would take a lot more to crush me. That is part of why you can treat me as roughly in bed as you want to.”

“What’s the other part?” I raised an eyebrow.

“The fact that I like it,” Nora chuckled.

I helped the sea-born woman stand up, and then we staggered over to the bed together. I collapsed between my two wives, and they both tucked their wings carefully behind their backs and rested their heads against my shoulders.

“Welcome to Dalir, Nora.” I smirked. “I hope you like it so far.”

“It is already more than I could have imagined,” Nora answered. “Especially what we did just now, but your village is very impressive, Aaron. The way you command the respect from every warrior and slave in your clan, the way everyone jumps to serve you, and the way that everyone wants to honor you in whatever way they can. This is all very impressive, and it makes me feel warm and tingly when I think about it.”

“Me too,” Eir gushed and reached across my stomach to grab Nora’s hand. “Oh, I almost forgot! Nora said I can return your secret trick with my tongue!”

“You can, and I think you’ll love it,” I promised. “But I think we should save that fun for next time.”

“You will have to tell me how,” Eir said.

“Or maybe I can show you,” Nora said with a sly smile.

“Hell yes to both of those,” I chuckled. “We might be about to conquer another Farthegn clan, but we’ll still have plenty of time to try new things out together.”

“You are a very good husband,” Eir sighed as she nestled her head against my chest.

“I’m very lucky, that’s for sure,” I replied.

“Luck has nothing to do with it, Aaron Briggs!” Eir huffed. “Luck is not what makes you superior to all other men! That is all because of your generosity, your knowledge, your skills, your prowess in battle and hunting, and the way you are always thinking of your wives’ pleasure when wives are the ones who are supposed to be the only ones thinking about their husband’s pleasure.”

“I just don’t see why we can’t have it both ways,” I snickered. “I know you both care about my pleasure, so sue me if I also care about yours.”

“Sue you?” Nora repeated. “What does this mean? Is this another lovemaking lesson you have not taught us yet?”

“Never mind,” I laughed. “Now, I don’t know about you two, but I’m fucking exhausted.”

Eir and Nora both murmured something about being tired too, but I was already halfway asleep. My eyelids were heavy, and now that my body was completely relaxed, I didn’t want to resist anymore. I let myself drift to sleep in between my two beautiful, winged women, and the sounds of their soft breathing quickly sent me into a world of strange dreams.

I kept dreaming of the Valkyries on the cave murals in the north, but they seemed to be moving across the rock walls. One by one, they started to peel themselves off of the cavern walls, but so did all the monsters and giants in the rest of the murals. The two forces clashed against each other like giant paper dolls, until suddenly the air sizzled with lightning, and the cave trembled with thunder. Then my vision flooded with orange lava, and I kept trying to reach for a runed weapon but couldn’t find the right one.

I dreamed like this all night, but I never woke up when the lava flooded the cave. Each dream ended with me unsuccessfully searching for my runed weapon, but by the time my fingers almost wrapped around the right one, the lava disappeared, and I was right back at the beginning of the dream with the Valkyrie paintings moving across the cavern walls in near darkness.

When I finally woke up the next morning, I felt surprisingly rested in spite of all the dreams, and I wondered if it had anything to do with the two beautiful women who were still in my arms. I thought about asking Eleni, the sky elf who read the stars, about my dreams, but I wasn’t sure it would be helpful.

I was pretty sure I understood enough, anyway.

At the end of the day, what I really needed to do was learn more rune magic from Vegvisir. Then whatever happened after that, I would be prepared for it. Maybe this world was facing some kind of Ragnarok, or maybe there were gods hidden somewhere waiting for me to fill a secret tomb with souls of the dead for them. I didn’t know what the truth was, but I did know that the best way to face it was American style: with more guns.

But since I didn’t have guns, rune-enchanted weapons were going to have to work.

I glanced up at the narrow windows and saw the dim gray light of pre-sunrise outside. I would have loved to stay in bed all day with my wives, but there was too much work to do. We had weapons to make, weapons to train with, and Viking assholes to conquer with said weapons.
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Chapter 4

I carefully slipped my arms out from underneath Eir and Nora, but I wasn’t as stealthy as I hoped I would be.

“Did we not wear you out sufficiently, my love?” Eir asked with a sleepy yawn.

“Trust me, you did,” I chuckled. “I only woke up a few minutes ago, and now my mind can’t stop racing.”

“And what is your busy mind thinking about so busily, Aaron Briggs?” Eir skimmed her fingers across my bare chest to tease my mark there.

An instant rush of heat sifted through my veins, and I sucked in a tense breath as I let the wave of pleasure rack my whole body.

Then Eir chuckled a little deviously against my chest, and I gave her tight ass a light spank to get her back.

“I have a guess about what has your mind so busy,” Nora said with her voice half-muffled by the rolled-up hide under her head, but then she raised her head and propped her chin on my shoulder. “My guess is that he is already thinking of all the things that must be done before we can conquer Óhreinn. Weapons, troop movements, or perhaps all the details of how he plans to disembowel, decapitate, and destroy the Óhreinn chieftain.”

“Yeah, that is part of what’s on my mind,” I said as I pulled both winged women tight against my chest. “But right now, I’m actually just thinking about where we’re going to keep your Selkie fur.”

“Oh, that is an excellent question!” Eir said. “Maybe your blacksmith can create the most difficult lock that has ever existed, and we could use it on a chest that only has one key, and that key can hang around your neck, my chief.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I said. “We could even keep the chest in my cellar reserves since no one is allowed down there except for me and my warlords. It would be the most secure spot in the village.”

“There is only one small issue with this plan,” Nora said. “It will work whenever we are here at home, but what about when we travel? I have never been away from it for more than a handful of miles, and I need it with me if I need to transform into my seal form while we are away from home.”

“Shit, I forgot about that,” I muttered. “It makes sense that you need to have your fur with you in order to shapeshift. I know that’s why people have been able to capture Selkies in the past, because they hid their furs so the Selkies could never leave.”

“You could wear it draped over your shoulders,” Eir suggested.

“On top of the nóttmal furs I already wear as Dalir chieftain?” I laughed. “And on top of the jakyl fur I wear as arm bands for Illska?”

“Hmm,” Eir sighed. “That is a lot of fur to wear, even in winter.”

“I’m afraid that would make me too hot and heavy to move, much less fight or attend to any other clan business,” I said. “Plus, I would never want to put Nora’s fur at risk like that. If we were in battle, all it would take was one quick slash of someone’s sword or axe, and her hide would get cut.”

“I would prefer to avoid that, even though it would take much more than a quick slash to injure my fur,” Nora admitted. “It is very thick and durable, and it takes an incredible amount of effort to make it tear at all.”

“Still, there’s no reason to take such a risk and basically wear it as a target on my back,” I said.

“So we can keep it in your reserves while we are at home, but we need an option while traveling.” Eir sat up in bed and tapped her finger on her chin while she thought about the problem, and I noticed her black wings swayed gently back and forth in the same motion.

“Especially if something happens to me in battle,” I added. “If I get killed, then the next chieftain can access my reserves, and I definitely don’t want any other man touching Nora’s fur so--”

“Do not say such things!” Eir put her fingers over my lips. “You will never be killed in battle, Aaron Briggs!”

“I don’t know if you can promise that,” I chuckled, but the Nordic beauty pressed her fingers down more firmly so I couldn’t protest anymore.

“We can promise that as long as your two Valkyries are by your side, you will never die on the battlefield,” Nora said as she sat up and looked down at me with her deep blue gaze. “We will not allow such a thing to pass. Ever.”

The intense look in my winged women’s eyes made my skin prickle with excitement, but before I could grab either one of them around the waist and pull them back down into the furs with me, Eir jumped to her feet. She moved so fast that the tip of one wing caught me in the face, but she didn’t seem to feel it as she spun around and hurried over to the weapons rack by the door.

“I know what we should do about Nora’s fur,” Eir declared and whirled back around with her quiver full of arrows held high.

“Uh, are you planning to shoot it full of arrows or something?” I cocked an eyebrow.

“I would never!” Eir gasped, but she skipped back toward us and jumped on the bed like she was at a sleepover. “Look inside!”

After Eir pulled out all the arrows, Nora and I both peered inside the quiver, but I saw nothing but a thin fur lining. It looked like the hide of one of the ungulates in the Red Forest instead of one of the predators, but I honestly wasn’t sure what Eir was trying to show us.

“You said Selkie fur doesn’t tear very easily, right?” Eir demanded. “I am not surprised at all by this because your fur is so thick and beautiful. It is as soft as velvet but also so durable and bendy, just like you, Nora.”

“Wait a second,” I said. “You want to turn Nora’s fur into some sort of lining for your quiver?”

“Removable lining.” Eir nodded. “Whenever we are home, it will be in your reserves. Whenever we leave or go into battle, we can put the removable lining into my quiver. My arrows will not damage it since it is so tough, and this way, it will always be with us, and it will always be protected.”

“What do you think, Nora?” I asked. “That’s the best idea I’ve heard so far.”

“I will trust whatever decision you make about my Selkie fur, Aaron,” the sea-born seductress said as she lowered her thick lashes. “But Eir is the only person I would ever trust with my hide other than you.”

“See?” Eir grinned. “I have had this exact quiver in my possession since I first took up arms at five years old.”

“Isn’t this quiver a little big for a five-year-old?” I smirked.

“I grew into it.” The blonde goddess shrugged. “It was important to carry the full weight that I would as an adult so my body could get used to it from the very beginning.”

“This makes sense,” Nora approved. “If a young Selkie cannot defend herself when attacked by one of our predators, then she will not be strong enough to make it as an adult, and it is a mercy for her to die young. The same logic applies here.”

“Yes, this is what I mean!” Eir said. “That is how you can be sure that I will take such good care of your fur, Nora. I will guard your glorious hide as dearly as I have guarded my quiver. I will defend it with the same commitment that I defend the life of Aaron Briggs.”

“Well, if you--”

“Nothing will separate me from it,” Eir continued before I could finish. “Even death itself would not be enough to keep me from Nora’s beautiful fur. I would fly back from the tomb where I have taken all the dead souls, and I would lead them back in a beautiful victory over whoever killed me, all so I could save Nora’s fur and fulfill my solemn vow to my husband!”

“After a speech like that, I’m not sure I could say no even if I wanted to,” I chuckled. “If it’s okay with Nora, it sounds like a solid plan to me.”

“I like it,” Nora said and then leaned forward to kiss Eir’s cheek. “Thank you.”

“Then I’ll have Brokkr start working on a locked chest today,” I said. “And Eir, I want you to work with the tanner and figure out the best and safest way to drape Nora’s fur as a removable lining for your quiver. Nora, you should go with her and let her show you around the village a little bit. I need to speak to Vegvisir, but after I do, I want you both to meet me at Anakol’s hut.”

“So we can go over your plans to crush Óhreinn once and for all?” Nora whispered.

“So we can go over our plans to conquer Óhreinn,” I corrected her. “We need the strength of their numbers against Hylmrek, remember? But don’t worry, I’m sure you’ll still get the chance to kill plenty of sea dog Farthegns.”

Nora gave me a slight pout with her full red lips, but she seemed at least partially appeased by my answer. As much as I would have loved to see her completely destroy every last filthy Óhreinn clansman, I needed some serious numbers to go up against Hylmrek.

Especially since I was planning to conquer Svelgard after that.

We were all still getting dressed when someone knocked on the door with our breakfast. Since I had at least managed to get my pants on, I answered the door and smiled at the two slaves who brought us our morning oatmeal with nuts and honey. They both stumbled over their words at how relieved they were to see me again, and after I finally managed to wrestle away the oatmeal from them, I joined my wives for a quick breakfast.

Then I headed out the stronghold gates and due north to where I knew Vegvisir’s usual camp was. I paid closer attention to any spots that looked like pitfall traps along the way, and I definitely kept my eye out for any logs that might swing and hit me in the head if I made a move in the wrong direction.

“You’re about to miss the biggest pitfall I’ve made out here, boy,” Vegvisir’s voice called from the trees directly in front of me.

“Shit,” I muttered as I realized that I had successfully avoided a trip wire attached to a swinging log, only to miss the giant hole in front of me that had been covered with long branches of thick red needles.

“That one’s so deep that I think it used to be a nóttmal den,” Vegvisir chuckled. “If you walk three paces to your left, you’ll be alright.”

“Thanks,” I mumbled.

I had to give the old wanderling credit for surviving so long on his own in such a dangerous world. He was a hell of a fighter and survivor, and I couldn’t help but respect the old guy for always making it on his own.

Even though I was about to change his daily reality just a little more than he might like.

“So,” Vegvisir grunted as he emerged from his treetop den and jumped down to the ground. “Did you suddenly decide you’re sick of the Farthegn life, and now you want to know how to become a grouchy old wanderling like me?”

“Not exactly,” I chuckled as I reached his side. “I came to talk to you about a couple things, actually. But the first one is that I want you to come live inside the village.”

“Fuck no,” Vegvisir snorted. “I’d sooner die than live in some Farthegn shithole, even if their chieftain is marked like a wolf-headed god in a helgrind cave.”

“It’s not a shithole,” I pointed out patiently. “And I’m not going to take no for an answer. Look, I know you have your magic staff and everything, just like I know you’ve been taking care of yourself for a long time, but--”

“Longer than you’ve been alive, boy,” Vegvisir interrupted. “And don’t you forget it.”

“I’m sure I won’t forget as long as you’re around to remind me,” I muttered. “It’s not just the nóttmal you have to think about now, though. We’re about to go to war against Óhreinn, and if we’re lucky, we won’t have to worry about Hylmrek and Svelgard until after that. And that’s a really big ‘if’ we’re talking about here.”

“I’ve kept myself safe from the clans so far,” the wanderling grunted.

“Oh, is that why I found you in an Illskan dungeon?” I demanded but then pushed ahead before he could get another word in. “Say you forget about the nóttmal and the rest of the Farthegn clans. The fact is that there are still some strange things happening in the world, like the jakyls who attacked us last night. You said yourself how upside down things seem to be getting outside the Red Forest, and I need you to stay alive.”

“Only because you want my knowledge of the runes,” Vegvisir said and raised a wiry eyebrow.

“Obviously, I’d like to learn more about the runes,” I answered. “But I know damn well that you don’t want to die anymore than I want you to die.”

“I don’t know.” The old man shrugged. “I’ve been around a long time, seen a lot of things. When my time comes, I’ll be ready.”

“Bullshit,” I snorted. “You’re way too fucking curious about who or what I am, and since your sole interest in life is knowledge, I know you want to find out what I am just as much as I do. Or am I wrong?”

The wanderling scowled at the ground as he shuffled his old legs for a moment.

“For the chieftain of a bunch of Farthegns, you’re not entirely stupid,” Vegvisir muttered.

“I’ll take that as the highest of compliments,” I chuckled. “Besides, I saw you fighting for your life against the helgrind, remember? Those were not the actions of a man who is ready to die.”

“Fine,” Vegvisir huffed. “If I live in the village, will you shut up about it?”

“I’ll swear it on anything you like,” I replied.

“I’ll do it, but only if I can have a hut at the edge of the village,” the wanderling said. “I don’t want to be near any Farthegns or any slaves. I need my privacy.”

“I already have a couple huts picked out as options for you,” I said. “They’re all along the northern border of the village, and they’ve been abandoned for years after their last inhabitants got killed in some Farthegn raid or another.”

“So you’re giving me a hut that’s probably haunted by the ghosts of dead Dalir warriors?” Vegvisir waggled his eyebrows. “Thanks a lot.”

“Don’t tell me you believe in ghosts.” I grinned.

“Don’t tell me you don’t believe in them.” Vegvisir shook his head. “I take back my compliment. Maybe you are entirely stupid if you don’t believe in ghosts, but that’s fine. There’s a rune for ghosts too, so I’ll take the hut.”

I couldn’t tell if the old wanderling was joking about the rune for the ghosts, but I didn’t press the point. I was just happy he had agreed to move into the safety of the stronghold, especially since I had been prepared to argue for a solid hour and then worst case, throw him over my shoulder and carry his salty old ass inside the gates.

I meant what I said, though. I was about to make enemies of every single clan in the Red Forest, at least until I conquered them the same way I conquered Illska. The Farthegns alone would have been bad enough, but Vegvisir also seemed pretty sure that necromancers and their wayward reapers would be after him at some point in the next few weeks or months. The strange appearance of jakyls in Svelgard territory last night was really just the icing on a shit cake.

“Then grab your stuff and follow me,” I said. “I’ll show you to your new place.”

“I hope you didn’t clean it on my account,” Vegvisir muttered as he fetched a small pack and his rune staff.

“Don’t worry, I figured you’d prefer it a little musty and dirty,” I replied. “No one’s even touched it.”

“That’s something, anyway,” the wanderling sighed. “Have you told your clan about your runed weapons yet?”

“Not yet,” I said. “But I will soon. I want us to be able to use them against Óhreinn, otherwise I’m worried we might have bitten off more than we can chew with this new clan.”

“Óhreinn are fucking savages,” Vegvisir replied. “All the Farthegns are, but they’re nasty seafaring savages, and that means they’re smelly, not just nasty.”

“Good to know,” I chuckled. “Is that your way of saying you don’t think we have much of a chance?”

“Not without the runes,” the old man answered with a disgruntled snort. “But good luck getting your warriors to use them. We both know the clans are more interested in forcing things to bend to their will instead of using the, uh, subtler methods needed to wield the runes.”

“They can learn,” I said.

“We’ll see,” Vegvisir chuckled. “But I tell you what, I may teach you personally a little more magic before you face Óhreinn. I’d prefer you not to come back dead.”

“I knew you were fond of me,” I said with a grin.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself, boy,” Vegvisir replied as he started to lead us back toward the village through his maze of traps. “Anyway, your warriors may be slower to learn runes than you hope, but that doesn’t mean you can’t use some additional runes yourself in the meantime. Oh, you’ll want to duck here.”

The old man gestured for me to get down, so I ducked and walked forward in a squat for a few paces until he signaled that I could stand upright again. When I glanced behind me, I saw a tripwire that had been threaded from one ashen trunk to another directly at the level of my neck, and I wondered if it would have triggered something or if it would have just sliced right through my throat. I wanted to ask what it was made of since it looked like a mix between string and actual wire, but before I could, Vegvisir chuckled as if he had read my mind.

“And don’t ask me to take down all my traps out here,” the wanderling warned. “Just because I’ve agreed to live in the village doesn’t mean I’m never going to come out here, and I’d prefer it if everyone else just fucked off whenever I want to come here and be alone.”

“The traps are a pretty solid way to guarantee that,” I agreed. “So what kind of runes did you have in mind for me to learn next?”

I swallowed to try and contain my excitement. I had already learned runes for fire and ice, but I had recently watched the old man use a rune to control the wind in Svelgard. I hadn’t tried it out myself yet, but I also didn’t want him to know that I’d memorized it until he decided to share it with me. But he had so many more runes on his staff, and I had only really seen him use a handful, so I wasn’t sure what he had in mind next.

“There’s not a rune for getting a bunch of filthy Farthegn pirates in line, if that’s what you’re thinking,” Vegvisir muttered. “You’ll have to do that on your own, but I suppose you already know that.”

“So no mind control runes?” I joked.

“No,” Vegvisir snapped, and I rolled my eyes.

Apparently, mind control wasn’t a good thing to joke about with a man who had once been held captive by a necromancers’ coven, and who knew what other kinds of enemies.

“They’ll fall in line eventually,” Vegvisir continued after a minute as he led us around a final pitfall trap. “Don’t let this go to your head, but I’ve been around long enough to know a ruler when I meet one. If anyone can make the Farthegns more than total barbarians, it’s you. So, if I can give you a little rune magic to help you bring all these brutes in order, I figure the world might be better for it.”

“All these brutes?” I repeated. “You mean every clan, not just Óhreinn?”

“We both know you’re not going to stop with Óhreinn,” the old man said. “You have to conquer Hylmrek, or they’ll scalp you all, maybe even skin you alive. And as soon as Svelgard figures out who really attacked them, they’ll be up your asshole like week-old shit, too. Once you’re done with them, may as well finish off the other three clans. So yeah, I suppose if any man can bring all the Farthegn clans in line, it would be you.”

“Are you sure you’re not just saying all that because of the mark on my chest?” I smirked. “You said it was the mark of a god. Maybe you’re just trying to get on my good side.”

“You were the one who said it was the mark of a god,” Vegvisir huffed. “This world doesn’t have any gods. Maybe the old world did, but not this one.”

“Then what does that make me?” I asked.

“I don’t fucking know,” the old wanderling sighed. “Why do you think I want to stick around anyway? It’s the only way I’ll find out what you are, and it’s definitely the only way I’ll ever figure out why you give women wings every time you fuck them.”

“Fair enough,” I chuckled and then led him through the gates into my stronghold.

Vegvisir immediately seemed more on edge inside the walls, but I wasn’t going to change my mind now. I needed the old man alive, and I didn’t want jakyls, nóttmal, Farthegns, or necromancers to get in the way of my plans. Plus, I was pretty fond of the wanderling. He might be a grumpy old son of a bitch, but he reminded me of just about every old man in Alaska, including my grandfather, who had seen and done everything under the sun.

“I’ll leave you here for now,” I said when we reached one of the empty huts along the northern border of the village. “Get settled, and I’ll check in with you again later.”

“This place looks like a dump,” Vegvisir said as he peered inside. “I like it.”

Then the old wanderling disappeared inside the darkness of the hut and promptly closed the door in my face. I listened to him muttering and moving around inside for a minute, and then I left him to his privacy. I still wanted to know what runes he planned to teach me next, but that would have to wait.

Right now, I needed to speak with my warlords.

I stopped by the blacksmith’s shop on my way to Anakol’s hut. Brokkr and Bragi were already working even though the sun had barely risen, but as much as I appreciated their efforts, I needed them to take a break this morning.

“You two are coming with me,” I said. “We’ve got a warlords’ meeting, and I need you both there.”

“Eh, that sounds pretty fuckin’ boring,” Brokkr said. “What are we supposed to do, sit around while you Farthegns plot how to destroy more Farthegns?”

“Am I or am I not the chieftain?” I sighed. “You’re both coming with me, and so are Eir and Nora.”

“Shit, why didn’t you lead with that?” Brokkr grinned. “I’d be happy to see more of your Selkie wife.”

“Watch it,” I growled.

“I only meant because I’ve never seen a Selkie before!” the blacksmith protested as he waved his hands. “I’ve never really seen anything from outside the Red Forest, unless you count the slaves. I hear that woman ye’ brought home is just about as rare as they come, though.”

“Then hurry your ass up and follow me,” I said. “You too, Bragi.”

“Yes, my chief,” the warrior replied.

When the three of us reached Anakol’s hut, Thyrri and Igrid were waiting outside. They were whispering about something, but the moment they saw me, they snapped to attention. Thyrri’s tangled brown hair had been washed and combed, and she had knotted it into two long braids that hung down her back, one of which glimmered with her silver warlord medallion. Her cheeks were bright from the cold morning air, and her whole face lit up when she smiled.

“It’s good to have you back, my chief,” the warlord said. “Dalir and Illska weren’t the same without you.”

“Damn, way to steal my line,” Igrid muttered.

Igrid’s cheeks were flushed with pink from the cold too, but her right cheek was a darker shade close to her eye, and I guessed she had been in another brawl since the last time I saw her. Then again, I hadn’t seen the pierced woman in about a week, so she had probably been in more than a few fights since then.

Her messy brown braids and dreadlocks were all pulled up off her neck and pinned with a number of different bones, and the bones in her ears and through her nose seemed especially bright in the morning light. Maybe she had polished them because of all the blood that her fights had spattered all over herself.

“How did you two leave things in Illska?” I asked.

“Amazing,” Igrid said. “They are finally starting to get it through their thick skulls how good they have it now that you’re their chieftain.”

“Is that because you’ve been beating it into those thick skulls of theirs?” I smirked.

“Whenever it’s necessary,” Igrid replied with a grin that made her newly healed lower lip split open again.

“Are Eir and Nora here yet?” I asked.

“They’re already inside,” Thyrri answered. “I was just waiting for, uh, until you got here, my chief.”

Bragi asked her something in Farthegn, and Thyrri replied with a single syllable. Her whole expression turned cold when she said it, but Bragi just chuckled, said something else, and then nodded to the hut.

“You’ve got to go in sooner or later,” he said.

“Go ahead,” I told my two warlords. “We’re right behind you.”

Igrid pushed open the door without knocking, and Thyrri followed her inside a little more reluctantly. Brokkr followed both women, but I grabbed Bragi’s arm before we headed inside.

“Is everything okay with Thyrri?” I asked quietly.

“She hasn’t seen Anakol since my brother made an ass of himself,” Bragi said.

“Which time?” I snorted.

“When she overheard him admiring Igrid,” Bragi said in a voice low enough that no one inside the hut could hear him. “I believe it was right after you praised Igrid’s breasts and promoted her to warlord.”

“Ah.” I nodded. “Yeah, I imagine he’ll be paying for that one for a while.”

I held the door open while Bragi limped inside on his crutches, and when I joined the rest of the party inside Anakol and Thyrri’s hut, Eir and Nora stood up from the table and tucked their wings behind their backs.

Anakol stood up from his seat opposite my wives. The braided warlord nodded to his brother and Igrid, flared his nostrils at the sight of Brokkr, and then promptly tripped over himself in an effort to pull out Thyrri’s chair for her.

Thyrri beat him to it and sat down so fast that she almost ran over his foot when she scooted herself closer to the table. He whispered a few words to her in Farthegn, but his wife completely ignored him and looked up at me instead.

“Whenever you are ready, my chief,” Thyrri said.

“Everybody, take a seat,” I said.

There weren’t enough spaces around the table for all seven of us, but Nora seemed content to stalk around the corners of the room while she flexed and extended her wings. Brokkr also hung back by the door with his arms crossed over his chest, but Bragi sat between Igrid and Thyrri. When Anakol tried to sit on Thyrri’s other side, she offered the seat to Eir.

Anakol’s expression was almost enough for me to feel bad for the man, but since he had dug this hole himself, he would have to dig himself out of it, too.

After the braided man and I sat down at the table too, I looked at Thyrri and Igrid first.

“Anakol gave me the updates from Illska last night,” I said. “Anything new I should know about since then?”

“No, my chief,” Igrid answered. “The Illskans are doing their best to be helpful, and almost all the rebels are ready to swear loyalty to you, but I thought you should see them yourself first.”

“I should be able to make it down there this afternoon,” I said. “I know they’ve been in good hands with you two.”

“Are you going to tell us what you found in the north?” Anakol blurted.

“Anakol!” Thyrri hissed.

“It’s okay,” I laughed. “I know you’re all dying to know. Anakol is just the one with the least patience.”

“Thank you, my chief,” the braided warlord said like I had just given him a badge of honor.

“Hey, my patience can be plenty short!” Igrid grumbled.

“Anyone who has ever been in a five-foot radius of you knows how true that is,” Brokkr snickered, but the blacksmith failed to see that he was standing at the edge of a five-foot radius now.

Igrid pushed herself back from the table so fast that she punched him in the arm before he could dodge the blow, and Brokkr let out a long, irritated sigh.

“Exactly.” Igrid smirked. “The smith gets it.”

“That I do,” Brokkr gasped as he flexed and patted his arm where Ingrid had hit him.

“Anyway,” I chuckled. “I’ll get to my plans for Óhreinn and what we found out about my mark and the wings in a minute. First, I should probably tell you all something that I don’t want the rest of the clan to know yet.”

“We will say nothing until you give us permission, my chief,” Thyrri replied. “What is it?”

“Svelgard,” I sighed. “Despite our best efforts, we ran into a few of their warriors a couple times.”

“But you were obviously victorious,” Anakol said.

“How many is ‘a few’ of their warriors?” Igrid licked her bloody lip where it had split open with her earlier grin.

“Over thirty,” Eir replied.

“Shit!” Bragi rubbed his clean-shaven face.

“Is that counting the twins, or are you counting them separately?” Nora asked. “Eir tells me they were prominent among the rest of the fighters so should probably be in a class of their own.”

“Twins?” Igrid asked.

“Two women,” I replied. “Both batshit crazy and incredibly skilled warriors.”

Thyrri gasped at this, and I sent her a grimace. I knew killing a Farthegn woman outside of a battlefield was against the codes of the clans, before I could defend my actions, my wife spoke up.

“They were no match for us,” Eir said proudly. “I respected their skill as warriors, but we still stood in triumph above their corpses.”

“Svelgard should never have attacked you,” Anakol growled as his fists clenched on the tabletop. “You were only three people, four once Nora joined your party, and you were clearly keeping to the edge of their territory, so you were no threat to them.”

“My husband is right,” Thyrri said, and Anakol immediately shot her a look of love like a teenage boy with a crush. “We cannot let Svelgard’s attack on our chieftain go unpunished. We should take vengeance on Svelgard immediately.”

I blinked with some surprise. It seemed we were going to glaze over the whole “murdering a Farthegn woman” thing.

“Immediately and decisively,” Igrid echoed. “We should burn each of their villages to the ground but keep the walls intact. Then we can hang their corpses from the walls so the vultures and the elements slowly pick them apart as a total desecration to their honor as warriors.”

“We could even hang some of the captured warriors from the walls while they are still living,” Bragi pointed out. “Then they could be pecked apart or frozen to death while they were still living.”

“That is an excellent idea.” Anakol rubbed his hands together. “We can begin preparations this afternoon.”

“Hold on,” I laughed. “What happened to the Farthegn rule about how we’re not supposed to attack women except on the battlefield? We definitely broke that rule when we killed the twins, but you’re all defending us and saying we did nothing wrong. That’s a little hypocritical, don’t you think?”

“Of course it’s not hypocritical,” Anakol scoffed. “The circumstances were clearly very different in this case.”

It was too much fun not to tease my warlords now. “But Svelgard and Dalir aren’t at war. Technically, that means we did not meet on a battlefield, so--”

“No, no,” Anakol protested. “This is quite different, and you clearly don’t understand everything about Farthegn culture yet. You see--”

“Oh yes, because Farthegn culture is so complicated,” Brokkr snickered. “We’re talking about a culture who literally breaks each other’s faces to decide who’s right.”

“And you’re one of us now, so what does that make you?” Igrid smirked and threw another punch at Brokkr’s arm, but the blacksmith dodged her this time.

“Farthegn culture is, uh… nuanced… and… traditionally… uhhh…you see… with women… it’s like…” Anakol was clearly still trying to justify our killing of the twin sisters, but he wasn’t coming up with much. “Uh… Bragi? Help me out?”

“I thought you’d never ask,” Bragi chuckled and then leaned his elbows on the table to prepare for his speech. “You see, my chief, the thing about Farthegn culture is that there are all sorts of loopholes and details about our codes that are quite easy to miss if you don’t really pay attention.”

“I feel like that’s directed at me,” Brokkr muttered.

“So,” Bragi continued with a wave of his hands as he really got going, “while you may not have entered Svelgard territory with the intention of doing battle, the moment they engaged you, a chieftain, in a fight without questioning your purpose first, they declared themselves to be opening up a battlefield between you and them. You did not enter with hostile intentions, and therefore any intention of hostility came first from them. And since it was their territory, they held the power of creating a battlefield, and as honorable Farthegns, you had no choice but to then respond in kind. In short, you were more than justified in your actions, my chief.”

“That sounds like an awful lot of bullshit excuses,” I chuckled since I always enjoyed when Bragi let himself get completely carried away by his own words. “But I appreciate the sentiment.”

“Bragi was always better than me with words,” Anakol said.

“I’ve also always been better than you with a blade,” Bragi snickered.

“It’s true.” Anakol shrugged. “The point, my chief, is that we should respond to Svelgard quickly and decisively. We cannot let this disrespect go unanswered.”

“I don’t disagree with you,” I said. “But do you have any idea who these twins might have been? The Svelgard warriors were all impressive, but these women were in a class all on their own.”

“Svelgard might be our neighbor, but we’ve had no dealings with them for many, many years,” Thyrri explained. “I couldn’t tell you.”

“Hylmrek has skirmished with Svelgard a few times over the last decade,” Eir said. “But they are very reclusive. The chieftain of Hylmrek and his warlords might know more, but the rest of Hylmrek knew very little about Svelgard. Only that they are incredibly stealthy and incredibly deadly.”

“I figured that one out myself,” I muttered as I remembered the way the northern Farthegn warriors had suddenly appeared like ghosts in the snow. “Still, it’s probably best not to tell the rest of the clan about the Svelgard women we killed. They’ll need to know about our skirmishes with Svelgard since we’re going to increase patrols in the north, but they don’t need all the details just yet.”

“We understand, my chief.” Igrid nodded so fiercely that the bones pinning back her hair almost came loose.

“And don’t worry, we will deal with Svelgard in time, but they’re not the priority right now,” I said. “I’m actually hoping that Svelgard and Hylmrek will keep each other busy for a little while until we have more manpower to deal with both of them.”

“Why would you expect this?” Anakol demanded.

“Svelgard recognized me.” Eir shrugged. “Since they keep to themselves so much, they don’t know that I am of Dalir now. So, there’s a decent chance that Svelgard will think Hylmrek invaded their territory, and they’ll go to war against Hylmrek.”

“That’s my hope, anyway,” I said. “I only need them to keep each other occupied while I get more warriors for our battle against Hylmrek.”

“And that is why you want to conquer Óhreinn?” Thyrri guessed.

“Óhreinn is nothing but a bunch of dirty, smelly, filthy sea dogs,” Nora declared from where she was still stalking up and down the interior of the hut. “But they are ruthless fighters, so if my husband needs them, then we will get them for him.”

“If the stories about Selkies are true, it’s no wonder you can’t stand the Óhreinn sailors,” Brokkr said from beside the door. “How did you get hooked up with these two anyway, Nora?”

“She took one look at Aaron Briggs and knew she would never be satisfied until she belonged to him,” Eir sighed. “Isn’t that the most romantic thing you have ever heard?”

“Sure, but what I mean is how the hell did you two meet a Selkie?” Brokkr asked.

This was as good a place to start as any. I planned to keep the story of our trip north as short and sweet as possible, but Eir constantly interrupted me to add more details about the way the blood of our enemies geysered into the air, and she even added a few very private details about our lovemaking in the northern cave before I could stop her.

Igrid and Thyrri both turned red, but Nora just licked her lips and stared at me like I was a prime cut of meat and she hadn’t eaten in two days.

After we finally got to the part where we met Nora, I hurried to the end where we entered the helgrind cave. All three of my warlords leaned forward eagerly as we told them about all the lava wolves we had to kill, and Bragi’s expression was so enraptured that it looked like he had just seen his first-ever pair of tits. Even Brokkr stopped shifting by the door and listened closely to every detail.

“But all these murals,” Thyrri said after we finished telling them about the paintings in the helgrind caverns. “What do they mean? What answers did they tell you?”

“Do you know why your wives…” Igrid swallowed, and I realized she was trying to ask about their wings without asking about the sex.

“Do you know what the wings on Eir and Nora mean?” Thyrri finished for her.

“Or what the mark on your chest means?” Anakol demanded.

“It means he is the mightiest chieftain that the Red Forest has ever seen,” Bragi said. “I thought that was obvious.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled. “I’m still not sure about their wings or this mark on my chest, but they clearly both mean something pretty significant.”

I hesitated for a moment. I thought about keeping the rest of my thoughts to myself since I didn’t want to sound like a total crazy person, but then I realized everyone in this room would know the truth sooner or later. I was in this world for the long haul, and these seven people had more than proven their total loyalty to me.

“This doesn’t leave this room,” I warned, and then I told them about how the murals in the cave might represent the end of the old world but might also be there to predict the end of this world.

I didn’t tell them I was from another world, but I did tell them that we had stories of a thing called Ragnarok where I was from. At some point a long time ago, all the gods and warriors had faced off with all the evil monsters and demons in the world, and winged women called Valkyries had summoned dead warriors back to life to fight on the side of the gods. As far as I could remember, both sides ended up destroyed in the end, and they also destroyed the whole world in the process. New life had eventually started again, but the murals seemed to suggest that Ragnarok might happen again.

And my mark and my wives’ wings suggested that we might be right at the heart of everything.

“I told our chief that we have similar stories,” Eir said. “Wolves who guard our distant past but also threaten to bring our fiery past into the present with them.”

“It is true,” Thyrri said. “I used to devour these stories when I was a child, but when I grew up, I believed they were all nonsense.”

“There’s always truth in stories,” Bragi said softly as his dark eyes stared into the fire. “It may not be the truth we seek, but there’s always truth to be found.”

“What the hell does that mean?” Anakol muttered.

“It means you should talk less and listen more,” Brokkr snickered.

“It means we need to find out more,” I said. “I want to know who else tells stories like these other than the Farthegns. I want to know if anyone outside the Red Forest worships gods or have heard of anything like this. If some kind of crazy fire demons are threatening this world, then we need to learn as much as we can, and we need to get as powerful as we can.”

“Now that, I can understand,” Anakol growled.

“But none of that matters right this moment,” I clarified. “At the moment, I’m only interested in defending our clan against Hylmrek, and to do that, we need to join the might of the Óhreinn clan to ours.”

“We will find the answers that you need, my chief,” Igrid said. “And we will conquer everyone who stands in our way.”

“I knew you would agree with the plan.” I winked at her. “First, we conquer Óhreinn. Then with a combined clan of Dalir, Illska, and Óhreinn, we’ll be able to take on Hylmrek and conquer them, too.”

“And Stranholf will finally pay for all the things he has done,” Anakol growled, but Bragi just clenched his jaw at this reference to his amputated leg.

“Exactly,” I agreed. “Stranholf might be a crazy berserker, but even he won’t be a match for three clans against one. Especially with some of the new weapons Brokkr and I have been working on.”

“Will we get to see any of these weapons before we face Óhreinn?” Anakol scowled. “As your warlord, I need sufficient time to train your warriors with any new equipment they will be expected to wield against our enemies.”

“I’ll give you as much time as possible,” I said. “But I’ll want to train you separately before we show these weapons to the rest of the clan. They require a bit more… they’re just a bit different, that’s all.”

“Whatever these weapons are, Dalir will be ready to wield them,” Igrid said.

“Illska will need to wield them, too,” I reminded her. “They’re part of our clan now, remember?”

“I’m trying not to,” the pierced woman grumbled.

A knock suddenly sounded on the door.

“Enter,” Anakol called.

One of the wood elf slaves opened the door and then bowed low when he saw me and everyone else inside the hut with the braided warlord.

“Forgive me for interrupting you and your warlords, my chief,” the elf said. “But Anakol gave me orders to tell him the moment any patrol returns so he can be the first to hear their news.”

“Which patrol has returned?” Anakol demanded.

“The southeastern patrol,” the slave replied. “From the border with Hylmrek.”
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Chapter 5

I was the first one out the door. I didn’t even bother to ask the wood elf slave if the full number of the patrol had returned or if there were any injuries. The elf hadn’t seemed super concerned, so chances were that everybody was fine, but I was too impatient to wait anyway. As soon as I tore through the village toward the main gates, I heard everyone else in the hut sprint after me.

The patrol was just inside the gates, and it looked like they were all present without any injuries. They were drinking some fresh water that one of the slaves had brought for them, but they all stood up straight when they saw me.

“Everybody okay?” I demanded.

“We’re all fine, my chief,” the leader of the patrol replied. “I’m afraid we don’t have anything to report that is worth your notice this morning.”

“I doubt that,” I said. “Literally any information you can tell me will be helpful.”

“But you didn’t encounter any warriors from Hylmrek?” Anakol panted behind me.

“We did not,” the patrol leader answered. “We came back as soon as the next patrol shift relieved us, and I tried to tell that elf slave that there was nothing to report, so he didn’t need to bother you, but he said I had my orders and he had his.”

“He was right,” Anakol said. “I wanted immediate updates every time a patrol comes back, so let’s have it. What news?”

“None,” the patrol leader answered. “We saw absolutely no movement from Hylmrek. It was completely quiet. No individual warriors, no raiding parties, not even any slaves. There were a couple moorlin hawks flying low through the woods, but that was the only movement we saw.”

“How unusual is that?” I asked.

“Not completely unusual,” Thyrri replied. “We often go long periods of time without seeing any warriors from the neighboring clans, but it does seem a little strange in this case.”

“You mean since Stranholf just threatened every clan in the Red Forest with war because he’s not sure which clan took Eir?” Igrid smirked. “Yeah, I’d say it’s a little strange that there have been no movements on our border with Hylmrek since then.”

“I am a little surprised that Stranholf has not already attacked everyone around him,” Eir agreed. “Perhaps he is planning something bigger.”

“Is that supposed to be comforting?” Anakol rolled his eyes.

“Of course not,” Eir said. “It is just supposed to be the truth.”

“What’s going on?” Bragi asked as he finally joined the rest of us on his crutches. “Any news?”

“Fucking nothing,” Brokkr told him.

“Ah, glad I didn’t miss much, then,” Bragi said with a slight smirk.

“I am not one for superstition, my chief,” the patrol leader said. “But it has been unsettling out on the border, to say the least.”

“What do you mean by that?” I asked.

“It’s so quiet that it’s almost like…” the man trailed off. “I don’t know how to put it, exactly. Bragi, do you remember last year when we were tracking that rabid nóttmal? It feels like that on the border now, only… I don’t know. Worse, somehow.”

“It’s the quiet before a storm,” Bragi said softly. “All the air in the Red Forest seems stretched thin, like you can’t take in a full breath no matter how deeply you inhale because there’s a storm brewing, and the storm is sucking up every spare ounce of energy in the woods. It pulls more and more in, so it’s harder and harder for you to breathe. You drive yourself crazy waiting for a sound, a flicker of movement, anything that’s different, until finally, the first streak of lightning splits open the tree in front of you, and then the whole world fills with thunder.”

When Bragi finished, we were all so quiet that I thought we actually might have forgotten how to breathe. The charming warrior sure as hell had a way with words, and if Anakol was right, and Bragi really was even better with a blade than he was with words, then I was determined to find a way for him to make use of those skills, too.

“Exactly that,” the patrol leader finally whispered. “That is exactly how it feels out there.”

“Then it’s only a matter of time before Hylmrek strikes,” I said.

“Maybe they are making their final preparations,” Eir suggested. “They might be holding their contests to determine the five weakest warriors to sacrifice before battle, or maybe they are deciding which clan to attack first.”

“If we’re lucky, Hylmrek won’t have much of a choice about which clan to fight first,” I said. “Svelgard will launch an attack on Hylmrek’s northern borders as soon as they get organized, and this should give us at least a few days before Hylmrek turns their attention to us in the west.”

“We’ll be ready when they come, my love,” Nora said. “Then they will see that you are the only storm they should fear. You bring the thunder and the lightning, and they should tremble before you.”

I felt a little like I couldn’t breathe again, but this time, it was only because of the way that the sea-born woman was looking at me. Other than Eir, I had never had a woman look at me with such complete confidence, trust, and total love before, and when I thought about her complete faith in me, it was so overwhelming that it almost knocked me off my feet.

For a moment, I remembered my dream of the thunder and lightning in the cave with all the murals. It was only a dream though, and I was never one to put too much stock in dream interpretation. I was much more interested in working in the real world, and right now, I knew exactly what we needed to do next.

“Thank you for the update,” I told the patrol leader. “Make sure you all get something to eat.”

The man bowed and gestured for the rest of the clansmen to follow him into the village.

“The rest of you, come with me,” I ordered. “We need to start training with the new weapons.”

I moved toward the village gates, but Anakol cleared his throat. “Are we not going to the training field?”

“No, we are not,” I replied. “I don’t want anyone else seeing what we’re up to at first. Then once you all have the hang of things, you can work on training the rest of the clan.”

“Whatever you think best, my chief,” Thyrri said with a quick glare at Anakol.

“Brokkr, you already know what we’re doing, so you can come with us to train or not,” I said. “Up to you.”

“If ye don’t care, I’ll head back to my forge,” the blacksmith replied. “If you want everyone to have these weapons on time, I should get back to work.”

“That’s fine,” I told him. “You can get back to work, but I’d like you to go grab some of the blades for us first. Then just make sure you’re practicing on your own, too.”

“I have been, even though I don’t think I’ll ever get the hang of it,” Brokkr muttered.

When the blacksmith turned to go, Bragi adjusted his crutches and started to follow him.

“Not so fast.” I caught the warrior’s arm gently. “You’re training with us today, Bragi.”

“But I--”

“Are you about to argue with your chief?” Anakol interrupted his brother. “He said you are training with us today, so you are training with us. End of story.”

Bragi nodded, but the expression in his dark eyes was unreadable.

After Brokkr returned with six fire-runed blades for us to practice with, I led my two wives, my three warlords, and Bragi to the western hunting grounds. We would be out of sight from anyone in the village, and the only people we might run into out here were my huntresses. They could all be trusted to keep a secret, but they would also be trained to use runed weapons themselves pretty soon.

As long as everything went well today, anyway.

It was a gray day without any sunlight, but at least the low-lying cloud cover didn’t seem to threaten rain or snow. We were entering winter, but the cold today was pretty mild, and once we had all been moving quickly for a few minutes, any chill I felt in my extremities quickly vanished with the steady pumping of my blood.

Once we reached the hunting grounds, I pulled out my fire-runed cutlass and held it out to show each of them the rune etched on the blade. The engraving was right beside the handle, and I could tell none of them were quite sure what they were looking at.

“This is the same drawing that is on the beautiful knife you made for me,” Eir suddenly gasped.

“It is,” I agreed. “This is one of the runes that Vegvisir was talking about. You and Nora have already seen how they work, but now I want you to be able to use it yourselves.”

“Even though I need only my teeth to fight?” Nora asked.

“Maybe we could engrave runes on your teeth!” Eir gasped. “Then your mouth could breathe fire and ice whenever you attack our enemies!”

“Maybe,” I laughed. “For now, I’d just like you to focus on connecting with the rune as much as you can, Nora. I’m not saying you have to fight with a blade, but I want you to know how to connect with the runes and how to help my warriors connect with them, too.”

“And, uh, what exactly is a rune?” Bragi asked as he shifted his weight on his crutches.

“An ancient symbol,” I answered. “An old form of magic that has been lost to most of the world.”

The whole group stared at me for a long moment, and I saw Anakol and Thyrri exchange a glance that was completely devoid of hostility. It was like they were too shocked to remember their own problems, and I waited for the group to process my words.

After all, no Farthegns had ever wielded magic. That was the stuff of slaves, and those beings in the world who were born with magic in them.

“What kind of magic does it do?” Igrid asked after a long, silent moment.

“Depends on what the rune is,” I said. “This one is a fire rune. If you connect to the magic of the symbol, then you can channel fire through the blade that it’s engraved on.”

Bragi’s eyes widened as he stared at the blade like it was made of pure gold, and I heard Thyrri muttering under her breath to herself in Farthegn.

Anakol was more direct, though.

“My chief, you have found a way for Farthegns to wield magic just like all the assholes outside the Red Forest?” he whispered. “You are saying that we will be the first Farthegns with magic?”

“That’s the plan,” I said with a grin. “It should give us a pretty hefty advantage over the other clans, don’t you think?”

“Oh, yes,” Anakol chuckled as he rubbed his hands together. “Let me see this sword of fire.”

“Everybody grab one,” I said, but before I could give them instructions, Anakol was already swinging his through the air like he planned to activate the rune with sheer speed of his blade.

I figured I would let him play around with it until he got frustrated and asked for help. It might take all afternoon for the braided warlord to admit it, but eventually his desire to gut his enemies with a blade of fire would win out over his pride.

And I couldn’t help that it was fun to watch them all try to figure it out on their own at first.

Anakol was a skilled swordsman, but he had an unnaturally tight grip on the handle of the cutlass right now, as if he could just squeeze it hard enough that the rune magic would spurt out like fresh-pressed orange juice. Every time he swung or thrust the blade again, his eyes opened wide like this would be the magic stroke, and then his expression fell flat with frustration again.

Igrid attacked the runed blade the same way she attacked everything: with inexhaustible gusto. The bones pinning up her hair rattled as she danced forward with the cutlass, and when she started to practice with Thyrri, the bone pins acted like one line of percussion while each clash of their swords sounded like crashing cymbals.

Eir held the Bowie knife in one hand and a runed cutlass in the other. She studied the runes on both of them, slashed out with each of them, and then studied them again like the secrets would reveal themselves to her if she simply stared at them long enough.

Bragi had propped one of his crutches against a tree so he had one free hand to practice with the blade. He flipped it a few times in his palm, carved a series of figure-eights in the air, and even blocked each of Thyrri’s strikes whenever she tried to sneak up behind him.

Thyrri continued to bounce back and forth between practicing with Igrid and Bragi, but I was impressed that Bragi never seemed to even look before he blocked the warlord’s blow. It seemed like he always simply felt wherever she was, blocked her attack without breaking a sweat, and then went right back to trying to activate the rune magic.

Nora was the only one who didn’t actually practice with the blade. She knelt on the ground instead, and she focused on tracing the rune in the hard dirt over and over again while she studied the cutlass to make sure she got the pattern right.

“These are defective, my chief.” Anakol finally shoved the cutlass back toward me. “I knew the blacksmith would disappoint us sooner or later. Something is wrong with the blades he made.”

“Brokkr didn’t mess up anything, brother,” Bragi chuckled. “There must be a secret to activating the rune magic, and maybe if we all paused for a second, our chieftain could tell us what that secret is.”

“Thanks, Bragi,” I chuckled. “I was enjoying watching you all, but it might be easier if you understand how to connect with the rune. You can’t do it by trying to overpower it or force it to bend to your will.”

“Then it is a shit magic,” Anakol muttered. “What good is it if I can’t make it do the magic I want when I want it?”

“Don’t tell me this challenge is beyond you, brother,” Bragi teased and then glanced back at me. “If we cannot use force to channel this symbol, then how do we do it?”

“You have to stop trying to use it,” I admitted. “You have to connect with it instead. Imagine that there is no separation between you and your weapon or between you and the rune. The blade is just an extension of your arm. The rune is just an extension of your body. When you feel like it’s just a part of you, visualize flames pouring out from the blade when you slash, and then strike a tree and see what happens.”

I thought Anakol might throw the sword down and stalk off in frustration, but then I realized I wasn’t giving the braided warlord enough credit. He might be a surly motherfucker, but he was one of the most focused and determined men I had ever met. He would keep trying to master the rune until he got it, and so would these other five people I had decided to trust with this knowledge first.

“So we can use it when we stop trying to use it?” Igrid asked, and her pierced nostrils flared at this convoluted logic.

“If you say it is possible, then of course it is possible, my chief,” Thyrri said. “But are you completely certain that it works, and this is not some foolishness cooked up by that wanderling troublemaker?”

“Vegvisir did teach me this rune,” I chuckled. “But trust me, it works.”

“You should show them how impressive you are with this rune, Aaron Briggs,” Eir said. “Show them how you destroyed the warriors of Svelgard with your magic fire.”

I nodded but only paused for a second to connect with the rune on my blade. I mostly paused for their benefit since using the fire-runed cutlass was just about second nature to me now, but I wanted everyone else to understand that they needed to take a moment and connect with the blade before just blindly swiping with it.

Out of all the clans in the Red Forest that I had seen so far, Dalir was by far the best at bladework. They still used brute force like the rest of the Farthegns, but they also had legitimately impressive skill with their weapons, and it was easy to tell how much time they spent practicing each day.

This was part of why I was convinced that they would be able to master the runed weapons. They already treated their swords as extensions of their own bodies, and it would only take a little finesse before they treated the runes the same way.

At least, I sure as hell hoped so.

I picked a short dead tree that was about as thick around as my thigh. Then I simply lunged forward, slashed the cutlass across the trunk, and watched as the gash erupted with enchanted orange flames.

Eir clapped her hands, Nora licked her lips like I had just shown her an all-you-can-eat buffet, but they had both seen me use the fire rune before.

Bragi, Anakol, Thyrri, and Igrid all had slightly bigger reactions.

Igrid yelped, jumped straight up into the air, and then promptly punched Thyrri in the arm since she needed somewhere to plant her excess energy. Thyrri shoved Igrid aside before the pierced woman could punch her again, but when Anakol gripped his wife’s arm, she didn’t immediately throw him off. She grabbed his arm too, and the look of hope and longing on the braided man’s face was so intense that I hoped Thyrri would forgive him sooner rather than later.

Only Bragi remained motionless after my demonstration. When the enchanted flames didn’t die down and instead kept climbing higher and higher up the dead tree, he limped closer to the trunk, leaned forward, and sniffed the fire.

“How do the flames stop?” Bragi asked. “This is not a normal fire. It consumes the tree, but it doesn’t feed on it.”

“Your connection to the rune will be what makes the fire burn at all,” I explained. “This same connection will be what stops it.”

I closed my eyes and visualized the runic flames growing dim and then completely extinguishing, and when I opened my eyes again, the tree was only smoking. All the flames had vanished from the dead wood, and only deep scorch marks were left behind.

“Shhhhhiiiit,” Igrid whispered.

“So… when we use these weapons with runes on our enemies…” Thyrri hesitated before she continued. “It will light their insides on fire, and the flames will keep burning if we want them to? Getting bigger and hotter until they consume the person completely?”

“Yeah, that’s theoretically possible,” I answered. “In the heat of battle, you probably won’t want to spend too much energy trying to turn each of your opponents into a walking torch, but you can certainly set their guts on fire before you turn to the next enemy and do the same thing to their stomach when you slash them open.”

“Amazing,” Thyrri whispered. “Just amazing, my chief. This is an incredible gift you have brought us.”

“We are going to be completely unstoppable,” Anakol chuckled. “Everyone inside and outside the Red Forest will fear the name of Dalir, and they will all tremble when they hear the name of our chieftain Aaron Briggs!”

I knew this was exactly the kind of Farthegn bloodlust that Vegvisir hadn’t wanted his runes to be used for, but I couldn’t help smirking at Anakol’s excitement. My desire to master the runes might have started because of how much I wanted to protect Eir and my clan, but now I felt the same way as Anakol when I thought about all the possibilities these runes would open up for us.

And since Vegvisir had agreed to move into the village and teach me more runes even after he learned that I had weaponized two of them, I wondered if the old wanderling hadn’t changed his opinion a little bit on the matter.

“There is no separation between the blade and my body,” Bragi said quietly, and I realized he was talking to himself. “There is no separation between the rune and my body. The fire does not come from my blade. It comes from my body.”

He muttered to himself like this for about half a minute. Then he rolled the handle of the cutlass across his palm, tightened his grip, and exhaled as he slashed the smoking, dead trunk.

A small slash of angry orange-red fire appeared in the gap that Bragi’s blade carved into the tree. The flames swelled up for a few seconds before they died away, but Bragi barely even took time to smile at his own achievement. He closed his eyes and focused again instead. The next slash didn’t result in any flames, but the one after that caused even more than his first attempt.

Anakol’s jaw was practically on the ground, but I could tell he was nearly bursting with pride for his warrior brother.

“Nice job!” Igrid said with a curt nod. “Let me try now.”

The pierced warlord thrust her blade into the dead tree again and again like it was a punching bag and her sword was her fist. Nothing happened for the first few minutes that she whaled on the dead tree, but at some point after she started going after the tree like it had killed her parents, the cuts she made in the wood started to glow with faint orange light.

I held my hand up to stop Thyrri’s congratulations to the other warlord. I wanted to see how long Igrid could make the fire last and how bright she could get it to burn. After she had almost worn herself ragged, her slashes started to burn like bright embers, and they sparked a few times like they would erupt into full flames but never quite did. Finally, she collapsed to the ground and pointed her runed cutlass at Thyrri.

“Your turn,” she panted as sweat beaded her brow and chest.

“You did a good job, Igrid,” I said.

“I did okay.” Igrid shrugged. “Once I really get into the flow of a fight, I stop thinking completely and just act on instinct. I think the same thing will be true with this rune magic. Whenever I stopped thinking, it started to happen, but that made me start thinking again.”

“That’s already a lot of progress for one day,” I reminded her.

“Yes, but we will need much more progress if we are going to use these runed weapons against Hylmrek,” Anakol said.

It was true, but I was encouraged so far that Bragi had done so well and that Igrid had been able to make it kind of work after a few minutes. It might be hard for the clan to master the runed blades, but their success at least made me hopeful.

But then Thyrri and Anakol tried.

The two warlords were the most dedicated fighters and most devoted warlords I could ever ask for, but no matter how much they tried, neither one of them could produce a flame. After they practiced for a solid half-hour without any breaks, I told them to take a break.

“You won’t get it by pushing harder,” I said. “It’s not a matter of forcing it to happen, remember?”

“This is beyond frustrating,” Thyrri growled.

“I do not need to take a break,” Anakol said through gritted teeth. “I will work harder and longer until I am successful.”

“Maybe we should work on your listening skills,” Bragi teased his brother. “The chief just said you won’t get it by pushing harder. Take a break and just try to relax.”

“Anakol does not do relaxation,” Thyrri snickered.

Igrid whispered something to Thyrri in Farthegn. Thyrri chuckled and nodded, but then she seemed to remember something and simply sighed instead.

“Eir? Nora? Why don’t you two give it a try?” I asked.

My Farthegn wife had no more success than Anakol and Thyrri, but after I just watched them both try so hard and fail, I wasn’t really surprised that Eir had trouble. She was Farthegn to her core, but she was also born of Hylmrek, and it was going to take a decent amount of practice before she learned how to connect with the rune instead of just trying to bend it to her will.

Nora’s biggest problem was that she never fought with blades. The cutlass was so awkward in her hands that she finally gave up trying to channel anything through it, and she focused on carving the rune with her fingernails into the base of the trunk. The deeper and deeper she carved, the more the dark bark started to glow like embers, but it stopped short of bursting into full flames.

“I am sorry we disappointed you, my chief,” Eir sighed.

“Nobody disappointed me,” I said. “This is all new to you, so I don’t expect you to learn it overnight. Except for Bragi, apparently.”

Bragi just shrugged and went back to practicing.

“Think about how difficult your wings were for you at first,” I told Eir. “It took you a while to figure out how to use them as part of your body, but you did.”

“Eventually,” the Nordic beauty muttered.

“You connected with your wings faster, Nora,” I said. “But I think we might need to come up with a better way for you to use the runes than with any kind of sword. You can’t carve the rune with your nails every time, and it’s not like we can engrave the rune on your teeth whenever you attack.”

“I will talk to your blacksmith,” Nora said. “I will be just as deadly without this rune magic, but I would like to learn it for your sake, my husband.”

“I appreciate that,” I said. “We need to talk to Brokkr about making that special lock for you, too.”

Bragi ignited another tree trunk beside us, and I grinned at how well the dreadlocked warrior was taking to rune magic.

“I am not surprised at all that you took to this so well, Bragi,” Anakol said. “I am only disappointed in myself that I have not yet mastered this.”

“Take it easy on yourself, Anakol,” I chuckled. “The runes might be easier for some people and harder for others. It’s nothing personal. You’ll get it when the time is right.”

“I will master it,” Anakol muttered. “I will bring honor and victory to my clan and chief.”

“No one doubts you, brother.” Bragi clapped him on the back. “Maybe I just got lucky.”

“Maybe,” I said. “Or maybe it’s because you already have a connection to the runed weapons from all the time you’ve spent working in the forge.”

“Don’t tell me it has been easier for the blacksmith to make the runes work than it has been for me,” Anakol groaned.

“Actually, not really,” I said. “He’s had about fifty-fifty success. I guess that pokes a hole in that theory about why Bragi had an easier time than the rest of you.”

“Maybe it is simply because my body knows I have to give myself some kind of advantage if I want to fight again.” Bragi shrugged, and even though he didn’t mention his amputated leg, we all knew that was what he meant.

“It is because you do not see the rune as an adversary to be conquered,” Nora’s voice floated down from above us.

I jumped and looked up to find my sea-born wife on a tree branch about three feet above my head. She was perched on the edge so her legs could dangle free, and her dark blue wings were halfway extended to help her keep her balance on the limb.

“The view is so beautiful from up here.” Nora’s soft smile made me weak, especially the way it made the freckles along her cheeks seem even more pronounced. “Your territory is impressive, even in winter.”

“Thanks,” I chuckled. “What were you saying about Bragi, though?”

“Bragi is open to new experiences,” Nora said. “You told me earlier how he took on his role in the smith’s shop without question, the same way he took to his new life after he lost his leg without complaint. Bragi lives in the moment in a similar way to you, my husband. I think this openness makes it easier for him to access the rune magic.”

“Shit, you might be on to something there,” I said.

Bragi and I were both in-the-moment kind of people now that I thought about it. The dreadlocked warrior might have a more poetic way of looking at the world while I saw the world with a little more grit, but in many ways, we were two sides of the same coin.

“Then I will force my mind to live in the moment,” Anakol grunted. “And when I master this, then I will master this rune magic.”

“Ahhh, Anakol!” Bragi snorted with laughter. “If you were an axe, then everything would look like a tree that needed to be cut down.”

“But… axes are made for cutting down trees.” Anakol frowned at his brother.

“I think we should take lunch and try more later,” I said. “Nice fucking work today though, Bragi. I know you’ve been enjoying your time with Brokkr, but I think you’re ready for a new job.”

“Really?” Bragi looked up from examining his blade, and his dark brown dreadlocks swayed with the movement.

“I still want you to spend half your time helping Brokkr,” I said. “But the other half of your time, I’m putting you in charge of weapons training with the runes.”

“But, my chief--”

“I don’t want to hear any excuses,” I interrupted. “You connected with the runes almost as quickly as I did, and that alone makes you more than qualified. But on top of that, I know you’re also the best warrior in the whole clan.”

I thought Bragi might say something about how that used to be the case before his leg amputation, but the humble warrior simply nodded and accepted the compliment. It was just another reason why I liked the guy so much. Bragi would have made a terrific Alaskan. Hell, I had once known a man who had cut off his own arm after he got caught in a rockslide, applied a tourniquet to himself, walked five miles home, and then fixed himself dinner before he called the veterinarian next door to come stitch him up.

Bragi might miss his leg, but once I shook some sense into him during his healing period, he had fully accepted that this was his reality now. There was no reason for him to indulge in self-pity about it, and he certainly never looked for pity from anyone else. Everyone treated him with respect and admiration, and that was also why he was the perfect man for weapons training.

“Would you like me to begin training the whole clan?” Bragi asked after he took a deep breath to accept his new role.

“Not yet,” I replied. “Keep practicing with the fire rune yourself, and once you really have a feel for it and it flows pretty naturally, I’ll let you try out a runed scythe we stole from Svelgard. Only the scythe uses an ice rune instead of a fire rune.”

“Then I will master the fire rune by tomorrow morning,” Bragi said with a greedy grin. “You cannot tempt a man with a promise like that and expect me not to devote every waking hour to it, and even some of my sleeping hours, too.”

“Good,” I laughed. “For now, focus on your own work, and help train my warlords and my wives. Once you all have a pretty solid mastery of the fire rune, we can start teaching the rest of the clan. We’ll begin with the huntresses and go from there. But my first priority is you all.”

“We will not let you down, my chief,” Thyrri promised.

“I know you won’t,” I said. “Get some food and then keep practicing whenever you have a spare minute this afternoon. And listen to whatever Bragi says. He knows what he’s doing, and I think he’ll be able to help you.”

“It sounds like you’re planning to go somewhere without your warlords.” Igrid frowned. “But that would be crazy. There’s no way you’d go somewhere without any of us when you just got back from an unapproved trip where you didn’t take any of us with you?”

“He had me,” Eir defended. “And Nora too, once we found her beautiful hide!”

“He still didn’t have the approval of his warlords,” Anakol said. “The sole purpose of our existence is to protect our chieftain. He made a convincing argument before he traveled north, but we certainly cannot let him travel through his own territory without the escort of at least one warlord.”

“Alright, then Igrid can come with me,” I chuckled. “Will that satisfy you, Anakol?”

“I will accept this.” The braided warlord nodded.

“Great!” Igrid said. “Where are we going?”

“Illska,” I replied. “I want to check on the rebels who have supposedly come to their senses. We just need to grab a quick meal on the go, saddle up, and then ride down there.”

“I’ll get your afternoon meal together to take with us,” Igrid volunteered. “I can meet you at the drekkadyr pen and have the slaves prepare two mounts for us.”

“Have them get Dyggur ready, too,” Eir said. “Nora and I will be going with you, but we will ride Dyggur together. The drekkadyr still seem rather petrified of Nora.”

“It is in their nature.” Nora shrugged. “They have the good sense to be terrified when they meet a predator like me.”

Igrid just stared at Nora for a minute like she was imagining the Selkie woman tearing the head off a drekkadyr with her bare hands, but then she shook herself and nodded.

“On it,” the pierced warlord said. “See you three in a minute.”

“We should be back before it gets dark,” I told Anakol, Thyrri, and Bragi once Igrid left the western hunting grounds. “But if it takes us a little longer down there, don’t worry. I have a chieftain’s hut in Illska too, so I can sleep there if necessary.”

“If you are going to sleep in Illska, Thyrri or I should come with you,” Anakol said. “One warlord is not sufficient protection while you sleep.”

“Maybe not,” I said. “But one warlord and two wives should be good enough. We’ll be back as soon as we can. I’ll get a feel for things down there, and then I’ll come back so we can make our plans of attack against Óhreinn. In the meantime, I want the three of you to practice with these fire-runed blades every spare minute you have. Just don’t let anyone see you.”

“We will improve,” Bragi assured me. “You know the warriors of Dalir never quit.”

I left the three of them to train a little longer while I headed back inside the village with Eir and Nora. I wanted to stop by Brokkr’s forge before we went south, and on my way to the blacksmith’s, we passed Vegvisir’s new hut. The door was shut, but there was a thin trail of smoke rising up from the roof, so I figured the old man must be making himself at home.

Especially when I heard him snicker as we passed.

“Was training everything you hoped it would be, boy?” the wanderling called from inside the hut, but when I stopped like I might go inside and talk to him, Vegvisir spoke again. “No, no, that’s not a fucking invitation. Door’s closed, see? Go on with you. I got shit to do, and so do you.”

“What a grumpy old man,” Nora chuckled after we turned away from the man’s hut.

“I guess when you’ve lived as long as he has and seen as much as him, you might get grumpy, too,” I laughed.

“Oh no, that is definitely not true!” Eir gasped. “I could never be as grumpy as the wanderling. Not as long as I am your wife, my love. Every morning that I wake up beside you fills me with so much joy that it is impossible to be grumpy.”

I grinned at the blonde goddess as she slipped her arm through mine. She had a point. There had been plenty of mornings since I first woke up in the Red Forest where I could have been pissed off or irritated that my whole life had suddenly taken a one hundred and eighty degree turn, but I only ever felt excitement and curiosity. Even when I was worried about the other Farthegn clans, I was way more excited about how I could conquer them with this Nordic beauty by my side, and now that the breathtaking Selkie was on my other arm, it was definitely all I could think about.

After we stopped by Brokkr’s shop and told him I wanted the most foolproof lock on a chest that had ever been invented, the blacksmith promised he would start work on it that evening. I also mentioned the problem of Nora not being able to use runed weapons since she only fought with her hands and teeth, and Brokkr promised he would try and think of a creative solution for her.

I had a few ideas in mind myself, but I was curious what the blacksmith would come up with by the time we got back. There was no immediate rush on the matter, though. It was much more important to make sure we had a locked chest where we could keep Nora’s fur whenever we were at home.

Igrid was waiting for us at the drekkadyr pen like she had promised. Two of the massive four-horned beasts were saddled up for me and her, and Dyggur stood a few yards away from the pen, where he seemed to be thoroughly enjoying himself by snorting and huffing to taunt the rest of the four-horned animals.

My pierced warlord handed Eir and me some smoked fish jerky to take on the road, along with a handful of raw greens that had been piled on top of two pieces of grilled flatbread. When Nora sniffed our cooked fish and made a face, Igrid just chuckled and handed her three raw fish with tiny spikes on their fins.

“I heard Selkies only eat their food raw,” Igrid said. “So, I hope this is okay.”

“More than okay,” Nora said with an appreciative smile. “You are a very attentive warlord, Igrid. Thank you.”

I made a quick sandwich out of the ingredients Igrid had brought for us, and after I scarfed about half of it down, I climbed up onto my drekkadyr mount’s back so I could finish it on the way. Igrid followed my example on the other drekkadyr, but Nora finished her meal of raw fish before she joined Eir on Dyggur’s back.

Then the four of us spurred our mounts south to Illska.

It took about half an hour for Dyggur and the swift Drekkadyr to reach the Illskan stronghold. When we pulled up to the gates, slaves were already hurrying out to take care of our mounts for us. We handed them over, but we had only gone about five steps into the village before a horde of Illskan women poured toward us like a raging river.

Only this river was filled with big-titted and damn near topless women, and each one was more eager than the next to shove her boobs right in my face.
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Chapter 6

It might have been the beginning of winter, but the Illskan women seemed to have fire in their veins. They all wore a combination of wool and leather skirts with high slits that made moving easier and also showed off their muscular thighs.

But their tops were almost nonexistent. Each woman wore a leather corset that pushed their tits up so high that they almost reached their chins, or they wore a thin strip of fur or wool around their nipples and the bottom slope of their breasts, even though the strip kept slipping and boobs kept popping out left, right, and sideways.

I would have laughed at how desperately all these women wanted me to admire their bodies, except for the fact that it made it almost impossible to walk down the road.

“At this rate, we will never meet your Illskan rebels,” Nora chuckled, and then one of her wings playfully batted away a group of three women who were all elbowing each other to be the first of their trio to present their tits to me.

“Perhaps you could just pick one and award her Best Breasts in Illska,” Eir suggested. “It might keep the others distracted as they compare their own chests to hers.”

“How am I supposed to pick the best boobs out of so many?” I smirked.

“We will help you,” Eir reassured me. “Do not worry, Nora and I will be excellent breast appraisers! We have perfect tits, so we know what to look for.”

“That’s very true,” I chuckled.

“This is ridiculous,” Igrid groaned, and I noticed that the pierced woman seemed to be the only one of us who wasn’t amused by the whole situation. “You have better things to do than fight your way through an army of boobs, my chief.”

“Then do your thing, Igrid,” I said with a grin. “I want to get to the main firepit of the village, or at least get more than two feet past the gates.”

“With pleasure, my chief,” Igrid growled, and then she went to work.

Igrid shoved, punched, and hair-pulled every Illskan woman who stood between us and our path forward. They all protested, and a few even tried to push my warlord back, but Igrid persisted. She got a bloody lip and a few cuts on her arms from the Illskan women’s nails, but only a few seconds after she started to clear our path, the busty road opened up for us like the parting of the Red Sea.

“Your chieftain is here for business, you bitches!” Igrid shouted. “So out of the way unless you’ve got business with him. And no, your tits do not count as business, so go ahead and put them away!”

I snickered as the disappointed Illskan women drifted away a little further, but none of them went too far. By the time we reached the main firepit, they had all regained a little bit of self-composure, but they all stayed close enough that their boobs could be summoned to my side again in under two seconds if I gave the word.

Fritjof was standing in the main square of the Illskan stronghold, and I nodded at the man with the shaggy gray biker mane. He looked like he was thoroughly enjoying all the women’s tits on display, but he looked as ready for business as he did after I first took over Illska. Fritjof had been one of the first Illskan warriors to pledge his loyalty to me, and he even supported my decision when I threw his rebel son into the dungeons. He was good people, and I was glad to see him here.

“Glad to have you back, chief,” Fritjof said with a nod. “We were beginning to worry that Hylmrek sent assassins after you or something.”

“If Hylmrek sent assassins after my husband, I would stop them before they even came within sight of him,” Eir said proudly.

“I’m sure you would,” Fritjof chuckled. “Can we get the four of you anything to eat or drink? No more slaves have shown up burned to death, so there’s still plenty of them around to fetch you something if you need it.”

I saw a number of slaves lingering on the edges of the village square, and I was relieved to hear that the secret slave torture-executions had stopped since the last time I was here.

Then I looked around and recognized a few other warriors in the square with the shaggy-maned warrior, but before I could answer his question, one of the Illskan women approached me with a low bow.

She couldn’t have been more than five feet tall, but her shoulders were corded with muscle. Her golden-blonde hair was pulled halfway up, and the rest of her hair hung in a tangle of braids down her back. She looked a few years older than Igrid, and I remembered seeing her before, but I wasn’t sure if I had actually met her or not.

“Please, allow us to fetch you something, my chief,” the woman said, and then she glared at Fritjof. “You do not need to ask the slaves for such a thing, not when the women of your clan will be more than happy to serve you. We would consider it an honor.”

“We just ate on the way down here,” I said. “But, uh--”

“Please,” the woman repeated and then lowered her voice. “We are all concerned that Illska has disappointed you, my chief. You have been gone for so long, and you have not been back since those rebel fools fed you slave meat.”

“Bruka is not one to say no to,” Fritjof chuckled. “She’ll keep right on talking until you agree with her.”

“Bruka?” I repeated. “This is your wife?”

“I am,” the golden-blonde woman replied with a smile.

I had a brief memory of Fritjof telling me what a spitfire his eighth wife Bruka was, and how she would be more than happy to keep me warm in bed, but I quickly shook off the thought to stay focused. The Farthegns might have all sorts of rules about who the chieftain could sleep with and when, but I wasn’t about to start sleeping with other men’s wives, not even when the men themselves were the ones who suggested it.

“Nice to finally meet you,” I told Fritjof’s wife. “But don’t worry about the slave meat. Those responsible have been appropriately punished.”

“But you haven’t been back since then,” Bruka insisted. “What kind of conclusion could we draw other than that you have been very angry with us? We have tried to make up this shortcoming with our bodies, but you have not even looked at any of our breasts. And it is no wonder, since you have returned to us with two winged women this time instead of one, but both of them are as radiant as the sun and moon!”

“That’s very kind.” Nora licked her cherry-red lips like she was tasting the compliment, or maybe she was just thinking about Bruka’s ample cleavage on display.

“What can we hope to offer you beside them?” Bruka continued. “So please, the least we can do is serve you food or drink. Otherwise, we will despair of ever being able to please you, my chief.”

“Uh, well, when you put it like that…” I tugged at my black beard. “I guess we could take some water?”

“At once!” Bruka clapped her hands, pointed to two women on the sidelines, and snapped at them in Farthegn.

The women immediately took off like someone had lit a fire under their sculpted asses, and I was glad the river had long since been cleaned up from the dead bodies I’d thrown into it a few weeks ago. I was sure that the poisoned river had made a number of Illskans sick as dogs, but one of my first orders of business as their new chief had been to get the bodies out of the water and to let the river flow long enough that it washed away any remaining impurities.

“I think you will find that Illska has changed for the better since you were last here, my chief,” Bruka said when she turned back to me. “Igrid and Thyrri have been on top of everything while you were gone, but--”

“I can speak for myself,” Igrid interrupted with a glare.

“Trust me, no one doubts that,” I chuckled. “Go ahead, Bruka.”

“But I also wanted to tell you that your Illskan women have been doing everything we can to help things run smoothly, too,” Bruka replied.

“Like finding the tiniest tops to show off your stupid-big boobs?” Igrid grumbled.

Bruka ignored the pierced warlord. “We have made sure that all the men understand how lucky we are to have you as our chieftain, and we have left them in full understanding of what will happen to them if they do anything to displease you.”

“I can vouch for that,” Fritjof chuckled. “You know I swore loyalty to you early on, my chief, but that didn’t stop my wife from threatening to cut my balls off with a rusty knife if I do anything in the future that upsets you in any way.”

“Bruka personally promised to cut off all our balls,” another Illskan man added. “So did the rest of the women, but Bruka’s their ringleader.”

“She said she’d stuff my bleeding balls down my throat until I choked,” another warrior said. “And I know she could do it, too.”

Even Igrid seemed impressed by this, and Bruka held herself a little more proudly as she heard this praise.

“Like I said, my chief,” Bruka continued. “You will find both the married and unmarried men all ready to serve you now. They’ve finally understood what the women here understood from the very beginning. We are lucky to have you as our chieftain, and we will do all we can to honor you. Thoroughly.”

“It does usually take longer for men to figure out these things,” I laughed. “I appreciate your work on this, Bruka.”

“Do you mind if we ask where you’ve been, my chief?” Fritjof pushed the gray mane out of his face and then glanced at Nora. “Or, uh, what exactly you’ve been up to?”

Bruka hissed something at her husband in Farthegn, but the man just chuckled.

“My wife’s probably right, and I should mind my own business,” Fritjof said. “You’ll see that Bruka runs a tight ship around here, and that includes me, even though I don’t always listen to her.”

The two women who had disappeared to bring us water came back now with drinking horns filled to the brim. They also brought honey cakes, some kind of savory spiced bread, and some of my own boar jerky I’d shipped south to Illska’s storehouses. As they distributed the food to me, Igrid, Eir, and Nora, they kept glancing at Bruka to make sure they were doing it right. The golden-blonde woman looked stern, but she gave them an approving nod when they finished.

Nora politely refused the food, but she accepted one of the drinking horns. I wasn’t especially hungry, but the food looked good, and I didn’t want to insult Bruka when she seemed so eager to please me. We ate enough to thank her for the trouble they went to, and I studied the Illskans all gathered around us while we finished.

The last time I’d been here, the married Illskan men had more or less been on board with me as their new chief, probably because their wives all talked their ears off or withheld sex until they came to their senses. But the unmarried men had been a little more testy, and several of them had been outright rebellious and landed themselves straight in the dungeons.

As I looked around now though, there was no hostility in any of the men’s eyes. There was only curiosity and a little caution, but even the unmarried Illskan warriors seemed more eager to hear their new chieftain’s orders than anything else.

If Bruka had been one of the ringleaders behind this change of heart, I owed her a lot. Thyrri and Igrid had done everything they could to keep my newest clan in line, but some of the changes had to come from within, and this was one of the reasons I was so grateful to Bruka and the rest of the busty Illskan women.

They knew what they wanted, and they sure as hell weren’t about to let any men in their clan stand in the way of serving their new chieftain.

After we finished eating, I thanked Bruka and the other two women again, and then I gestured to Nora.

“This is Nora,” I introduced her. “She is my second wife now, and she is a Selkie from the far north.”

Every Illskan man and woman’s jaw fell open, and I smirked as they all tried to remember how to form words.

“And no, I’m not going to tell you the details of how we met or why I haven’t been here in a week,” I said before Fritjof could ask again. “The only thing you need to know for now is that I’ve been planning how to expand our power, and I’ve come up with a plan that I think you’re all gonna love.”

“And if you don’t, I will make you love it,” Igrid warned.

I had to hide my grin at Igrid’s constant enthusiastic threats to beat everyone in the crowd to a pulp, but I was going to need to talk to her about this sooner or later. She always had my security and best interests in mind, but the pierced woman needed to shift her mindset from being an enforcer to being a warlord.

After all, she was my warlord, not only Dalir’s warlord. That meant she needed to remember that Illska was my clan just as much as Dalir was. But based on the expressions of the rest of the Dalirian warriors who had been stationed here for the last week, I realized that Igrid wasn’t the only member of my original clan who needed to change some of her ideas soon.

My wildish women who’d been stationed here stood in clusters throughout the crowd of Illskans, and all of them had vastly superior expressions on their faces as they surveyed the Illskan women around them. The Dalirian women were dressed in sensible winter clothes compared to the Illskans, but this was probably because they had already figured out that I was more impressed by hunting and fighting than by the way they dressed.

Not that I minded being greeted with endless pairs of massive tits every time I came to Illska. Especially not when those same tits belonged to the women who were responsible for helping some of the more prickly Illskan men to fall in line.

But if we were going to take on Óhreinn together, everybody needed to realize that we were all one clan now, and they sure as shit needed to start acting like it.

“Does this mean it’s time to take on Hylmrek?” Fritjof cracked his knuckles. “We can take them, my chief.”

“We will,” I said. “But not yet. I want more manpower first.”

“I can assure you that the warriors of Illska are more than enough to subdue the savage brutes of Hylmrek,” Bruka declared.

“And I can assure you that the warriors of Dalir need no help when we conquer Hylmrek,” one of my wildish women sneered.

Before either faction could say anything else to each other, Eir intervened.

“Enough!” my blonde Valkyrie wife snapped. “Do not waste your chieftain’s time with such foolish arguments. You can be very brave talking about how you will take on Hylmrek single-handed, but when Stranholf comes across the battlefield to claim your scalp, you will wish that you had your allies with you!”

Bruka bowed her head in respect to the Nordic goddess, and even the wildish woman huffed and nodded.

“Hylmrek has over five hundred warriors,” Eir continued as her green eyes flashed fire. “Even combined, Dalir and Illska cannot match this number. We have perhaps three hundred and fifty warriors, but that assumes that we would take them all into battle and leave our lands and slaves completely unprotected. The least you could do is to cooperate with each other, unless you wish to go on your knees and offer your scalps to Stranholf personally.”

I was impressed by Eir’s speech, but I also noticed the way everyone straightened up and paid attention when she spoke. I knew part of this was because she was owed honor for being my wife, but I also knew they were terrified of her.

For one thing, she had giant raven wings growing out of her back, and everyone here had watched her eyes go demon-black before she rose into the air with a bunch of floating blue smoke wisps that were supposed to be the souls of the dead. But even before she grew Valkyrie wings, Eir was the most skilled huntress in the Red Forest, and she had successfully terrorized the rest of the clans during her time as a member of Hylmrek.

“All good points,” I told Eir when she finished. “And all points that lead me right into what I want to tell you all.”

“We are listening, my chief,” Bruka said with her blue eyes respectfully lowered.

“Eir pointed out one of the biggest problems, other than you all learning to work together,” I said. “We can be the cleverest fighters on the field, but we’re still outmanned by Hylmrek. So, we need more bodies.”

“We could use the slaves as fodder for Hylmrek axes,” an Illskan man suggested. “Throw them ahead of us, and while Hylmrek’s blades are busy hacking apart the slaves’ bodies, we could rush them.”

“I was thinking more that we could use more fighting bodies,” I chuckled. “We need more warriors, and the best way to do that is to take them from another clan.”

Everyone stared at me, and I knew this was the pivotal moment. Illska might be my clan just as much as Dalir was, but they were still getting used to my way of doing things, and they still weren’t always sure what to expect of me.

“That’s why we’re going to conquer Óhreinn,” I announced. “Oh, and we’re doing it this week.”

For one second, total silence reigned over the Illskan stronghold, and then every last man and woman present whooped, shook their battle axes, beat their chests, and knocked their heads together until their eyes went wonky. A few of my wildish women even slammed their chests into the ample tits of some Illskan women in celebration, and as soon as the Illskans realized this was celebratory and not threatening, they chest-bumped them right back.

I grinned and let them celebrate for a few more seconds. Farthegns might be a bunch of bloodthirsty brutes, but no one could ever accuse them of not being enthusiastic when anybody promised them a good fight.

Plus, they were my bloodthirsty brutes now, and I wouldn’t have it any other way.

“I’m glad you’re so excited,” I laughed, but the cheers and shouts and celebratory punches kept coming, and it looked like everything might turn into a full-blown brawl if I didn’t intervene.

Luckily, that was where Igrid came in handy.

“Your chief is talking!” Igrid roared, and she clocked the man closest to her so hard that he spun a full three hundred and sixty degrees before he dropped on his ass. “If you all want to show your loyalty to him, then shut your mouths and listen up!”

Igrid yelled a few more things in Farthegn as she slapped another man across the face, punched a woman in the tits, and gave another woman a bloody lip. I could only imagine what she had yelled to them in their native language, but it was obviously more than effective, because everyone was calm and quiet less than half a minute after Igrid started cracking skulls.

“All yours, chief,” Igrid huffed as she folded her arms across her chest and ignored the trickle of blood that dripped from her knuckles down to the hard ground.

“I know this will be a fast plan to execute,” I told everyone present. “But more warriors is our best bet to stand a chance against Hylmrek, and Óhreinn is the best place to get them from. Then the entire western Red Forest will be ours, and so will the western sea.”

A low growl of approval rumbled from Nora beside me, and I noticed the three nearest clansmen took swift steps back as their eyes flared.

“Now, we’ll need to work out the details of who stays here to guard my territory and who comes with me to conquer Óhreinn,” I said, and I ignored the hundred hands that immediately shot into the air to volunteer for battle. “I will decide all that soon, but both are important jobs. Whoever stays behind will be responsible for guarding the border against Hylmrek, along with any other internal or external threats.”

“We already run patrols along our eastern, southern, and western borders,” Bruka said. “It was Thyrri’s suggestion based on the way that Dalir patrols their own territory, but we do not need to patrol our northern border since we share that with Dalir.”

“Good,” I said. “But we’ll need to triple the patrols on our eastern border. I want a mix of warriors from Dalir and Illska so you can both play to your strengths. I don’t want so much as a rodent to cross into my territory without my people knowing about it.”

“We’ll get it done for you, chief,” Fritjof said with a nod.

“I know you will,” I said. “We’ll coordinate details before we leave to conquer Óhreinn, but we have a few days before we need to move out. I’ll also want a mix of Illskan and Dalirian warriors to head north and increase patrol numbers along the border with Svelgard.”

“Has Svelgard threatened you, my chief?” Bruka’s hands clenched into fists.

“Let’s just say that they’re bound to become a problem at some point,” I muttered and ran a hand through my hair. “Hopefully not until after we conquer Hylmrek. Then we’ll really be in a position to take on Svelgard, too.”

All my warriors’ eyes sparkled with excitement at the thought of taking on another clan after Óhreinn and Hylmrek, but Igrid took one step forward with an angry glare, and no one moved or said anything.

“That’s why the warriors I leave behind will be just as important as the ones I bring with me,” I said. “This is not a small task I’m speaking of. If Hylmrek figures out that Eir belongs to me now, and if they figure this out while the rest of us are out conquering Óhreinn, then the warriors I leave behind here will be the only defenders for my whole territory. Understand?”

“We will be honored whether you choose to post us at the border or by your side,” a redheaded Illskan woman declared. “We only wish to do your bidding, my chief.”

“And to see Óhreinn finally crushed beneath our feet,” a burly Illskan man rumbled. “Too long has their sea-rotten stench drifted over the cliffs and infected our territory.”

I wanted to point out that this sticking point about bad smells was a little hypocritical because of all the corpses that Illska used as cement in their canals, but I figured now wasn’t a good time. My two clans had finally found some common ground in their eagerness to conquer another group of Farthegns, and I didn’t want to do anything to spoil their new bond.

“Soon, the only stench coming from Óhreinn will be the corpses of everyone who opposes our chieftain,” one of the Dalir women said.

“Even the smell of death will be better than the smell of their breath,” Nora said with a slow and murderous grin.

“Now like I said, we’ll start going over some details this afternoon,” I informed the excited crowd. “But first, I need to know exactly how many warriors I have to work with, and that means I need to speak with the rebels. I hear most of them have had a change of heart, but I need to see this for myself. Are they still in the same dungeon cell where they were earlier?”

“No, my chief!” Igrid gasped. “I mean, yes, they are, but you should not go to them!”

“But I have to--”

“A chieftain of your stature should not have to go down into the dungeons to speak with swine who were foolish enough to rebel against you in the first place,” Igrid interrupted me. “The pigs should be brought up here to you instead.”

I saw a number of heads nod throughout the crowd, and since I wasn’t exactly eager to go back into the dungeons that smelled ten times worse than any stinky Óhreinn sailors possibly could, I shrugged.

“Bring up the rebels!” Igrid ordered.

Bruka immediately signaled to a group of six muscular Illskan women, and they marched toward the dungeons in two neat rows. Each woman had a massive battle axe strapped to her back, and since their shoulders were broad enough to support their heavy breasts, it looked like they were more than strong enough to handle their axes and the rebels in the dungeon.

I knew one of the rebel leaders was Fritjof’s son, but the bushy-haired warrior with serious biker vibes seemed unconcerned that I was about to decide his son’s fate. Then again, this was the same man who told me that if his son didn’t figure out that he was in the wrong, he deserved whatever happened to him.

Fucking Farthegns, man.

When the troop of busty Illskan women returned a few minutes later, the men they escorted looked like husks of their former selves. There were ten men total, and each looked pale and thin, except for the ones who looked a little green in the face.

Probably because the only food I’d given them was the corpses of the other rebels Igrid had killed after they’d served me slave meat for my evening meal.

The Illskan women pushed all the rebels to their knees when they reached me, and the men didn’t even put up a fight. They just sank to the ground with their heads slightly bowed while they waited for my judgment.

“I thought there were fourteen rebels in the dungeon,” I said quietly to Igrid. “The three who survived your attack on them and the eleven who were still in the dungeon at the time.”

“There were fourteen,” the pierced woman replied. “Four of them died from too much puking after they tried to eat their friends’ bodies.”

“It was an appropriate punishment, my chief,” Fritjof’s son announced from his position at the end of the line of rebels.

The man kept his head bowed, and at first, I narrowed my eyes and waited for him to dig his own grave by telling me that he didn’t mean it and that he’d rather take a shit in my hollowed-out skull before he swore loyalty to me. But he stayed quiet while I studied the scars along the sides of his shaved head, and when he finally raised his gaze to meet mine, his black eyes were no longer full of the raw hatred I’d seen there before.

“You made us eat the flesh of our fellow rebels,” the scarred man said. “You made us taste the stupidity of their mistakes in their foul flesh. It was a punishment that only a worthy chieftain could have created, and I would be honored to serve a chieftain so worthy.”

I raised my eyebrow and glanced at Fritjof, but he was looking at his son with pride and a little bit of relief.

I was about to congratulate the gruff man’s son on making such a good decision, but a muscular Illskan man in the center of the kneeling rebels caught my eye first. He spat on the ground and then glared up at me like I had fucked his mother, sister, and wife all at the same time.

“I’d sooner eat my own dick than serve a man who only speaks the language of the slaves,” the man snarled.

Then several things happened all at once.

The rebel grabbed a sharp stick from the ground like he planned to scramble my brains through my eye sockets, and he immediately jumped to his feet and started to raise his arm toward me. The other kneeling rebels and their female guards all leaped toward him to tackle him, but none of them even stood a chance.

Nora was there before anyone even saw her move, and the fierce Selkie woman promptly bit the rebel’s whole fucking face off.
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Chapter 7

No one else twitched or spoke or even breathed, and that included me. The next few seconds were filled with nothing but the sound of my Selkie wife munching on the rebel’s face like she had just taken a bite out of a giant ball of mozzarella cheese.

Her teeth had gone straight through his skull into his brain, but the man was still spasming. He was missing all the flesh on his face, all the cartilage of his nose, and both eyeballs that now popped like crisp grapes inside Nora’s mouth.

“Did I mention that my wife is a Selkie?” I finally shrugged. “And she really, really doesn’t like when people threaten me.”

Nora nodded with a bloody smile and then ripped the man’s throat out with her teeth. It sprayed a fountain of blood over all the surrounding Farthegns, and for the first time that I could remember, the warriors all looked completely unnerved, like the ghosts of every soul they had killed had all suddenly come back to haunt them. They shifted uncomfortably, and the Farthegns closest to Nora all stumbled a few steps back. A few of them even covered the fronts of their own throats, as if Nora might decide that she was still hungry and turn toward them now.

“Your second wife is as impressive as your first,” Bruka said with a nervous swallow.

“I know.” I smirked. “Now, where were we?”

“I was pledging my loyalty to you, my chief,” Fritjof’s son said, and then he dropped back into the kneeling position he had been in before he’d jumped up to try and reach the dead rebel.

I was curious what the scarred man would have done to the rebel and how exactly he would have killed him, but that discovery would have to wait until another time. Nora had gotten to him first, and the sight of my ferocious wife chewing happily on the dead man filled my heart with a surprising amount of pride.

I was really getting used to living in the Red Forest.

“Right,” I said as I turned back toward Fritjof’s son. “What’s your name?”

“Ulrik, my chief,” the man replied.

“I know you are a man of your word, Ulrik,” I said. “You would not swear loyalty to me if you did not mean it, especially since your father’s life would be forfeit if you lied.”

Fritjof didn’t seem surprised. He just shrugged and nodded, and then he muttered something to his son in Farthegn. Ulrik answered in the same language, and even though it was only a few words, it seemed to satisfy both of them.

“Fritjof says it is fair, but if his son fucks this up, then his ghost will haunt Ulrik every time he strikes in battle, so all his blows will miss,” Eir whispered. “Ulrik says this is also fair, but he will not dishonor him any further than he already has.”

I figured it was something along those lines, but I appreciated my Nordic wife translating the details for me.

“I accept these terms,” Ulrik told me. “And I pledge my loyalty to you and to the new clan you have formed.”

“Good man,” I said and then offered him my hand so he could stand up. “I accept your pledge of loyalty. Now, what about the rest of you? Have you all decided to wise up like Ulrik, or would you prefer to be my wife’s next snack?”

The eight remaining rebels all dropped to their knees again and promptly pledged me their undying loyalty. And since there hadn’t been any more burned slaves since the last time I was here, I figured they must have all meant it.

Still, I wanted to make sure.

“One more thing,” I said. “But this goes for everybody here, not just the nine of you. No more burning or killing or injuring of slaves. Not to prove a point, not for fun, not because you’re bored. We need all of our slaves alive and not terrified so they can do their jobs properly.”

“My chief, you are not wrong about the burning of the slaves,” Fritjof said. “But if a slave disobeys, we must have the means to punish it.”

“If a slave disobeys, it is most likely because they are hungry or scared,” I firmly countered. “It’s our job to take care of them by protecting them and providing for them. That is why we are warriors. It’s their job to take care of us by making us food, clothing, healing remedies, and so on. That’s why they are slaves.”

“What if they are still disobedient, even after we have fed them?” Bruka asked and narrowed her blue eyes.

“Then keep asking until you find out why they’re being disobedient,” I said. “Use your brains, not your fists. We can’t afford to lose any more slaves, not when we need them in order to be successful this week.”

“What is this week?” Ulrik asked.

“We’re going to conquer Óhreinn,” I said with a grin.

Ulrik promptly dropped back to his knees again.

“Uh, something I said?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Ah, shit,” Fritjof muttered. “I completely forgot.”

“Take me with you,” Ulrik demanded from his kneeling position. “I swear that I will serve you better than ten men could together. I kill twice as efficiently as any other man here, I’m as skilled with a sword as I am with a battle axe, and I know how to sail Óhreinn’s ships.”

“That’s all very impressive, but hold that thought,” I told Ulrik, and then I clapped Fritjof on the shoulder and pulled him aside where his son couldn’t hear us. “What did you completely forget? Not something super relevant that would affect your son’s pledge of loyalty, would it?”

“No, no, it’s just that his mother must have been my third wife,” the shaggy-haired man replied. “I couldn’t remember if she was number two or three since I’m on number eight now, and that’s all been almost thirty years ago. But number three, Ulrik’s mother, she died for me in battle down in the Oegyrian Fields.”

“Shit.” I tugged at my black beard. “Let me guess. You were fighting Óhreinn?”

“That’s right,” Fritjof confirmed.

I nodded and turned back toward Ulrik. “If I agree to take you with me, it can’t just be a mission of revenge, understand? We need Óhreinn’s numbers to fight Hylmrek. That doesn’t mean you won’t get plenty of chances to slaughter Óhreinn warriors, but you can’t slaughter every last one of them, if that’s what you’re thinking.”

“But we will slaughter many of them?” Ulrik asked and held my gaze with his intent black eyes.

“Yeah, we will,” I said.

“Then let me come with you,” Fritjof’s son insisted. “Please.”

Before I could answer, Nora finished munching on the dead rebel’s body above his shoulders, and she let the bloody corpse fall to the ground. Her cherry-red lips were still stained with blood, and I smiled at how cute the sea-born woman was even when she was covered in the blood of my enemies.

Or maybe she was even cuter because she was covered in their blood.

“He was not very satisfying,” Nora declared. “Too starved and skinny, but not terrible for a mid-afternoon snack.”

She gave me a little wink that let me know she was doing this partly for show, and I loved her a little more for it. My clansmen were already so respectful of Eir, and now Nora had left them with no doubt that there would always be another fierce woman by my side.

“Igrid?” I turned to my pierced warlord. “You’ve spent the most time with Ulrik. Should he come with us to conquer Óhreinn?”

When Ulrik turned toward Igrid, the look of hope in his dark eyes was so different from his previous expression of cunning and hatred that I almost felt bad for the guy. Igrid narrowed her gaze at the scarred man, crossed her arms over her chest a little more firmly, and then glanced at Fritjof.

“If Fritjof comes with us, then Ulrik can come with us, too,” Igrid announced.

Ulrik bowed his head in gratitude, and Fritjof ran his fingers through his bushy gray mane.

“Good old-fashioned father-son hunting trip, eh?” the big man chuckled. “If Bruka can spare me, that is.”

“Aren’t you a little full of yourself?” Bruka shoved her husband playfully. “I can very well go without you for a few days if it means you come back in glory from conquering Óhreinn.”

“Good,” I said. “Then you’re both two of the first official warriors on my roster. Igrid, Eir, and Nora are obviously also coming with me, but I want Fritjof, Bruka, and Ulrik to spearhead a list of Illskan warriors who would be best to bring with us.”

“Any Illskan warrior would serve you proudly, my chief,” Bruka said.

“All of us would,” a man from the crowd added.

“I appreciate that,” I said. “But like I said, you can’t all come with me. We can’t leave our territory defenseless against Hylmrek, so I’m thinking we bring one hundred and fifty total warriors with us, about fifty from Dalir and one hundred from Illska. That leaves around fifty Dalirians and one hundred and fifty Illskans behind to patrol the two clans’ territories, and that should be enough to hold the line until we return if Hylmrek tries anything while we’re gone.”

“Will one hundred and fifty bodies be enough to conquer Óhreinn?” Nora asked. “They may be smelly brutes, but they are still powerful warriors.”

“This is gonna be more of a stealth mission than a full-on battle,” I explained. “We’re not going to meet their clan on the field and just run at each other with our weapons raised. That would be a waste of too many good warriors.”

“Stealth is my specialty,” Ulrik announced with a firm nod.

I almost chuckled at this statement, considering I was talking to a battle axe-wielding Illskan, but then I remembered this particular man was involved in the slow slaughtering of my slaves.

“So you were responsible for burning the slaves.” I arched an eyebrow. “I figured as much.”

“I was,” Ulrik said proudly. “I orchestrated it all even from inside the dungeons.”

“Uh-huh…” I kept my expression as hard as slate so he wouldn’t think I was actually impressed by him murdering innocent people. “Well, you’ll have to tell me your secret one of these days, but I take it that means you’ll be able to come up with a list of warriors who would be equally as skilled at stealth missions?”

“No one is as skilled as me,” the scarred man boasted. “But I can come up with a list of the best warriors for this type of mission.”

“Exactly what kind of stealth mission do you have in mind, my chief?” Eir whispered loudly.

“Don’t worry, I’ve got something great planned,” I said with a wink. “I’ll tell you more later. For now, I want you and Igrid to help Fritjof, Bruka, and Ulrik plan which warriors from Dalir and Illska to bring with us.”

“Of course,” Eir replied.

“Honestly, Bruka is right.” Igrid shrugged. “All the Illskan warriors are good, as much as I hate to admit it. Their detail skills could use some work, but they’re all as strong as an ox and know how to swing a battle axe pretty decently.”

“High praise,” Fritjof said. “Don’t tell me you’re thinking of marrying one of our Illskan boys instead of one of your own fine Dalir warriors?”

“Hey, I’ll take anyone who’s offering,” Igrid groaned. “But since you’re on wife number eight, I know that’s not you, Fritjof.”

“No, but I know plenty of fine upstanding Illskans who would jump at the chance to buy your pretty, pierced ass,” the shaggy-haired man chuckled.

“Plenty of Dalirians, too,” Eir teased, and then she pointed to a short but burly warrior from Dalir who had been stationed down in Illska to help with clan integration. “I just heard him talking about how fine your breasts look even under all your furs today.”

Igrid’s face turned so red that her bloody lip seemed almost pale in comparison.

“Gunnar mentioned something along the same lines this morning,” Ulrik chuckled with a nod at one of the other reformed rebels. “He said the possibility of you coming to bash his face in again was the only thing that kept getting him up every morning. In all senses of the phrase.”

Igrid’s red face was almost purple now. Before anyone else could tease her, she marched right over to Gunnar and punched him in the face so hard that he toppled back onto his ass. The man’s grin was missing a couple teeth even before Igrid clocked him, but when he picked himself back up, he spat out a mouthful of blood and just went right back to grinning.

“If it’s up to me, I’d prefer my husband to still have all his teeth,” Igrid grumbled. “Full set of teeth, can take a punch without falling on his ass, not horrendous to look at. Is that so much to ask?”

“I’m up for the job,” an impressive-looking Illskan man from the crowd volunteered. “What’s your price?”

Igrid took one look at the man, stamped her foot, and then whirled toward me with nothing but anger in her brown eyes.

“I don’t know!” Igrid threw her hands up in the air and then pointed accusingly at me. “Because our chieftain still hasn’t appraised me!”

The pierced woman immediately stormed off and almost tripped over the rebel that Nora had killed. She caught herself as gracefully as she could, but she didn’t even look back. She just stalked off around the corner until she was out of sight.

“That seemed a little extreme,” I muttered and glanced at my wives. “I knew Igrid wanted me to appraise her, but I didn’t realize she was quite so impatient to get married.”

“She is.” Eir nodded like this was obvious.

I frowned and raised my voice to the crowd. “Sorry to inform any interested parties, but you’re just going to have to wait.”

“Is she no good?” a man called.

“Or is her price so high that you don’t think any of us will be able to match it?” another demanded.

“It’s just that I haven’t officially appraised her yet,” I replied, even as I tried not to laugh at the fact that this was an actual conversation I was having. “But like I said, you’ll have to wait. We have more important things happening right now, like conquering Óhreinn.”

“I am afraid that I must disagree with you, my chief,” Eir sighed. “Appraising Igrid is of the utmost importance. So is appraising every unmarried woman in Dalir and Illska. It is one of your most solemn duties as chieftain, and it is the only way we can breed strong children to carry the name of our chieftain’s might to every corner of the world.”

A dozen Illskan women started to push forward at the same time they pushed their breasts together, but I shook my head.

“I will take care of it,” I said. “But first, we conquer Óhreinn.”

I could have sworn that the Illskan women’s breasts lost a little bit of their perkiness when I made this declaration, but it might have just been my imagination.

“We will begin working on a list of names for you at once,” Bruka said, and I shot her a grateful look for helping to refocus the conversation.

“While you do, I want to watch today’s training,” I said. “Have Dalir and Illska been training together yet?”

“No, my chief,” Bruka replied with a look of mild embarrassment.

“And why is that?” I glanced at a group of my wildish women.

“We fight with blades, not brute axes,” one of the Dalir women scoffed.

“And you didn’t think it would be a good idea to test your blades against axes?” I raised my eyebrows. “Even though we’ll be going up against Hylmrek soon, and they’re known for their use of battle axes?”

“Are you sure it wasn’t because you are too prideful to admit that you might have as much to learn from Illska as Illska has to learn from you?” Eir pointed out.

I wasn’t surprised by how quickly my wife understood the politics of the situation. I wasn’t even surprised by how bluntly she asked the question. My blonde goddess of a wife was Farthegn through and through, so she certainly wasn’t one to beat around the bush.

“The chieftain knows our skills!” the wildish woman defended. “He knows--”

“He knows that he can count on you to do everything necessary to protect him and win victory for our clan,” Eir cut her off. “Or am I wrong?”

The warrior from Dalir lowered her gaze from the intensity of Eir’s burning green eyes.

“When I first came to Dalir, I doubted you would have anything to teach me,” Eir said. “I was born of Hylmrek, and I did not think there was anyone better than us in the world. But Aaron Briggs would not be the chieftain of a clan who could teach me nothing, and I quickly learned all sorts of things from you, just like you learned things from your chief and from me. I do not recall any of you hunting with bows or spears before we came along, remember?”

“We will be glad to join Illska on the training field today,” the Dalirian woman said with her gaze still lowered.

“Cheer up,” the Illskan woman beside her chuckled. “We’re a lot of fun to fight, even when you’re not trying to slit our throats.”

The Illskan on the other side of the wildish woman smirked and casually dropped her battle axe to the ground right beside the Dalirian’s foot. Then the Dalirian woman pulled two tomahawks off her back in under a second, and both women burst into laughter.

“Uh, did I miss the joke?” I whispered to Eir.

“That is the joke!” Eir giggled. “Farthegns have a wonderful sense of humor. Do they not?”

“But they just pulled weapons on each other,” I pointed out.

“No, no, they were only testing each other’s reflexes,” Eir said. “This is good! The bonding has begun.”

“If you say so,” I replied.

I followed Bruka to the training field in the southeast quarter of the stronghold, along with every able-bodied Illskan and Dalirian warrior present. I already had a decent idea of who I wanted to bring with me, at least from the Dalir side of things, but I figured a little friendly competition would help both clans bond, plus it would be a great chance for them to show off and try to earn a spot on my raiding roster.

At least, as long as the competition stayed friendly.

Igrid was at the training field when I arrived with the crowd of both clans’ warriors behind me. It looked like she had splashed some water on her face to calm down the flush of embarrassment that had turned her so red, and she had managed to wash her bloody lip, too. I almost felt bad that we had teased her so badly, but then Igrid acted just like Igrid, and I figured she was more than fine.

“I changed my mind!” the pierced warlord shouted as the warriors all poured past the low wooden fence and onto the training field. “I don’t think any of you assholes will be worthy of me even after our chieftain finally appraises me. But since I’m feeling so very generous, I’m gonna need to see everything you’ve got. Maybe you’ll change my mind, or maybe I’ll just be able to tell which of you sad sacks is going to fall to Stranholf’s axe first.”

I hid my laughter behind my hand, but Igrid’s challenge seemed to have exactly the kind of effect on the Farthegns that she’d intended. A few Illskan men casually swung their battle axes off their backs so close to some Dalirians that the blades would have severed their arms if the men from Dalir hadn’t jumped back in time. The men all chuckled like it really was some great big joke, and most of the men who almost killed each other so casually now paired off to begin training exercises.

But I made a careful note of all the men from Dalir who grabbed their tomahawks fast enough to block the battle axes instead of just jumping out of the way. Those would be warriors to watch going forward. I recognized talent when I saw it, and I sure as hell planned to reward it whenever I did.

“Attack!” Igrid suddenly shouted.

Not everyone had quite gotten into position yet, but all hell broke loose anyway. Dozens of Illskan men and women tore forward with their heavy battle axes swinging, and dozens of Dalirian men and women met them with a combination of their spiked tomahawks, Khopesh swords, and mutilating cutlasses.

Then the throwing tomahawks started spinning through the air.

“Uh, what happened to training with sticks?” I demanded as I stepped forward beside Igrid. “Is that good enough for Dalir, but not here?”

“Listen, my chief,” Igrid sighed. “If we’re conquering Óhreinn by the end of this week, then we’re gonna have to work backward with our training.”

“What does that mean?” I asked and then quickly pulled Igrid toward me right before a tomahawk buried itself in the fence post that she had been leaning against.

“Good eye,” Igrid chuckled, as if she hadn’t almost been gutted by one of her own people’s weapons. “You remember how tense Dalir was before we conquered Illska?”

“That’s hard to forget,” I replied. “People almost killed each other when somebody even looked at them wrong, and there was so much fighting and fucking that week that it’s no wonder nobody was allowed to have their weapons on the last day. At least not until it was time to leave and launch our attack.”

“Yeah, well, this time might be even worse,” Igrid said. “Now you’ve got two clans of Farthegns instead of one, and we also won’t be conquering Óhreinn the same day that we leave to conquer them. It’s too far to travel there and conquer them in one day, and that means you’re gonna be leading a lot of horny and bloodthirsty Farthegns on a march before you can even battle.”

“So, what, we train with weapons now so we don’t kill each other in training later?” I asked.

“Now you get it,” Igrid snickered. “How many days before we leave?”

“Ideally?” I scratched my beard. “I’d like to leave three days from now. It’ll take us a day or two to get into the position I want to be in, and then I just have to plant myself at the top of the Óhreinn food chain, make sure everything’s operating smoothly, and then come back with my newest warriors in tow. If we leave in three days, that will give us enough time to prepare for war, but we should still be able to get back within a week, if everything goes well.”

“See, there you go.” Igrid nodded. “Today, they’ll go at each other with everything they’ve got. Tomorrow, they’ll switch off between weapons and sticks. The day after tomorrow, sticks only until midday. Then no training at all since we’ll be leaving the day after that.”

“Sounds like you’ve got it all planned out,” I said. “I trust your judgment, Igrid. Otherwise, I wouldn’t have made you a warlord.”

The pierced woman tugged the silver warlord medallion that was now braided into her knotted brown hair. She opened her mouth as if she wanted to say something else, but she shook her head and nodded at the training field.

“I think Ulrik is more than eager to prove himself to you now, my chief,” Igrid snickered. “Along with every other Illskan asshole.”

I followed her gaze to watch all the warriors tearing at each other. They all legitimately looked like they were trying to kill each other, but the closer I studied their movements, the more I realized they were all still in control of their actions. They weren’t lost in the berserker bloodlust that always took over the Farthegns in battle, and each time one of their blows would most definitely have decapitated or gutted another fighter, they pulled back just in time to avoid the killing blow.

It was an impressive dance.

All of the Illskans were strong because there was no way to even carry a battle axe without some serious upper body and core power, much less swing it in battle. But a decent number of them could definitely use some lessons in detailed work since they seemed to rely almost exclusively on the power of their swings.

This meant every time their opponents dodged or blocked their attacks, the Illskans were left vulnerable for the time it took to swing their heavy weapons back to the other side. Of course, whenever their opponent didn’t dodge or block in time, the Illskan warriors used their significant strength to stop the blow right before it punched a hole in their sparring partner’s intestinal wall.

Still, with the combination of raw Illskan strength and incredible Dalirian bladework, I was pretty sure I had an unstoppable fighting force under my command. But even as I watched most of the Illskans rely on the double blades of their axes and the length of their handles to plow back and forth against their opponents, I saw that Igrid was right about Ulrik.

He really was in it to win it.

The reformed rebel had borrowed another Illskan’s heavy battle axe and was now dropping warriors like he was chopping wood. He might have been starving for the past week, but even his starved muscles still looked like cords of steel every time he moved. He didn’t rely on the strength of each swing, though. Instead, Ulrik manipulated the double-bladed axe like it was a lightweight sword that he had trained on all his life.

His grip on the long haft of the axe was exactly where it needed to be to give his swings plenty of momentum, but his hands weren’t stretched out so far from his body that he was in danger of overextending himself. When one of my wildish women attacked him with her tomahawk, Ulrik was able to hook the heel of his blade around her own and jerk the weapon right out of her hands. He twisted the bit up a second later, and if he hadn’t pulled back, he would have sliced clean through her wrists.

Ulrik instantly jabbed the knob of his axe back into the stomach of an Illskan warrior who was about to clip him in the ass, and the man promptly upchucked what looked like savory spiced bread. Ulrik didn’t seem to notice the vomit he had ejected from the other fighter’s stomach, not even when his foot slid across it on his way to another opponent. He simply used the momentum to whip the belly of his axe toward the throat of a warrior from Dalir, then he leaned left and right in blows that would have buried themselves in their targets if the reformed rebel hadn’t maneuvered his weapon with complete control.

Then Ulrik jammed the eye of his weapon into his own father’s sternum.

Fritjof grunted before he used his own massive battle axe to push back against his son’s weapon. Their handles deadlocked with each other in an X shape, and they both snorted and pawed at the ground like angry bulls. All it would take was one slight slip for their weapons to slide free of each other, and then they would both have to react like fucking lightning to keep their blades from sinking into each other’s flesh like knives into warm butter.

“Don’t look so worried, my love,” Eir chuckled as she slipped her arm through mine. “I trained like this from the time I was a child, and I still have all of my limbs intact.”

“I can’t believe Farthegns let children train like this,” I muttered.

“It is the only way to make them strong enough to survive the Red Forest.” Eir shrugged. “You will understand how important this is when we have children of our own one day.”

I couldn’t think of a response to that. I was just wrapping my head around the fact that I was married to two of the most beautiful and deadly women in this world. Hell, I had just started to wrap my head around the fact that I’d told Eir out loud that I loved her. So all in all, the idea of having children was more than I could handle at the moment.

Lucky for me, I had two clans of brutal warriors to command as a nice distraction, and I had two more clans to conquer within a little over a week.

Fritjof and Ulrik were still deadlocked as the training battle raged on around them, but then two warriors approached them from each side to try and take advantage of their preoccupation with each other. Two Illskans with battle axes lunged toward them from Ulrik’s left, and two Dalirians with jagged cutlasses sprinted toward them from Ulrik’s right.

Just before the newcomers could tear into the father and son duo, Fritjof and Ulrik gave each other a wicked grin. They slid their axes away from each other in the exact same moment, and then they adjusted their stances so they could fight off the newcomers back to back.

Their four opponents never stood a chance. Ulrik twisted to slam the flat of his axe against one Dalirian while his father jammed the knob of his weapon backward into the other Dalir warrior. Then Fritjof kicked the knee of the Illskan in front of him so it snapped sideways, and he brought the cheek of his blade straight up into the warrior’s chin. At the same time, Ulrik swung the handle of his axe in a sweeping backward arc straight up between the second Illskan’s legs.

When all four newcomers groaned and tumbled to the ground, Igrid chuckled and clapped her hands together.

“Alright, new challenge!” Igrid shouted, but nobody stopped fighting.

My pierced warlord might have the lungs of a horse, but there was no way my warriors could hear her above the clashing of their own weapons. Luckily, Bruka had stayed close to me, my wives, and Igrid instead of joining everyone else on the field, and now the golden-haired woman stepped forward.

“If I may?” she asked with a glance between me and Igrid. “I can get their attention.”

I nodded to Igrid when my warlord hesitated. “The training field is your territory, Igrid.”

“Then go ahead and knock yourself out,” Igrid told Bruka.

The golden-haired warrior jumped onto one of the narrow fence posts and balanced there like the damn Karate Kid. She immediately put her fingers to her mouth and gave the loudest whistle I’d ever heard. Nora covered her ears, Igrid cursed and punched her knuckles into the fence post, and I didn’t blame them.

I could have sworn it was louder than any whistle at a football game, but I almost didn’t even notice because as soon as Bruka jumped onto the fence post, it gave me the most perfect view of her backside.

And for a second, all I could do was stare at her perfectly round and thick ass that couldn’t be hidden even by a layer of wool leggings. Then I remembered how Fritjof had in fact told me that his wife had an ass that would make me weep if I ever wanted to try her out.

I shook my head as if I could knock some sense back into myself, but Eir and Nora had both noticed me staring, and now they couldn’t stop snickering.

“You should not let Fritjof catch you looking,” Eir whispered smugly. “Otherwise, he will make sure that you find Bruka beneath your covers tonight.”

“I do not think this would be such a bad thing,” Nora chuckled. “She is very beautiful, and I think the four of us could have fun.”

“I’m not sleeping with another man’s wife,” I muttered. “I don’t care if that’s a Farthegn custom or not. It’s not gonna happen.”

“It will,” Eir immediately responded, but it didn’t sound like she meant it as an argument. She said it like it was an absolute fact, like saying the sky was blue or the moon in this world glowed a molten orange color. “You will realize how important this is sooner or later, my love. I know you are too good of a chieftain to neglect any of your duties.”

“Even for those of us without perfect asses,” Igrid grumbled. “My ass probably wouldn’t even add ten skulls to my price, but at least if I was appraised, I would know.”

I wanted to contradict Eir again, but I immediately realized it was more important to try and get it through to Igrid that she was worth all the skulls in the Red Forest, and not just because her tits and her ass were completely fucking perfect. But before I could do either one, I realized that Bruka’s whistle had silenced the whole training field, and now all the warriors were all looking toward us for their next orders.

Including Fritjof, whose knowing smirk meant he had most definitely caught me looking at his wife’s ass.

Now that her whistle had attracted everyone’s attention, Bruka jumped down from the fence post and stepped back a respectful pace behind Igrid and my two wives. So far, the golden-haired woman seemed to be as feisty as she was efficient. It was tempting to bring her with me to Óhreinn since I could always use someone like her at my back, but she was so commanding even in her five-foot frame that I might end up leaving her in charge of my Illskan territory while we were gone.

“Oh, by the way,” Igrid told my Valkyrie wives before I could finish my thought. “I’m gonna need you two for this one.”

Nora licked her lips, and Eir just nodded and clasped her hands together.

“Who wants to see if they can defend against Eir’s arrows?” Igrid grinned at the crowd.

A few dozen hands shot up at this chance, but a woman from Dalir asked the same question that I had.

“Do Óhreinn warriors use many ranged weapons?” she asked.

“Not that I’m aware of,” Igrid answered. “But if you can dodge Eir’s arrows, you can dodge pretty much anything Óhreinn might throw at you. Plus, since Eir learned her proficiency with a bow from Hylmrek, I don’t think it’s too far-fetched to say that we may be facing a few ranged weapons from them soon enough.”

“I was the strongest warrior with a bow in Hylmrek,” Eir added. “But there were a number of other hunters who trained on the same weapon.”

“At least aim not to kill anybody,” I muttered. “I know we’re working backward and everything, but I still need my warriors to be alive in order to actually conquer Óhreinn.”

“Eir, you take that half of the training field,” Igrid directed. “Now for my other fun challenge: who wants to see if they can take on a Selkie?”
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Chapter 8

Nobody on the field raised their hand at first, but then Ulrik squared his shoulders and nodded. “I will try this challenge.”

I was impressed since as far as I knew, the reformed rebel hadn’t been given anything to eat or drink after his release from the dungeons, but he still seemed to have enough stamina to battle.

When no one else volunteered, Nora very sweetly added, “What if I promise not to bite your faces off?”

A dozen more hands went up, and I made a note to bring most of them with me to Óhreinn. I could also use a few of these bravest of the brave souls to defend my territory while I was gone in case Hylmrek attacked early.

The better equipped we were to handle Óhreinn, the faster we could conquer them, and the faster we could get back to face Hylmrek.

“Alright, deadly wives of our chieftain,” Igrid said but then frowned. “Damn, that really doesn’t roll off the tongue, does it?”

“You could simply call us Valkyries,” Eir suggested. “That is what Aaron says we are because of our wings.”

“Alright, Valkyries,” Igrid tried out the word and nodded with approval. “Let them have it.”

Eir and Nora both smirked like they had just stolen all their siblings’ Halloween candy without getting caught. They didn’t even give the warriors a chance to prepare, though. Both winged women simply flew into battle with such enthusiasm that I hoped they both remembered their promises not to actually kill anyone.

My Nordic bowhunting goddess might have struggled with flying at first, but no one would ever be able to tell if they watched her now. Her raven-black wings launched her into the air at the same time she nocked an arrow onto her bowstring, and by the time she let herself plummet back to the ground, she had released three arrows all at three different warriors.

Two of the arrows were blocked by the handles of Dalir tomahawks, and the third was knocked aside by the blade of an Illskan battle axe. Eir’s next round of arrows consisted of five shots though, and only three of them were dodged or blocked. The fourth skinned the flesh off the top of an Illskan’s shoulder, and the fifth buried itself in nothing but the blue-black fur of a Dalir warrior.

“See?” Eir grinned as she fired two more arrows without even looking at her targets. “I can aim not to kill, my chief!”

“I never doubted you,” I laughed, and then Eir beat her wings to fly up and launch her next attack from the air.

Since Nora relied on her hands and teeth for her attacks, she only stayed airborne long enough to confuse her opponents about where she would strike next. Whenever her midnight-blue wings carried her up toward the clouds, my heart seized for a second with the fear that she would disappear to the tomb that Eir called my ‘mild Alaska,’ but she plunged back down to the training field every time.

No matter how many times she flew up and came back down, my clansmen were never quite ready for her. She knocked one warrior after another off their feet, ripped off furs instead of ripping open throats, tore off belts instead of tearing open stomachs, and snapped her teeth playfully just inches away from my warriors’ noses.

The battle axes moved way too slowly to keep up with the Selkie woman. Even when a few tomahawks managed to come close to her feathers, she spun gracefully to avoid them, until I was almost convinced that she had eyes in the back of her head. Then again, she was an apex predator, and she could use her senses in a way I had only dreamed of.

After both my wives had tested the training warriors to their limits, Igrid finally called for a halt before anyone was too bruised or injured to continue training tomorrow. They were all plenty beat up, but they had trained all afternoon and into the evening, and I was pleased with their progress.

“What do you think, my chief?” Bruka asked as the warriors on the field helped pick each other up. “Good day of training, yeah?”

“Perfectly respectable,” I agreed. “And the most important part is that we’re starting to all fight as a team. I saw plenty of Illskans and Dalirians team up to attack others, and that’s exactly what needs to happen when we face Óhreinn.”

“It might be rough going at first, but they’ll get there,” Bruka promised. “You changed Ulrik’s mind about you, and that alone should count as a miracle. So if you can do that, then I have no doubt you can make one unified clan out of these two.”

“Then after we get Óhreinn, we’ll just have to make one clan out of three,” I chuckled, and then I held up my hands to address the crowd. “Good work today! Now, go get yourselves some food and plenty of ale. I want you all stronger than a pack of jakyls before we square off against Óhreinn.”

The warriors all grunted and clapped each other on the backs as they left the training field, and I was glad to see a little more mingling between my two clans. I had no doubt there would be plenty of tension in the morning once the excitement of the training field wore off, but once they drove themselves hard for a second day in a row, I hoped it would start to cement them together as a group a little more.

The sun was setting now, and I was more than ready to grab a bite to eat and then sleep until sunrise. When Fritjof and Ulrik started to pass us on their way off the training field, I gestured for them both to join me, my wives, Igrid, and Bruka. A dozen more Illskans hesitated on the edges of the field like they hoped to hear me personally congratulate them on a job well done, and I couldn’t refuse them after watching them work so hard.

“You all were outstanding out there,” I announced. “At this rate, we’ll definitely be ready to conquer a bunch of smelly sea dogs by the end of the week.”

The Illskans looked quite smug and proud of themselves, and a few Dalir warriors nudged their shoulders with low chuckles of excitement.

“Keep up the good work tomorrow,” I said. “I’ll check in with you soon, but I should really get back to Dalir before dark.”

“The nóttmal will not bother us even after dark,” Nora chuckled. “Not unless a necromancer or a wayward reaper has terrified them, anyway.”

“If that happens, we’ll have bigger things to worry about than the nóttmal,” I muttered as I thought about how strange it was that a pack of jakyls attacked us all the way up in Svelgard.

“Please, my chief.” Bruka swallowed. “It hurts my Farthegn pride to beg you, but Illska would be deeply honored if you stayed the night in your hut here.”

I glanced at all the hopeful Illskan faces around me and realized if I wanted both my clans to accept each other as equals, then I needed to treat them as equals, too. Dalir might always be special to me since it was the first clan I conquered, but the Illskans were my people now too, and that meant I was just as responsible for them as I was for my first clan.

“Fair enough,” I answered. “I’ll stay tonight, but I want Fritjof and Ulrik to be ready to leave with me at first light. We have more plans to make against Óhreinn back in Dalir, and I want you two with me while we make them.”

“We will be ready an hour before first light,” Ulrik said with a single nod of his scarred, shaved head.

I was about to tell him it wasn’t necessary to be ready quite so early, but this was the guy who had tried to feed me slave meat and had secretly been burning slaves alive even before that. I took him at his word, especially because I knew Igrid would sleep with one eye open until Ulrik more than proved himself worthy. But in the meantime, if he wanted to show up early and stay late to try and prove his worth, then I wasn’t gonna be the man to stop him.

Even if Fritjof looked less than thrilled by the fact that his son had included him in his promise.

I actually started to look forward to spending the night in Illska, but then the preparations for my feast began. All I really wanted to do was chow down on some nicely roasted meat and greens with a little ale to wash it all down, then pass out in my hut between my two beautiful Valkyries. But the moment I saw all the fuss being made for dinner, I realized it had been too long since I shared a meal with my clansmen here. If I didn’t want them to feel like they were second-class citizens, I needed to put in a full appearance at the feast in my honor.

At least I would get to eat some tasty fucking food out of the deal.

I was able to wash up before a troop of busty Illskans hustled me to their feasting hall. Eir and Nora promised to meet me there as soon as they cleaned up too, and they seemed to thoroughly enjoy watching me get carried away by a bunch of nearly naked warrior women.

The feasting hall looked like it had been freshly scrubbed, and I wondered if the Illskans had tasked their slaves to clean it the moment I arrived that afternoon. The long wooden tables lining the center of the room all gleamed like they’d been rubbed down with a fresh coat of linseed or walnut oil, and each of the three massive fireplaces along the far wall were loaded down with fresh kills. Two boars that my huntresses had brought down were roasting on the two left-hand spits, and the right-hand spit held so many winged rabbits that the smell of their tender meat made my mouth water instantly.

I let the Illskan women lead me to the table closest to the roasting fireplaces, where my mouth watered even more thanks to the steadily dripping juices of the cooking meat. I was immediately handed a drinking horn of ale as the women pressed around me, but the Illskans were careful to leave both chairs on either side of me empty for my wives.

They knew by now that Eir and Nora could roast them over the spit without blinking if they wanted to, and even though my Valkyries weren’t the jealous types, Igrid would be sure to take it as a personal offense if the Illskans didn’t show my wives the proper respect.

One Illskan after another came up to me and tried to convince me why they should accompany me to conquer the smelly clan of Farthegns to our west. Each married man told me how many skulls he had managed to buy his wife for, and each unmarried man told me all the creative ways they had killed their enemies in previous raids and battles.

The Illskan women made sure they showed me their athletic bodies as they told me how young they were when they started training and when they made their first kills. When the wildish women and warriors from Dalir got in on it and started to tell me all their deeds, even the ones that I had witnessed for myself, I couldn’t help but laugh.

One of these days, I would have to see about setting up some kind of entertainment at feasts like this. It was all well and good to hear my warriors boast about their accomplishments, but none of them were the most gifted storytellers, and they deserved to sit back and relax while someone else put on a little entertainment. There should be singers or dancers, something that fit an impressive feasting hall like the one we dined in, but I doubted something like this had ever crossed the Farthegns’ minds before.

They weren’t exactly known for their love of the fine arts, and I had a feeling the only beings equipped to deliver that sort of thing were the slaves they’d been abusing and starving for ages.

Eir, Nora, and Igrid all joined us right before the meat was portioned out to everyone. My pierced warlord walked in first, but she hadn’t changed at all other than to clean up the blood from her knuckles and lip. She completely ignored every warrior who swarmed her and begged to be brought along on our campaign against Óhreinn. Instead, she just headed straight toward my table and plopped down across from me.

Still, even for all her blunt movements and bloody knuckles, Igrid’s woolen clothes couldn’t hide her incredible body, and when a little ale from her drinking horn spilled down between her tits, I shook my head and reminded myself that this was my warlord I was looking at. I valued her for her brilliance and bravery, not for her body, but fuck me if another little dribble of ale didn’t slide down between her cleavage like it was just asking me to follow it.

Then Eir and Nora entered the room, and everyone in the hall fell silent.

Eir had redone all her long braids so they cascaded down her back like a blonde waterfall amongst her dreadlocks. She was dressed in a tight woolen bodice with a leather corset that cinched everything together and pushed up her glorious tits, and the leather skirt she wore left little to the imagination as her long legs strode across the feasting hall toward me. Her wings trailed behind her like a beautiful raven-feathered cape, and when she gave me a sly smile, her green eyes lit up with so much excitement that my stomach flipped.

Nora’s outfit somehow left even less to the imagination. The Selkie woman had changed into clean clothes, but not many of them. She wore a leather half-corset that left her porcelain stomach bare, and her bare shoulders seemed even more covered by freckles than usual. Her auburn hair billowed in waves down her back all the way to her short linen and leather skirt combo, and her midnight-blue eyes sparkled the same shade as her wings.

“Fuck if you’re not both a sight for sore eyes,” I said when they both sat beside me. “I know we were only apart for a few minutes, but I missed you.”

“So did we,” Nora purred.

It was a delicious feast, and I stayed longer than I meant to. The Illskans were so eager to please me that it was hard to leave early, and by the time I made it back to my chieftain’s hut, I was exhausted and promptly passed out between my two winged wives.

The next morning, Ulrik and Fritjof were waiting outside my chieftain’s hut when I opened the door just before sunrise. Bruka and Igrid were there too, and I smiled at the fact that the golden-blonde woman and my pierced warlord both pushed themselves in front of the two Illskan men, just in case I had any doubt about who had arrived there first this morning.

I had heard Igrid’s cursing the moment she got there though, and she was so frustrated with herself about trying to swear quietly after she stubbed the shit out of her toe that I wasn’t even irritated that she had woken me up. I was ready to get back to Dalir anyway since there were still plenty more arrangements to be made.

I promised we would keep in constant communication as we continued to make our battle plans, but since I needed all my warlords with me for these plans, I wanted to leave someone else in charge of the Illskan stronghold. I thought about asking one of my wildish women, but in the interest of clan integration, I decided it would be smarter to leave the stronghold in the hands of an Illskan so they would start to feel like they were equal to my Dalir warriors.

And I couldn’t think of anybody better to leave it with than Bruka.

“Do you mean it, my chief?” Bruka gasped after I told her my decision.

“The chief never says anything he doesn’t mean,” Igrid muttered.

“What do you think, Igrid?” I grinned, since I knew it would mean a lot to Bruka if she heard my pierced warlord praise her. “You think Bruka can handle training in your absence?”

“Obviously,” Igrid huffed. “Everybody listens to her and respects her, even the Dalirians.”

“That’s because they all know what’s good for them,” Fritjof chuckled. “Otherwise, they’ll wake up in the middle of the night to their balls being hacked off.”

“It is a hell of a threat,” I agreed.

“Oh, it’s not just a threat,” Fritjof said. “Bruka’s really done it. Three, or is it four men so far?”

“Four,” Bruka said proudly. “One when I was fifteen, and he thought he would try to claim ownership of me before I had even been appraised. He died from the infection a week later, since we didn’t have a healer like Amaeda back then. The next two basically begged me to cut their balls off. They were both Hylmrek, crossed into our territory, and tried to kill me even though we weren’t engaged in a proper battle. The fools.”

“Damn!” I whistled. “What about the last one?”

“The last one was another Illskan,” Bruka said. “It was after Fritjof bought me, and this man was off on a raid with him. I couldn’t go because I was giving birth to our daughter. This man came back and told me Fritjof was dead, but that Fritjof had wanted him to buy me after he was gone. I told him he was full of shit, and if he didn’t take it back, I was going to cut off his balls.”

“Let me guess,” Eir giggled. “He did not take it back?”

“He did not,” Bruka laughed. “So I told him my husband had promised that if he died that day, he would shout so loud that I would hear him all the way back in the stronghold, and since I hadn’t heard Fritjof shout, I knew he was lying. I cut off his balls as punishment, and then he admitted that Fritjof was only injured and would be back two days later.”

“Holy shit!” Igrid smirked. “Good to know you’re not all talk, Bruka.”

“Thank you!” The golden-haired woman gave Igrid a dimpled smile. “I watched everything you did at training yesterday, and I’ll be sure to follow your example today.”

I was even more impressed by Bruka than I had been already, but her story also made me feel like someone had set something on fire deep in my gut. None of those situations would have happened if the former Illskan chieftain had been doing his job and watching out for the women in his clan. It was just another example of how the Farthegns talked a big game about valuing their women, but when it really came down to it, they still had a lot to learn about the basics.

To make it back to the Dalir village as quickly as possible, we borrowed a few extra drekkadyr mounts from Illska. Igrid and I rode the same two that we’d taken down here, Eir and Nora took Dyggur, and Fritjof and Ulrik each mounted up on their own drekkadyr to follow us back north.

I rode at the head of our little pack beside Dyggur on our way home. As I glanced over at Eir and Nora fitted snugly together on the heillhaust’s back, it sent a rush of pleasure down my spine, but it also reminded me that Eir had tasked Dyggur with keeping watch over Nora’s fur until we had a more permanent travel solution for the Selkie woman.

“Make sure you stop by Orn as soon as we get back,” I told them both in a low voice that the others couldn’t overhear. “I want to see if the tanner has come up with any way to make Nora’s fur into a removable lining yet.”

“Oh, but it is already done, my love!” Eir giggled. “I forgot to tell you that we picked it up on our way out yesterday.”

“Everybody else, go ahead!” I told Igrid, Fritjof, and Ulrik. “We’ll catch up in two seconds.”

As soon as their drekkadyr mounts took them out of sight, I turned back to Eir. The bowhunting beauty whipped the quiver off her back, leaned off Dyggur to hand it to me, and then smiled proudly as I examined the solution she and Orn had come up with.

I didn’t see Nora’s fur at first, and both women giggled before they told me to look a little closer. I pulled out all the arrows with one hand, and then I tugged on the lining and found that it came out without too much effort. It was the same skulraeth fur that lined the inside of Eir’s quiver earlier, but when I looked a little more closely, I realized that Nora’s fur had been stitched inside the skulraeth fur to give it an extra layer of protection.

Now whenever we were home in Dalir, Nora’s fur could be safely stored in my cellar reserves, and whenever we left home, the Selkie hide would be safe inside Eir’s quiver.

“It’s fucking brilliant,” I said with a grin. “No one will ever take you from me, Nora. You’re mine for life.”

“It is more than I ever imagined while I was out hunting Óhreinn sea dogs,” Nora said in her sweet Irish accent. “I didn’t think a man existed who would willingly give me back my fur, but I knew the moment I saw you, I wanted to be yours and yours alone.”

I leaned over the side of my drekkadyr so far that I almost slipped off, but it was worth it to kiss Nora’s plump red lips. When my ass actually started to slide down the animal’s fur, I grabbed one of the creature’s horns and pulled myself upright.

“Let’s go plan a war,” I told my wives.

We caught up to the other three riders a few minutes before we rode through the gates of Dalir’s village. Slaves were already waiting to take our mounts since the lookouts must have spotted us on our way home, and the six of us only managed to walk three steps into the village before Anakol blocked our path.

“The scouts said you had two Illskans with you,” Anakol growled. “I recognize Fritjof, and I am afraid I recognize this man too, but surely I am mistaken.”

“I’m sure you two saw each other on the day Dalir battled Illska, before Ulrik was, uh, left in the dungeon to think about his actions,” I said. “Anakol, this is Fritjof’s son, and he’s decided he’s ready to fight for his new chieftain. Ulrik, meet my warlord, Anakol.”

“You fed slave meat to my chieftain,” Anakol snarled.

Then the braided warlord full-on decked the Illskan warrior.
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Chapter 9

To his credit, Ulrik took the punch like a champ. His body did a full spin before he staggered backward into his father’s chest and sank to his knees, but he immediately stumbled back to his feet, wiped the blood streaming from his nose, and nodded to Anakol with a surprising amount of composure.

“I did,” the reformed rebel said, and after he wiped away another river of blood, he smirked. “Imagine what I can do now that I’m on your side.”

Anakol snarled like my own personal guard dog, and his arm immediately stiffened to throw another punch. His fingers just managed to lock into a fist before I caught his arm. For a second, my warlord looked like he was ready to clock me and tell me it was for my own good so he could pummel Ulrik into oblivion for me, but he forced himself to stay still and listen to me.

“Igrid thinks he is fully reformed,” I whispered so Ulrik and his father couldn’t hear us. “But trust me, she’ll be watching him so closely she’ll be like a second skin to him. He won’t even take a piss without her knowing about it.”

“Igrid will not be your only warlord who stays right on top of him,” Anakol muttered. “He will not harm you as long as I have breath in my body, my chief.”

“I always know I can count on you.” I clapped Anakol on the back. “Now, if I’m going to conquer Óhreinn in three days, we have a lot of work to do. Did you or Thyrri have any more success with our secret project yet?”

“No.” Anakol frowned. “We will continue working on it.”

“Have you two talked at all yet?” I raised an eyebrow.

“About what?” The braided man’s scowl deepened.

“Uh, you know…” I hesitated, since it wasn’t really any of my business what went on between my two married warlords.

Except for the fact that it kind of was my business.

They must not have made up since Anakol put his foot in his mouth about Igrid, and while that normally might not be a big deal, I was about to go to war with another clan. I needed everything to be running like a well-oiled machine, and that included my warlords. The last thing I needed was for them to be distracted because of some argument they had over a damn week ago.

I also had this gnawing feeling in my gut that their argument might have something to do with how poorly they had performed with the runed cutlasses. If it was distracting them, even if it was just subconsciously, then all the more reason for them to make up and get over it.

“Go talk to your wife, Anakol,” I finally finished. “You two need to sort this out so there’s no more distractions. I don’t care what you have to do, but figure it out soon. I want you both training on our special project again by late morning, if not sooner, and I want you two to have figured out your shit before then.”

“My chief, I assure you that I am completely focused and--”

“I mean it,” I cut him off. “Thyrri is an incredible woman and warrior. You know this. Everyone knows this. Now just go make sure she knows that you know this. Meet me in the hunting grounds when you’re ready.”

“Yes, my chief,” Anakol muttered, and even though the scowl deepened across the man’s dark tan face, he turned on his heel and stalked back into the village.

“Igrid, I want you to go round up some of our best huntresses before they head out for the day,” I instructed my pierced warlord. “Tell them I have a special project for them, and they can join us in the hunting grounds once I finish up a little business here. Choose the ones you think would be best.”

“Leave it to me,” she replied, but then she glanced at Ulrik. “But, uh…”

“Don’t worry about us,” I said. “Ulrik is a changed man, remember?”

“And if he’s not, he’s in the middle of a whole village of Dalirians who will rip his limbs off his body while he’s still breathing,” Igrid muttered.

“A fair punishment,” Ulrik chuckled. “Or perhaps you could bury me alive with only my head sticking out of the ground so I would slowly be pecked or eaten by wild animals.”

“That is interesting,” Igrid replied. “But the nóttmal would not eat you slowly, and they would probably find you first. Maybe we could bury you alive but with your arm sticking out one night, and then after the nóttmal devours your arm, we could stop the bleeding and bury you the next night with your other arm sticking out, and then so on until you are completely without limbs.”

“Then after I have nothing left but my skull and the heart inside my chest, you could hang me from a tree branch where the nóttmal cannot reach me,” Ulrik said with a grin. “Then the birds would slowly feast on my remains until I bled out completely.”

“I will accept this.” Igrid nodded. “It would be a fitting punishment.”

“I would only change one thing,” Nora announced. “You would not need birds to slowly feast on the remains. This Selkie has wings, remember?”

“Ooh, an excellent point, Nora!” Igrid cackled.

“And this Valkyrie sees everything,” Eir hissed. “Evvvverything.”

“I understand.” Ulrik bowed his head briefly to all three fierce women around me, and after Igrid glared at him one final time, the pierced warlord disappeared down the dirt roads of the village.

“What business do we need to take care of?” Nora asked. “Brokkr is already making so many weapons for us, and I know we are not training until later today.”

“The first thing we need to do is actually for Brokkr,” I said as I led my wives into the village, along with Fritjof and Ulrik. “Now that I’ve given Bragi some additional responsibilities, he won’t be able to help Brokkr as much, so our charming blacksmith will need an extra pair of hands.”

“How can we help, chief?” Fritjof asked.

“For now, just watch and listen,” I said, and then we turned the corner and spotted the young elf boy with his shock of white hair.

He was sitting in his usual spot down one of the dirt lanes that led away from the village square. His back was pressed up against the boulder in the middle of the lane, and he was turning his silver stone over and over in his hands to keep the clouds parted above him. Since the sun had only just risen, it still wasn’t very bright yet, but it was nice to see the pale blue sky overhead instead of gloomy winter clouds.

“My chief!” The elf boy stumbled to his feet, but I noticed he held himself a little more upright this time, and I guessed he had been eating extra meals like I had ordered for him.

“Hello, Silma,” I greeted him.

“Y-you remember my name?” the white-haired boy gulped.

“The chief remembers everything that is important to him,” Eir pointed out.

“Would you prefer for it to be cloudy today?” Silma asked. “I can also do a mixture of sun and clouds. I’ve been practicing.”

“Actually, starting today, I have another job for you,” I told the elf boy. “You’ll still get plenty of time in the sun, but I need an extra pair of hands in the forge. How does a little blacksmith work sound?”

“B-but I don’t know anything about forges!” Silma stammered.

“Doesn’t matter,” I replied. “Bragi didn’t know anything about forges, either, and now he is a brilliant bladesmith.”

“B-Bragi is a w-warrior,” Silma said. “I am just a slave.”

I didn’t point out that Brokkr had once been a slave before I decided to make him a full clansman, mostly because there was no reason for Ulrik and Fritjof to know this. As far as they were concerned, my blacksmith had always been of Dalir, and that was how I preferred things to stay.

“I’m sure you’re a fast learner,” I told the boy instead. “The sorcerer Westin works in the blacksmith’s shop too, so you won’t be alone. Come on, I’ll take you to him now.”

The elf boy slipped his silver stone back into his pocket and squared his shoulders. He was still a scrawny thing, but between the extra rations I’d ordered for him and his upcoming work in the blacksmith’s shop, he should put on some muscle pretty soon.

I glanced at Ulrik before I led the way to Brokkr’s shop, but the reformed rebel’s expression was unreadable. He was probably still trying to wrap his head around the fact that slaves had names and could be spoken to like rational beings, but that was a Farthegn problem in general, not just one specific to Ulrik.

Still, Dalir had already come a long way in the last few weeks, so I had no doubt that Illska could do the same thing, including the man who liked to burn slaves alive as a hobby.

When we reached the forge, Brokkr looked like he had barely slept, but a dozen more weapons lined the table at the back of the shop than yesterday, and based on the number of cutlasses I saw, I guessed he was well on his way to crafting runed blades for every member of my clan.

Not every member of Dalir and Illska would be ready for a runed weapon before we faced Óhreinn, but I hoped at least my warlords, wives, and huntresses would be. Then if we could just add a few more elite warriors to the runed roster before we faced Hylmrek, we’d have pretty good odds of victory.

“I brought you some help,” I told the blacksmith with a nod at the elf boy.

“Silma!” Westin grinned from his stool at the back of the shop. “Good to see you on your feet, lad.”

The white-haired boy gave a shy wave to the old sorcerer but then grew a little paler under Brokkr’s stern gaze.

“I’m not sure how a boy who keeps the clouds away can help me with my work,” the blacksmith muttered.

“He can help you as much as you can teach him,” I said. “You taught Bragi, didn’t you?”

“I suppose if I could get it through that Farthegn’s thick skull, I could do the same with this lad,” Brokkr grumbled. “He’s not the helper I would have picked, but I don’t suppose I can be too picky. I’m fucking desperate to finish all the projects you’ve got me on.”

“What about my project?” Nora asked politely. “Will it be finished soon?”

“By tonight,” the blacksmith promised. “Though I don’t suppose you’ll need it very long since you’ll all be headed out to war soon enough.”

“Oh, I meant my other project,” Nora said with a sweet smile. “You said you would try to come up with a special weapon for me?”

“Oh, right!” Brokkr chuckled. “I came up with something for that too, and I think you and the chief here will both love it.”

“Let me see it.” Nora gripped the countertop and leaned forward eagerly, and for a moment, it looked like she might rip the whole front market stall off the blacksmith’s shop.

“Patience, woman!” Brokkr shook his head. “Fine craftsmanship takes time. It’ll be ready this afternoon.”

“Make it this morning,” Nora corrected him. “I would like to train with it before lunch.”

“You’re bloody demanding for someone who’s not even from here,” Brokkr grumbled.

“You mean for someone who’s not from around here and could easily make mincemeat out of your flesh?” Nora’s grin was a little unnerving, but I knew my Selkie wife was only teasing.

At least, I was pretty sure.

“Alright, alright,” Brokkr sighed. “I can probably have it for you by lunchtime, but only if you leave me the fuck alone now. And I’ll have to start teaching the boy this afternoon. He can just watch for now, maybe learn something that way.”

“I will, sir.” Silma nodded eagerly, and I could already tell the elf boy was looking around the forge like a kid in a candy shop. Hell, I had been the same way when my grandfather first started teaching me stuff. There was fire, metal, sharp objects, and a bunch of different hammers to bang shit with, so it was pretty much everything a boy could ever dream of.

After I left the elf boy in the shop with Brokkr and Westin, I continued my rounds to make sure everything was in order for our upcoming war, but also for the upcoming winter. Fritjof and Ulrik both did their parts and stayed silent while I moved around the village, but Eir chatted happily to every Farthegn and slave we passed.

Nora sometimes spoke but usually just smiled and studied everyone we met like she was evaluating their fat to muscle ratio. She was so cute and charming as she did it though, I kind of doubted anyone would mind. Half the Farthegns we ran into looked willing to offer themselves up as food to her on the spot anyway, but that was just the effect the sea-born seductress seemed to have on people.

After I went over trade details with one of the warriors who helped run the smokehouses for Dalir, I learned all our winter stores were well on track. We had gotten plenty of grains shipped north from Illska for the next month, and in return, we had made sure that Illska was supplied with plenty of smoked meat for the next few weeks.

Both clans had a number of natural resources, and the fact that most of them were complementary would help us make it through the harsh Red Forest winter. Dalir was a constant source of meat and fish, both fresh and smoked, and the slaves had also been pickling greens to help keep us supplied with vegetables during the cold months. Illska had a decent supply of fish, not quite as abundant as Dalir but still respectable, but where it really shone was all the grains they produced: oats, millet, and barley.

I could only imagine what kind of other resources would be at our disposal once we conquered Óhreinn.

When we reached one of the slave longhouses, I told Ulrik and Fritjof to wait at the door so they wouldn’t spook any of my more timid slaves. They both looked supremely insulted, but they didn’t protest and instead hovered just outside the open door. Eir and Nora followed me inside, and all the slaves immediately jumped to their feet with deep bows of respect.

The first thing I noticed was that they were all wearing sensible woolen clothes now that the cold weather was settling in. I knew this was the first time they’d probably ever been warm enough in winter, because before I’d ordered them to make themselves winter clothes, they’d planned to wear the same rags they wore the whole rest of the year.

Of course, they’d also been planning to get eaten one by one by the warriors of Dalir before I took over the clan and taught the Farthegns how to actually use the natural resources all around them.

“Glad to see you actually made yourselves some clothes,” I told the assembled slaves. “I was a little worried you wouldn’t go through with it.”

“We finished making all the winter garments for the clansmen,” a thin wood elf said. “You ordered us to make ourselves clothes from the leftover wool after we finished, and we would not disobey you!”

“If the clansmen need more wool, or if our clothes are too thick and warm, we can unravel them!” a woman offered.

“Why would I change my mind?” I frowned. “I want you all strong and warm for the winter so you can do your jobs. Was there any leftover wool after you finished making your clothes?”

“Yes,” the thin wood elf answered. “We were not sure what you wanted us to do with it, so we saved it and set it aside for now. We have been working on additional atlatls for the hunting parties, and some of the other elves have been helping me find all the best root vegetables in the western hunting grounds. We should have enough vegetables, both fresh and pickled, to eat well all winter.”

“Perfect,” I said. “Go ahead and make blankets for all the slaves with whatever wool you have left over. The clansmen have their furs to keep warm, but you’ll need something more as it gets colder.”

“A-at once, my chief!” the wood elf whispered.

“Also, just so you know, you don’t have to justify how you’ve been spending your time,” I added. “I trust you to make sure we’re taken care of this winter.”

Ulrik snorted from his position in the doorway, but I ignored him. Let him figure out which was the more effective way to rule, by respect and love or by fear. Ultimately, I didn’t really care.

He wasn’t the one ruling anyone, anyway.

When my rounds were almost complete, I still needed to stop by Amaeda and by Eleni, the fortune-reading sky elf. It would be better if I spoke with both older women in private though, since the healer would be beside herself when I told her how quickly we were going to conquer Óhreinn, and since I didn’t want anybody else to hear whatever future fate Eleni might read for me in the stars.

I was about to task Ulrik and Fritjof with studying how the smokehouse worked, but then the scarred man gave a very uncharacteristic grin, and I followed his gaze to the group of former captives up ahead. They were all of Dalir by blood, but these children and teenagers had spent most of their lives as Illskans, not quite full citizens but also not quite prisoners. Igrid had been working with them to help reintegrate them into clan life, and some of them were having a much harder time than others.

But now Ulrik shouted something in Farthegn at two older boys and ran toward them. The boys’ jaws fell open before they burst into grins and started running toward Ulrik, and it looked for all the world like a reunion between two younger brothers and their older sibling who had just come back from deployment.

An uncomfortable ache tightened in my stomach as I thought of Brandon and what he would make of all this, but I took a deep breath and released the tension from my body. I knew he would tell me I got all the luck as the younger brother, even though I was only younger by about five minutes, and then he would demand to hear absolutely everything that had happened here at least five times, in greater detail every time.

But Brandon wasn’t here, and there was no point in dwelling on ‘what ifs.’ Right now, I needed to focus on why the hell Ulrik seemed to be best friends with the former captives.

“Change tongues!” Eir commanded as we joined Ulrik and the captives. “Or I will change your tongue for you!”

“I think she means she’ll chop your tongue out of your mouth, boy,” Fritjof chuckled. “Or maybe just split it in two, right down the middle.”

“Apologies, my chief,” Ulrik said with a nod. “I was in the dungeon so long that I wasn’t sure what happened to this lot while I was down there. I’m just happy to see them safe and sound, that’s all.”

“Ulrik was our fóstbróthir,” one of the boys said, and I realized this was already more than I’d ever heard him speak before.

“Someone’s gonna have to explain that to me,” I said.

“It means he took on the role of their big brother,” Eir told me. “Most children who are taken captive by other clans cannot hope for such good fortune. They get lucky if they can bear arms and fight for their adopted clan, and they get very, very lucky if they are ever allowed to marry within their adopted clan.”

“But sometimes, captives find a fóstbróthir in their new clan,” Fritjof continued. “Someone who vouches for them, looks out for their best interests, helps them integrate more fully into the clan. Ulrik took on this role for these Dalirians, that’s all.”

“Who would have guessed you had such a soft spot, Ulrik?” I muttered and then tugged at my beard.

“Only because I understand them,” the scarred man replied with a shrug.

The former captives started talking to Ulrik again, but they were so excited that they slipped in and out of the Farthegn tongue, and as I watched them go back and forth, I got one hell of a good idea.

“Ulrik,” I said. “Walk with me for a second.”

He immediately left the teenagers and followed me far enough away that no one could hear us.

“You said you understand them,” I started. “What did you mean?”

“I don’t like to talk about it much,” Ulrik answered, and a muscle in his jaw began to twitch.

“Nobody says you have to talk about it much,” I said. “This can stay between us, but I need to know.”

“I was a captive in Óhreinn when I was young,” Ulrik growled. “A slave more than a captive, but it feels like the same thing to a Farthegn.”

“Is this why you know how to sail?” I guessed.

“Yes,” the reformed rebel answered.

“I’m gonna need to hear a little more explanation,” I said. “Then I promise I’ll drop it and never talk about it again if you don’t want to.”

Ulrik took a deep breath and clenched his jaw so tightly that the sides of his neck bulged. “My mother died in battle against Óhreinn, and no one did anything about it. I tried to take revenge, but I was too young and went by myself, so I was captured instead. They made me a slave on one of their ships. I learned how to sail, and I learned more about our enemy clan, but the moment I saw an opening, I escaped.”

“And you never tried to take revenge again?” I asked.

“I told our former chieftain everything I learned, but he did not care,” Ulrik said. “I told him about the movements of their ships and the layout of their stronghold port, but he would not give me any warriors to go after them. He lacked ambition, but I knew I could not take revenge as only one man.”

“Lucky for you, your new chieftain has plenty of ambition.” I smirked.

“I know that now,” Ulrik admitted.

“I’m sorry about your mother,” I said. “I promise you’ll get to kill plenty of stinking Óhreinn clansmen to make it up to her, but I have something I want you to work on in the meantime.”

“For the chance to kill the filthy Óhreinn, I will do anything you ask,” Ulrik replied.

“Good, because I need you to get the former captives adjusted to their new lives,” I said. “I know it’s not fair that they were born of Dalir, traded to Illska in exchange for a little more land, and now they’re back in Dalir like they didn’t spend their whole lives being taught to hate their original clan. But the point they need to understand is that it doesn’t matter now whether they’re of Illska or Dalir. We’re one clan, and the sooner they get that, the sooner they can start being treated like full members.”

“So you wish the former captive to get through to the former captives?” Ulrik asked.

“I’d like their fóstbróthir to act like a proper fóstbróthir,” I said. “If you think you can handle that, then I’d like you to spend the rest of the day with them. The older ones could serve on patrols while we’re gone, but only if they’re better adjusted than they are right now.”

“I will see this done,” Ulrik said. “Can my father help me?”

“At least for today, sure,” I replied. “Then I’ll see how they’re doing tomorrow.”

If this worked out, it was going to be a brilliant stroke of luck. But even if the former captives didn’t make a successful turnaround, it would at least keep Ulrik and Fritjof occupied while I took care of a few more private matters. I wanted to include them both in my war plans, but this didn’t mean that they needed to be part of everything I was up to in Dalir.

As soon as I got the Illskans set up with the former captives, I told Nora and Eir to meet me in the western hunting grounds so we could train more with our runed weapons. They would stop by the blacksmith’s shop on their way and find out if Brokkr had finished whatever he was working on for Nora, and I would catch up to them after I spoke with Eleni.

After I entered the sky elf’s longhouse and dismissed the rest of the slaves inside, I seated myself on a pile of grass and blankets beside the old silver-haired elf.

“I am glad to see that you mastered your fate in the north,” Eleni said with a wrinkled smile. “Did you understand what the stars tried to warn you about?”

“Yeah, I started to understand things as they began happening,” I answered. “The flood of orange was a surge of lava, and the blue that I was supposed to look out for was Nora. But both things turned out better than I imagined.”

“That brings me joy to hear, my chief,” the sky elf said. “It is hard even for me to understand everything I read in the stars, but it can be helpful to take the reins of your own destiny.”

“Then I guess you know why I’m here now,” I said.

“You would like to know what the stars suggest about your upcoming war with Óhreinn, yes?” Eleni asked.

“Yes,” I answered. “Anything you can tell me would be helpful.”

“I can only read as much of the map as I can see, and even then, nothing is certain,” the sky elf said, but her crystal blue eyes were already closed in meditation. “You came to me because you care about your people. You do not want to risk needless war, but you understand the difference between what is needless and what is needed.”

I thought about my twin brother again and almost laughed when I imagined him watching me consult a glorified fortune teller while thinking about how he had been killed in action. Then again, Brandon would probably eat this shit up, and he’d never believe I was only consulting Eleni because magic actually seemed to be real in this world, not because I totally bought into the whole ‘fortune-reading’ thing.

“Your fate is still vast, perhaps even more so than before your northern journey,” Eleni whispered, and I could have sworn that the strands of her silvery hair started to glow like stars as she spoke. “I see many things that come from the air. Rain, snow, birds, even death all come from the air.”

“Winter is just beginning,” I said. “And I am married to two women with wings like birds.”

“I see more than two sets of wings,” Eleni said. “I see so many that the sky turns dark and full of blood. But you must watch out for wings that shed, my chief. Wings that shed themselves may come later, if quiet warnings are not heeded.”

“Like wings that shed feathers?” I demanded. “Do you mean the Valkyries?”

“I only speak what I see,” the sky elf replied. “I cannot tell you more. There is much red in your future, my chief. I see red above red. There is red at the summit, but the path leading there is red, too.”

My first thought was that the red must be blood, but I wasn’t sure what red above red meant, or what the hell this summit was. But if I had learned anything about Eleni’s readings from last time, it was that things would only really become clear as they happened.

It was just up to me to keep my focus sharp and make sure I didn’t miss those signals when they occurred.

I shook my head and focused as Eleni’s hands began to tremble, and if I didn’t know better, I’d have thought the sky elf was having a nightmare. I didn’t want to interrupt her process, but when her lip began to quiver and her eyes remained clenched shut like she couldn’t open them, I immediately reached out and grasped her hands.

“Thank you, my chief,” Eleni gasped. “I… I am better now. I can see again. They will try to draw you under, but they should fear what is below. Then comes the red that I saw, and after that… it is too hard to say. If you reach the summit, many more paths will open to you. If you do not, I can only say your fate seems uncertain.”

Her vivid blue eyes fluttered open, and she squeezed my hands.

“Are you okay?” I asked. “What happened just now?”

“I am not sure,” the sky elf admitted. “This has never happened before, but I found myself lost. It was only for a moment, and your hands served as an anchor to bring me back. But for a second, I was lost in the map of the stars. They were not the stars I recognize, though. They were older and different, like stars that have long since drowned in the bowels of the old world.”

I swallowed hard. “Did you, uh, notice anything about them, other than the fact that they were older and different? Could you read anything in them?”

“Not very much, my chief,” Eleni said. “Only that while I did not know them, they seemed to know you. And…”

“We’ve come this far,” I chuckled when she trailed off. “Go ahead.”

“You have wandered far, my chief.” The sky elf squeezed my hands and released them. “Much farther than anyone realizes. Much farther than even the old wanderling who is teaching you the secret signs.”

“Shit.” I rubbed my beard, but I wasn’t surprised that Eleni seemed to know about Vegvisir’s rune magic. “I don’t know what to say to that.”

“You do not have to say anything,” Eleni answered. “What I read for you in the stars is for your ears only, unless you choose to share their message with another. If I saw different stars tonight, then at least one thing is very clear: your fate is even more vast than I could have imagined.”

This was all a little unsettling, and I was reminded again why I didn’t normally go in for this New Age shit in my old life. I knew Eleni’s readings might help me make certain decisions in the moment, but now I had to try and figure out what the hell older and different stars meant.

Or why it sounded like Eleni might have seen my stars from back home. If there were any other stars that might know me, it would be the vast dark sky over Alaska. I’d spent a hell of a lot more of my life outdoors than indoors there, and I couldn’t count the number of nights I had fallen asleep looking up at the glittering stars through the screen of my tent. Or through the skylight above my bed in the loft.

“Well, that’s interesting,” I muttered.

I wasn’t sure what to make of Eleni’s reading, but it was a lot. Red above red, a summit that I had to climb in order to move forward, and people who would try to drag me down but were in danger of something else themselves. That didn’t even count the endless wings she saw in my future, and how some of them seemed to pose a definite danger to me. And were shedding?

Were these more Valkyries she was seeing, or something else? And how could my own Valkyries pose a risk to me?

But then I realized Eleni still seemed a little shaken by the fact that she had seen unfamiliar stars in her reading. I jumped up and crossed the room to grab a bucket of fresh water, and when I brought it back to her, I dipped her cup and held it out to the sky elf.

“You should not serve me, my chief!” she whispered.

“I’m not serving you,” I said. “I’m just sharing a cup of water with you, and your turn is taking forever.”

The silver-haired woman smiled at my teasing, and she took several sips of water before she pushed the cup back toward me. After I took a drink like I promised, I set both the cup and the bucket aside and then stood up to head out to the training fields.

“Promise you will go see Amaeda if you’re still feeling shaken later,” I said. “And thank you for your reading.”

“If I do not see you before you leave, then may you return as swiftly and surely as the sunrise in summer,” Eleni said.

I decided that I had taken long enough with Eleni, so a visit to Amaeda would have to wait. On my way out of the village, I tried to push the sky elf’s reading out of my head, but I had almost reached our secret training field before my mind became anything close to clear.

Everywhere I looked, I only seemed to find more questions, and I was more than ready to find some damn answers instead. But with Hylmrek and Svelgard both breathing down my neck, and Óhreinn in desperate need of conquering, I didn’t have much time to spend contemplating the mysteries of the murals in the helgrind den or what my wives’ wings and the mark on my chest meant.

One day soon, I would find out if other beings in this world worshiped gods or had ever heard of Odin or Ragnarok. Maybe then I’d figure out where Eir disappeared to when she said she was taking souls to the tomb of a god, and maybe that would help me learn why I gave my wives wings when we first had sex, or why this mark on my chest existed in the first place.

But the only thing I needed to concentrate on today was training my best warriors how to use the runed weapons. After that, we would just take it one day and one thing at a time.

By the time I got there, everyone else was already assembled in the secret field in the western hunting grounds. Eir, Bragi, Anakol, Thyrri, and Igrid stood with their runed blades in hand, and six of my huntresses held runed blades but seemed uncertain what they were supposed to do with them. Vegvisir stood off to one side with his arms crossed tightly over his bony chest and a highly skeptical expression fixed on his face. Nora was there too, but she was smiling at me even before I emerged from the trees, and I knew the Selkie woman had heard me coming.

“Brokkr finished his new toy for me, my love,” Nora greeted me. “I think it may be very helpful.”

“Alright, let’s see it,” I said before I nodded to everyone else there. “Then we’ll get down to training.”

“But these are not the training fields,” one of my huntresses blurted.

“That’s obviously because this isn’t going to be a normal kind of training,” another wildish woman hissed.

“I thought you might want to explain things yourself before we get started,” Bragi told me.

“Thanks,” I said. “I’ll let you take over as soon as we get underway, but don’t tell me Vegvisir has decided to come help train everyone.”

“Don’t be daft, boy,” the wanderling muttered. “I’ve only come to watch and hopefully gloat over your failure to teach these Farthegns anything.”

Anakol snarled and took a step toward the old man, but the moment Thyrri laid her hand on his arm, the braided man stopped and only clenched his fists instead. I hoped this gesture meant the two of them had made up, but I’d find out in a second based on how focused they were during training today.

“Vegvisir can say whatever he wants,” I told Anakol. “He doesn’t approve of rune magic being used for weapons, but he’s stuck with me this far, so he gets a free pass.”

All the huntresses started to glance at each other when I mentioned magic, but Anakol just muttered something in Farthegn that no one was supposed to hear. Of course, Vegvisir heard it, but he just snorted at whatever insult Anakol had given him, and then he fired something in Farthegn right back.

I was impressed to hear his accent wasn’t too far off, but Anakol looked twice as pissed to hear this.

They could figure their own shit out. Anakol might not know it, but as long as Vegvisir was armed with his rune staff, my braided warlord was probably outmatched.

As soon as I saw the weapon that Brokkr had crafted for my auburn-haired wife, I almost laughed at the blacksmith’s brilliance. Since Nora didn’t have any desire to use weapons and preferred only to fight with her hands and teeth, there wasn’t a good way to deploy the fire rune. But Brokkr had solved that problem simply by making her a pair of medieval-looking brass knuckles.

That snarky motherfucker was worth his weight in gold.

The brass knuckles were actually steel, and they consisted of four rings each linked together and all connected to a long steel grip that Nora would hold in her palm. The steel was surprisingly lightweight, but the Selkie wouldn’t actually be using the knuckles to break anyone’s face. Her teeth could do that all on her own, but the tiny fire runes etched onto each individual ring meant she should be able to get pretty creative with the use of her new weapon.

“Brokkr outdid himself,” I chuckled after I finished my inspection of the steel knuckles. “Know how to use it?”

Nora slipped the rings over the fingers of her left hand and then grabbed a low-hanging limb above her. She ripped it off in one swift jerk, and when she let it drop to the ground, scorch marks were visible where she had gripped it.

“That isn’t exactly what I had in mind, but that’ll work just fine,” I laughed. “Normally, people punch with this kind of weapon. The metal packs some extra power so you don’t have to use as much energy to break people’s faces. But it’s not like you lack anything in the power department, so I think using it like that will be just fine.”

“You did it!” Eir whispered. “There were not full flames, but you definitely burned the wood!”

“It felt very natural,” Nora replied. “I was imagining that the tree branch was the arm of a filthy Óhreinn sea dog, and when I tore it loose, I imagined his arm bursting into flames as it separated from his body.”

“Perfect.” I smirked. “Keep working with that, and the rest of you can go ahead and get started, too. I’ll go over things with the huntresses.”

The wildish women all stepped forward to listen, and even though they didn’t know what we were doing yet, they all looked more than eager to try their hands at anything I showed them.

“So,” I said with a grin, “who feels like being one of the first Farthegns to ever learn magic?”

After I explained everything to them about what runes were and how to use them, I demonstrated with my own runed cutlass. They were all beyond excited to get started, so I kept the lesson pretty short to begin with, and then we all went to work.

It did not go well.

Bragi continued to impress me as he made the runed blade work again and again from where he balanced on one crutch, and Igrid, Eir, and Nora had better success today than yesterday, just no direct flames yet. Thyrri and Anakol were still struggling, but at least they seemed to be getting along better, and I hoped this meant it would only be a matter of time before it really clicked for them.

We took a break for a little boar jerky mid-afternoon to refresh our energy, but then the warriors all jumped right back into training with so much enthusiasm that it was like they hadn’t already been pushing their bodies to the limits all day for me.

Soon, the sun started to sink into the west, and I knew we would have to pack it up in about an hour before the nóttmal came out to hunt after dark. But I really wanted at least one person other than Bragi to really get the hang of the runes before we stopped training for today, otherwise it might be hard for them to have confidence moving forward.

“No one doubts how good you are with a blade,” I told the huntresses. “But now you’re trying to use the runes like they’re battle axes instead of finely crafted swords. You can’t push or force them to work with brute strength or willpower alone.”

“Not even when the wielder of the weapon is so very, very strong?” Eir giggled.

I rolled my eyes but smirked anyway. “Think of it like a dance. When you first really became good with your blades, it’s because you stopped thinking about your sword as being separate from yourself. You started to feel it in your body until it felt like it was part of your body, like something that had always been missing and now had suddenly come home.”

Nora licked her lips as she stared at me hungrily, and Eir started to absentmindedly play with her feathers.

“I know the feeling you mean,” one of my wildish women said as she pushed her thick braids back from her face. “But I do not understand how to do this while we are supposed to be making fire.”

“Don’t think about the fire part so much,” I said. “Just focus on the connection between your body and the blade.”

Eir let out a small whimper, but when I whirled toward her to see if she was hurt, the Nordic beauty was just looking at me like she was imagining running her hands over every muscle in my body.

“Uh, anyway.” I cleared my throat. “Using the runes is about subtlety and artistry. It’s the difference between gutting a kill when you know what you’re doing versus when you don’t know what you’re doing, and you end up wasting a bunch of your prey. But when you don’t push, and you take your time with your kill, your knife just glides naturally everywhere it needs to, almost like it knows the prey’s body even better than you do.”

“What else should we do with our bodies?” Nora pressed her plump cherry-red lips together.

“I was talking about the body of prey,” I said.

“Yes, and you were talking about how your brute strength can overpower the body of your prey, so you dominate her until you tame her and make her body respond to yours,” Eir said breathlessly while Igrid and Thyrri’s faces both turned a deep shade of red beside her.

“Eir, that’s the complete opposite of what I said,” I groaned, but now all my wildish women were looking at me as hungrily as my two wives.

My lessons were clearly having an impact, but not the one I expected.

Maybe this was just part of the Farthegn bloodlust before battle, where everyone in the clan wanted to either bash each other’s brains in or fuck each other’s brains out. That didn’t explain why every woman’s attention was fixed on me, but I shook it off and tried to refocus.

At least Anakol was still trying to use his blade while steadfastly ignoring every woman around him, even if that included his blushing wife.

“Fuck, maybe none of this is making sense,” I muttered.

“Oh, it is definitely making sense,” one of the huntresses gulped.

“I think we’re just all trying to get into our bodies,” another woman snickered.

“I am thinking about someone else getting inside my body,” Eir said with such a sultry look that I would have let her devour my body and soul.

“Uh, okay,” I tried to push ahead. “Maybe try one of the runed throwing tomahawks that Brokkr made. It might make a difference.”

The blacksmith hadn’t made many runed tomahawks since it would be a little too chaotic even for a Farthegn battlefield if we filled the air with spinning blades of fire. But he had made a handful of them as a fun experiment, and maybe they would at least help my wildish women get started with the runes.

“Like this,” I said as I held one of the throwing tomahawks loosely.

I closed my eyes for a second to connect with the feeling of heat running through my arm muscles, imagined the fire extending through my palm and down the shaft of the tomahawk, and then I threw the weapon toward a tree two dozen feet away.

The tomahawk buried itself in the trunk just as a vertical line of flames extended from its burial spot in both directions.

“Nice work, my chief,” Eir said and then bit her lip. “That was the perfect combination of strength and artistry.”

“Our chieftain does excel at being both powerful and gentle,” Nora said. “It is no wonder the rune magic comes so easily to him.”

There went my theory about Farthegn hormones. Nora might belong to my clan now, but she was all Selkie, so there was no reason the Farthegn lust and bloodlust should hit her the same way as the rest of my clansmen. There was no point in trying to figure out why everyone seemed so distracted, though. I needed them to focus and get these runes to work before we faced Óhreinn.

I handed a runed tomahawk to one of my huntresses.

“Remember, connect with the weapon using your body, not your mind,” I said as I adjusted the woman’s stance. “Let your body flow from one moment to the next, and when you feel that current of energy build, all you have to do is release it.”

The wildish woman was covered in a light sheen of sweat despite the chilly air, and even though she seemed pretty damn distracted, I hoped that was just her nerves.

“Feel the heat in your muscles,” I said. “Then just release it.”

I barely touched her skin as I traced a line from her shoulder to her wrist, but it didn’t have the impact I’d planned. I thought it might help her feel the blood running through her muscles, but it only made her shiver and then release her tomahawk a second too early.

The weapon whipped forward end over end, and it headed straight toward Bragi’s head. The warrior was talking to his brother, but before I could even shout a warning, Bragi simply shot his hand into the air and caught the tomahawk by its handle, when its blade was only inches from his face.

“Shit, nice catch,” I swore. “You’ve got some damn good reflexes, Bragi.”

“Lucky for me,” the charming warrior snickered.

“Sorry, Bragi!” the huntress blurted. “The chieftain just started talking about heat and releasing, and our bodies all moving in sync and enjoying the moment and, uhh…”

The woman suddenly trailed off as she seemed to think she’d said too much.

I stared at her for a second as I realized the flush of her cheeks wasn’t from heat at all. The same flush covered the cheeks of every woman around me, not just the huntresses. Eir and Nora both looked ready to pounce on me right there, too, and even Igrid and Thyrri seemed like they could use a cold shower.

I’d been trying to teach them all how to stay in their bodies instead of their heads to help them connect with the runed weapons, but apparently, I had accidentally turned them all on instead.

Vegvisir just cackled from the sidelines.

Bragi chuckled and buried the blade in the tree trunk just underneath mine, and then the dreadlocked warrior and the old wanderling totally lost their minds in laughter.

“Way to… keep them… focused!” Vegvisir gasped between laughs.

I looked to Anakol for a little help, but my braided warlord was so intent on trying to get his fire-runed cutlass to work that he hadn’t even noticed what was happening to the rest of my recruits. He just kept slashing at one poor tree that had never done anything to him, but he still hadn’t made any fire come out of his blade yet.

“The wanderling is right,” Eir declared. “I am too distracted, and if my chieftain does not absolutely plunder my body right now, then I do not think I will ever master this rune magic.”

“Eir!” I hissed, but the bowhunting beauty had already grabbed my arm and started to pull me back toward the village.

My huntresses all stared longingly at her hand on my arm, and their lust only doubled when Nora slipped her fingers around my other bicep. Thyrri gulped as even she joined in on their longing stare, but she immediately grabbed Anakol’s arm.

“Anakol,” Thyrri whispered.

“I will get it!” the braided warlord growled. “I feel like I am so close, and I just need to--”

“Anakol!” Thyrri’s grip on her husband’s arm tightened, until he finally looked at her like he was seeing her for the first time.

“Really?” Anakol swallowed, but then he saw Nora and Eir starting to hurry away with me, and he saw the lustful expressions of every other woman on the training field. “Oh!”

“Yes, oh!” Thyrri snapped. “Now come on!”

Anakol took off running at a full sprint back toward the village, with his wife only steps behind him.

“See?” Igrid pointed an accusing finger at me. “This is why I need a husband, my chief!”

Before I could argue with the pierced woman, Eir leaned over to purr in my ear. Her breath felt so good against my neck that my fingers accidentally reached out and brushed Nora’s feathers, but that made the Selkie woman give such a breathy moan that even I immediately flushed red.

“Gotta go!” I said, but then Nora and Eir both started to hustle me away with even more urgency. “Uhh, keep practicing! Bragi, you’re in charge!”

The dreadlocked warrior just laughed and waved me away, but my wives were so turned on that they started jogging to get back to the stronghold. They took turns running their fingers across the mark on my chest, and every time they did, a thrill of pleasure shot through my body until I doubled over to recover and keep pushing forward.

The third time Nora’s fingers stroked the scar on my chest, I knew there was no way we were going to make it all the way back to the chieftain’s hut, not when my dick was already so stiff that it felt like it was going to burst.

I took one look around, spotted a dense cluster of purple-leaved bushes as tall as I was, and tugged both women through the bushes into the small clearing that they hid.

“Alright, that’s it,” I said. “Get naked, now.”
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Chapter 10

I didn’t even remember stripping off my clothes, but less than a second later, all three of us were locked in a naked embrace as we shared a three-way kiss. Nora’s porcelain skin burned against mine like she was on fire, and any threat of cold from the chill forest air was banished every time she pushed her soft curves into me.

But even if the Selkie woman didn’t always feel like she was on fire, I would have been plenty warm.

I had only just wrapped my head around having my first threesome the other night, and here I was about to have another one. We couldn’t even wait long enough to get back to the village, and I felt a stupid grin spread across my face as I thought about what was about to happen.

Then Nora delved her tongue so deeply into my throat that I thought she might actually try to devour me, and I might actually let her. All thoughts of Jimmy and Alaska vanished in the taste of her salty lips on mine. Eir was running her fingers through my hair at the same time she leaned down to tease the mark on my chest with her tongue, and my cock stood at perfect attention like it was trying to find one of their pussies all on its own.

When my hands brushed down both their wings, my two Valkyries moaned so loud that any of the Dalir warriors who were still in the forest instead of the stronghold would definitely have been able to pinpoint our location. I ran my hands along the spine of their wings, but then I slipped my hand lower to play with the larger feathers along the bottom.

They both gasped, and Nora’s body began to writhe where she was halfway sandwiched between me and Eir. Their moans were like sweet incense that seemed to fill the small clearing around us with a veil blocking out the rest of the world. The Red Forest disappeared, the Farthegns vanished from my mind, and even the purple leaves of the bushes around us seemed to fade until the only thing that existed was me and these two powerful, beautiful women who wanted to worship me as much as I wanted to worship them.

While Eir continued to kiss my chest and Nora continued to devour my lips, I dropped my hands from their feathers to graze down their hips. Then my hands drifted across the front of their thighs, and I slowly brought my fingers up between their legs to feel both of their quivering entrances.

My fingers came back dripping, but as much as I wanted to plunge them inside both shivering beauties, I wanted to make them cum by stroking their wings alone.

I grinned and wiped my fingers off on my chest, and now both my winged wives leaned down to lick their own sweet juices from the mark on my chest.

“Fuck me,” I groaned as a jolt of electricity seemed to shiver down my spine and straight into my dick.

I ran my fingers back up to their waists, marveled at the tautness of their abdominal muscles, and then let the backs of my hands graze their heavy tits on my way back up to their wings. I brushed my hands underneath the ridges of their wings in the little fold of darkness hidden there, and when they both had to grip my muscles to steady themselves, I let my fingers trail down to their feathers.

Every time I grazed a finger between Nora’s midnight-blue feathers, the Selkie woman had to grab both Eir and myself to keep her trembling legs from collapsing beneath her. And whenever my other hand rubbed the tips of Eir’s black feathers all in a row, the blonde goddess gripped me so tightly that her nails dug into my flesh like tiny daggers.

She could have shredded my skin, and I wouldn’t have cared.

“Ohh, Aaron!” Eir gasped.

I grinned and kept rubbing her feathers like I was rubbing her clit, and her body kept responding like I was, too. Her muscles trembled as she built toward her first climax, and the more I teased my fingers in between Nora’s feathers, the more the Selkie acted like I was teasing her entrance until her legs began to quiver right along with Eir’s.

“Please… don’t… stop!” Nora panted, and then she moaned so deeply that her blue eyes rolled into the back of her head.

Eir couldn’t even manage to get a word out. She just shrieked like she was prey being hunted by a nóttmal, and the knowledge that I had made her scream so loud with nothing but my fingers alone was enough to make me feel like the king of the whole Red Forest.

Especially when Nora’s gasps joined the other woman’s, and it sounded like the entire forest was echoing with their cries of pleasure.

When they both started to come down from their climaxes, they wavered on shaky legs that threatened to just drop out from underneath them. I immediately dropped my hands down to grip them each underneath their hips, and once both women seemed a little steadier, I let my fingers trail between their legs again and grinned at the juices that had now dribbled down their inner thighs.

“Not bad, considering I only touched your feathers,” I snickered and then licked my fingers clean.

“I can’t even remember what it was like before you gave me these wings,” Eir sighed as she nuzzled her face into my neck. “I was so confused by them at first, but now they bring me more pleasure than I ever thought possible.”

“I could say the same thing about you,” I teased as I kissed the top of her blonde braids.

“These wings are as much a part of my nature now as my seal hide,” Nora agreed with a contented sigh. “You are a very generous husband and chieftain, Aaron Briggs.”

I tilted Nora’s face up toward mine and kissed her deep red lips.

“Now it’s your turn, my love,” Nora whispered, and then the auburn-haired seductress dropped to her knees in front of me. “Eir has been asking me nonstop about how to return your trick with your tongue, and I think the only way to get her to focus on anything else will be if I show her how it’s done.”

“I would hate for her to be unfocused when it comes time to fight Óhreinn,” I growled. “So if you think it’s important, then don’t let me stop you.”

“I think it is one of the most important things I will ever learn,” Eir said solemnly.

Nora opened her plump cherry lips and let her tongue barely graze the tip of my shaft. The feeling of her warm breath on my cock alone was damn near enough to send me over the edge, and when the Selkie woman looked up at me with her big blue eyes, I almost came all over the light graze of freckles that dotted her porcelain skin.

But if Eir wanted to learn this lesson with Nora’s help, then I sure as shit wasn’t going to be the one to cum too early and stop her.

The sea-born woman circled her tongue around my tip now, and then she slowly dragged it down one side of my cock. Once she reached the base of my dick, she moved her tongue down to graze my balls before she slid it up the other side of my shaft. Her tongue was as warm as her breath, and it felt just as soft and supple as the curves of her body.

“Is that how you like it?” Nora asked as her deep blue gaze seemed to hold me captive.

“Fuck yes,” I groaned. “Your tongue feels so good.”

“Would you like to see how good my mouth feels, too?” Nora smirked.

“You damn well know the answer to that, woman,” I chuckled.

Nora slipped her plump lips around the tip of my cock, and my bare toes instantly curled around the red needles of the forest floor. The needles crunched underneath me, and as the auburn-haired woman pushed her lips further down on my shaft, my toes kept right on curling into the fallen purple leaves beneath the red needles.

I shot out a hand to steady myself on one of the thick bush branches, but the warmth and firmness of Nora’s lips would have been enough to make me call out the name of this world’s gods, if it had any. Her tongue danced in little circles along my shaft the whole time her lips pushed up and down my length, and I didn’t think I’d ever been so turned on and so relaxed at the same time.

“Fucking Christ, Nora,” I gulped.

“What is a Christ?” Eir whispered as her wide green eyes studied every one of Nora’s moves intently.

“Uh, it’s not important,” I groaned. “It just means it feels really… fucking… good.”

Nora smirked while her lips were still wrapped around my cock, and the slight movement of her mouth made it feel like her tongue was dancing the Cha-Cha along the sides of my shaft.

“I think I understand now,” Eir announced. “I can make you fucking Christ, too.”

I would have laughed if Nora hadn’t tightened her lips around my shaft just then. She pushed her mouth all the way forward until her tongue shot out and barely grazed my balls, and then she dragged her tongue along the underside of my cock at the same time she pulled her lips back along my shaft.

The Selkie woman lingered with her lips around my tip, and when she finally pulled them off, they made a wet kissing sound that made my knees weak. She gave my cock one last kiss and then smiled as she held her hand up to Eir.

“Come here,” the blue-eyed seductress ordered. “I’ll help you.”

Eir plunged to her knees so fast that her tits bounced up and almost hit her chin. She scooted a little closer, and then Nora pulled the other woman’s long blonde braids and dreadlocks back from her face.

Eir flicked her tongue out to taste the tip of my shaft. Her green eyes lit up as soon as she felt me against her lips, but she immediately lost all patience for taking it slow. She wrapped her mouth around my cock, and after Nora told her to be careful with her teeth, my Farthegn wife started to slide her lips up and down like she was determined to find out exactly how many licks it took to get to the center of a Tootsie Pop.

Eir was a fucking natural, but considering she was one of the two sexiest women I’d ever met, this didn’t come as much of a shock. Nora stayed on her knees right beside her, and every so often, she helped push Eir a little further down onto my cock. Then the Selkie woman slipped her tongue underneath my shaft, tickled my balls with her tongue, and kissed every exposed inch of my dick whenever Eir’s mouth pulled back.

Both women had their wings tucked behind their backs so their feathers trailed along the ground, and it made them look like two angels kneeling before me. Eir’s green eyes and Nora’s deep blue gaze held me completely mesmerized as both women took turns massaging me with their tongues and swallowing my cock until I hit the back of their throats.

“Shiiiit,” I groaned. “I’m gonna fucking cum.”

Nora immediately let Eir take my dick fully in her mouth, and the Selkie woman gave me a sly wink. It was the Farthegn woman’s first time, and it looked like Nora was going to be generous enough to let her have all the fun of this next part.

The moment Eir’s lips reached my pelvis, I grabbed the back of her head. I clung on for dear life as a river of cum suddenly shot out my dick straight into the back of her throat, and when Eir started to gag, Nora joined her hand to mine and helped me hold the blonde beauty in place.

“Drink every drop of our husband’s offering,” Nora purred into Eir’s ear.

“Ohhh…” I groaned as another wave of cum poured into the blonde’s mouth, and the sight of her swallowing my cum sent one more round of my seed gushing into her waiting throat.

“Mmmmfff!” Eir’s voice was muffled by my dick still in her throat, so I slowly pulled out until she could speak again. “That was so much fun, I would like to do it again now please. You did not tell me how good you would taste, Aaron.”

“I can’t really say that’s something I would know for myself,” I chuckled. “But I’m glad you liked it. Your mouth feels fucking amazing.”

“I had a very good teacher.” Eir blew Nora a kiss and then wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “But I do not want Nora to feel left out! Would you like to taste his amazing seed, Nora?”

“Most definitely, but not right now.” Nora’s hungry eyes told me that she had something else in mind, and I knew I’d be game for anything she wanted. “Our husband has been on his feet for far too long now. I think it’s time for him to lay back and relax.”

“If that’s what you want,” I said with a smile.

As soon as I laid down on the soft red needles, Nora climbed onto my lap and straddled me. She traced the circle on my chest slowly, and when she started to trace the three interlocking triangles, a shudder passed through my body as a fresh wave of blood flowed into my dick to make it stiff again.

Nora had just slipped the tip of my cock inside her wet pussy when she and Eir both jerked their heads to look to the right. Then Nora held a finger to her lips, but I didn’t say a thing. I wasn’t about to break the spell of this beautiful woman wanting to ride me like a rodeo bull, and if there was anything to worry about, Eir’s hunting instincts and Nora’s predator instincts would warn us in plenty of time.

“Nóttmal,” both women said at the same time.

“Fucking what?” I gasped, but the women remained calm.

“North of us,” Eir added. “It must have caught our scent on the wind.”

“The moon is barely risen,” I said as I spotted the slim waxing crescent through the trees. “It’s still basically twilight.”

“It is technically a little past twilight since there is now more darkness than there is light,” Eir pointed out. “But the moon is up, and that is the only excuse this nóttmal needs to come after us.”

“It is about a hundred yards away,” Nora said. “But it is taking its time. It knows there are several of us, so it will plan its attack before it strikes.”

“Just enough time for me to take it out first.” Eir slipped her quiver over her naked body and grabbed her bow before I could protest. “You two can stay here.”

“Fine by me,” Nora purred, and then the Selkie pushed my cock deeper into her pussy, just in case I was thinking about going anywhere.

“Don’t move from this spot,” Eir whispered. “I’ll be back.”

“Don’t be ridiculous, we’ll come with you,” I said.

“Oh no, you will not.” Eir scowled at me. “We are your wives, and we want to pleasure you. Right now, I would like to bring you pleasure by hunting down this nóttmal and killing it before it kills us, and Nora would like to continue pleasuring your body while I go hunting.”

“Yeah, but--”

“I am Eir of Dalir,” Eir hissed as she whipped an arrow from her quiver and fitted it to her bow. “Skulraeths flee from me, and nóttmal fear me. I will be back before you know it.”

Then the naked, Nordic, bowhunting goddess disappeared into the darkness, and I was left with Nora straddling my lap.

“Eir will be fine,” the Selkie purred. “I can hear the nóttmal stalking us just as clearly as I can hear Eir hunting it.”

“What happened to predators not coming near you?” I chuckled.

“Perhaps it thinks I am vulnerable,” Nora answered. “It does not realize that I am just as capable of killing it on my knees while your cock spreads me open as I am on my feet with my teeth bared and ready.”

“Then it’s just about the stupidest nóttmal I’ve ever heard of,” I said with a smirk, and then I dismissed all thoughts of nóttmal stalking us in the darkness.

Eir was more than capable of handling a nóttmal on her own. I had already seen her take one down, and she had taken Anakol on nightly hunts for a while until my braided warlord nabbed one of the creatures for his own kill. If she wanted to honor me with a nóttmal kill, then I knew she certainly could, and I was happy to have a moment alone with Nora.

I loved everything about having threesomes with my two winged wives, but I also loved being with them individually, so it was nice to have these few minutes with Nora. I was still pretty new to the whole having two wives thing, and it might take me a minute to get used to spending plenty of time with them on their own as well as together.

But I could figure all that out later.

Right now, I was balls-deep in a stunning auburn-haired Valkyrie, and all I wanted was to make her scream with pleasure until she collapsed onto my chest.

I slid my hands under her perfectly round ass and gripped her like the throttle of a motorcycle I was planning to take from zero to eighty in under a second. I started to pull her down onto my cock at the same time I tightened my glutes and pushed into her, but then Nora laid her hand on the three interlocking triangles on my chest.

“You don’t have to do anything,” the Selkie purred. “Let me do all the work.”

I’d be damned if her offer didn’t almost make my balls spasm right then and there, but I grinned and let my glutes relax so Nora could do whatever she wanted.

Her knees were already digging into the red needles beneath us, but now Nora pressed them even deeper into the forest floor so she could push herself up off my dick. She started out riding my cock slowly, and the warmth of her ass cheeks on my thighs made me feel like I was dipping into one of the Dalir hot springs. Nora rode me in tight little circles at first, and the movement made her body rock like she was at sea in the middle of a storm.

When she started to really find her rhythm though, Nora began to bounce straight up and down my shaft instead. Her muscular thighs pulsed as she pushed herself up again and again, and the faster she rode me, the more her ass slapped against my lap with the most satisfying smacking sound. Her large breasts bounced gently into each other too, but then we both heard the shriek of a nóttmal in the distance.

“Eir has it cornered!” Nora gasped and then fell forward so her hands dug into the red needles on either side of my head, and the new angle shot my dick even deeper into her tunnel. “She has already shot it once!”

I wasn’t surprised that she could hear Eir hunting in the darkness, just like I wasn’t surprised that hunting turned her on so much. She was the woman of my dreams, just like Eir, and the fact that she understood and loved the dance between predator and prey was only part of the reason why.

Now that Nora was leaning over me, and when her deep red nipples grazed the mark on my chest, I knew I was a goner. Every time her tits brushed my chest, it felt like someone shot each nerve in my body with electricity, a low enough voltage not to kill me but high enough that my adrenaline was firing at full blast.

“She has fired two more arrows at the nóttmal,” Nora gasped in my ear as my cock pushed deeper and deeper against the entrance to her womb. “The creature is trying to rally, but Eir has it beaten now.”

“Why is it so fucking hot when you describe it?” I groaned.

“Because you are thinking about what it feels like to want something with every fiber of your being,” Nora said with her breath hot on my neck. “You are thinking about the moment when your every desire is within your grasp, and all you have to do is plunge your weapon into it to make it yours forever.”

“Are we talking about hunting or fucking?” I smirked, even as her words sent me into a world of ecstasy.

“Does it matter?” Nora’s tongue flicked out gently as she kissed my neck now. “Both are all about the chase.”

“And then all about the payoff,” I said with a grin.

God, this woman really got me.

Nora was riding my dick so fast now that her chest collapsed against mine, and her soft tits pressing into the mark sent my eyes rolling into the back of my head. I pumped my cock into her in the same rhythm that she rode me, and we both started to grow breathless at the same time.

Nora’s wings shot out to the sides, both completely stiff, as a cry of pleasure erupted from her throat, and I let out something between a groan and a grunt as my cock spewed a steady stream of cum into the gasping Valkyrie. She smacked her ass down into my lap again, and then she squeezed her pelvic muscles to coax another fountain of my seed deep into her womb.

Then we both just fucking collapsed. My back sank so deeply into the red needles that I thought the ground might swallow me up, and Nora’s chest heaved against mine like a blanket of pure fire in the cold night air.

We had barely recovered our breath before a sound erupted from the back of Nora’s throat that was somewhere between a purr and a chuckle. “Did you have fun hunting?”

I looked over just as Eir strode into the dark clearing, and there was just enough moonlight to see the river of blood that stained her blonde hair and slowly dripped down between her bare breasts.

“Don’t look so concerned.” Eir smirked. “This is all nóttmal blood, not mine. And yes, I did have fun, almost as much fun as it sounds like the two of you had while I was gone.”

“I’m glad,” I said with a smile. “Now, we should probably skin and gut the nóttmal and get it back to the village before its death attracts a horde of others to the area.”

“We would kill them, too.” Nora shrugged.

“I know,” I chuckled. “But I’d prefer to keep our nóttmal numbers pretty high at the moment. They’re a great natural barrier to any assholes from Svelgard of Hylmrek who might think about crossing our borders after dark.”

“That’s a fair point,” Nora said, and then she pushed herself up off my chest, spread her wings wide for balance, and carefully let my cock slide out of her as she stood up.

Cum dribbled down the inside of the Selkie woman’s porcelain thighs, but she wiped it up with her hand and licked it clean before it could make it very far.

“Hmmm… I want a taste…” Eir knelt in front of the other woman and ran her tongue up her muscular legs to make sure there was no more left over, and then all three of us started to find our clothes again in the darkness.

I was so thoroughly enjoying watching Eir slide her bodice and furs back on over the nóttmal blood now staining her skin that I almost told her to forget about the clothes. But just as I was considering going another round, I heard a voice that made me slip my clothes back on double-time.

“My chief!” Anakol shouted in the darkness beyond our little clearing. “My chief, we heard the nóttmal! We are here to help, just tell us where you are!”

“I’m right here,” I chuckled as I emerged from the clearing with my winged wives right behind me. “But I appreciate the search party.”

Anakol had brought five warriors with him, and each of them carried a torch in one hand and a tomahawk in the other. The braided warlord looked like a worried mother hen, and when he saw me, the tension evaporated from his body so fast that I almost felt bad for staying out without telling him where I was.

But only almost. This was my territory, and before too long, the whole Red Forest would be mine, too. Anakol might worry like a parent whose teenager stayed out all night, but at the end of the day, he was still my warlord, and I was still his chieftain.

“You should not have stayed outside the stronghold so long after dark!” Anakol scolded, but then I noticed how rumpled his own clothing was, and I had a feeling I knew exactly why it had taken him so long to come searching for me.

“And where have you been all this time?” I asked with a wink.

Anakol swallowed, but then the corners of his mouth twitched. “With my wife. We were, uh, consulting on warlord duties.”

“Just between us,” I said in a low voice, “I sure as hell hope this consultation happened without any clothes on. Like I said, Thyrri is a good woman, and she deserves to be reminded of this.”

“I made sure she felt, uh, appreciated,” Anakol said as his dark tan face suddenly seemed to grow even darker with embarrassment.

I wouldn’t ask him anything else. The poor man practically went catatonic every time emotions of any kind were brought up, and the idea of talking about getting intimate with his wife probably just about sent him into a coma.

But as much as I wanted to test out my theory about Anakol and Thyrri being able to use the runed weapons now that they weren’t distracted by their personal problems, I knew this would have to wait until tomorrow. It was already dark, and we still had to gut the nóttmal before we returned to the village.

“We’ll be back in a few minutes,” I told Anakol. “Eir killed a nóttmal that was stalking us, so we just have to dress it and--”

“My chief, we can do that for you!” Anakol interrupted.

“But then I would not get to use the beautiful knives my husband made for me,” Eir pointed out.

“Thanks for the offer,” I told my braided warlord. “But we’ll be okay.”

“I will not return to the stronghold until you do,” Anakol declared. “I will be ten paces behind you at all times until you cross inside the gates.”

“Fine,” I sighed, since it was easier to let the man get his way this time than waste time arguing.

Anakol and the five warriors he brought with him all followed at a respectful distance as Eir led us back to her kill. Nora contented herself with eating the creature’s head since she swore it contained some of the best meat she’d ever tasted in an animal this size, but Eir and I went to work on the rest of the carcass.

“I think now I understand what you mean when you say your mild Alaska is not really mild,” Eir said as we worked side by side. “If you are used to gutting creatures this size, there must be many apex predators there.”

“Yeah, you could say that,” I chuckled.

“You’ve spoken of this Alaska before,” Nora said after she swallowed a mouthful of raw nóttmal meat. “I know you said it is very far, but I have swam all throughout the western seas, and I have never heard of this land. Is it far to the east, and that is why I have never heard its name?”

“It is far,” Eir agreed, but she shot me a worried look since I hadn’t actually explained to Nora yet that I was from another world. “My chief, this is not for me to say, but--”

“I’ve never known you not to speak your mind about something,” I laughed. “Go ahead.”

“Perhaps you should tell Nora a little more about your Alaska,” Eir suggested after a quick glance to make sure that Anakol and the others were out of earshot. “She is your wife now too, and it would be good to confide in her. Especially if she ever comes to your tomb with me the next time I take dead souls there.”

“I keep telling you that tomb isn’t in Alaska,” I whispered. “It’s impossible. But you may be right about the rest of it. Nora, you’re just as much my wife as Eir is, so you should probably know a couple things about me. Well, it’s really just one thing, but it’s a pretty big one.”

After I double-checked to make sure that Anakol and the other warriors couldn’t hear me, I told Nora the truth about where Alaska was, or at least as much of the truth as I knew. How I was from another world and another time, and how I knew about the stories of Valkyries and Ragnarok in the first place.

When I finished, Nora simply licked the nóttmal blood from her lips and nodded. “And this is what you were worried about telling me?”

“I don’t know if I was worried,” I said. “But I don’t want to keep any secrets from you, and I didn’t like keeping this from you. There just hasn’t really been a good time.”

“This is nothing, my love,” Nora said with a smile that made my stomach flip. “You are a man unlike any other I have ever known. It is no wonder that you came from the stars in a crash that left no mark on your body except for the scar that binds us to you as your Valkyries.”

“Really?” I raised an eyebrow. “That’s it? You’re not concerned or confused or worried?”

“She is a fierce Valkyrie!” Eir scoffed. “Of course she is not worried!”

“Why would I be?” Nora asked. “I am only honored that I belong to a man like you, now more than ever.”

I reached over and pulled the Selkie’s heart-shaped face toward me so I could kiss her, and only the presence of Anakol and his warriors kept me from taking her again right there.
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Chapter 11

The rest of the night flew by in a blur, and it felt like I only slept for a handful of hours before the gray light of dawn filtered through the windows of my hut and woke me up the next morning. There was no time to waste though, so as soon as I wolfed down some oatmeal brought by the slaves, my wives headed out to the forest to keep practicing with their runed weapons, and I started my day with rounds through the village.

The first thing I wanted to do was catch the morning patrols before they left. I stopped by Anakol and Thyrri’s hut so I could consult with my warlords first, but when I knocked on the door, I heard something crash to the floor inside. I banged on the door again but kept one hand on my tomahawk this time. Then something else crashed, and someone gave a muffled yell, so I shoved open the door.

Only to find that my two married warlords were so completely tangled up in the furs of their bed that they had fallen to the floorboards and were now trying desperately to free themselves. I looked just long enough to see Anakol’s bare ass mooning me as he tried to stand up, and I saw one of Thyrri’s tits for half a second before I slammed the door shut on them.

I shook my head with a grin. I had seen more than I meant to, but at least it looked like Anakol and Thyrri had finally managed to make up.

“Meet me at the gates!” I called through the door. “But just between you and me, you might want to get some clothes on first!”

“Yes, my chief!” Anakol gasped from inside. “We will be right there!”

I stopped by Igrid’s hut next, but when I heard low grunts and moans from inside, I didn’t barge my way in this time. I knocked, waited, knocked again, and then announced myself.

“Shit!” Igrid panted. “Oh, shiiiit!”

She let out such a screech that all the Dalirians in the area glanced toward her hut like they expected to see it on fire, but when they saw only me at the door, they all snickered like they were in on a private joke and then went about their business. I wasn’t sure how I had managed to scare Igrid after I knocked twice, but I waited patiently until she opened the door.

The first thing I noticed was her flushed face and the fact that her woolen pants were still unbuttoned so I could just see the top of her mound where it sloped down toward her entrance. Then I suddenly put two and two together, and I realized that I hadn’t scared her at all.

I’d caught her in the middle of an intimate moment with herself.

“How’s it going this morning?” I grinned as my pierced warlord seemed to realize that her pants were still unbuttoned.

“Uh, absolutely fine!” Igrid fumbled with the buttons and then pushed her dark brown dreadlocks out of her face. “You just interrupted me when I, uh, well, I’m done now, er… not that I was doing anything! Definitely not anything you should ask me about because, uh, yeah, it was nothing, but the point is that I’m free now! So, um, what do you need?”

“Were you thinking of anyone in particular just now?” I chuckled since Igrid seemed to be so husband-crazy lately.

“What? No!” Igrid said, but she answered way too quickly.

She must have someone in mind, but she was already so red-faced that I decided to spare her any further embarrassment.

“Alright, keep your secrets,” I laughed. “Come with me. We need to adjust the patrols before they leave this morning.”

When all three of my horny warlords joined me at the stronghold gates, I signaled for the morning patrols to come over so we could go over things. Anakol and Thyrri were doing their best to recover from me catching them in a compromising position this morning, but poor Thyrri could barely meet my gaze, and Anakol was so wound up that he almost clocked three warriors before anyone even spoke.

Practicing with the runed weapons must have really worked everybody up last night.

As soon as I started going over plans with them though, my three warlords all seemed to lose their embarrassment. They were much more comfortable talking about warriors and patrols than they were anything embarrassing or even just intimate, and I was just glad to see them so focused as we went over my plans for the new patrol schedule.

Since we were in danger from both Svelgard and Hylmrek now, I wanted us to continue our daily patrols, but I knew we needed to cover more ground than we had been. If all of Dalir and Illska were going to be here, then I could have doubled the size of each patrol, but I realized that as soon as we left to conquer Óhreinn, there wouldn’t be enough warriors left behind to double the size of the patrols. Especially not if I still wanted them to change out during the day so they never got too fatigued. Fatigue made even the best people sloppy, and I needed them to be as focused on the last hour of their patrol as they were on their first hour.

Ultimately, I decided the best option would be to keep each patrol at a total of five warriors, and I would only change them out two times a day instead of three. I wanted four patrols spread out along my northern border with Svelgard, and I wanted five patrols spread out along the eastern border with Hylmrek. It would be stupid to also not have two patrols in the south and another patrol in the west, and this meant I needed a total of twelve patrols with five warriors each, for a grand total of sixty warriors per patrol rotation. To change them out twice a day, it would take one hundred and twenty warriors total.

I planned to leave behind two hundred warriors between my two clans, about fifty from Dalir and one hundred and fifty from Illska. Dalir could supply about twenty warriors per patrol shift for a total of forty warriors throughout the day. Illska would supply the rest with about forty warriors per patrol shift for a total of eighty warriors throughout the day. Then both Dalir and Illska would have a sufficient number of warriors left for keeping watch during the dark hours of the night, plus there would be enough fresh warriors that the necessary nightly jakyl hunts could continue.

After we settled on final patrol arrangements, I ordered Thyrri to head to Illska to convey the new plans. Patrols would continue like normal this morning, but the afternoon patrol shift would be the first one with the new numbers. It would also give Thyrri the morning to plan how to mix and match warriors from both clans so they could all mingle on the different patrols. Other than Igrid, Thyrri had spent the most time down in Illska, so she would be able to choose the best warriors to mix into each patrol with the Dalirians.

I told Anakol and Igrid to grab Bragi and then join my wives for additional training. I planned to catch up with them later, but first I wanted to stop by Amaeda’s hut before the frail elven healer hunted me down and took me to task for not coming to see her earlier.

On my way to her hut, I passed Brokkr’s forge and saw that the elf boy Silma was already hard at work. His scrawny arms struggled to lift even a rod of steel, but Brokkr didn’t take it easy on him, and the boy didn’t seem to mind. He let the blacksmith boss him around as much as he wanted, and the whole time, the boy had a grin on his face.

I was glad my instincts about him were right. Silma wanted to work and be useful, and the most useful place in the village was definitely working for Brokkr.

“I’m almost done with yer wife’s second special project,” Brokkr called as I passed him.

“Good,” I chuckled. “Because I have another order for you to fulfill, too.”

“More, uh, special blades?” Brokkr asked with a nod to the runed cutlasses lined up along the table behind him.

“Definitely,” I answered. “But I also want to make sure the Illskan warriors are supplied with tomahawks as soon as possible, and they’ll need access to Khopesh swords and the special blades themselves, too.”

“Ye’ really think the Illskans will give up their fucking battle axes?” Brokkr smirked. “Ye’ might as well ask them to chop their own dicks off.”

“Believe me, I’m not trying to change their whole fighting style,” I replied. “Every clan has their own strengths, and Illska’s power with their axes is definitely one of theirs. I just want everybody to have options, and when the Illskans get pinched in by their enemies, they’ll need a more diverse set of weapons to fight them off. You know as well as I do that you can’t swing a battle axe in tight quarters.”

“At least not effectively,” Brokkr chuckled.

“Exactly,” I agreed. “They can use their axes as much as they want to in open spaces, but if they’re hemmed in on all sides, they’ll need to be able to switch to swords or tomahawks.”

“Plus, you can’t throw a battle axe like you can throw a tomahawk,” Brokkr added.

“Some of them probably could,” I said as I thought about how many burly warriors Illska had on its roster. “But I doubt it would be very accurate.”

“I’ll crank out as many new weapons as I can,” Brokkr told me. “But now that you’ve taken away Bragi, I’ll be moving a little slower.”

“Don’t tell me you’re actually missing a Farthegn,” I snickered.

“I miss the extra set of hands,” the blacksmith muttered. “Silma can’t even lift the forge hammer over his head.”

“Not yet!” the silver-haired elf boy said cheerfully as he wrestled a steel rod like it was a hundred-pound snake. “But I already feel stronger than I did yesterday!”

“See?” I grinned. “You and Silma will be just fine, and Bragi will still stop by whenever he can to help out. I have a feeling that as much as he enjoys being back in action, he’s going to miss the forge, too.”

“At least he won’t go far with only one leg,” Brokkr sighed.

It killed me that Brokkr was right about that. Now that I’d seen Bragi in training for myself, I understood why everyone in the clan respected him so much. He was definitely their best warrior, and he had taken to the rune magic almost as fast as me. If I could have my way, I would want him by my side in every battle, both for my sake as well as for his own, but there was no way he could keep up on his crutches.

Still, I was happy the dreadlocked warrior could train the rest of my fighters on the runed weapons. It would give him a renewed sense of purpose, and it would also ensure that the clansmen were getting trained by the best possible teacher.

By the time I left the forge and reached Amaeda’s hut, the sun was shining down through the treetops and giving a bright glow to the Red Forest. Amaeda told me to come inside after I announced myself, but I only made it one step into her hut before I found my arms loaded down with two packs that must have each weighed fifty pounds.

“Um, hello?” I said when another pack started to float toward me, only this one was attached to a pair of legs.

Amaeda poked her head over the top of the floating pack before she pushed it into my arms with the other ones. The old healer didn’t look as happy to see me as she normally did, and instead, she looked like I had just told her that her only child had been captured by our enemies and was now facing certain death.

Then I realized that I didn’t even know if my healer had children, and I made a note to myself to ask her more details about herself. But for right now, I just wanted to know what all these packs contained and why the old elf looked so incredibly worried.

“There are two more packs besides these three,” Amaeda said in her wavering voice. “And do not tell me you do not have room for them, my chief. If you do not bring them, then you will have to bring your Amaeda with you instead, and I know I would only slow you down.”

“I take it you heard about my planned expedition to conquer Óhreinn,” I said as I set all the packs on the floor and then took the old healer’s hands. “And I take it you’re not too happy about it?”

“Who am I to argue with my chieftain?” Amaeda’s sunny yellow eyes seemed to cloud over, but she let me lead her back to the soft bed of grass where she usually sat.

“I wanted to tell you myself,” I said once we were both seated. “But why so much worry? I conquered Illska, and that went fine. Now I have two clans at my back, and I only need to conquer one.”

“I will not be able to reach you in Óhreinn, my chief,” Amaeda admitted. “If you had been injured in Illska, I could have reached you and healed you. But now this will be even worse than when you traveled north. At least then you were not facing an entire army. How else can I protect you other than to supply you with every poultice and tonic that I can think of?”

“You’re supposed to be my healer, not my protector,” I said with a smile. “I’m supposed to protect you, remember?”

The old elf looked like she might burst into tears, but she took a deep breath and tugged on two more packs that were waiting by the fireplace. When her frail muscles struggled to pull them, I quickly leaned forward and jerked them both over to my side so she could relax again.

“Will you take them all?” Amaeda whispered. “Everything is labeled, and even if the labels rub off, I’ve organized them into different packs. This one is for healing burns and poisons, and this one contains tonics for low energy, for upset stomachs, for headaches, for purifying your body if you drink dirty water, and for sore muscles.”

“Thank you,” I said. “That’s really--”

“I am not finished,” Amaeda said in a surprisingly firm voice. “Two of the packs by the door are for healing any injuries inflicted by a blade, and the third pack by the door contains everything you need to help set broken bones. It is not much, but it is all I have been able to do since last night.”

“You did all this overnight?” I stared at the elven healer.

“I wasn’t sure when you were leaving,” Amaeda replied. “I wanted everything to be ready.”

“You’re a fucking treasure, you know that?” I grinned. “I’m planning to leave tomorrow morning, but I really wish you wouldn’t worry about me. I’m taking a hundred and fifty warriors with me, so there will be plenty of people watching my back.”

“I will worry less if you promise to take all these supplies with you,” Amaeda said.

I glanced at the heavy packs and wondered if we could afford to bring so much extra equipment. It would be our only chance of healing ourselves from any injuries, so we really should make room for it, but I was also wary of loading ourselves down with too many supplies. We would be traveling a good distance on foot toward the latter portion of our journey, and that meant we wouldn’t be able to rely on the drekkadyr to haul our supplies for us. We needed to be fast and quiet, and the more goods we brought with us, the less mobile we would be.

Still, it was only five heavy packs, and the alternative was that Amaeda would hobble after us unless I literally tied her up and forced her to stay in the village. And since I had promised she would never be put in chains again after I’d freed her, I knew my only option at the moment was to bring everything the elven healer asked me to.

Hopefully, we wouldn’t end up using very much of it.

“Alright,” I agreed. “I’ll bring all of this with me.”

“And another five packs?” Amaeda asked hopefully.

“I’ll give you another three,” I said. “But no more.”

“But you are bringing both clans with you, aren’t you?” the elven healer asked. “Isn’t that plenty of bodies to carry just a few more packs?”

“I’m not taking all of the warriors,” I corrected her. “And I can’t have my fighters weighed down like pack mules while we’re trying to fight a bunch of seafaring Farthegns. Eight packs should be enough supplies for whatever trouble we run into.”

“Eight packs or one Amaeda?” the elf asked with a small smile.

“Eight packs,” I chuckled. “You’re too valuable to lose in battle.”

“Not as valuable as you, my chief,” Amaeda whispered. “If anything happens to you… these old bones could not bear it.”

“Nothing’s gonna happen to me,” I said. “But even if it did, then--”

“No!” Amaeda cut me off. “Do not speak of what would happen if you do not return. It would be the greatest evil to ever occur in the Red Forest.”

“Then luckily for me, I’ll have all these healing remedies from the most powerful healer in the forest,” I teased. “But remember, I’m not the only one around here who knows your value now.”

“I know,” the old elf sighed. “Anakol is the one who told me about your planned trip.”

“Anakol came to see you?” I raised an eyebrow.

“In the middle of the night.” Amaeda nodded. “He woke me up and said I needed to get as many supplies together as I could because you were going to conquer Óhreinn, and then he left just as suddenly as he showed up.”

“What a softie,” I chuckled as I realized he must have slept badly in between rounds with Thyrri last night, and the only way he’d been able to soothe himself was to make sure his chief had every possible healing remedy at his disposal.

“He may understand my value more than he did before you came, my chief,” Amaeda said. “But you were the one who gave me back the sun.”

I took the elven healer by the hands again and gave her callused fingers a gentle squeeze. “I promise I will do everything in my power to return in one piece after I conquer Óhreinn.”

“I know you will,” Amaeda said and then patted my cheek. “You are a powerful warrior and a good man, my chief. The stars will smile on you.”

I decided it was probably best not to tell her about the endless amount of red Eleni had seen written in the stars ahead of me. It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing since there was bound to be a decent amount of blood when clans clashed with one another, but I figured Amaeda wouldn’t appreciate the image.

The rest of the day was split between getting supplies ready for our journey, planning a pre-battle ritual that would satisfy both clans, and training my wives, warlords, huntresses, and Bragi with the runed blades. Bragi had agreed to keep training anyone who didn’t come with me to Óhreinn, and he had already selected a number of Dalirian warriors he wanted to train on the runed blades next.

Of course, he would also need to train the Illskan warriors who stayed behind so they would be able to fight as well with a tomahawk or a sword as they would with their heavy axes. This would be good for the Illskans, but it would also be good for Bragi to see the other clan’s warriors in action up close. Then he would be able to pick warriors from Illska who might have good potential when it came to the runed weapons, and he could add them to his runed legion.

Ideally, I wanted half of my forces ready to fight with runed weapons against Hylmrek, but I knew this would be next to impossible. It was probably too quick of a turnaround to realistically expect half my warriors to master the runed blades within less than a week. At the rate we were currently going, I mostly just felt lucky that Bragi already seemed so proficient with both the fire rune and the ice-runed scythe that I tried him out on today.

The dreadlocked warrior would train as many fighters as he could while we were gone though, and I would just have to be content with that. The worst-case scenario in my head was that no one would really be ready to use runes against Hylmrek, but they would at least be ready by the time we had to face Svelgard.

In the meantime, my wives and warlords kept training in between the rest of their other duties, and based on Bragi’s report, it sounded like they were doing much better today than yesterday. Nora had made full flames with her steel knuckles, and even though Eir had failed to ignite anything with her runed cutlass, she had successfully burned down a tree when she used the runed Bowie knife I’d made for her.

Even my warlords were starting to perform like I’d hoped. None of them took to it as naturally as Bragi, but they each started to succeed with the fire rune about fifty percent of the time. The huntresses struggled a little more, but by the end of the day, they had almost all achieved some degree of success.

But now it was time to make our final preparations since I still planned to leave first thing in the morning.

“Listen, Anakol,” I said as I pulled the braided warlord away from the rest of the training group. “I wanted to tell you this now so you’re not surprised tomorrow morning.”

Anakol narrowed his dark gaze at me but only grunted in response.

“I need you to stay here instead of coming with me to conquer Óhreinn,” I said.

Every emotion except for resignation flitted across the warlord’s face. He looked ready to bite my face off with as much ferocity as Nora, but the next second, he looked like he might tear his own braids out of his skull. Finally, he pounded his fist against his chest so hard that I thought he might actually stop his heart.

“Have I angered you, my chief?” Anakol demanded. “If this is because you saw my bare ass this morning, I assure you it was an accident, and I will never again be caught in such a compromising position.”

“Don’t be stupid,” I groaned. “I don’t give a shit about that. I’m glad you and Thyrri made up, that’s all. I’m not assigning you this job because I’m pissed. I’m assigning it to you because I trust you.”

“My chief?” Anakol stared at me like I was actively growing a unicorn horn.

“Who the hell else would I leave in charge if not you?” I asked. “You are well-respected and feared by both clans, you ran things smoothly while I was gone up north, and you always have my best interests and the best interests of my clan at heart.”

“Naturally,” Anakol muttered. “I am your warlord. All these things are my duty.”

“Was it also your duty to sneak off to Amaeda’s hut in the middle of the night and ask her to gather a bunch of healing supplies to take with me?” I smirked.

For a second, Anakol looked like I had caught him with his pants down again, but then he recovered himself and growled a one-word answer. “Yes.”

“Don’t worry, I won’t tell anyone,” I chuckled.

“My place is by your side,” Anakol said. “That is where my duty is.”

“Not true,” I countered. “Your duty is to be my warlord, and right now, I need you to be my warlord here. If Svelgard or Hylmrek attack while I’m gone, there’s no one else I trust to defend my territory other than you.”

“Do you really think they will attack before you return?” Anakol’s dark eyes lit up at the prospect, and now I could see that I should have led with this argument.

“I can’t say for sure,” I replied. “But it’s only a matter of time before Dalir and Illska make their hit lists. If they attacked while I was not here, who do you think our clansmen would look to for their orders? Who would our clansmen depend on to lead them to victory? Hell, who would you depend on if I wasn’t here, Anakol?”

“Myself,” the braided warlord admitted point-blank. “And my brother.”

“And that’s exactly why I’m leaving you two in charge,” I said. “Bragi will oversee everything to do with training and the forge. You’ll oversee all day-to-day operations of the clans, including patrols and any necessary defenses.”

“It is a logical plan,” Anakol grunted. “I am just not used to being left behind when the promise of battle is at stake.”

“That’s because you used to only be a warrior,” I said. “Now you’re a warlord, and that means different duties and responsibilities. But I tell you what, you can come with me when we go to beat the shit out of Hylmrek. How does that sound?”

“It would be my deepest honor,” Anakol said with a schoolboy’s grin.

“And as far as Óhreinn goes, I won’t be unprotected,” I said. “I’ll also take Thyrri and Igrid with me, so two warlords will be with me at all times. Nora and Eir are also both coming with me.”

“It is still a lot of Illskan warriors and not a lot of Dalirians,” Anakol said. “Is Fritjof’s rebel son going, too?”

“Yes, Fritjof and Ulrik are both coming,” I answered. “Ulrik knows how to sail and is familiar with the region we’re traveling through.”

“I do not like this, my chief,” Anakol said as his upper lip curled into a sneer, and his fists tightened at his sides.

“I can tell,” I said dryly. “But like it or not, our two clans are united now, and the best way to make sure integration between them continues is for them to fight a common enemy. Óhreinn should be the glue, uh, I mean mortar that helps solidify our union.”

“I still do not like it,” Anakol muttered. “And I still do not fully trust anyone from Illska.”

“Give it some time,” I chuckled. “They’ll prove themselves worthy, and if they fuck up, I’m sure you’ll be the first to discover it and punish them appropriately.”

“I accept your judgment, my chief,” Anakol said. “But only because your other two warlords are going with you, along with your wives.”

“I should be in safe enough hands with those four women watching my back,” I said.

“You would be safer if I was also there,” Anakol grunted. “But they will perform respectably.”

I knew my braided warlord wasn’t saying this because of any overinflated sense of ego, or at least not only because of that. He really did believe that he was the best person to watch my back because he believed no one was as devoted to his chieftain as he was himself, and no amount of arguing on my part would change his mind. He might be a grumpy bastard, but he was one hell of a dependable right-hand man.

We spent the rest of the day making our final preparations for departure, but everywhere we went in the village, things were almost totally silent. All the warriors who were coming with me the next morning had been deprived of their weapons until we left, and they stalked through the streets as far apart from each other as they could get so they didn’t accidentally bump into each other and tip into a battle frenzy. The tension was so thick that even the warriors who were staying behind kept their mouths shut and did their best to avoid the other pent-up clansmen.

Only the clanging from Brokkr’s shop continued into the night, and by the time I finally drifted into an uneasy sleep, the ringing of the forging hammer sounded like a lullaby that promised me more runed weapons and the hope of a victory soon within my grasp.

The next morning, we all rose before sunrise so we could be headed south before first light. We would pick up the Illskan warriors on our way, and we should be able to hold our pre-battle ritual together just as the first rays of sunlight entered the Red Forest. It would be a little unorthodox to hold the pre-battle ritual this morning when I didn’t anticipate any fighting today, but I wanted my warriors to feel prepared whenever we did square off against Óhreinn. The ritual itself was going to be a little unorthodox anyway, since I was going to combine Illskan and Dalirian traditions into one big pre-game.

After I checked in with Amaeda and told the tearful elven healer goodbye, I joined the rest of my warriors at the stronghold gates. The clansmen who were staying behind had all gathered to see us off, and they each touched my arm as I passed and whispered something in Farthegn.

“What are they saying?” I asked Anakol as he pushed a way for me forward through the crowd.

“They are each asking you to disembowel an enemy in their name,” my braided warlord replied.

“I just assumed it was Farthegn for good luck or something,” I laughed.

“I do not understand why you keep bringing luck into it,” Eir called from above me. “Luck has nothing to do with your success. Luck is not what will make you crush Óhreinn under your foot, and luck is not the reason you now own both me and Nora.”

I glanced up to see that both Eir and Nora were already astride Dyggur, who looked very pleased with himself that two such incredible women had chosen him as their mount. I couldn’t blame the heillhaust for feeling so proud. They looked like warrior goddesses astride his back, and the way both women looked at me with such ferocity and adoration made me feel like a fucking king.

“I think luck might at least have a little something to do with getting the two of you,” I replied with a grin.

“Nonsense,” Anakol snorted.

“Don’t be ridiculous,” Eir said at the same time.

“You are right, it is their way of saying good luck,” Nora said with a light laugh. “They do not for a moment question that you will be successful, and they wish to share in this success with you.”

It was surprisingly sweet for a bunch of violent barbarians, and I smiled at how quickly Nora seemed to understand my people. But then I saw that everyone else was already waiting on their drekkadyr, and I knew it was time to get going. Igrid and Thyrri had maneuvered their drekkadyr into position directly beside mine, and I scanned the crowd until I was satisfied that Fritjof and Ulrik were there and ready to go, too.

I was about to climb up onto my drekkadyr when I suddenly heard shoving and snapping behind me. I spun around, fully prepared to give the Farthegns a good scolding for giving into their violent impulses too early, but then I saw that my clansmen weren’t the ones making such a fuss.

Vegvisir was pulling one of the Dalirian warriors off his drekkadyr, and now he was trying to climb over the man up onto the drekkadyr himself. The warrior was having none of it, but every time he swung at the wanderling or tried to shove him back, Vegvisir countered his strike with his runed staff.

“And just what the hell do you think you’re doing?” I demanded.

Vegvisir knocked the warrior upside the head with his staff again and then turned toward me in a huff. “What do you think I’m doing, boy? I’m coming with you.”
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Chapter 12

I hadn’t seen that one coming.

“Are you sure about that?” I frowned. “Because I’m sure as hell not.”

“I’ve spent time in the Oegyrian Fields, remember?” The wanderling rammed the end of his staff backward into the stomach of the warrior he was fighting for control of the drekkadyr. “I’m sure I could be helpful.”

“You’re not the only one with experience in the fields,” I said with a glance at Ulrik.

“Eh, that was just an excuse.” Vegvisir smirked. “The real reason is that you want to learn more, don’t you? I know you’re not content with only the two I’ve shown you so far.”

“And you really want to teach me more?” I asked with a raised eyebrow.

“If I didn’t, I’d have already left,” the wanderling answered. “And not even your most alert watchmen could have stopped me.”

The warriors all around Vegvisir bristled at this insult, but I had to admire the balls on the old man. Even surrounded and incredibly outnumbered by Farthegns, he refused to be anything but his own surly self.

“Do you really think you’re fit enough to keep up?” one of my warriors chuckled.

“I didn’t have any complaints from your mother last night,” Vegvisir said with a wicked grin.

The warrior shouted and reached for one of his throwing tomahawks, but Thyrri skillfully backed her drekkadyr up so she was between the pissed off clansman and the old wanderling.

“Your mother’s not even alive,” Thyrri told the warrior patiently.

“It is still an insult to--”

“You can’t insult someone who’s dead,” Thyrri interrupted.

The man still looked like he wanted to set Vegvisir’s head on a pike, but when Thyrri hissed something at the man in Farthegn, he dropped his hand from the haft of his tomahawk.

“Considering how fast you want to conquer Óhreinn and Hylmrek, not to mention Svelgard, you’d be stupid not to take advantage of every chance to learn more,” Vegvisir said dryly.

“Call my chieftain stupid one more time,” Anakol said as he stepped forward from his position at my back.

“What are you gonna do, gut me?” Vegvisir chuckled. “And would that be because you can’t stand me or because you haven’t yet mastered your chieftain’s special project?”

“I am performing perfectly adequately,” Anakol snarled. “And it is only a matter of time before I take these special weapons to your throat, old man.”

“Enough,” I said before Vegvisir could make my warlord’s face turn so dark with anger that his head just popped right off his body. “Fine, fuck it. You can come, Vegvisir, but you have to get your own drekkadyr mount. You can’t just take one from one of my warriors.”

“Fine,” the old wanderling muttered. “Make an old man walk instead of one of these young brutes. I can certainly see where I rank in your eyes.”

I let him continue to grumble about it as he disappeared into the woods to fetch his own mount from the western-facing pen. He might be the most knowledgeable person in the Red Forest, maybe even beyond that too, but that didn’t mean he always got to have his way.

If he wanted to come with us, he could get his own mount, especially since we wouldn’t have time to show him any special favors once our trip got underway. He would have to do a lot of fending for himself, and that might as well start now. Besides, Vegvisir might be old, but I’d watched him traverse the bitter Svelgard mountains and then take on a pack of lava wolves side by side with me.

He was more than capable of fetching his own drekkadyr.

“We should be back in a few days,” I told Anakol after I mounted up. “Take care of our people.”

“I will, my chief,” Anakol said proudly, and then as soon as he shared a private goodbye with Thyrri, we headed out.

The light in the Red Forest went from charcoal to pale gray as we rode south toward the border with Illska. The moon had already set, so we were in no danger from any nóttmal, and even with the slight delay of Vegvisir coming with us, we still reached the border a little over half an hour later, just as the sun started to crest over the horizon.

All one hundred Illskan warriors who were coming with us were assembled along the river that bordered my two territories.

I smiled to see them all assembled in their golden furs and with their battle axes all freshly sharpened. I had sent word yesterday to Bruka that I wanted them all here in time for sunrise, and I had let the golden-haired warrior make the final call of which clansmen to send with us. She had promised me all the Illskans with sailing experience, even though there weren’t many of them, but I would take what I could get.

Bruka had also solemnly promised to run things in Illska until we returned, and that included reporting updates to Anakol every other day. She was a good woman and a fierce warrior, and I had no doubt that she would have things well in hand while I was gone.

As soon as we rode into view, the Illskans all dismounted from their drekkadyr, and we did the same after we crossed the river to join them.

The river was the only fair place to hold a pre-battle ritual for both clans since the water technically didn’t belong to either of them. Sure, I wanted my warriors to operate like one big happy family eventually, but there was no reason to completely upend traditions just yet. We would still do a ritual before we headed out, and I would make sure that both clans felt satisfied and protected by it.

Even though I’d needed to be pretty damn creative when it came to the Illskan pre-battle ritual.

Normally, they chose a slave to crucify and burn alive to bring them good fortune in battle, and then they smeared the ashes on their foreheads. I obviously wasn’t about to let that tradition continue, but I didn’t think burning an effigy would cut it. Straw wouldn’t scream the same way a person would, and I’d decided to just improvise the best I could.

“I have brought the eldradyr stag, as you requested,” Igrid announced as she and three other women pulled the huge beast off a drekkadyr’s back.

“Thank you for getting up so early and hunting it,” I told her. “I still think it would have the same impact if you had allowed the huntresses to bring it down, but I appreciate it all the same.”

“The sacred stag must be delivered by one of your warlords,” Igrid said seriously. “It was my honor to hunt the stag for our victory today, and it is my honor to deliver it to you now.”

“Then you and Thyrri go ahead and bleed it,” I said. “I’ll make the rest of the preparations while you’re getting it ready.”

After the eldradyr was drained and its blood heated over a fire, I had my warlords pull the blood off the fire and damp the flames down until only burning coals were left. Then I had everyone assemble around me, and I began the ritual.

The sunlight filtered through the red needles of the ashen trees around us just as I dipped the first clay bowl into the warm eldradyr blood. I held it up to the warriors assembled around me, then drank deeply as they roared their approval.

As soon as I swallowed the heated blood, I offered the next sip to Eir. She closed her eyes and swallowed deeply, and when her green eyes fluttered open, they were filled with focused rage.

“We will deliver Óhreinn into your hands, my chief,” the blonde Valkyrie swore.

I redrew the charcoal markings on her face and forearms, but I altered them slightly this time. I included the usual bands around both forearms, but on her face, I drew one line across her cheekbones, one shorter line down between her eyebrows, and a thick smudge of charcoal underneath each of her eyes. Then I streaked the blood of the stag across her forehead and imprinted my bloody hand on her stomach.

“For Clan Briggs,” I said and then took a deep breath to wait for people’s reaction.

“Clan Briggs,” Eir whispered as her green eyes lit up. “It is perfect, my love.”

The name of Briggs rippled through the crowd of assembled warriors, and even though there seemed to be some initial confusion, I saw that the confusion was quickly replaced by curiosity and excitement.

It was a big thing to ask both clans to change their names, but since it had to happen one day so we would all be united, it might as well be today before our first big test together. They would still be Illska and Dalir when it came to administrative tasks, but in battle, I wanted them to be one unified Clan Briggs.

It was as good a name as any, and I thought if my brother could see me now, Brandon would be pleased as punch that our last name was now the name of a clan of berserker Vikings.

And as far as the markings went, I just thought they looked badass.

Nora knelt down in front me next to receive the markings, and I realized I hadn’t marked her as Dalir before. At least now I would get to mark her as belonging to Clan Briggs alone, and the look of worship in the auburn-haired woman’s blue eyes made me realize I would move literal mountains for this woman.

After the Selkie drank, received my markings, and received the bloody imprint on her forehead and stomach, she stood up and gave me a sultry smile.

“Clan Briggs,” she purred.

Thyrri and Igrid went next, and when their chests both rumbled with the new clan name, I felt a swell of pride fill my chest. Fritjof and Ulrik followed them, and then all the Illskan and Dalirian warriors lined up to receive the blood and markings, and to chant my name like a prayer.

After I marked everyone, I glanced at the coals of the fire and figured they were just about perfect, or at least as perfect as they would get. Then without telling anyone what I was doing, I pulled off my boots and wool socks and walked barefoot up to the edge of the glowing coals.

“To death or glory,” I said with a smile at my two Valkyries.

Then I ran across the hot coals.

The clansmen all gasped and stared at me for a few seconds, and even after I made it to the other side, they muttered to each other and blinked like I might disappear into thin air. I still didn’t say anything, and instead, I reached down, grabbed a pinch of ashes from the edge of the fire, and rubbed the ashes onto the hilt of my weapons.

Eir didn’t even hesitate for a second. By the time I slipped my socks and boots back on, the Nordic beauty had stripped off hers. With her head held high, the blonde warrior inched a toe into the edge of the ashes, and then she moved across the glowing coals as quickly as I had.

The warriors watching her were totally silent, but one by one, they lined up to do the same thing. Nora went immediately after Eir, but the Selkie was already barefoot since her internal temperature seemed to always be twice what everyone else’s was. She strolled across the coals like she was walking down the beach, and just before she stepped back onto solid ground, she winked and blew me a kiss.

Thyrri moved so fast across the coals that it looked like her feet barely touched the ground, but Igrid plodded over the glowing embers like each one had personally insulted her, and she cursed the whole way until she stamped her feet into the cold ground on the other side.

In the end, every last warrior made it across the coals without burning the soles of their feet off. Vegvisir was the only one who didn’t take part in the face markings or walking over the coals, but I noticed he didn’t mock any of it. He just watched everything with that perceptive glance of his that seemed to know everything, like someone who had heard every secret in the world and promised to keep each and every one of them.

It drove me crazy when I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.

After the last warrior smeared the ashes onto the hilt of her battle axe, she spread her arms wide and threw her head back.

“To death or glory!” she shouted, and the whole host of Farthegns echoed her cry.

Sometimes, it really felt good to be the chieftain.

We all mounted up again, but now the silence that filled the forest was so tense with excitement that all it would take was one wrong step, and the whole herd of drekkadyr might stampede with their riders right off the edge of a cliff.

We needed to get to Óhreinn fast, or this energy would bubble over before our targets were in sight.

Fritjof and Ulrik rode close to the front with me so they could take us along the quickest path south through Illskan territory. When I was still debating which route to take, I had thought about swinging up north and coming down into Óhreinn territory from that direction. But that would put us in danger of contact with Svelgard, and the less we drew their attention, the more likely they were to remain convinced Hylmrek was the clan who slaughtered the twin sisters and the rest of the warriors we had killed.

But Ulrik had also informed me that the position of the Óhreinn stronghold made it possible for them to see anyone scaling down the steep cliffs into their territory. Nora had confirmed this, and she’d also added that the seafaring clan owned long spyglasses that allowed them to see much further than the naked eye. Any entry into their territory over the cliffs would likely be watched, and that would completely blow my plan to make this a stealth mission.

So instead, I’d decided to head south through Illskan territory, across the Oegyrian Fields since they were also owned by Illska, and then drop down to the bay from there. After that, my plans got a little fuzzy, but I planned to use my Valkyries as scouts before we stole one of the enemy clan’s ships. Then we would pull a real Trojan Horse by sailing it into the stronghold port like we were Óhreinn ourselves, right before we jumped out and killed everybody who stood between us and the chieftain.

It was a little bit of a wild plan, but it promised us the most payoff with the least amount of bloodshed. And as much as I hated to break it to my clansmen, I wanted this battle to be over as quickly as possible. I wanted to focus fully on my plans against Hylmrek, and right now, the most important part of those plans was adding more warriors to my clan.

After we skirted past the Illskan stronghold, we picked up the pace a little. We still weren’t all-out racing through the woods, one hundred and fifty beasts were too many to risk a full run. There were a solid hundred miles between the Dalir stronghold and the Oegyrian Fields though, so we didn’t waste too much time.

The Illskan children’s village passed by a few minutes later, and then the Red Forest started to look largely the same. We weaved through endless ashen trunks, and the drekkadyr moved soundlessly over soft red needles as the sun rose higher and higher overhead. It was so quiet that I could hear my pulse hammering in my ears as I thought about the upcoming battle, and I imagined everyone behind me was thinking the same thing.

Of course, then I had the brilliant idea to glance over my shoulder.

My theory seemed to be dead wrong.

The moment of unity had clearly passed from when all the clansmen had received the eldradyr blood and their new markings from me. They all looked pissed off and tense as hell that they were all riding side by side with each other with so much battle lust in their systems, and some of them clutched their furs a little tighter as if the members of the other clan might suddenly tear them off. Some warriors even purposefully jostled their mounts into other drekkadyr to make them snort and prance away, but the riders were always skilled enough to rein the beasts in before they could run into any other creatures and then all fall like dominoes.

“Should we do anything about all that?” I muttered to Thyrri.

My brunette warlord glanced over her shoulder but just chuckled. “They’re fine, my chief. Even if you were leading only Illska or only Dalir alone, they would still be just as tense and testy with each other.”

“Bloodlust?” I guessed.

“That energy has to go somewhere,” Thyrri answered. “They are not used to operating as one force yet, but they will be. Then we will split open the skulls of our enemies, and we will rip their intestines from their bodies. We will crush their still-beating hearts under our boots, and the whole world will learn to fear the name of Clan Briggs.”

“I see that even my warlords aren’t safe from the Farthegn bloodlust,” I teased. “Save that energy for Óhreinn.”

“Yes, my chief!” Thyrri replied.

When we passed several slave villages a while later, I kept one eye on Ulrik to make sure the stealthy motherfucker wasn’t going to figure out a way to sneak off and burn another slave. But he didn’t even glance at the villages, and then I noticed Igrid was glaring at the back of the reformed rebel’s head so intensely that he must have felt her scrutiny drilling into his skull.

I should have known my pierced warlord would be keeping such careful watch for me.

We might not have been letting our mounts go full speed, but we were still moving between fifteen and twenty miles an hour. By the time the landscape started to change around us, the position of the sun told me it was mid to late afternoon, but I still wanted to get through the fields before we set up camp for the night.

Based on the changing fauna, I didn’t think we were far from the southern border of the Red Forest. The ashen trees started to grow more and more spread apart, and blue flowers began to grow up the sides of the trunks. The further south we traveled, the more the tiny flowers seemed to be devouring the wood they grew on, until clusters of the blue blooms hung down from branches like wispy ghosts that waved and drifted in the soft breeze.

Strange birds started to swoop down from the tops of the trees, too. They never stayed around long enough to see clearly, but they gave me the impression of miniature swans, only with talons instead of webbed feet. Every now and then, I thought I saw something like a squirrel from the corner of my eye, but I could never get my gaze directly on one. They moved as fast as salamanders, and I could have sworn their bushy tails were blue.

“I would not try to look too hard for the ratoskeir,” Vegvisir chuckled as he urged his drekkadyr up to ride beside mine.

“Is that what those creatures are called with the bushy tails?” I asked. “And are they really blue?”

“The blue is to warn you that they’re poisonous,” the wanderling replied. “Ratoskeir may be small, but even the jakyls have a hard time digesting them. If you don’t separate the tail from the body fast enough after you kill them, the poison will leach into the meat of their whole body. And that’s not to mention the fact that you don’t want to touch the tail while you kill them.”

“Good thing we brought food supplies,” I muttered.

I could see more sunlight up ahead, and I hoped this meant we were about to be out of the Red Forest. I wanted to smell the sea air, and from the way that Nora constantly wiggled her nose in the wind, I guessed she was looking forward to the same thing.

But before we could reach the border of the woods, a drekkadyr behind me suddenly reared back on its hind legs and then smashed his horns toward the creature beside him. The other drekkadyr locked horns with him at the last second to avoid getting skewered through the neck, but then both beasts stamped at the ground and tried to gore each other or each other’s riders.

They didn’t seem too picky about which one.

I heard one of the Dalirian warriors snicker close to the two horn-locked beasts, but then I realized that panic was starting to flare in the rest of the drekkadyr’s eyes.

“Eir!” I shouted. “Drive them south!”

Eir raised her black wings in a little salute before she tucked them against her back. She patted her heillhaust on his scaly neck, and after Dyggur gave a satisfied snort, he trotted to the back of the herd of drekkadyr and then just roared.

The panicking herd immediately channeled all their nervous energy into running the fuck away from the threatening heillhaust. Their hooves tore up the loose soil as they rampaged south, but I steered my mount far enough away from the chaos that he wouldn’t be disturbed. Then I just waited until even the two horn-locked creatures broke apart and started running side by side toward the Oegyrian Fields, and I noticed that both their riders were Illskans.

I had a feeling I knew exactly what had happened.

Right before we entered the Oegyrian Fields, I caught up to the two Illskans who had almost been gored by each other’s mounts.

“You both good?” I asked.

“Yes, my chief!” one of them instantly replied.

“We will control our mounts better next time,” the other warrior said.

“You’re doing just fine,” I said, and then after one quick glance around the back of the drekkadyr herd, I spotted the Dalirian warrior who had been laughing about the whole thing, but I rode over to her so the Illskans couldn’t hear me. “You!”

“Yes, my chief?” the woman asked with wide, innocent eyes.

“Don’t scare the drekkadyr again,” I ordered. “And don’t say you didn’t do it. I know you’re all ready to shed some blood, but you will not put each other in danger. Got it?”

“Yes, my chief,” the woman said with her eyes lowered. “It will not happen again.”

“I know it won’t,” I said, and then I called for my wives.

Eir and Nora both rode up on Dyggur’s back, and I forced myself to focus instead of being completely distracted by the curves of their barely clad bodies or the way the light caught their jewel-toned eyes.

“Yes, my love?” Eir prompted when I didn’t say anything.

“Uh, right.” I shook my head. “I need you two to ride at the back of the group for a while, just so you and Dyggur can keep an eye on things. How does that sound, bud?”

The heillhaust snorted enthusiastically and gave a quick jerk of his head that looked a hell of a lot like a nod.

“I’m sure everyone will behave without supervision soon enough,” I said with a final glare at the troublemaking Dalirian warrior. “But until they can, they’ll just have to put up with a little oversight.”

“I will enjoy keeping watch over such a tasty herd,” Nora said, and when she licked her lips, I wondered if she was thinking about the Farthegns or the drekkadyr.

Maybe it was both.

“How long will Dyggur and the drekkadyr need to be with us?” Eir asked.

“Until we reach the bay on the other side of the Oegyrian Fields,” I replied. “It’s what, a good fifteen or twenty miles from the edge of the forest to the western edge of the fields?”

“Yes, my chief,” a nearby Illskan answered. “But closer to twenty.”

“We should be able to make it there basically by dark,” I said. “But only if we stick to our mounts. It would take us another day or more to travel the fields on foot.”

“And when we reach the bay?” Nora asked with another hungry glance at the drekkadyr. “What happens to them then?”

“Dyggur will drive them home when the sun comes up,” I chuckled. “They’ll probably be safer in the fields than trying to go back through the Red Forest, and my favorite heillhaust will have an easier time guarding them this way, too.”

The scaly beast tossed his head from side to side like he had long hair that he was showing off, and I knew he liked this kind of praise. I actually meant it too, since without Dyggur, our drekkadyr would make pretty easy prey once we left them.

I also would’ve been devoured by a pack of lava wolves without him, so I was admittedly a bit biased these days.

“Then we should get moving if we are going to reach the bay by nightfall,” Eir announced. “I can make Dyggur drive them very quickly if you want, my chief.”

“Let’s keep up a moderate pace,” I said. “I don’t know what we’ll find in the fields, but I don’t want our mounts exhausted by the time we reach the other end.”

While Eir and Nora stayed behind the rest of the herd, I urged my drekkadyr forward to the front again. The lead beasts had already surged into the Oegyrian Fields, and I kicked my mount to go a little faster so I could leave the Red Forest behind me.

The moment I passed from the woods into the fields, I pulled my mount to a complete stop.

I had never seen anything like this.
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Chapter 13

Every inch of the Oegyrian Fields was covered in shimmering flowers. Red and golden blooms that looked like poppies, only twice as big, swayed back and forth gently in the breeze, but every few seconds, they moved against the wind, and all their heads turned to face the late afternoon sun, as if to take a drink of light before they went back to swaying happily in the wind.

The clouds overhead seemed to reflect the light from all the flowers, and instead of looking puffy and white like normal clouds, they seemed to glimmer with subtle rainbows. When I looked at them directly, my gaze seemed to chase them away, but every time I looked back down, my peripheral vision caught the rainbows flickering across the scattered clouds.

Very far to the south, I could make out the craggy tops of mountains that lay beyond the Oegyrian Fields, and I wondered exactly how big this world was. The Red Forest had consumed all my thoughts since I first came here, but the more I learned about this world, the more I realized that I had barely even begun to explore everything it had to offer.

“Holy shit,” I finally whispered. “This place is beautiful.”

“It was a proud day for Illska when we took ownership of these fields,” an Illskan warrior told me.

“Who owned these fields before you?” I asked.

“Fairies and sorcerers,” another Illskan chuckled. “They said they didn’t own these fields because no one can own a piece of land. Which is very foolish. The fairies said they were just taking care of this land, and the sorcerers were helping them. But now they serve us as our slaves, and their fields belong to us. Farthegns are not foolish.”

I had noticed an unusual number of sorcerers and fairies in the Illskan slave villages, and now that I knew where they had been stolen from, it made my stomach tighten into a knot. It was frustrating how shortsighted the Farthegns seemed to be about everything. They had this incredible piece of land at their disposal, and instead of learning more about it from the people who knew it best, and using its natural resources without depleting them, the Farthegns had just turned everybody into slaves, and now they owned a piece of land just for the sake of owning it.

At least they weren’t so thick-skulled that they had destroyed the fields after they conquered them.

But now wasn’t the time to scold my clansmen for doing what only came natural to Farthegns. I was doing good just to keep them from slaughtering slaves left, right, and sideways when they got pissed about something or even just for fun, and if I wanted to teach them more about proper land management, not to mention proper treatment of other people, it would just have to wait.

“I still want to reach the bay by nightfall,” I told the riders around me. “Let’s move out.”

I spurred my drekkadyr to the west and caught up with Fritjof and Ulrik in the lead. I expected the entire field to be crushed underneath the hooves of all our beasts, but when I glanced back the way I came, I saw that every last flower sprang right back up after it was trampled so it was completely impossible to follow our trail.

These fields were definitely somewhere that I wanted to explore more in the future. As the sun ducked in and out from behind the colorful clouds, I rode quietly and just took in the scenery. If these flowers were anything like poppies, they might have some medicinal properties we could take advantage of, and I’d bet anything that the fairies and sorcerers who used to manage these fields would know more about that.

Then a flash of white caught my eye to the south, and all thoughts of medicinal flowers vanished from my mind the moment I turned my head.

Streaks of white flew from the west to the east so fast that they looked like blurry wisps of pale smoke. For a second, I had a wild thought that these fields might be haunted by phantoms, but then I remembered that I had seen an incredibly fast flash of white when I first arrived in the Red Forest.

“Are those Oegyrian mares?” I asked.

“They are indeed,” Fritjof chuckled. “Ever seen them before?”

“Once,” I said. “Right before it got eaten by a skulraeth.”

“That sounds about right,” Fritjof replied. “Skulraeths are just about the only things that can catch them, too. When we first conquered the fields, we tried to tame the mares ourselves, but too many of our warriors got trampled in the process, and the old chief decided it wasn’t worth so many caved-in skulls.”

“Yeah, but just think about how much ground you could cover if you tamed something that fast,” I said as another few white blurs whipped past far to the south. “Plus, I’d love to get my eyes on one of them and see what they look like when they’re not in motion.”

“Then you’d have to catch them sleeping,” Ulrik said. “Their magic relies on their movement. Look and see.”

I followed his gaze back to the running mares and realized that the colors of the flowers were shifting behind them. The red and golden blooms started to darken to purple and blue until everywhere the enchanted horses ran, the fields were now covered with blue and violet flowers.

“The mares do this every time they run in these fields?” I asked.

“As far as we know,” Ulrik answered.

“I’ve never seen anything like that.” I shook my head. “This place is crazy.”

“It’s too beautiful, isn’t it?” an Illskan warrior called behind me. “That is why we do not trust it.”

“And why we had to conquer it,” Fritjof agreed.

“Sometimes, things are too good to be true,” I chuckled. “But sometimes, they’re just really good.”

After a final glance at the Oegyrian mares running free to the south, I nudged my drekkadyr forward again and started moving quickly across the fields toward the bay far to the west. The sun kept sinking toward the horizon in front of us, and after we had traveled for about ten miles, we picked up the pace a little more. We needed to move faster, but I could also tell that tensions were running high again between my clansmen, and I thought a fast run would be a good distraction for them.

When we had almost traveled another ten miles, I smelled the sea before I saw it. The scent of salty air and crisp wind hit me in the face like a lightning bolt, and I couldn’t keep the stupid grin off my face. Whenever I smelled the ocean, especially when there was a chill in the air, it always made me think of Alaska, and it always felt a little bit like coming home.

The sun was just starting to dip below the horizon when the ocean finally came into view. Endless dark waves stretched from the edge of a cliff all the way to the setting sun, and after I finally rode my drekkadyr all the way up to the cliff edge, I dismounted so I could get a closer look at things.

The cliffs at the western edge of the fields were a craggy drop off of about two hundred yards. Down below, a narrow stretch of beach ran north to south that was barely wider than my outstretched arms. I guessed the tide was probably in right now, so the beach might get a little wider over the next few hours, but it still probably wouldn’t be big enough for more than two or three people to walk comfortably next to each other.

When I looked over the cliffs to the north, I saw the Red Forest stretching out before me into the distance, and I knew I was looking down at Óhreinn territory. I couldn’t see anything besides the red-needled trees reaching up toward the sky, but I could have sworn they seemed even taller in Óhreinn territory than they did in the rest of the woods.

“It smells like home,” Nora said beside me, and I almost jumped at how quietly the Selkie woman had made her way all the way to my side.

“I’m glad you get to be near the ocean again for this trip,” I said with a smile, and then I leaned down to whisper in her ear. “And I’ll tell you a secret. It isn’t the only thing that smells like home. So do you.”

A slight blush spread across Nora’s freckled cheeks, and I inhaled her scent that wasn’t really a scent. The Selkie woman smelled only like the salty fresh air of the ocean, and when I looked into her dark blue eyes, I could have easily gotten lost in their depths.

“Well, we have reached the edge of the fields,” Eir announced from behind me, and her voice reminded me that I had an army of a hundred and fifty warriors with me who all required me to focus. “Now what?”

“Impatient to kill some filthy sea dogs, are you?” Fritjof chuckled.

“More like just impatient in general,” Vegvisir muttered, and I glanced up to see that the wanderling had managed to guide his drekkadyr to the front of the herd to join us.

“Being impatient makes me accomplish things,” Eir huffed. “What have you accomplished, old man? Other than gathering a bunch of--”

My Farthegn wife quickly stopped herself.

“Other than gathering a bunch of knowledge that nobody has the patience to learn?” Vegvisir finished for her with a wink.

“Let’s move on,” I said before Eir accidentally said anything about the runes in front of Ulrik or Fritjof. “Where are Thyrri and Igrid? They should be here for this.”

“Right behind you, my chief,” my pierced warlord said, and I turned to see both my warlords as they dismounted from their rides.

“Should we send the drekkadyr away or wait until morning?” Thyrri asked.

“They can wait here until morning,” I said. “We shouldn’t need them again, and Dyggur can stand guard until he drives them all home at first light tomorrow. I don’t want to risk the jakyls catching them during the journey in the dark.”

“Should we start setting up camp?” Thyrri asked.

“No, I don’t plan on sleeping tonight,” I said.

“Oh, really?” Eir smirked.

“Don’t get ahead of yourself,” I chuckled. “I’m hoping we’ll be on a ship by the time the sun rises, but that depends on what Eir and Nora find.”

“What would you like us to look for, my love?” Nora asked.

“I need you two to scout out a ship that we can take over,” I said. “Then once we take the ship, we can sail it into the Óhreinn stronghold, kill or hold off everybody who stands in our way, and then kill the chieftain.”

“I can climb down the cliffs and swim north,” Nora replied. “The Óhreinn sailors often dock their ships at night when they are this far south to avoid predators in the water. It should not be too difficult to find a ship we can steal.”

“Absolutely not,” I said. “It’s way too dangerous for you to swim so close to the ships, especially since the Óhreinn warriors are the ones who have almost hunted Selkies to extinction.”

“But then how will she--” Eir stopped herself again. “Ohhh. You want us to fly.”

“Exactly,” I said with a grin. “The two of you should be able to fly high enough that you just look like birds to anyone watching from below. Then as soon as you locate a ship we can take over, come back here, and we’ll make plans to steal it before dawn.”

“If we see any stray sailors, may we eat them?” Nora asked.

“Or just kill them?” Eir added. “Not all of us enjoy the taste of raw Farthegn flesh, Nora.”

“There’s no accounting for taste,” the auburn-haired seductress said with a cute little giggle, but even the sweetness of her laugh wasn’t enough to keep all the Farthegns gathered around us from taking a nervous step back.

“No, you may not,” I replied. “You’ll get plenty of chances to kill smelly sea dogs, hopefully tonight, but not on your own. There’s too much at risk.”

“Plus, there are usually at least fifty sailors on a ship,” an Illskan man added. “If you found a stray sailor, and he called for help, that would be a hell of a lot of men to kill.”

“You must have been in a different area of the training field the other day,” Ulrik chuckled. “Because if you had seen our chieftain’s two wives in action, you would have no doubt of their abilities to handle even an entire ship of Farthegns.”

“Very true,” I said with a smirk. “But let’s still not put that to the test, okay? You two go see what you can find, and come back as soon as you know something.”

“But you don’t want us to set up camp?” Thyrri asked again.

“No, we’ll start heading down the cliff face,” I said. “Regardless of whatever Eir and Nora find, we’ll still need to get down to the beach. We can scale these cliffs instead of the ones to our north. That way, just in case any Óhreinn clansmen can see in the dark, we’ll stay out of their line of sight.”

“Then we will return as soon as we can, my chief,” Eir said.

Both winged Valkyries strode toward the western-facing cliffs, gave each other a knowing smile, and then dove off the rock face. My heart jumped into my throat even though I knew they could both fly, and I couldn’t help but rush forward to the edge of the cliff.

I made it to the edge just as Nora and Eir both spiraled up into the air. Their black and midnight-blue wings beat the air as they propelled themselves higher and higher, and by the time a rush of wind from their beating wings ruffled my hair, both Valkyries had disappeared into the twilight sky above us.

“Shit,” Igrid sighed beside me. “They looked so pretty flying up there.”

I glanced over at my pierced warlord when she sighed a second time, and I found that her gaze was completely transfixed on the place in the sky where my wives had disappeared. Her third sigh made her sound like a lovesick puppy, and I was surprised that she found the idea of wings so interesting. I would have pegged her as a woman who preferred to have her feet on the ground at all times, preferably trampling her enemies’ corpses, but maybe there was more to Igrid that I didn’t understand.

Fritjof shifted his stance on the other side of Igrid and gave a little yawn. But the moment the shaggy-maned clansman opened his mouth, Igrid’s jaw clenched so tightly that a little muscle twitched underneath her cheekbone. Then, she promptly hauled off and punched Fritjof in the arm so hard that she actually rocked the big man where he stood.

“What did I do?” Fritjof asked, but he just started laughing when Igrid punched him again, this time in the shoulder.

“I think you are at the wrong place at the wrong time,” I chuckled. “Igrid goes off like that sometimes.”

“And you should know why more than anyone!” Igrid growled, but then she turned on her heel, stalked off, and disappeared behind a cluster of drekkadyr.

“Fuck, is she still frustrated because I haven’t appraised her yet?” I groaned.

“You tell me, my chief,” Thyrri said with a sly grin.

“What’s that supposed to mean?” I demanded. “Is there something else?”

“She is certainly frustrated,” Thyrri chuckled, and even Fritjof joined in her laughter now.

“I’ll tell you the same thing I told her,” I sighed. “I’ll set a price on her, but we don’t have time for that right now. We have another clan of Farthegns to conquer first.”

“Of course, my chief,” Thyrri snickered.

“All other… frustrations… will have to wait,” Fritjof said with a grin.

“You’re all being remarkably unhelpful,” I muttered. “But you can help make sure food gets distributed to everyone while I set up our climb down the cliffs.”

“Yes, my chief,” Thyrri said, but she was still smirking.

While my warlords, along with Fritjof and Ulrik, distributed smoked boar jerky, raw greens, and oat cakes to all the clansmen, I pulled out my climbing supplies from my pack and started to set things up for the long rappel down the cliff face. It would be a hell of a thing to travel two hundred yards to the beach at the bottom, but since it was the only way down the steep cliff, we would just have to be as quick and as careful as we could be.

Brokkr had made about a dozen rappel rings for me once I decided that we would be conquering Óhreinn. Pretty much any way into their territory meant we would have to rappel down some cliffs, and even though free soloing with Eir had been a rush when we broke into the Illskan dungeons, I didn’t want to risk a hundred and fifty inexperienced climbers having to free climb down.

Instead, we would all be rappelling with the anchors Brokkr had made and the ropes I would tie for all of us. After I finished securing two of the rappel rings to the top of the cliff, I fed the rope through and started on the first of a whole series of knots we would need before we got started.

Brandon would have called my knotwork shoddy, but it always did the job, even if it wasn’t as flashy or pretty as the knots he used to tie. This would be the first time I’d rappelled since his death, but I had solo rappelled plenty of times before he got killed, and I guessed I could do the same thing again now. It was always more fun to use a buddy system to drop down a cliff face, but at least I had a hundred and fifty other assholes to solo rappel with me today.

After I finished securing the first rappel system to the top of the cliffs, I looked up to see Vegvisir watching me from his perch on a low stone a few feet away.

“Unless you want to use your staff to help us all get to the bottom of the cliff, I would take some help,” I told the old wanderling.

“And let all these Farthegns see what my staff is capable of?” Vegvisir snorted. “I think not. Just because I’ve resigned myself to the fact that you’re weaponizing rune magic, that doesn’t mean these barbarians need to see or know everything the runes can do.”

“I happen to agree with you about that,” I muttered. “You can still make yourself useful, though. Hold this end of the rope for me, would you?”

“Yeah, give it here, boy,” the wanderling drawled and hauled himself up.

In the end, we had set up six different rappel stations by the time my warriors finished eating. Each station was anchored with two rings, and each set of ropes was set up to have a crude harness that someone’s ass would sit in, plus a brake rope that we would each use to control the speed of our descent.

The only real problem was that I wasn’t a hundred percent sure any of our ropes were long enough to reach the bottom of the two hundred yard high cliff. We would have to scale down before I was completely sure, but I felt reasonably confident that our ropes would at least get us close to the bottom. Then we could either free climb the rest of the way or possibly find a ledge wide enough to set up all our gear again.

I would make a decision about that when I made it halfway down the cliff. First, I needed to eat a little something so I had enough energy to keep going, and then I could climb down and see what I was working with.

It was too dark now to see the cliff face clearly, and as I munched on some smoked jerky, I glanced up at the stars as they all began to brighten into view.

“See something you like up there, boy?” Vegvisir chuckled.

“Maybe I’m just wondering if there are any apex predators who hunt at night in the Oegyrian Fields,” I replied.

“You mean besides the skulraeths?” The wanderling grinned. “No, as far as I know, that’s the only danger.”

“Hopefully, Dyggur will be enough to keep them at bay,” I muttered. “We’d still be walking right now if we hadn’t taken the drekkadyr all the way here, though.”

“I think the skulraeths would be more interested in all these Farthegns than in the drekkadyr,” Vegvisir said. “But it’s possible the Oegyrian mares will keep them distracted enough from venturing all the way out here. This is a little far west, even for skulraeths.”

I nodded and took a drink from my waterskin, but my gaze was drawn back to the stars a few seconds later. The molten, waxing crescent moon was already shining, but it was still slim enough that the stars took most of my attention. I didn’t recognize any of the constellations above me, but I couldn’t help thinking about the reading Eleni gave me before I left.

What stars had the sky elf seen that even she couldn’t recognize? She said they knew me, but what had they been trying to tell her? Maybe it didn’t even matter. I knew what I needed to do now, and I would just keep putting one foot in front of the other and making shit up as I went along.

“I think it’s a little too early to expect the name of Clan Briggs to be written across the heavens,” Vegvisir said dryly. “That was a nice touch, though.”

“It was worth a shot.” I shrugged. “Something has to unify them, and it might as well be a new name.”

“And new markings and a new ritual,” the old man pointed out. “In case there was ever any question, you’re sure as hell not a Farthegn. None of these brutes would ever have tried to unite two clans together.”

“You’ll make me blush in a minute,” I joked.

“You already know it’s the only damn reason I’m allowing this weaponizing of the runes to continue.” Vegvisir grumbled as he stared at the sky. “The Farthegns have been terrorizing this part of the world for long enough.”

“And you don’t think I’ll terrorize the world with an army of Farthegns to my name?” I asked.

“I doubt it,” Vegvisir snorted. “You might rule the world, yes. But you won’t destroy it. I saw the way you looked at these fields when you saw them, just like I’ve seen the way Farthegns look at them. You appreciate their beauty, but you’ve also got plans for them. Farthegns just want to conquer for the sake of conquering. You want to conquer for… well, I haven’t worked that bit out yet. But it’s different.”

“Maybe it has something to do with the mark on my chest,” I said.

“Or maybe it’s got something to do with the stars you keep thinking you’ll see when you look up, only to find they’re still different,” Vegvisir said, and the way he narrowed his eyes at me made me feel like when we had first met. Even back then, it had seemed like the old man could read everything in my mind.

“You know too much,” I muttered. “You said you wanted to teach me more runes, so what are you waiting for? We have a few minutes before we need to start down the cliffs.”

“A few minutes?” The wanderling curled his lip. “A few fucking minutes, he says. Like my life’s work can be reduced to a few fucking minutes squeezed in after dinner.”

“This was your idea in the first place,” I reminded him.

“Fine,” Vegvisir replied. “I know you’ve already been thinking about that rune for wind that I used against the jakyls up in Svelgard territory. We might as well start with that one.”

“How did you--”

“You stared at the rune with all the subtlety of a brick when I used it,” Vegvisir said. “I’m actually a little surprised you didn’t try it out and blow us all away in a tornado one night.”

“I thought it might be smarter to wait and hear what you had to say about it for exactly that reason,” I answered.

“I’ll show you a little,” the old man said. “But I wouldn’t use it too much since we’re only a few yards away from your army.”

I nodded and tried to hide my eagerness, even though I was pretty sure this was an impossible task.

“Well, go on,” Vegvisir said. “You remember the rune, don’t you?”

I leaned forward and drew two vertical lines in the dirt. I drew three diagonal lines connecting them both, and then I looked up at the wanderling to see if I’d gotten things right.

“I knew you committed it to memory,” the old man grumbled. “Now, the thing to remember about this rune is that it doesn’t actually summon wind. It’s a directing rune, not a summoning rune.”

“So it can only direct wind that already exists?” I guessed. “And if there’s no breeze, you’re shit out of luck?”

“Close,” Vegvisir said. “But I didn’t say it was a wind-directing rune. I said it was a directing rune.”

“Hold on.” I leaned forward to make damn sure no one could overhear me. “You mean it can direct anything?”

“Anything that flows,” Vegvisir answered. “Water or wind, mostly. Lava too, but I don’t suggest testing that one out without a few other runes to keep things under control.”

“But you could move water with this?” I demanded.

“Within reason,” the wanderling answered. “If I’m looking at a river, and I need a little creek to shoot off from the main flow, I can encourage some of the water to flow in another direction. But it’s not going to shoot water through the air. It’s more subtle than that.”

“What if I wanted to make the tide go out early?” I asked. “Could I direct the waves to retreat with this rune?”

“Only if you’re looking to kill yourself,” Vegvisir scoffed. “Don’t be so foolish as to think you can direct the ocean without draining your whole life force. Do you remember how you felt when the rune magic started feeding on your life force when we were escaping the helgrind den? It would be like that, only worse and faster.”

“Okay, then what about one wave?” I asked. “Could I direct one wave to retreat early?”

“You could do that,” Vegvisir answered with a nod. “This is one of the runes I used to save your ass from the northern seas when the ice broke, so I’d say it’s been tested well enough.”

“Shit, I didn’t know that,” I said.

“Because I didn’t tell you,” the wanderling pointed out. “Now, believe me when I say it gets a little tricky to distinguish one wave from another, but if you think about the water like air, then it should be easier. It’s very rare for the air to be completely still, and usually, the wind is moving around us all the time, even if it’s not very strong. Your goal is to guide all the wind around you into a narrow channel headed in whatever direction you want it to go.”

“And the same thing would be true for water,” I said. “As long as I’m near water, I could try to guide the water in a certain direction.”

“Yes,” Vegvisir replied. “But when you use this directing rune, you have to visualize the boundaries of the channel you want the wind to flow between. Otherwise, it’ll be too scattered to actually feel the effects.”

“Got it,” I said. “Visualize boundaries, direct the air or water or lava between the boundaries toward a target area.”

“Sure, simple as that,” Vegvisir chuckled. “The key is the boundaries. If you make them too far apart from each other, you’ll be trying to control too much wind, and it’ll drain you, plus it won’t be effective. Start small and work your way up from there.”

“Think you can manage a little demonstration with all these Farthegns around?” I grinned.

Vegvisir’s lip curled like I had just insulted every ancestor he ever had. Then he stood up and gripped his staff like he was simply leaning on it for support, but I noticed the runes all suddenly shimmering along the shaft until only one remained.

“Watch the red flower,” the old wanderling said.

I followed his gaze to see one flower that still remained red in the middle of a sea of blue and violet flowers. In the dim starlight, it looked like it had been dipped in dark blood, and I kept my gaze fixed on it as Vegvisir tapped the end of the staff against the ground.

A row of flowers in between us and the red bloom all suddenly whipped back and forth in a swirling breeze, but then the blast of wind slammed into the red flower like a punch and knocked it all the way backward. As soon as the wind passed by, the flower sprang back up like before, but it had been a pretty powerful blast.

“Try it against me,” I said.

“You don’t think this ol’ man can knock you off your feet?” Vegvisir waggled his eyebrows. “Watch and learn, boy.”

I grinned and jumped to my feet in a firm square stance. I made sure that my back wasn’t to the cliffs just in case the wanderling did manage to bowl me over, and I also gave one quick glance at my clansmen in the darkness to check that no one was looking in this direction. It was a little hard to see for sure in the dim light, but that just meant it would be hard for them to see me, too. I had given strict orders not to light any fires since we were so out in the open, but the starlight and thin crescent moon gave us just enough light not to stumble into each other.

When I turned back toward Vegvisir, it was just in time to see the old man tap his staff down on the ground again. The first tickle of wind felt like Nora running her fingers through my hair, but when the wanderling tapped his staff again, all the flowers between him and me flattened like we were in the middle of a gale. Petals ripped free from their stems and swirled past me, and then this second gust barreled into me like a train going full speed ahead.

I tried to dig my boots into the soil, but the wind blew into my right shoulder so hard that it threw me off balance, and I fell down on one knee. The wind kept pushing past me, but I was more grounded now that I was half-down. I could still feel the wind push back on my cheeks though, and I had to brace myself until the gust died down and all the flowers sprang back up.

“It’s more powerful than I thought,” I said as I picked myself up.

“See what I mean?” Vegvisir smirked. “If it’s powerful enough to channel snow in Svelgard and cover up our tracks, then it’s powerful enough to loosen the grip of your boots on the ground.”

“This would definitely be a harder rune to work with than fire or ice,” I said. “But it could come in handy in a pinch.”

“Will you inscribe it on more weapons?” the wanderling asked.

“I don’t think so,” I replied. “At least not yet. I think I’ll save this one for myself for now. It’s a lot more subtle than the other two, and the Farthegns are having a hard enough time with the fire rune at the moment.”

“Except for Bragi,” Vegvisir pointed out. “Before we left, I saw him practicing with the ice-runed scythe you gave him, and he seemed to be doing just fine.”

“Bragi is definitely the exception to a lot of things,” I said. “He’s the most level-headed Farthegn I’ve ever met, and he’s also far and away the best warrior.”

“Too bad he’s missing one leg,” Vegvisir said.

“Better a leg than his life,” I answered.

“Is it?” Vegvisir asked, but the question seemed genuine instead of sarcastic. “He might be level-headed, but Bragi is still a Farthegn, and not being able to fight in combat might be worse than a death sentence to him. So, is it really better?”

I had thought about this question before, but I always landed on the same answer. Death meant the end of all possibilities and all hope, but as long as Bragi was living, there was still plenty he could do to help his clan, and there were still plenty of chances to figure out some way to get him back into combat.

“Yeah, it really is,” I answered the wanderling. “Where I come from, amputation isn’t a death sentence. Our healers have invented things called prosthetics that can function like a missing limb. They’re usually made of some super intense metal, and I don’t know the first thing about how to make one, but if I can find anyone in this world who does, you can bet your ass I’ll try to help Bragi get back into combat.”

“The dwarves,” Vegvisir grunted.

“What about them?” I asked.

“The dwarves would be your best bet,” the wanderling repeated. “They know everything there is to know about the different metals of this world, and they’re known to be… oh, let’s call it innovative… so you could always start there.”

“Then that’s just one more reason to conquer Svelgard and give the dwarves back their territory,” I chuckled. “Buy a little goodwill and all that sort of thing.”

Vegvisir narrowed his eyes like he was trying to think of a snarky response, but in the end, he just shook his head and then held out his staff to me.

“Are you going to try this out or not?” the old wanderling demanded.

I grasped the staff, and all the runes glimmered again as if they were trying to decide which of them I was looking for. I cleared my head, closed my eyes, and pictured the directing rune. I could see two clear lines in my mind leading from me to the cliff, and then I focused on feeling nothing but the slight breeze all around me. I thought about all the wind flowing forward over the cliff between these two imaginary lines, and I could have sworn the staff grew warmer in my hands as I tapped it on the ground.

When I snapped my eyes open, the flowers between me and the cliff were all bent backward, and one of Amaeda’s healing packs was skidding toward the edge. I immediately lunged forward to grab the pack, but that meant I was also now caught in the little wind tunnel I had just created. My stomach hit the ground when I reached forward to grab the pack by its straps, and when I tried to push myself up, the wind knocked me right back down, so I had to stay flat against the flowers. I directed the wind down toward the ground and slowly encouraged it to blow itself out. It was the same way I controlled how big or small the enchanted rune flames were when I summoned them, only now I was doing it with wind.

“This is a great rune,” I said with a grin when I was finally able to pop up again. “I wasn’t sure how useful it would be other than to cover tracks, but imagine what you could do on a really windy day. Hell, imagine what you could do against a group of men who aren’t steady on their feet. If they were all running toward you, they’d be unstable, and you might be able to knock them all down with one big gust to give yourself an advantage.”

“I suppose,” Vegvisir said with a slight frown.

“Oh, don’t even pretend you’ve never used this against someone to defend yourself,” I said.

“Defending yourself and conquering others are two very different aggressive uses of this rune,” the old man muttered.

“Fair enough,” I replied. “Let me try again.”

I gripped the staff in both hands again, but before I could direct the wind again, a noise from overhead stopped me.

I heard a keening cry above me like Death itself was descending from above, and then both Valkyries plunged down from the night sky like two bolts of dark lightning.
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Chapter 14

Eir landed in a crouch with her raven-black wings neatly tucked behind her, but Nora glided down with her dark blue wings outstretched until she touched down among the flowers so lightly that her feet barely made an imprint. Eir’s blonde braids and dreadlocks were a tangled mess from her flight, but Nora had managed to twist her long auburn hair into a tight knot that kept it out of her face while she flew.

But neither woman seemed to give two shits about how tangled her hair was. They were both too excited, and their faces lit up with a glow that made me grin too, even before I knew what they were going to say.

“We found a ship to steal,” Nora announced.

“Is that what that terrifying shrieking was about?” Vegvisir muttered.

“Oh, I am not sure why we made that sound,” Nora admitted. “It just came out, and it felt very natural.”

“If you two are going to turn into screaming banshees, I don’t know if I want to stick around for that,” Vegvisir said.

“I don’t know about banshees, but I’ve already seen Eir turn into a bird,” I said. “Maybe their shrieks have something to do with that, but they just don’t understand them yet. Think about when Eir first took the dead souls to that tomb. She didn’t really know what she was doing, but she was able to do it anyway.”

“Who cares about the beautiful shrieking sound we made?” Eir huffed. “What matters is that we found a beautiful and glorious ship. No one will suspect us when we sail it into their stronghold, at least not until it is too late for them to save their chieftain from certain death at your hands, my chief.”

“Perfect.” I rubbed my hands together to keep away the cold, even though it made me feel like an evil mastermind. “Where is it?”

“Moored in a small bay along the southwestern Óhreinn coastline,” Nora said. “The bay is surrounded by forest, but there is a fifty-yard radius directly around it that is flat and completely without cover.”

“Then we’ll just have to run really fast,” I said. “How many Farthegns?”

“About fifty, and I believe they are all men,” Eir answered. “I did not see any women. Most of the men have come to shore, and they will be easy pickings for us.”

“Let’s not get cocky about it,” I said, even though I was inclined to agree with her. “What kind of weapons?”

“Mostly maces,” Eir replied. “Some have blunt ends for better smashing, and some are studded with spikes for better tearing. They looked rather heavy, but they are not as big as Illskan axes.”

“Then they’ll probably be able to swing them faster,” I said. “But we can take them. Anything else?”

Nora growled so deeply that it seemed to tremble her limbs with rage. “Only that these men are very, very bad--”

“And very, very smelly,” Eir interrupted. “We didn’t even get close, and their stench still reached us.”

“They should be shown no mercy,” Nora finished. “If you wish us to spare any of their lives, I will obey your orders. But I would prefer to slaughter them all.”

“Your request is duly noted.” I nodded.

“Should I give the word to move out?” Igrid whispered at my elbow, and I almost jumped when I saw that both my warlords had snuck up and were now awaiting my command.

“Yeah,” I answered. “I’ll have Eir and Nora carry the packs down so all we have to move is ourselves. But tell everyone to keep it quiet. I don’t want to give away our position just in case anyone down there can see us up on these cliffs.”

“In the darkness, it is doubtful,” Nora said. “But still not a bad precaution. I want them to be completely surprised when we rush them from the forest. I want to inhale their fear before I tear open their screaming throats.”

“Your wish is my command,” I said with a smile. “Eir, go ahead and tell Dyggur his instructions on what to do with the drekkadyr herd.”

“I will, and I will tell him he is the goodest boy there is for taking such good care of these beasts,” Eir replied. “He will take them home in the morning, but I cannot promise that he will not try to find me afterward. He may even venture over the cliffs into Óhreinn territory.”

I might have questioned the massive heillhaust’s ability to scale the cliffs between my territory and Óhreinn’s section of the Red Forest, but I had seen him practically free solo before when Eir and I broke into the Illskan stronghold. Plus, after he helped save our asses against the helgrind, I was more than confident that Dyggur could do whatever he damn well put his mind to.

After I went over the basics of how to rappel down the side of a cliff, I could tell there was some real nervousness. It took a lot to unsettle the Farthegns, but now I had already discovered two of their weaknesses: Nora and heights.

Then there was nothing to it but to get started.

I was the first one down so I could demonstrate the proper technique, and lucky for me, Igrid and Thyrri were both fast learners and were able to help demonstrate for everyone else, too. A few Farthegns glanced at my wives’ wings while I went over the basics of rappelling, but I wasn’t about to give them that out. For one thing, all the Farthegn men weighed too much for my wives to carry even between them through the air, and I didn’t want to promise the women they would be safe if they fell. They needed to do this on their own with no safety net. It was the only way to make sure we would all get to the bottom.

Once I was sure my makeshift harness was secure around my hips, I backed up to the edge of the cliff with my braking rope in hand. The first step was always the hardest one to make, and it felt like I’d just taken a shot of pure adrenaline as I hesitated on the two hundred yard high precipice.

“Cowabunga, dudes,” I said with a grin, and then I let myself fall backward off the cliff.

The moment I disappeared over the edge, I heard every clansman gasp and rush forward, but my boots were already firmly planted against the rock face by the time they peered over to see me. I pushed off with my feet at the same time I let the braking rope slip through my hand, and after I fell another few yards, I braked again, and my feet swung back against the rock face.

I let myself dangle there for a few seconds while I checked to see if the Farthegns were shitting themselves yet or not, but they all seemed more eager than anything else now.

Nobody could ever accuse the Farthegns of being cowards.

Ulrik was the first Illskan down, and Thyrri was the first Dalirian to try it out. The reformed rebel’s shoulder slammed pretty hard into the cliff face the first time he tried to bounce his feet off the smooth rock, but he rallied. A few seconds later, he was rappelling like he had done this his whole life. Thyrri was an instant natural, but the fierce warlord was more graceful than most of the Farthegns around her, so I wasn’t surprised that she took to it so well.

Once it seemed like my clan was starting to get the hang of things, I kept rappelling until I was about halfway down the cliff face. There was a wide enough shelf to stand on while I looked up to make sure everyone was still sticking with me.

It would also give me a chance to estimate how much rope I had left.

Ulrik and Thyrri were both still doing great, and the clansmen on the other three rappel stations were also hanging in there, even if they were moving a little more slowly. Based on the amount of cliff I had left and the length of rope still in my hands, I could tell I wouldn’t make it all the way to the bottom, but it would get me most of the way there.

I kept feeding myself more rope as I dropped down the cliff face. When there were only about twenty yards left between me and the beach, my rope got too short to use anymore. I found a few decent holds in the rock, and once I perched myself carefully on a ledge, I slipped off the harness and started to free climb down.

The Farthegns at the top of the cliff pulled the rope back up so the next round of climbers could get started, and it only took me a few minutes to pick my way down the rest of the rock face. About a minute after my feet hit the beach, Thyrri landed beside me, then Ulrik, and then the three other clansmen who had wanted to be the first Farthegns to ever rappel.

“You all did great,” I said with a grin. “How did it feel?”

“Like I was flying.” Thyrri smiled. “I imagine it is a small taste of what your wives feel every time they use their wings.”

“It is a most wonderful feeling,” Eir said as she dipped down from the sky to land beside us. “The next round of climbers have started, my chief.”

“Good,” I said. “I know it’ll take a minute for everybody to get down here, but you and Nora can go ahead and start moving the packs down. Just make sure you don’t carry anything heavier than your wings can handle.”

It took a solid two hours to get everyone down the cliff in one piece, but nobody said that sneaking into another clan’s province would be easy. Vegvisir was one of the last ones to rappel down the rock face, and I was completely unsurprised that he seemed to practically run backward down the cliff.

When we were all assembled on the narrow stretch of beach with our packs in tow, I had Nora and Eir fly back up one more time so they could gather up all the rappel anchors and ropes to bring with us. I wasn’t about to leave them there for some other asshole to use, and I also knew we wouldn’t be coming back this way, anyway.

It was good and dark by the time we were all ready to move on from the cliffs. This was perfect for sneaking up on a group of unsuspecting Farthegns, and now all we had to do was not get killed by any other predators in the woods on our way to them.

I knew the Óhreinn predator was supposed to be one who lived in the sea, but I wasn’t taking any chances, especially not after a pack of jakyls decided to lose their minds and run all the way north to Svelgard.

Before we set out, I drew up some quick battle plans for everyone. I wasn’t sure how similar the situation would look when we arrived at the Óhreinn campsite compared to how it looked when Eir and Nora scouted it out, but I figured it would be close enough. I assigned half of the clansmen to be under Thyrri’s direct supervision, and I assigned the other half to Igrid. That way, we could split up when we reached their campsite so Igrid’s half could take the enemies still on the boat, while Thyrri’s half took out the enemies who were camped on shore.

And since we would mostly be traveling through dense forest, I gave them all two signals that would be easy to hear and follow in the darkness. The first signal was a low call like a mourning dove, and it was to signal everybody to halt. The idea for the second signal came from my Valkyries. It was a high-pitched shriek that sounded like a barn owl, and it was terrifying enough to freeze somebody’s blood if they didn’t know what it was. This signal would come from either Nora or Eir, and it would tell everybody it was time to attack.

Once we had everything in place for our upcoming attack, we traveled quickly and silently with my two Valkyries as our guides. Both women had only seen the ship from high above, but they were completely certain about which direction to go, and they never once seemed lost. We traveled north along the beach to the comforting sound of lapping waves, and then we left the sand behind us and entered the Red Forest again.

I spotted a campfire ahead about an hour after we had entered the trees, and I whistled the low mourning dove call so everybody else halted while I went ahead with my warlords and Valkyries to scope things out. We paused at the edge of the treeline to look ahead, but before a plan could even unfold in my mind, I had to stop myself from gagging.

My clansmen hadn’t been joking when they said the Óhreinn clansmen smelled bad. A smell like fish rotting in the summer sun was the first scent to hit me, but it was immediately followed by what seemed to be sulfur mixed with sewage.

Nora and Eir both tensed their abdominal muscles like they were physically preventing themselves from being sick, and Igrid pinched her own arm so hard that I guessed she must be trying her best to distract herself from the stench. Thyrri covered her nose, but when that seemed to fail, she just tapped Igrid’s shoulder and had the pierced woman pinch the shit out of her arm, too.

As soon as Óhreinn belonged to me, we were going to have some serious talks about personal hygiene.

But first, we had to conquer them. The enemy clan was assembled in a clearing with a radius of fifty yards. The clearing backed up to the ocean, and one of the Óhreinn longships bobbed gently in the water where it was anchored just offshore. It was an impressive vessel with two masts, two carved figureheads at the stern and prow, and at least several dozen oars that drifted aimlessly in the water at the moment.

The middle of the clearing was dominated by a huge bonfire, but there were only about thirty Farthegn men gathered around it. They were all eating and drinking as enthusiastically as if they knew this was about to be their last night alive, but the rest of the fur-cloaked warriors looked to be on the ship itself.

And it only took one glance to figure out why.

The men on the longship were all surrounding a petite figure who had fallen down on the deck and had her arms raised like she was trying to block a blow. When I looked a little closer, I saw that the figure seemed to have pale blue skin, and most importantly, her breasts were completely bare.

My vision immediately went red as I heard the woman pleading something in a language I didn’t understand, followed by the laughter of all the Farthegns gathered around the woman.

“There was not a woman here before,” Eir whispered. “They must have caught her after we flew away.”

One of the Óhreinn clansmen on the beach kicked a log into the fire to make the flames dance a little higher. He called something in Farthegn to the men on the ship, and everyone seemed to get a kick out of whatever he said.

Eir looked like she really was going to be sick now, but she still translated for me. “They are threatening to eat her after they finish with her. They say her tail will be especially delicious roasted over the fire.”

“Mermaid tail is particularly delicious, though I prefer it raw,” Nora said. “But if they wanted to eat her, they should just kill her and be done with it. They should not toy with her like this. Everyone knows mermaids are completely helpless out of the water.”

“They shouldn’t be threatening violence against her at all,” I hissed. “Thyrri and Igrid, get ready to lead your halves like we planned. I’ll go with Igrid against the bastards on the ship. Eir and Nora, I want you to fly up and cause a distraction straight above them.”

“Gladly,” Eir whispered.

“And one more thing,” I said. “This is especially for Nora, but it applies to all of you: I don’t want a single one of these fuckers left alive.”

“Yes, my chief!” all four women growled.

Eir and Nora both shot up through the treetops like their wings were rocket-propelled. The mermaid on board the Óhreinn ship was still trying to fend off the men who were all swarming her, but I forced myself to stay still for two more seconds to give my Valkyries time to get in place.

Then Nora gave such a terrifying shriek from above that she sounded like a banshee instead of a Selkie. All the enemy Farthegns looked up, but before they could even glance back down at each other, one of the men by the fire suddenly had two arrows buried in the top of his skull. He was dead so fast that he couldn’t even cry out, but he didn’t need to scream to grab the attention of every other asshole around him. The moment blood started gushing from his ears and eyes, everyone jumped to their feet and grabbed their weapons.

Only now they were too late.

My clansmen had sprinted forward the moment they heard the signal from Nora that it was time to attack, and now I ran just ahead of them out of the trees and toward our enemies. Thyrri and Igrid roared and dashed across the sand right next to me, and the rest of my warriors shouted and streamed forward from the woods behind us into two distinct killing groups like we had planned.

One throwing tomahawk left my hand before I even reached the Óhreinn clansmen. It buried itself between the eyes of a Farthegn reaching for his mace, and as he sank to the ground, I just sprinted right past him toward the edge of the longship.

I splashed into the icy water until I was up to my waist, but the mark on my chest was burning so hot that it flooded my muscles with warmth. I barely registered the frigid water even after it splattered up and soaked my shirt beneath my furs and black leather armor.

Then I threw a second tomahawk at one of the Farthegns surrounding the blue mermaid, and the moment my hands were free, I grabbed one of the ladders hanging off the edge of the ship and climbed up as fast as I could go.

Igrid vaulted up the ladder and over the side of the ship right beside me, followed by half of our clansmen. The pierced warlord was somehow already covered in blood, and she sprinted forward armed with a tomahawk in one hand and a Khopesh sword in the other. She buried the tomahawk in the face of the first asshole she came across, and she hacked her Khopesh sword into the stomach of the man beside him.

The first man died before he even got a scream out, but the second man shrieked and then gasped as she twisted the sickle of the Khopesh sword deeper into his guts. The blade made a sick squelching sound when it tore half the intestines out of his stomach, but Igrid didn’t bother to tear out the other half. The man’s arms were already so limp that he couldn’t even try and hold his guts in, and since the pierced woman clearly wanted to move on to her next target, she simply elbowed him in the face so his eyes went crossed.

The force of her elbow pushed him off her sickle sword just as she finished breaking another sailor’s face with her tomahawk. Another Óhreinn warrior swarmed toward her from behind with a spiked mace, but without even looking, Igrid jerked her tomahawk out of the other sailor’s face and jammed the weapon’s spike straight back into the mace-wielding warrior’s cheek.

The spike shot right through his cheek into his mouth like she was trying to build a railroad on his face. The man couldn’t even open his mouth to scream because the spike was so lodged through his cheek, but from the gurgle that came from him now, it sounded like the spike had gone through every layer of muscle and even managed to spear his tongue at the same time.

It served the bastard right for trying to sneak up on Igrid.

My pierced warlord twisted her body around so she could pull the tomahawk out of the man’s cheek. When he still tried to bring his spiked mace down on top of her petite frame, Igrid just smirked at him and caught his wrist with the hook of her Khopesh sword. She jerked his wrist back toward his body so the man bashed his mace into his own skull, and then Igrid kicked the warrior’s bleeding body over the edge of the ship and into the icy water below.

Igrid sent me a grin from across the deck, and then she disappeared into a smelly cluster of Óhreinn warriors who all started to get pummeled left, right, and sideways by the fiery pierced warlord.

As much as it made the mark on my chest burn with excitement to watch Igrid decimate the shrieking warriors around her, I focused my attention completely on the clansmen around me now. I finished dragging my own jagged cutlass across the throat of an Óhreinn sailor and carried the blade right across the throat of the warrior beside him.

It only caught the side of his neck, but my tomahawk was swinging up in between his legs at the same time. The tomahawk cleaved straight into his balls, and the man gave such a shriek of pain that I thought his mouth might turn inside out in agony. As the warrior fell to his knees, I tore the cutlass completely across his throat this time. Blood spurted out to coat my skin like spray paint, and the feeling of my enemy’s blood made the scar on my chest start to burn white-hot.

Then it started to smoke.

“Look at the chieftain who has come to conquer you!” Eir shouted from the darkness above me, followed by two more arrows that buried themselves into a single target’s eyeballs. “You should all tremble and fall on your knees so it is easier to cut off your heads!”

My Farthegn wife didn’t exactly inspire the Óhreinn clansmen to surrender, but a number of them did glance in my direction. I could imagine their feelings at the sight of my body dripping with icy seawater and surrounded by a cloud of pale smoke seething up from my chest, but the obvious fear in their eyes only made them all curse what sounded like the same word in Farthegn, and then they renewed their attacks against us with double the vigor.

I glanced quickly back at the shore to make sure Thyrri and her half of my warriors didn’t need any help, but I wasn’t the least bit surprised when I saw that they had things more than under control. My brunette warlord gave a bloodcurdling scream that made even the hairs on the back of my neck stand up, and then she whipped dual tomahawks around her in a dance of death.

The first tomahawk severed an Óhreinn clansman’s ear at the same time the spike on the second one gouged out an enemy warrior’s eyeball. She didn’t even pause to finish the job though, since one of my huntresses followed right behind her and polished off every warrior that Thyrri wounded. This let Thyrri keep whirling forward through the crowd of warriors on the beach, and every new enemy she met found himself with a gaping wound faster than he could offer a counter strike.

Fritjof and Ulrik were both fighting on the shore with Thyrri’s unit, but they moved with brute force instead of the brunette warlord’s grace. Each time the shaft of Fritjof’s heavy battle axe blocked a blow from the Óhreinn clansmen’s maces, the shaggy-haired warrior grunted and swung his weapon end over end so the double-headed blade cut a man’s leg down to the femur and then cleaved straight through another man’s sternum a second later. His axe cut through bone almost as easily as flesh, and the ease that the big warrior moved with made me extra glad he fought for me tonight.

Ulrik wasn’t quite as broad-shouldered as his father, but his compact muscles were just as capable of leaving a trail of total destruction behind his battle axe. He rammed his scarred skull into every enemy Farthegn in his way, ripped their maces right out of their hands, and decapitated one warrior after another with the powerful swing of his weapon. And each time he launched his battle axe against a new opponent, the reformed rebel hissed and bared his teeth in a bloody grin.

I thought he might have taken a punch to the face, and that was why his mouth was dripping blood, but then I saw him attack the next Óhreinn clansman. He buried his axe into the man’s hip at a downward angle, and just as the blade sank into the flesh above his pelvis, Ulrik dropped one hand from his axe so he could reach up and grab the Óhreinn warrior’s wrist. He twisted the man’s hand completely backward until I heard a bone snap, and as soon as his screeching enemy let the mace drop from his broken grip, Ulrik leaned forward and ripped the other man’s throat out with his teeth.

The reformed rebel spat out a mouthful of blood and cartilage, leaned back with his face to the night sky, and roared like a lion who had just devoured its prey.

“He’s as bad as Nora,” Igrid chuckled beside me after we both sank the blades of our tomahawks into the same Óhreinn warrior’s chest.

“Almost,” I said with a smirk, and then I nodded at the Selkie woman fighting in the shallows of the outgoing tide.

Igrid smashed her tomahawk into the top of our enemy’s skull before she followed my gaze toward Nora. The sea-born woman looked like an avenging goddess coated with enemy Farthegn blood on every inch of her nearly bare skin. She caught one Óhreinn clansman after another and seemed to want to punish each one a different way.

I blocked a swing from one smelly Viking pirate, and then I shoulder checked him to the side before I slammed my tomahawk into the inside of his thigh. My blow practically hacked off the limb, and he screamed out in agony as he fumbled to the ground.

Then I drove the spike of my tomahawk through his skull and glanced around for my wives.

After Nora broke one man’s arm and then forced his face into the water, she pushed her bare foot down on the back of his head so he drowned in the frigid waves. But while he was still drowning, she ducked to avoid a mace swing from another warrior and then clawed her fingers into his chest. She pulled down at the flesh over his sternum until it started to peel back like a corpse having an autopsy, and then she jerked the peeling flesh toward her so she could bite the man’s whole face off.

The auburn-haired woman immediately spat out the flesh of the man’s nose and lips with a disgusted look. These sea dogs must have tasted as bad as they smelled if even my Selkie wife couldn’t stand to eat them. She threw the faceless man into the tide, kicked in the skull of the man she had just drowned to make sure he was dead, and then looked up to find her next enemy.

As soon as she spotted another Óhreinn warrior close by, she pointed at him and simply beckoned him toward her with a smile. I swore I could feel the power of her seductive spell all the way on board the ship, and I wasn’t surprised that the man threw down his mace and stumbled into the tide. When he was within arm’s reach, Nora wrapped both her arms around his neck almost like she was going to pull him in for a kiss, but then she just sank her fingers into his throat until he gargled on a bubble of blood and then went limp in her arms.

I grinned at the ferocity of my auburn-haired Valkyrie just as I sliced my runed cutlass through a man’s neck. Fire bubbled up inside the cut, and the flames strangled the clansman’s scream before it even got out of his throat. The fire burned deeper into his body until I could have sworn I saw a little flicker of flame in the back of his open mouth just before he plunged to the deck in front of me.

I was about to keep pushing forward across the longship, but then I saw that one of the Óhreinn warriors was barreling toward Thyrri’s back with his mace raised. She was already occupied with a burly enemy over twice her size, and I didn’t think she saw the second clansman racing toward her from behind.

“Eir, get to Thyrri!” I called, since I was out of throwing tomahawks.

“For Clan Briggs!” Eir shouted as she plunged from the sky, planted her feet on the sand, and fired an arrow into the back of the enemy warrior’s neck before he could reach Thyrri.

The brunette warlord finished killing her opponent and then whirled toward Eir. Thyrri started to nod her thanks, but she suddenly snarled and threw one of her short-handled tomahawks at the Nordic beauty. The weapon spun past her so close to her temple that it nearly shaved one of her dreadlocks off, but Eir didn’t even flinch, and the tomahawk sailed past her straight into the skull of a filthy sea dog right behind my Farthegn wife.

As Thyrri and Eir both turned and began fighting back to back now, I drew my runed cutlass and made another sweeping pass through an Óhreinn clansman’s stomach. Orange flames started to lick at his exposed internal organs, and I kicked him away.

I saw Igrid wield her runed blade and create a small inferno inside someone’s chest cavity, and then I locked eyes with Vegvisir at the edge of the fighting back on shore. The old man stood as still as a statue with his eyes half-closed, but every few seconds, he drummed the end of his staff against the ground, and a spear of ice flew from the tip through an Óhreinn asshole’s neck. Sometimes, he simply whirled the staff like a kung fu master, knocked out two smelly sailors with two quick raps, and then went right back to standing still until another enemy caught his attention.

I had known the wanderling could hold his own, but it still made me smirk at the allies I had on my side versus the smelly Farthegns we were fighting.

I wrecked another few clansmen on my way to the far end of the longship, but I didn’t let them keep me occupied for long. Each time another enemy fell in a river of blood onto the deck, I skated across the slick wood and used it to propel me even faster toward the cowering blue mermaid at the stern of the vessel.

The blue-skinned woman was curled into a fetal position, and I realized every one of her breaths seemed more gasping than the last. Which made me wonder if mermaids were like fish in this world and couldn’t breathe out of water. She tried to pull herself toward the edge of the ship, but since she could barely even breathe, she definitely didn’t have the energy to make much progress back to the water.

The Óhreinn clansmen seemed to have forgotten about her in their desperation to defend against Clan Briggs, but now I spotted one fucker who was moving toward her like he would bash her skull in even if it was his last act in this world. The mermaid looked up at the man with a mix of fear and fury, but just as he swung his weapon toward the side of her face, I slid across the slick deck and grabbed the man by the wrist.

“Not so fast, asshole,” I muttered, even as my nostrils flared to keep from gagging at the man’s stench.

I kept my grip around his wrist as I brought my tomahawk up into the man’s stomach. After two quick hacks to his gut, the man dropped his mace, but I just kept hacking until his abdomen looked like the floor of a slaughterhouse. He already hung limply from where I still held his wrist, but I only dropped him after there didn’t seem to be any more guts left in his body.

I finished off a wounded clansman a few feet away who was trying to crawl overboard as if the ocean would somehow save him, and then I glanced back at the rest of the fight. There were no more than half a dozen Óhreinn warriors still on their feet, and my clansmen were already pouncing on them and bringing them down with shouts of triumph.

“Finish them!” I ordered. “Then check for survivors, and finish them, too!”

“Yes, my chief!” my warriors all roared back.

Since my warriors seemed to have things well in hand, I tucked my weapons back into my belt and knelt beside the gasping mermaid. Eir landed beside me in a burst of wind, and a second later, Nora followed her example. When the mermaid started to gasp more frantically in Nora’s presence, I gestured for the Selkie to step back, but Igrid quickly found her way to my side instead, so I was still flanked by two fierce warriors.

Up close, the mermaid wasn’t quite like anything I had imagined.

Her skin was a pale shade of blue like the sky at sunrise, and her shimmering hair was dark blue like the depths of the ocean. Her eyes were an even paler blue than her skin, so they seemed almost completely white, and her ears were actually fins almost as long as her hair itself. Deep blue scales glittered in the dim light all the way from her tail up to a scattering of scales like freckles across her torso. Her breasts were bare, but she didn’t even try to cover them since she was too busy trying to take her next breath.

Then I realized that the sound of her panting wasn’t coming from her mouth. It was coming from the gills on her cheeks that flared and collapsed with each passing second. There were more gills along the sides of her neck, just like I noticed there were small fins along the backs of her arms, but every part of her seemed to be in pain out here in the air.

I had to get this woman back in the water.

“I won’t hurt you,” I told the gasping mermaid. “Can you swim if I put you back in the water, or are you injured?”

The woman looked up at me with surprise, and her pale eyes looked like full moons beneath her thick lashes.

“The air must have already gone to her head,” Nora muttered. “She might as well be dead, then.”

“I can swim,” the mermaid answered quickly in a soft Eastern European accent, as if she expected Nora to eat her if she didn’t speak up fast enough.

“I’ll get you in the water, then.” I slipped my arms under her petite body, lifted her easily, and carried her toward the edge of the ship. I thought about just dropping her in, but even though she seemed as much part fish as she was part human, it seemed cruel to just throw her overboard and hope she made it.

As far as I could tell, there was really only one thing to do.

I jumped overboard with the mermaid still in my arms.
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Chapter 15

My whole body plunged below the surface of the waves, but I had leaned back slightly when I jumped, so my body took the brunt of the hit instead of hers. The icy water sent a shock through my veins, and I realized that the mark on my chest had stopped burning and fueling my muscles with extra heat.

For just a second, I remembered Eleni’s reading about things that would try to draw me under, and as the freezing waves constricted my breathing, I wondered if she meant the mermaid or something different. Either way, it was too late now.

My whole body stiffened like I might immediately go into shock, but when I popped back up above the surface, I was able to gulp down just enough air to get my legs pumping again. Every kick felt like I was breaking through a thin wall of ice, but I kept my legs moving so my head stayed above the surface.

As soon as I decided I hadn’t actually died from the freezing cold, I released my grip on the blue-skinned woman, and her light weight disappeared from my arms with a strong wriggling movement. Then I forced my frozen legs to kick my way back toward the edge of the ship, and I managed to reach one hand up and grab the figurehead at the stern of the vessel.

I looked back at the spot where I had just been, but there was no sight of the mermaid. I didn’t know how she survived in this frigid water, but the woman had gills on her cheeks, so I figured she knew what the fuck she was doing better than I did.

I started to pull myself out of the water, but Nora and Igrid quickly leaned forward and helped pull me up the rest of the way. As soon as my feet were back on board and seawater was streaming from my clothes, I glanced back at the waves one more time. I thought I saw a shimmer of blue beneath the water, but when the mermaid didn’t reappear, I guessed she must have been so terrified that she’d already fled.

“It is too bad she immediately forgot your kindness,” Nora sighed. “She should have been more grateful that we did not eat her as a victory meal.”

“Nobody’s eating anybody as a victory meal,” I chuckled. “She was just scared, and I don’t blame her for swimming away as fast as she could. Just let her be.”

“A mermaid never forgets,” a low voice sounded from the water.

I spun back around and saw the mermaid about a dozen feet away from the stern of the vessel. Her blue hair pooled around her head, and her lips were barely raised above the waves as her pale eyes locked onto mine.

“Mermaid, you are in the presence of the chieftain of the Briggs clan,” Eir announced. “This is a great honor for you.”

The fins on either side of the mermaid’s head twitched like she was laughing, but she raised her chin out of the water so she could speak again.

“I have never heard of Farthegns who belong to a Briggs clan, or of a chieftain who does not speak the Farthegn language,” the mermaid said. “But mermaids never forget a kindness. We may be helpless out of the water, but I promise I will find a way to make this up to you one day.”

“You really don’t have to,” I said. “I was just--”

“A mermaid never forgets,” the blue-skinned woman repeated. “Until we meet again, chieftain of the Briggs clan.”

Then she simply sank underneath the surface of the water and disappeared in a flash of blue below the waves.

“Curious,” Vegvisir muttered.

I turned in surprise when I heard the wanderling’s voice. The old man had somehow made it from the edge of the fight on the beach all the way to the far end of the ship in about sixty seconds, and he didn’t even look out of breath. He just stared at the waves where the mermaid had vanished and then looked at me with his eyes narrowed.

“What’s curious?” I demanded.

“Perhaps nothing,” the wanderling said in a tone that most definitely meant I shouldn’t bother asking him anything else.

I was most definitely going to follow up with him, but I didn’t have time to interrogate Vegvisir now, just like I didn’t have time to think too much more about the mermaid. All the Óhreinn warriors seemed to be dead, and my clansmen were going from one corpse to the next to slit throats or stab hearts and make absolutely sure no one was faking.

“Should we burn the bodies or leave them where they are?” one of my wildish women asked me.

“Burning would take too big of a fire,” I replied. “It would draw too much attention.”

“Plus, the stench might kill everyone in a two-mile radius,” Eir said as she stepped over a particularly foul-smelling corpse to come stand beside me.

“You might be right about that,” I groaned as another wave of the decaying fish smell reached my nose. “These men don’t deserve a proper burial, anyway.”

“I would offer to eat some of them for you, but…” Nora shuddered. “Their meat is even more foul than the meat of a jakyl.”

“Then they must taste like rotted corpses,” an Illskan warrior chuckled.

“That might be a slander to rotted corpses,” Nora said sweetly.

“Leave them on the shore,” I ordered. “And throw these bodies into the ocean. If no predators around here are willing to eat them, then they can just slowly rot. It’s still better than they deserve.”

Igrid and an Illskan woman grabbed one body and started to haul it toward the edge of the ship, but I jumped forward and caught their arms.

“Get their furs first!” I said. “When we sail this ship into the stronghold port, we’ll need to wear these furs so we can pretend to be them.”

“We have to wear them?” Igrid’s pierced nose wrinkled.

“Not for long,” I promised. “Trust me, the idea isn’t any more appealing to me than it is to you. We won’t wear them for a second longer than we have to.”

Igrid gritted her teeth and pulled off the smelly furs from the clansman she was hauling. Then she and the Illskan woman kept dragging him toward the edge of the ship, and as soon as they pushed him over, the rest of my warriors followed their example.

“My chief,” Nora whispered. “I believe we should go below deck while everyone else takes care of the dead bodies.”

“What’s below deck?” I asked.

“I am not sure, but I can smell fear,” Nora replied. “My guess is that the hold is full of slaves, and they do not understand what is happening up here.”

“Ah, shit,” I muttered. “I don’t know why I assumed these assholes did the rowing themselves. Of course they use slaves.”

“It is a proper job for a slave,” Eir pointed out. “Warriors fight, and slaves row. What is wrong with this?”

“I’ll give you one guess about how these Óhreinn men probably treated their slaves,” I said. “Come on, we might as well see for ourselves.”

“Maybe the slaves will see you as their rescuer instead of a demon,” Eir giggled.

“Who thinks I’m a demon?” I tugged at my beard.

“That’s what all the Óhreinn clansmen called you when your chest started smoking,” Eir explained. “Perhaps they are more superstitious than the rest of the Farthegns and still believe the old stories about how fire demons consumed the world once and will do so again in the future.”

“Curious,” Vegvisir said again.

I didn’t have anything to say to that. I led the way toward the door that led below deck instead, but the moment I opened the door, I gagged and almost ripped my shirt so I could stuff the fabric up my nostrils.

The stench that came from below deck was even worse than the stench of the Farthegns who owned this ship, and I knew this didn’t bode well for what I would find down here. I grabbed a torch from the deck, steeled my stomach, and descended into total darkness with Eir, Nora, and Vegvisir at my back.

The ship’s hold was filled with easily fifty slaves who were all chained to their seats beside the giant oars that they normally rowed for their masters. They all faced away from me, and their wrists were currently chained to the seat in front of them. I guessed chaining their slaves must be the Óhreinn version of dropping anchor, to make sure they didn’t try to row off and leave them in the middle of the night.

Not that any of these slaves looked strong enough to even make the decision to rebel, much less actually carry through with it. They were all so scrawny that within another week of starvation, they’d be nothing but bones, and if they had the heart for it, they might be able to simply slip out of their chains then.

A few slaves were slumped over in their seats, but I couldn’t tell if they were dead or just exhausted. It was hard to tell the difference between the stench of death down here and the stench of piss, feces, and vomit. It smelled like no one had ever bothered to wash out the slave hold, and the fact that the Óhreinn clansmen kept their slaves in this condition was almost enough to make me say fuck it and annihilate the whole clan.

I forced myself to exhale and stay calm. The Dalirians used to eat their slaves in the winter, and Illskans liked to burn slaves alive not that long ago. Both clans had already come a long way since I became their chieftain, and I would just have to make sure the same thing happened with Óhreinn.

I needed their warriors to defeat Hylmrek, and if anybody couldn’t get on board with the new program, then I had half a mind to throw them in the slave holds of one of their ships and let them slowly rot.

Either that, or I would just hand them over to Igrid.

“Fuck me,” I muttered.

“Yes, this is a very inefficient way to run a ship,” Eir agreed. “The Óhreinn clansmen clearly do not understand what you have taught us, my chief. Clean and fed slaves work harder than starving, dirty slaves. It seems so obvious now.”

“Do you think they can understand us?” I asked, since not a single slave had turned around since we came into the hold.

“Óhreinn slaves speak the same language that the slaves of the other clans do,” Nora said. “I can see the way their ears turn toward you when you speak, but they probably do not think there is any reason to turn around. One master seems like any other as far as they are concerned.”

“We’ll have to change that mindset,” I said. “How many hours until dawn?”

“Eight until the sun rises, seven until it begins to be light,” Eir replied.

“That’ll have to work,” I said, and then I strode to the back of the hold so I could turn and let all the slaves see me.

I didn’t know who was more surprised: me seeing the kinds of slaves in front of me, or the slaves seeing a man wearing chieftain’s furs who was about to talk to them like they actually existed.

I had expected to find the usual types of slaves I’d encountered before, like elves, sorcerers, fairies, that sort of thing. There were a handful of elves scattered throughout the others, but for the most part, I was looking at a whole ship of half-men, half-beasts. A number of them looked like humanoid bulls with broad shoulders and dark fur. Their hands were a cross between paws and fingers, but their legs ended in hooves. They even had tails that drooped down beside their bodies, and I realized these must be minotaurs.

Most of the slaves looked like some kind of cat race, though. Some had manes and some had sleeker heads like house cats, but they all had paws that could grip oars, and their feet also resembled paws more than actual feet. The rest of their shape was humanoid, but they all had sunken eyes that flickered back and forth between my golden Illskan arm bands and my blue-black Dalirian sash.

“Óhreinn has been hiding their slaves from us,” Eir said as she joined me. “I am impressed at their quality, even if they have not been well cared for. Minotaurs, køttr, and lyounis would make excellent rowers. The beast-kin are known for their remarkable strength.”

“They have other talents too, even though the Farthegns wouldn’t care anything about them,” Vegvisir muttered.

“The køttr?” I repeated.

“The feline race,” Vegvisir answered. “The lyounis are the lion-like ones.”

It looked like there was still plenty for me to learn about this world.

“I am chieftain of the Briggs clan,” I announced to the slaves. “Or what used to be the separate clans of Illska and Dalir. Your Óhreinn masters are dead, and you work for me now.”

There was still no reaction from any of the slaves, but I figured this next part might interest them more.

“I run things differently than you’re used to,” I continued. “First order of business is to unchain you all and get you out of here so we can clean up this place. Then once you’ve stretched and had some food, I’d like anyone strong enough to come back down here and row for me. I’m going to kill the Óhreinn chieftain tonight, and I’d like your help. Oh, but no more chains. We’re done with those.”

The slaves all started to glance at each other now, but I could see that none of them believed me yet.

“Nora,” I said. “Break their chains.”

“At once, my chief,” the Selkie woman purred.

As a Selkie, Nora could turn into a giant man-eating seal, and she was just as strong in her human form, so I wasn’t surprised when she simply grabbed the first slave’s chains, growled, and ripped them apart so that only the manacles were still around the slave’s wrists. Then she moved down the row and broke one set after another, and after I reminded her about the chains around their ankles, she broke those, too. It still left them with manacles around their ankles, but at least we were making progress.

“I should have brought Brokkr with me,” I muttered. “I won’t be able to do anything about the manacles on their wrists and ankles without the proper tools.”

“I do not think the slaves will mind too much,” Eir whispered. “Considering that they are now free to move around, even if they are not taking advantage of this yet.”

“I think they’re gonna need a little help getting out of here,” I said. “Go grab some warriors who aren’t busy with the dead, and have them help all the slaves up to the top deck. Tell them they can carry them if they need to, but I want them out of here so we can clean up.”

“At once,” Eir replied, and then she disappeared back up to the deck.

The beast-kin still didn’t move even after more of them were freed from their chains, but I did see that the rest of the hold stopped shrinking away from the Selkie whenever she came close to them. A few of them even held up their hands ever so slightly like they were presenting the sea-born woman with an offering.

Then I noticed one minotaur who was chained separately from the others at the back of the rest of the slaves. Even slouched over, I could tell that he had to be a solid seven feet tall. He had a broad frame to support a lot of muscle, but at the moment, his furry chest was sunken from starvation. A pair of half-torn trousers was his only item of clothing. His body looked like the creature from Beauty and the Beast, only he had the neck and head of a fully-grown brown bull. Two horns grew from either side of his head, but the tips had been broken off, so they were blunt instead of pointed. His bull-like nostrils were pierced with a massive iron ring, and this was chained to the seat in front of him, along with his ankles.

His hands remained free.

The minotaur was staring at me with an unreadable expression, or maybe it was only unreadable because I wasn’t used to looking at a half-bull, half-human. But my gut told me that this man was different from the others, and not only because of the way that he was chained.

He had a fire in his dark brown eyes that the rest of the slaves had lost, and he wasn’t afraid to keep his gaze fixed on me while everyone else cowered and waited hopefully for their chains to be broken.

When twenty of my clansmen entered the hold to help carry the slaves out, the minotaur finally moved. Nora still had a third of the slaves left to free, and he would be the last on her list, but he reached up now, grabbed the chain that was threaded through his nose ring, and pulled at it with all the strength his starved muscles could manage. The chain ripped free from where it was fastened to the seat in front of him, and after the minotaur dragged it through his nose ring and let it fall to the floor, he did the same thing to the chains connecting his ankle manacles to the wood.

Then the minotaur stood up on shaky legs to his full height that now looked closer to seven and a half feet, but the whole time, he kept his gaze fixed on me. My warriors all moved toward him with their hands on their weapons, but I waved them away.

“Help the others up onto the deck,” I instructed my clansmen.

“I will not be carried by a Farthegn,” the minotaur growled in a low bass voice.

“And from the looks of it, you certainly won’t need to be,” I replied as I strode closer to him. “What was your job down here? You can’t tell me it was just to row.”

The minotaur snorted and pointed to something on the floor in front of him. A small, crude canvas drum was on the floor between his bare feet, and I realized why this slave had been set apart from the others.

“You keep time,” I said. “You drum, and the other slaves follow your rhythm so they all row in sync.”

“Yes,” the minotaur replied. “And when one of them dies, I must still keep time with one hand and row with the other to pick up the slack until the Farthegns find a replacement. If they find a replacement.”

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Rafial,” the minotaur muttered, and now I realized there was an almost Spanish accent to his speech.

“You must be strong, Rafial,” I said. “Are you strong enough to help the rest of the slaves up to the top deck and then help me distribute food and water?”

Rafial’s dark brown eyes narrowed, but he gave a nod of his head that ruffled his dark brown fur. “Yes. I am strong enough.”

The minotaur shuffled his feet like it had been months since he’d last walked. He picked up a fragile feline-faced slave and threw her over one shoulder, and then he stooped down to pick up a wood elf and threw him over the other shoulder. He paused on his way to the stairs and glanced at me again, but this time, his expression seemed a little softer.

“My chief,” Rafial grunted, and then he began to slowly climb the stairs with the two other slaves in tow.

Once Nora had freed the rest of the slaves and we got them all into the fresh air on the top deck, I tasked my clansmen with cleaning out the hold below. It was stomach-turning work, but the only way I would sail on this vessel was if we cleaned it up first. They started with buckets of seawater to wash out as much filth as they could through the holes in the sides of the ship where the oars protruded, and then the warriors who drew the short straw started to scrub the more stubborn patches from the floorboards below.

To my surprise, Ulrik volunteered to help with the clean-up work, and he didn’t even complain about the smell. He had also spent a couple of weeks in the Illskan dungeons though, so he was used to foul, stomach-turning shit. He scowled every time one of my other clansmen groaned about the stench, and they shut up real quick when they saw his expression.

It looked like Ulrik would be good to have on my side in more ways than one.

While the clean-up was going on, I made sure all the Óhreinn bodies were either floating out to sea or back on shore, all without their furs. If anyone else from the Óhreinn clan happened to come across the corpses, it’s not like they would have to wonder what happened for long. I planned to be the chieftain of their clan by mid-morning, if not earlier, and they could direct any questions they had to me then.

I also supervised the distribution of food and water to the slaves. The Dalirians were a little more eager to help the slaves recover than the Illskans, but they had also seen the result of treating their slaves like human beings longer than the Illskans had. My second clan was coming along well, but there were still some lessons to be learned.

Vegvisir helped me sort through the healing supplies from Amaeda to treat any slaves who were suffering from more than just starvation and dehydration. That applied to pretty much everyone, but even just a little water and food seemed to give the slaves enough energy to sit upright, or in most of their cases, to lay back on the bloody deck and stare up at the open night sky.

And every time I turned around, Rafial was there. He handed out tonics whenever Vegvisir instructed him to, and he picked up slaves and carried them to a different part of the deck any time one of the Farthegns needed to scrub part of the deck free of blood. He refused to eat any of the meat we offered him, but he did finally accept some pickled and raw vegetables, along with some oat cakes.

“How long has it been since any of you breathed fresh air?” I asked him after he polished off one of our water skins.

“You mean since we were last let out of the hold?” The minotaur snorted so loud that his nose ring trembled. “Not since we got shoved down there in the first place. It is a few weeks for some, months for others. They keep us down there until we die, and then they keep our corpses down there until they capture more slaves to replace us.”

“And how long has it been for you?” I raised an eyebrow.

“I lose track after I pass the one year mark.” Rafial shrugged. “I imagine this is why they put me in charge of keeping the beat. A perk of not being able to die as quickly as others.”

My mouth suddenly went dry. I couldn’t believe it had been over a year since Rafial last breathed fresh air, or even since he had been allowed to stand up. I thought about asking why he had stayed where he was when he clearly had the strength to break his own chains, but I figured I already knew the answer: there was nowhere for him to go on a ship full of Farthegns.

“Then Óhreinn must be as stupid as they are smelly,” I muttered and shook my head. “Have you ever been to the Óhreinn stronghold?”

“Yes,” the minotaur answered. “But I never go outside the ship. We always stay in the hold under the eye of the port guards while the warriors come and go.”

“The port guards?” I repeated. “So Óhreinn doesn’t leave any of their sailors on board when they get to the stronghold?”

“No,” Rafial replied. “The port guards come on board as soon as we dock so they can inspect the hold for any new slaves the chieftain or warlords might have a need for, and while they inspect us, the sailors all leave. Then the port guards double-check our restraints and lock the door down into the hold before they leave us until whenever the sailors return.”

“That’s very helpful, Rafial,” I said as a plan began to form in my mind.

“You say you will kill the Óhreinn chieftain,” the minotaur said as he folded his arms across his broad chest. “Is this true?”

For a second, I felt totally out of my body that I was talking to a fucking minotaur, like it was completely normal to see a man with the neck and head of a bull just walking around at seven and a half feet tall, and like it was completely normal for that minotaur to have a Spanish accent that reminded me of Antonio Banderas.

“Yeah,” I said finally. “That’s the plan.”

“You think you can do this?” Rafial demanded. “Truly?”

“It is not your place to question your chieftain, slave,” an Illskan woman snapped as she passed by with a bucket of water.

“It’s not your place, either,” I told the woman as quietly and gently as I could. “Rafial knows more about Óhreinn habits than the rest of us, and if we want to conquer them, it wouldn’t be a bad idea to hear what he has to say.”

“Of course, my chief,” the Illskan woman said as she lowered her eyes. “Forgive me.”

“You’re forgiven,” I told her. “Make sure you get something to eat after you finish cleaning. We still have a long night ahead of us.”

“Yes, my chief!” The woman snapped to attention and then hurried on.

“Yeah, I think I can do this,” I told the minotaur. “Especially if you help me.”

“How?” Rafial’s dark eyes burned with a feverish intensity that reminded me of Ulrik, just in bull form.

“I’d need you to take up your old position again,” I said. “But like I said, no chains. I’ll post some of the Farthegns down there with you too, since I doubt all the slaves will be up to rowing again tonight. Then I’d like you to keep time and help row us to the stronghold.”

“I do not know where their stronghold is, my chief,” Rafial answered.

“I’ve got that covered,” I said, and then I glanced around the deck to find Eir and Nora.

Nora was on the opposite end of the longship where she collected one dark brown Óhreinn fur after another. I wondered what predator these furs came from, and for half a second, I wondered if they might be minotaur pelts since they looked like such a similar color to Rafial’s coat. But then I remembered that Farthegns only wore furs of predators who they considered to be their equals, and they clearly viewed the beast-kin races as prey.

Even if I had questions about that based on Rafial’s enormous size and strength alone.

I gestured for Nora to come join me, and then I scanned the ship behind me to find Eir. When I saw the Nordic goddess, I couldn’t help but smile. She had her wings tucked carefully against her back to avoid the bloodstains still on the deck, and she was kneeling beside one of the frail feline slaves. She held the slave up with one arm, and she was helping her drink from a cup of water.

It was still strange to see her like this with a slave when it was so opposite of how she’d been when I first met her, but Eir proved every day just how much she wanted to please me. If taking care of the slaves was important to me, then it was important to her too, and she wouldn’t let any opportunity slide by that she could demonstrate this to me.

Plus, I knew she was starting to have a real soft spot for Amaeda because of how well the old elf took care of me.

When both my Valkyries joined me, the wind picked up around us enough to ruffle their feathers like someone was gently combing their wings. They both unfurled their wings to adjust them and then tucked them against their backs again, but when I glanced at Rafial to tell him my plan, I found that the minotaur had dropped to one knee before them.

“I will take up my position again for you, my chief,” the minotaur said, and his accent sounded a little stronger than usual. “I will row us to the stronghold, even if I must do it alone.”

“What a wonderful attitude!” Eir gushed. “Thank you for seeing how wonderful our chieftain is so quickly. It will be an honor for you to be the slave of a man like him, just like it is an honor to belong to him like Nora and I do.”

“I am honored to serve him and his deadly birds of prey,” Rafial said with his gaze lowered.

“Uhh, thanks?” I tugged at my beard and wished Vegvisir was around to see what he thought about any of this.

Before I could think of a follow-up question, Ulrik reappeared from the hold.

“What do you want us to do with the dead slaves?” the scarred man asked.

“How many?” I asked.

“Eight,” Ulrik and Rafial answered at the same time.

“Shit,” I muttered. “I don’t want to throw them overboard like the Farthegns. What races are they, and what are their usual burial customs?”

“Køttr and lyounis burn their dead,” Rafial replied. “There are three køttr and two lyounis. Two of them are wood elves. They bury their dead. The last slave is another minotaur. We prefer to have our heads cut off after death. Then we burn the head and bury the body.”

“That’s different,” I said. “Ulrik, you heard him. Can you take care of it?”

“Burning is my specialty,” the reformed rebel said with a smirk.

“You can help him if you want to,” I told Rafial. “But make sure you rest, too. I need you ready to sail a few hours from now.”

“I will be ready,” the minotaur replied.

“And so will I,” I promised. “Eir and Nora, I need you to be my eyes again. As soon as we have things under control here, I’d like to set sail and get used to operating this vessel. Then once we’re on the open water, I’d like you to fly out again and search for the Óhreinn stronghold. As soon as we know where we’re heading, we’ll take the ship into their port and hopefully kill everybody in the immediate area before they know what hit them.”

“We will be ready,” Eir answered.

“The hold will be clean enough in about an hour,” Nora said. “The slaves will take longer to recover.”

“Only the strongest slaves will row for now,” I said. “The rest of the positions will have to be taken by the clansmen.”

Now that everyone was clear on their orders, I busied myself with a little bit of everything. I went around to check on each slave, partly for their own sake and partly to see who would be fit to row when we headed back out to sea. I made sure we had enough enemy furs to cover everyone who would stay on deck when we sailed into port, too, and any extra warriors could stay in the hold out of sight until we actually attacked. Then I helped clean up the last of the filth from below deck, and even though it sure as hell didn’t smell good, I no longer instantly felt like puking. I figured this was a decent enough improvement.

I also headed back to shore with Ulrik and Rafial so we could put the dead slaves to rest. Their bodies had only just started to smell, but I decided now wasn’t the best time to ask Rafial for any details about their deaths. I still had a hard time reading the bull-man’s facial expressions, but based on the way he clenched his furry hands, I imagined this experience was already painful enough for him.

Once we took care of the dead, I estimated that we had cleaned and rested for about three hours. Four more hours remained between us and first light, and I wanted to make sure we were sailing into the Óhreinn stronghold by the time the sun came up. It would be easier to pass as Óhreinn if the sea-faring clan only got to see us in the dim twilight before dawn.

Four hours should also be enough to get the hang of sailing this vessel, at least well enough to take it into port. We just had to be convincing enough not to raise any red flags before we docked, and between Ulrik, the slaves, and the few Illskans who had sailed before, I thought we were in pretty good shape.

About half of the slaves insisted they were strong enough to row, and I had no doubt that I could thank Rafial for his influence on them. I saw the minotaur moving among the other slaves almost as much as I was, and everywhere he went, more slaves seemed to look over at me and my wives with expressions of curiosity or awe.

The rest of the rowing benches in the hold were taken by my warriors. Thyrri, Igrid, and Ulrik would stay up top with me, but Fritjof volunteered to be among the rowers so none of the clansmen would think it was a dishonorable position. After Fritjof volunteered, the rest of the positions filled quickly, and then I had Ulrik assign work to everyone staying on the deck.

When the last embers of the funeral fire were dying down, we had about three hours left before first light. I helped my strongest warriors haul the anchor up from the waves while the other clansmen pulled up the ladders from the sides of the ship. Once we started to drift out to sea, the rowers helped propel us deeper into the ocean, and then we watched the shoreline recede as we drifted into what seemed to be total darkness.

The further we sailed from shore, the more my eyes continued to adjust to the absence of the bonfire. The stars were surprisingly bright, and it felt like we were sailing through a dream. The waves and the sky were the same shade of midnight blue, even darker than Nora’s wings, and everywhere I looked, there was just more endless ocean in every direction.

Once I was sure we weren’t going to instantly sink or sail into a storm, I sent Nora and Eir to scout out the stronghold. They disappeared almost as soon as their dark wings launched them up from the deck, and the few slaves who I’d allowed to stay up here for their health gazed up at the place where the Valkyries vanished like they were seeing the stars for the first time.

It was only after my winged wives disappeared that the ship began to rock.

It started out slowly at first. Just a little extra rocking back and forth, like we had hit a more intense current than it looked like. Then the ship began to creak every time it rocked, and some of the boards below groaned like they wanted to splinter. They held together, but the more the ship started to pitch back and forth, the more the wood groaned.

Then one of my warriors gave a strangled scream from behind me.
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Chapter 16

I whirled around to face him, but a dark shadow had wrapped around his torso and pulled him over the edge of the longship before any of us could even react. There was a quiet splash, and then everything was silent again.

Even the ship stopped rocking and creaking.

“Fuck!” I shouted. “Does anyone see him?”

“He’s gone, my chief,” one of my huntresses said. “I see no trace of him.”

“Everybody, get away from the sides of the ship!” I ordered. “Ulrik, do you know what that was?”

“No, my chief,” the reformed rebel answered. “I was never allowed above deck, but I remember the creaking.”

“Anything you remember would be helpful,” I said.

“The creaking was always followed by the screams of death,” Ulrik replied with a shrug. “That’s all I can tell you.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “Igrid, go down and ask Rafial if he knows what that was.”

Igrid dashed toward the door to the hold, and the rest of the clansmen got as far from the edge of the ship as they could. For a bunch of violent barbarians, the Farthegns looked surprisingly worried, but that also could have been because about half of them looked like they might be seasick. Ulrik was the only one who acted like it was no big deal, and as he moved from one area to another to make sure we were still sailing smoothly, I hurried toward Vegvisir at the prow.

“You don’t have any idea what that was, do you?” I asked.

The wanderling was leaning heavily on his staff as the boat swayed back and forth, and for the first time in a long while, he actually seemed tired. He massaged his forehead just above his eyebrows and gave a heavy sigh until I repeated my question.

“Vegvisir?” I demanded. “Do you?”

“I can only tell you what I hope it isn’t,” Vegvisir answered in a low voice. “I hope it’s not the necromancers. The wayward reapers who do their bidding like to attack in secret and terrorize their enemies first. This would certainly fit their usual method of operating.”

“You mean the necromancers and wayward reapers you skipped town on when you were their captive?” I clenched my jaw.

“The very same,” the wanderling said.

“I was really hoping they might just call it a wash and forget their grudge against you,” I muttered.

“Much like mermaids, necromancers never forget,” Vegvisir replied. “But instead of remembering a kindness, necromancers never forget a grudge.”

“How do we know if it’s really them?” I asked. “Do they--”

I didn’t get to finish the question. The severed arm of the clansman who had disappeared overboard suddenly crashed to the deck at my feet, but it had been chewed down to the bone and was only recognizable because of the golden jakyl hide still attached to one end.

Then the ship started creaking and rocking again.

The groaning sounds were immediately followed by half a dozen giant tentacles all arching over the ship and slamming down against the wood to grasp the vessel in an iron grip. Each tentacle was the size of my two thighs put together, and each one ended in a wicked-looking claw the size of my face.

And most importantly, the tentacles were all covered with the same dark brown fur that the Óhreinn clansmen had worn.

We’d found their apex predator.

“Good news!” Vegvisir called over the groaning of the boards. “This ain’t the necromancers! It’s something else!”

“You fucking think?” I shouted as I pulled out my runed cutlass. “Keep to the center of the ship, and try to cut off the claws!”

Two more tentacles lashed down onto the deck and rocked the whole vessel so much that I almost fell flat on my ass. I stabilized myself at the last minute and swayed in the same rhythm as the ship to keep my balance, and then I staggered one foot at a time toward the closest tentacle. Every time I picked one foot up, I slid a little toward the edge of the rocking boat, and I saw more than a few clansmen grab onto masts and railing to try and keep from sliding off into the churning water.

I lunged toward a thick tentacle just as its claw reached out toward one of the Illskans. My runed blade sliced one of the suction cups on the tentacle, and on my second strike, I channeled all the fire I could imagine into the wound.

Black ink poured out of the creature’s tentacle as a loud shriek threatened to burst my eardrums, and the spilled ink was followed immediately by the golden enchanted flames of my rune. The fire must have started to inch up along the inside of the tentacle because the whole appendage started to smoke, but then the creature simply yanked his tentacle off the deck and quenched it beneath the waves with a hiss.

I cursed as I realized even enchanted flames couldn’t withstand complete submersion in water.

Thyrri was already attacking a tentacle on the other side of the ship, and Fritjof and Ulrik were leading the assault against one hanging over the stern of the vessel. I wrapped my arm around one of the center masts to stabilize myself, but just when I started to move toward the next closest tentacle, Igrid burst out of the hold and let one of her tomahawks fly toward the tentacle closest to me.

“Drekasa!” Igrid yelled and then hurled another tomahawk toward the appendage that Thyrri was fighting. “Big tentacles and big mouths that will chew you up and shit you out in two seconds!”

“Any weaknesses?” I shouted.

“Not that Rafial knows of!” Igrid called, but then her face went pale as she stared at something behind me. “Uhh, but I bet hurting that thing would help!”

Before I could look over my shoulder, the ship rocked to the side so hard that we almost capsized. A few warriors slid off into the icy water, but when the ship pitched back in the other direction, I saw that most of them had managed to grab onto the oars. They were now clinging for dear life with one arm at the same time their free hand swung their axes and tomahawks at every tentacle within reach.

I ducked and dropped to my knees as Igrid hurled another tomahawk over my head. Then I spun around to face whatever my pierced warlord had attacked, and the moment I saw it, I felt an almost giddy rush of adrenaline.

A massive squid-like head had raised itself over the prow of the ship. The head alone had to be over twice my height, and it was covered in the same dark brown fur that coated its tentacles. Its deep red eyes were on opposite sides of its skull, and each one was the size of my head.

I had never seen an animal’s gaze filled with such pure hatred before.

The drekasa’s huge jaws unhinged as it tried to swallow the figurehead at the front of the vessel, and I saw that its teeth were all the length of Svelgard scythes. Then its teeth began to scrape against the figurehead, and more tentacles lashed onto the ship. Half of them tried to grab Farthegns, and the other half just tightened their grip on the vessel until it groaned and creaked so much that I worried we would splinter into pieces.

“Igrid! Thyrri!” I shouted. “You’re with me! Everybody else, get those tentacles!”

Even as they slid back and forth along the slippery, rocking deck, the Farthegns roared and hacked at the suctioned appendages. A few of them even lashed themselves to the masts with ropes so they wouldn’t fall overboard as they lunged from side to side and struck the drekasa anywhere they could.

My two warlords staggered across the deck to join me, but I was already moving toward the giant squid head. The drekasa looked like a furry squid had made a terrible baby with an angler fish, and then somebody had pumped that baby full of steroids. But like most creatures, its eyes looked like the most vulnerable spot on its body, and we’d make a lot more progress if we could take out its head than if we kept trying to take out its tentacles alone.

Especially since every time one tentacle got severed, another one whipped over the side of the ship to replace it.

“Follow my lead!” I ordered my two warlords.

The boat pitched to the side again, and I stumbled but just kept crawling forward until I was able to push myself back up to my feet. My stumble put me closer to one of the tentacles though, and I figured now was as good a time as any to get this furry fucker’s attention.

I grabbed one of my long-handled tomahawks I had saved after our fight with the Óhreinn sailors. My knee slammed into the deck again as the vessel shifted beneath me once more, but I slid my hand down the shaft of the weapon and then hurled it toward the middle of the drekasa’s head.

Igrid and Thyrri did the same thing, but none of our weapons connected. The drekasa pulled three of its tentacles off the ship instead, and it swung them up toward its face so fast that they blocked all the tomahawks and sent them falling uselessly into the ocean.

But this meant our ship had a few seconds to breathe without the extra crushing grip of three massive tentacles, and it gave me an idea for our next move.

While my clansmen kept up their attacks on the tentacles covering the rest of the ship, I staggered to my left so I was in full view of one of the drekasa’s eyes. I pulled out another throwing tomahawk and acted like I was about to hurl it, but I took my time to give the creature time to react.

Sure enough, the drekasa thrust one of its tentacles toward me to prevent me from throwing my weapon. I brought my tomahawk down just above its claw so the creature couldn’t shred my stomach, but it still managed to wrap its tentacle around my abdomen, even while its half-severed claw hung limply at my side.

The moment it began to haul me off the deck and toward its open mouth, Thyrri and Igrid shrieked bloody murder and jumped toward two other tentacles. They made half-assed attacks so they didn’t completely destroy the appendages, and instead, the drekasa wrapped its tentacles around them too and began to bring them toward its mouth right behind me.

Another Farthegn had already been taken by a tentacle, and when the drekasa dropped him into its mouth, I threw my tomahawk toward the creature’s open jaws. Then the blade struck one of its massive teeth and it chipped off a third of it, and the squid-like monster snapped its mouth shut with a snarl. The Farthegn bounced off the creature’s closed jaws and fell with a scream into the icy water, but he had a better shot at survival now than in the drekasa’s stomach.

At least, he would if he could tread water long enough for us to circle back around and get him.

The drekasa immediately unhinged its jaws again when I was only a dozen feet away, but I was ready now. Igrid and Thyrri were a few feet behind me, and both of them were struggling against the tentacles that held them so tightly that it felt impossible to take a full breath. But my hands were free, and this was all that mattered.

I imagined fire flowing down the tip of my runed blade, and then I imagined the whole weapon igniting like a tinderbox. I waited until the tentacle began to release its grip on me, and when it dropped me straight above the creature’s slobbering jaws, I raised my runed blade above my head and stretched my arms out as far as they could go.

The tip of the cutlass buried itself up to the hilt in the drekasa’s upper lip. I almost lost my grip when my body slammed into the creature’s mouth, but I managed to push up off the creature’s teeth before it tore me in half.

I could already see the drekasa’s skull starting to smoke from where my blade was buried, and a second later, Thyrri and Igrid were both released from their tentacles, too.

Igrid fell onto the creature’s lower jaw, but she struck her blade so deeply into the drekasa’s gum that the weapon wedged in place. It gave her something to hold onto as the furry squid thrashed back and forth, but no amount of the creature’s shaking could dislodge my pierced warlord. She just took each shake as a personal challenge, and she used a tomahawk to hack over and over again into the drekasa’s lower jaw until so much dark blood and ink coated her that it looked like Igrid had rolled around in tar.

But Thyrri wasn’t quite as lucky, and she dropped straight into the creature’s mouth.

“Grab on!” I shouted, and while my right hand clung firmly to the runed blade buried in the furry squid’s face, my left hand flung down toward my brunette warlord.

Thyrri’s hand shot up to grab mine, and before the drekasa could snap his jaws around her, I wrenched her up beside me. As soon as she was out of danger, Thyrri hacked her tomahawk into the squid’s furry face, and then she released my hand so she could hack a second tomahawk into its face as well. She kept hacking and moving right up the drekasa’s skull like she was climbing a mountain, and when she reached one of the creature’s eyes, she planted her weapon in its eyeball without any hesitation.

The drekasa’s shriek rattled my brain, and I could have sworn my ears started leaking blood. The monster immediately pulled back all of its tentacles from the ship, and I shouted for my clansmen to find cover as the freed ship suddenly pitched even more, and a massive wave began to crash over the deck.

My warlords and I were all still balanced on the creature’s head, but we had wounded it badly enough that he was starting to sink below the waves again. The drekasa would be able to drown us all in about two seconds if we sank down with him, so I pulled myself up onto his skull, yanked my runed blade out of his lip, and then jumped clear a second after I watched Thyrri and Igrid do the same thing.

Thyrri’s whole body slammed into the ship’s figurehead, but she managed to hold on as the vessel righted itself. Igrid fell flat against the drenched deck, but one of my huntresses grabbed her before she slid off the side. I twisted as I fell back toward the rear, and as I watched the drekasa start to sink below the waves, I was filled with an enormous sense of calm.

I took one of Brokkr’s fire-runed tomahawks and sent it flying.

The blade struck squarely in the middle of the drekasa’s head, and I had just enough time to see the creature’s fur start smoking before he disappeared completely under the waves before my back hit the deck.

Every inch of my body went numb for a few seconds from the pain of hitting the wood at full throttle. I had a vague sense of my clansmen grabbing my arms to keep me from sliding off the deck, but as the ship stopped rocking so much, the feeling began to flood back into my arms and legs. The bright spots faded from my vision, and I stumbled to my feet and grabbed one of the masts for support.

“You did it, my chief!” one of my huntresses gasped. “Look at the water!”

I blinked to clear the last of the darkness from my eyes. The water just off the prow was smoking, and a layer of black tar-like liquid coated the surface of the waves. There were no tentacles as far as I could see around us, and the ship had stopped groaning like it was about to fracture apart. Even the violent waves that had been sparked by the creature’s onslaught were starting to die down now, and the vessel gradually leveled out and went back to bobbing along like normal.

“Fuck,” I gasped as the reality began to sink in of how quickly this might have all been over. “Get Thyrri and anyone who’s still clinging to the oars. We’ve gotta turn around and try to save as many clansmen as we can.”

A couple of Illskans helped Thyrri climb back into the ship from her perch on the figurehead, and Ulrik gave orders to the slaves below to raise their oars. A few half-drowned Farthegns were still clinging to the ends of the oars, and as soon as their heads popped above the water, they scrambled back toward the ship, and the rest of my warriors helped pull them on board.

Then we pulled a few more Farthegns out of the water who had almost been snacks for the drekasa. Once I was sure no one else was left in the waves immediately around us, I gave orders to start rowing back the way we had come. It was hard to tell exactly where we’d been since everything looked the same out here in the middle of the ocean, but I followed the stars based on where they’d been when the attack started.

We found two Dalirians and three Illskans who were still treading water where they had fallen off the rocking ship. I handed both of them over to Vegvisir immediately so he could try and warm them up with a combination of rune magic and Amaeda’s remedies, and then we kept searching.

We found two more bodies, but they were both floating face down, and I used some of the fishing nets on board to pull them back onto the ship.

It was a small number to lose considering the kind of creature we had just fought, but I still hated to lose any of my warriors. Their burial would have to wait until we reached land again, but I wouldn’t just let them drift out to sea and be forgotten.

The Óhreinn warriors might be smelly barbarians, but they must have been incredibly powerful if these were the apex predators they faced regularly.

This was both good and bad news for me.

I was just bending down to check on one of the recovered Dalirians when I heard a slight creak from below deck. I wrapped my fingers around my runed blade at the same time my clansmen all armed themselves again, and when I heard a soft splash off the prow, I dashed toward the back of the boat and looked out.

Three more furry squid heads were rising out of the water behind us, and their tentacles looked like thick snakes churning across the waves toward my ship.

“Shit!” I shouted. “Get ready for another onslaught!”

I gripped the side of the vessel to prepare for the rocking that was about to shake us, but it never happened. Just as I braced myself for the attack, one of the drekasa was pulled underwater, and its tar-like blood floated atop the waves a few seconds later.

“What the hell?” I muttered.

The rest of the Farthegns rushed to the edge of the ship when they realized nothing was attacking them. They were just in time to see the second drekasa disappear below the waves, and when the tentacles of the third drekasa flailed and disappeared too, they all grinned and clapped each other on the backs.

That was when I saw the flash of blue with brown speckles under the water.

A few tentacles thrashed out of the waves again, but they were instantly pierced by half a dozen arrows in quick succession. One of the furry squids reared its head up again, but half its face had already been torn off, and the other half was quickly covered with three more arrows. It plunged back down as another flash of blue and brown streaked back and forth in the dark water.

Then Nora’s giant seal form broke the surface just long enough to give a ferocious roar that trembled the wood beneath my feet. Her muzzle was stained with black blood, but I could have sworn her seal form smirked at me before she sank her teeth into a thrashing tentacle and dove below the waves again.

“Holy shit,” I laughed as I suddenly remembered Eleni’s reading.

They will try to draw you under, but they should fear what is below.

This definitely wasn’t what I had in mind when the sky elf gave me her reading, but like most prophecies, it made perfect sense now that it had happened. There was no more time to think about if any of the rest of her reading had come true yet, because about the same time Nora dove below the waves again, Eir plummeted down from the night sky in a whirlwind of black feathers.

She landed on her feet with hardly a sound in spite of how fast she fell. The Nordic beauty didn’t seem to register any of us on the vessel, and instead, she leaped straight to the edge of the ship beside me and fired two more arrows at nothing but waves.

I was worried she might hit Nora in her eagerness to bring down the drekasas, but when I turned toward her, I saw that Eir’s eyes were demon black again. A second later, a tentacle floated to the surface of the waves with her most recent two arrows sticking out of it, and I decided to keep my mouth shut.

Eir knew what she was doing even without her freaky Valkyrie rage, much less with whatever extra instincts or abilities I had unknowingly given her to go along with her wings.

Her next three arrows made another skewered tentacle float to the surface, and it was quickly followed by the elongated skull of a drekasa who’d had its flesh ripped off right down to the bone. Then all movement in the water ceased except for a few unsettled waves that made us bob a little more unsteadily.

Eir lowered her bow, blinked, and looked back at me as her eyes began to turn back to their normal shade of green. She smiled like we were on a romantic date instead of surrounded by dying furry squids and a ship full of Farthegns, and then she tucked her wings behind her back so she could lean over the side of the vessel.

Nora emerged from the waves a few seconds later, but she was already in her human form again. Then she shot out of the waves with a shake of her dark blue feathers, and she discreetly passed her speckled blue velvety hide to Eir with a small twist in the air.

The blonde Valkyrie swiftly tucked it into her quiver by the time Nora landed beside me, and I noticed the whites of the Selkie’s eyes had completely glossed over into midnight blue. But I was more concerned with the fact that she was completely naked. Water streamed from her feathers and her bare skin, and I could feel the heat radiating off her porcelain curves.

“Here,” Thyrri said quickly as she thrust her own leather jerkin into my hands.

It left my brunette warlord with nothing but a woolen shirt underneath, but I quickly tied the vest around Nora’s torso while her eyes slowly shifted back to normal. Igrid slipped off her own woolen pants next, and I didn’t know where to look when I realized she was wearing nothing but a leather thong underneath. She handed me the pants while her face turned ten different shades of red, and I forced myself to look away from the pierced woman and help Nora get the pants on.

“That’s right!” Igrid slapped her own bare ass and then spun toward the other warriors with her finger pointed at them accusingly. “All this could be yours, but only if you convince our chieftain to actually appraise me! Anybody who gets him to set a price will get special consideration, at least as far as I’m concerned.”

“Igrid, I don’t think now is really the time,” I groaned.

“Apparently, it never is.” Igrid waved away my protests and strode across the deck to get some replacement clothes from one of our packs, but I noticed she emphasized every step with an exaggerated sway of her impressive ass.

And more than a few clansmen noticed, too.

Fuck, I really didn’t have time for this.

I forced my attention back to my winged wives and found that they both looked totally normal again, like one of them hadn’t just turned into a giant seal and fucking destroyed three drekasas, and like their eyes hadn’t just turned all spooky and demonic.

Nora gave me her same shy, sweet smile that almost made me forget how terrifying she was in a fight, and Eir stroked my bicep where I didn’t realize I had received a little cut from one of the drekasa’s claws.

“We were coming back when Nora smelled the drekasa,” Eir said. “She said they are not normally so close to shore, but the winter might have pushed them a little closer to the shoreline than usual.”

“We’re close to shore?” I glanced at the endless water all around us. “You could have fooled me.”

“Compared to the vastness of this ocean?” Nora smiled. “Yes, we are still close to shore. But we flew back as quickly as we could once I smelled the drekasa. I told Eir to take them from up top, and I would take them from below.”

“Lucky for us,” I said. “We’d just beaten off another one when these three showed up.”

“The scent of their blood in the water should keep any other drekasas away tonight,” Nora told me. “You did well to defeat the first drekasa before it broke this ship in half. I have watched many Óhreinn vessels fall to them over the years, though I have also watched many drekasa fall to Óhreinn.”

“I’m not saying it was pretty,” I chuckled. “But we got the job done.”

“Of course you did,” Nora said as she threaded her arm through mine and leaned her head on my shoulder.

“Walk with me to get a headcount,” I said. “I know we lost three since we found the bodies of two, and we have the chewed up arm of a third warrior, but I want to make sure we have a full and final count before we keep going. Did you find the stronghold?”

“Yes, we can direct our course once we check casualties,” Eir answered.

As my Valkyries and I began to move through the ship to check on everyone and get a final headcount of survivors and injured parties, I noticed something a little strange. All the Farthegns started to bow their heads ever so slightly when we passed by, but this wasn’t the normal show of respect they gave me as their chieftain.

I sent Eir down to check on Rafial and the other rowers in the hold, and I watched every clansman she passed bow their heads to her as well. Then just to test out my theory, I sent Nora to check on Vegvisir at the other end of the vessel, and I saw that every clansman did the same thing to her, too. Sure, they kept doing it to me too, but my chest swelled when I realized that my clan was giving the same level of respect to the women I married that they gave to me.

This wasn’t usually the way among Farthegns, and I couldn’t help smirking at the change.

After I confirmed that we’d only lost three clansmen and that no one else’s injuries were severe enough to keep them out of the next battle, Eir came back up from the hold and told me all the clansmen and slaves below deck were just fine. A few of them had inhaled a little water as the ship pitched back and forth, but Rafial had kept them all calm, and they were ready to start rowing toward the stronghold whenever I gave the order.

I made sure everyone drank and ate something if they could keep it down as the ship continued to rock forward. Then once everything was back under control, I gave orders to Rafial to start the rowing, and I gave Ulrik orders to start steering. We should still be able to make it to the Óhreinn stronghold just before first light, and even though I knew my clansmen were exhausted, I also recognized the battle frenzy in their eyes. I knew they weren’t done yet.

We started on a northeast course based on my Valkyries’ directions, and after about half an hour of smooth sailing, I finally found myself alone with Vegvisir at the stern of the ship.

“So are you gonna tell me, or am I gonna have to drag it out of you?” I asked.

“I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, boy,” Vegvisir muttered.

“Oh yes, you fucking do,” I snorted. “I know we almost got drowned and eaten by a couple of drekasas just now, but don’t think that will distract me from your reaction to the mermaid earlier.”

“I just thought it was curious that she made a promise to you to never forget.” The wanderling shrugged.

“And why is that so curious?” I asked. “From the way you said it, I almost thought she and a bunch of other mermaids might have been the ones who were helping us with the drekasas, at least until I recognized Nora’s seal hide under the water.”

“Mermaids aren’t fighters,” Vegvisir snorted. “Even I know that much. Otherwise, they wouldn’t make such appealing prey.”

“Then what was with your reaction?” I asked again. “Is it so crazy that she promised not to forget the person who helped her get out of a tight spot?”

“Mermaids don’t make promises,” Vegvisir sighed. “Or at least, they try not to. Their word binds them, so when she said she would never forget your kindness, she might as well have taken an oath that said ‘may my tail fall off and my gills stop working if I ever do forget,’ if that makes sense.”

“Sure, it’s a nice gesture,” I said. “But I--”

“It’s not a gesture,” the old man cut in. “Mermaids might not be fighters, but the reason they’ve survived for so long against their predators isn’t just because few things swim as fast as they do in the water. It’s mostly because of their hive mind. They share all their knowledge with each other, and they can do so over long distances as easily as short distances. So when that mermaid made you a promise, I can guarantee you that every other mermaid in these waters will know about it before first light.”

“Damn,” I whispered. “Good thing she has a positive impression of me, I guess.”

“You just turned an entire race into your allies.” Vegvisir shook his head like this idea pissed him off for some reason. “You weren’t even trying.”

“Is that a bad thing?” I smirked.

“No,” the wanderling huffed. “Just… curious, like I already said.”

“Well, I won’t say no to more allies,” I said. “Even if you’re determined to stay tight-lipped about why it’s so curious. I don’t suppose that has anything to do with Rafial’s comments about Nora and Eir being my deadly birds of prey.”

“Don’t tell me you need me to explain that one to you.” Vegvisir scowled. “Isn’t that one pretty self-explanatory?”

“Yeah, maybe, but not the way he reacted to them,” I answered. “That wasn’t just a reaction due to surprise, and based on your expression, you know that as well as I do.”

“Since you’re so damn insistent about it, I’ll tell you that I wasn’t sure what to think about that,” Vegvisir grumbled. “You should have asked the minotaur himself about that one.”

“Oh sure, because we’ve had so much time to just lounge around and ponder the mysteries of the universe,” I muttered. “I’ll put it on my list, but I still think there’s something you’re not telling me, at least when it comes to the mermaid.”

“Like I already told you,” Vegvisir muttered. “Mermaids. Don’t. Make. Promises. So the fact that she did is…”

“Curious?” I finished for him when the old man trailed off.

“Exactly,” he sighed.

“Thanks for that insight.” I smirked and went to check in with Ulrik at the ship’s helm.

He looked like a natural at the wheel, and all he was missing was a gold earring, a parrot, and a bandana to turn him into a full-on pirate.

“Based on our speed and your wives’ directions, I think we should come into the port in about an hour, maybe an hour and a half,” Ulrik told me.

“So basically just before it gets light?” I asked.

“Yes, my chief,” the reformed rebel answered.

“I’m glad you know how to handle the wheel so well, considering you were only a rower in the hold when Óhreinn captured you,” I said. “How did you learn?”

“The same way I kept burning slaves alive from inside the dungeon,” Ulrik snickered. “Very sneakily.”

“That’s not exactly an answer.” I frowned to make sure he didn’t realize how legitimately impressed I was by his skills or by his secrets.

“As far as the steering goes, I mostly just listened.” Ulrik shrugged. “After you listen to the drums for a while, they start to become background noise to you. When you start to only notice them about as much as you notice your heartbeat, you begin listening to other things. Not the other slaves and captives because that would be depressing, and none of them believe they will ever escape like you do. So you start to listen to whatever is happening on deck, and after you train yourself for a while, you can pick up their conversations. You listen, you learn, and you keep silent.”

“Damn.” I whistled. “Good to have you on board, Ulrik. What else did you learn when you were listening so quietly?”

“Plenty,” Ulrik said, but he didn’t say anything else.

I wanted to ask him where he had learned how to rip out a human’s throat with his teeth, but I was more interested in making sure everyone got a little rest before we made our final attack against Óhreinn. Besides, I was pretty sure that was an Ulrik special that he had cooked up at some point while he stewed and seethed for revenge against anyone who had ever wronged him or his mother.

Nora and Eir both insisted that I should get some sleep, and Igrid and Thyrri both almost wrestled me into the captain’s bed to force me to rest. That was before any of us actually smelled the bed though, and the moment we did, we all staggered back out onto the deck and gulped down loads of clean, fresh air.

“I’m gonna go ahead and say it,” Igrid gasped. “I am not traveling with anybody from Óhreinn unless they bathe first. It’s not just a matter of preference, either. Hylmrek would smell us coming from a mile away if we bring any of these smelly assholes with us.”

“That is true,” Eir agreed. “I was better at sniffing out enemies and prey than most of the Hylmrek clansmen, but it would not take a well-developed nose to sense these sea dogs coming.”

“I’ll take care of it,” I chuckled. “Maybe the men we killed smelled especially bad since they’d been at sea. The clansmen in the stronghold can’t possibly smell that bad.”

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Thyrri muttered.

“Nora, you haven’t seen or smelled any other ships on the horizon, have you?” I asked. “The longships we saw up north traveled in groups, and it’s throwing me off a little that we haven’t spotted any other vessels yet.”

“I sense no one else,” the Selkie woman answered. “But I will double-check to make sure.”

She dropped into a crouch and then jumped up with her wings outstretched. She beat the air a few times to gain height, and then she disappeared into the darkness overhead.

“While we wait for her, here’s the plan,” I told Eir and my warlords. “When we sail into port, I’m depending on Ulrik and the other Illskans with sailing experience to handle our berthing like we belong there. Then according to Rafial, we wait until the port guards come on board to inspect everything, and as soon as they’re on board, we kill them as swiftly and silently as possible. I’m relying primarily on you three and Nora for those kills since I know you can make them fast and quiet.”

“I would prefer to make them loud and messy,” Igrid sighed. “But I understand why it’s important to do it this way.”

“Good,” I replied. “Once we kill the port guards, we’ll keep the Óhreinn furs on and disembark. Then comes the tricky bit. I don’t know where the chieftain will be, I don’t know how big this stronghold is, and I don’t know how many warriors we’ll be up against.”

“Nora and I could not get close enough to inspect the details of the stronghold,” Eir said. “Not without them seeing us, anyway.”

“That’s okay, it’s more important that you weren’t spotted,” I told her. “My plan at the moment is that Thyrri will take her half of the clansmen into the northern half of the stronghold, and Igrid will take her half into the southern half. Eir and Nora will be my eyes above ground, and as soon as they locate the chieftain, I’ll go kill him. Eir and Nora will watch my back while I do it, and Igrid and Thyrri’s warriors will keep fighting until the deed is done.”

“But we are not supposed to kill everyone, right?” Igrid played with one of the bones piercing her ear like she was hoping I had changed my mind.

“Yeah, I want you to keep as many people alive as possible,” I said. “As long as it doesn’t put you in any danger.”

“Then how will we know when to stop fighting?” Thyrri asked. “It will be hard to rein in ourselves once we get going, and it will be even harder to rein in the clansmen.”

A dark blue streak plunged down from the sky straight toward the deck. At the last second, Nora spread her wings wide to let the air slow down her descent, and even though it had looked like she would crash through the deck into the hold a few seconds ago, she landed so lightly that I barely heard her feet hit the wood.

“No other ships nearby,” Nora reported. “There are four to the north, but they are too far away to see us. There are two more far to the southwest, but they are also too far away to spot us.”

“Perfect, thank you,” I replied. “Thyrri was just asking how the clansmen will know when to stop fighting after I kill the chieftain. Any ideas?”

“Oh, that should be easy.” Nora gave an especially sweet smile, but I knew this meant she was about to say something especially violent. “After our chief cuts off the head of the Óhreinn chieftain, I will carry it up into the air and fly over everyone’s heads to show them what happens to everyone who opposes Clan Briggs. Then our clansmen will see that it is time to stop fighting, and more importantly, so will the Óhreinn clansmen.”

“Then we will kill everyone who still opposes us, and we will accept the surrender of everyone with a brain smart enough to recognize your superiority,” Eir finished.

“Works for me.” I grinned. “Now take your last gulps of clean air. We’ll need to put on the smelly Óhreinn furs in about half an hour. Just in case anyone is looking out from the port and can actually see anything in all this darkness, I want us all to look the part. I’m guessing we might start to come in range of their spyglasses in a little over half an hour, and I want to be ready.”

“If we must,” Igrid groaned and wrinkled her nose.

“Oh, we must,” I chuckled. “Just think of all the glory waiting to be ours when we do.”

“All I know is that I hope the rumors about the Óhreinn treasure hoards are true,” Thyrri said. “I don’t have much hope that anyone who cares so little about how they smell would possibly be able to recognize a valuable object when they see it, but perhaps I’m wrong.”

“They do understand how to use the best slaves to row their ships,” Eir pointed out. “Even if they do not know how to treat them and keep them in good working order.”

“Either way, we’ll find out soon enough,” I said.

Soon, we all steeled our stomachs and put on the reeking drekasa furs. We kept our own hides underneath the brown fur, partly so we could throw off the Óhreinn hide when it was time to fight, but mostly to help keep the smell from absorbing into our skin.

While I waited impatiently for the time to pass, I took out the engraver I’d borrowed from Brokkr and started working on the blade of my Khopesh sword. It wouldn’t be the prettiest work I’d ever done, but I wanted to commit the directing rune to a weapon, and even though I wouldn’t risk trying to use it while we were still at sea, I wanted it to be ready whenever an opportunity presented itself.

When the stronghold finally came into view on the eastern horizon, a rush of nervousness mixed with adrenaline flooded through my body, and I had to grip my weapons in each hand to keep myself grounded. Even in the darkness, I could already tell this was going to be one hell of a battle.

The stronghold was much bigger than I’d anticipated.

A thick stone wall protruded out from the land in a half-circle and out into the water. There was only one gap dead in the center of the wall that allowed ships to enter and exit the harbor, and I imagined the Óhreinn clansmen probably had ways to close the gap if they were under attack. The rest of the stronghold rose up on a hill behind the harbor, and it looked like the curved stone walls continued out of the sea and up onto the land until they made a complete circle around the back of the stronghold.

When we sailed a little closer, I saw buildings scattered all along the side of the hill inside the stone walls. Torches lined all the streets in a series of overlapping circles, and the buildings that I could see all looked sturdy as hell. The biggest building was at the very top of the hill right in the center, and I didn’t think it was crazy to assume that must be the chieftain’s house.

The rest of the buildings were pretty hard to distinguish from each other since they all looked basically the same from my current position, but one thing was for sure: this stronghold had to be twice as big as the Illskan one.

Eir had told me once that none of the other clans really had contact with Óhreinn, and nobody really knew much about them other than rumors that they were filthy rich due to all their raiding out at sea. No one was sure how many ships they had or how many clansmen they numbered, but based on the stronghold in front of me, I had a feeling both numbers were pretty fucking high.

Hell, Nora had seen six other ships sailing nowhere near us tonight, and if those ships each had only fifty warriors, that would total three hundred warriors right there. Then throw the fifty we killed on top of that, and that was an easy three hundred and fifty. That didn’t even count the ships we couldn’t see, much less how many clansmen were inside the stronghold itself.

I might be gaining a clan even bigger than Hylmrek tonight.

If we survived long enough to claim them.
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Chapter 17

“Everybody know the plan?” I hissed as we sailed closer to the gap between the stone sea walls.

My clansmen all nodded as they gripped their weapons, and I knew there was no turning back now. We would defeat Óhreinn, then we would defeat Hylmrek and Svelgard, and then nothing could stop us.

But one thing at a time.

Just before we started to sail into port, I ducked down into the hold to speak with Rafial. A number of my clansmen were hiding down here too, so I stood right beside the massive minotaur so I could speak without any of the Farthegns overhearing me.

“Listen, and feel free to tell the others,” I told Rafial. “You’re not chained up, and we’re all about to leave the ship to conquer Óhreinn. You’ve all had a raw deal as slaves, and if you’re not here when we come back, I won’t be surprised, and I won’t look for you.”

“You would let us go?” the minotaur whispered.

“Yes,” I replied. “I don’t know where you come from, but if you want to try and get home, you can. If you want to stay and be the slaves of Clan Briggs, I’d be happy to have you on board, but I won’t force you into anything. The choice is yours.”

Rafial was so surprised that he stopped drumming, and the rest of the rowers all stuttered and started to clatter their oars together without the constant timekeeping. The minotaur immediately resumed his job on the small canvas drum, but he didn’t say anything until the oarsmen were all rowing in sync again.

“I will inform the others, my chief,” the minotaur replied, but he didn’t say what his own answer would be.

At least now the choice was his.

I took my position beside Ulrik as we sailed into the harbor, and I was even more impressed once we were past the stone sea walls. The harbor itself was huge with enough docking stations for a good ten or twelve longships. Two sets of wooden docks stretched toward the middle of the harbor from another set of wooden docks that lined the inside of the stone walls, and each dock was lined with torches to help illuminate each port.

Just when I was about to ask Ulrik where we should dock, two torches waved toward us from the left dock closest to the shore. It felt like we were on an airport runway being guided in, only we were being guided by a bunch of poor unsuspecting saps who were about to get their throats slit.

“I guess that’s for us,” I muttered. “You know what you’re doing?”

“Not really,” Ulrik chuckled. “But enough to pass off any mistakes as the sloppy work of a drunkard.”

“Just try not to crash us,” I groaned.

Rafial’s constant drumbeats from below deck had stopped the moment we passed into the harbor, and all the slaves were letting the oars drag in the water to help slow down our passage. When we glided past the first dock, I glanced at the stronghold on the hill and steeled myself for what we were about to do.

A row of low stone buildings lined the edge of the harbor. They were all connected to each other with no alleys or gaps in between each building other than two gates on either end that must lead into the rest of the city. We just had to get through those gates, and then it would be more or less a straight shot to the chieftain’s house.

Ulrik carefully turned the ship after we passed the second dock on the left so we would be harbored between the shoreline and this dock. It was where the clansman wielding the guide torches seemed to want us to go, and it also happened to put us as close to the interior gate as possible. On Ulrik’s signal, a group of my warriors tossed lines overboard toward the floating dock, and the stern of the ship only had a slight run-in with the end of the planks.

I braced myself for fifty guards to come running with their maces raised, but there were only five Óhreinn clansmen on the floating dock, and none of them even flinched. They started laughing instead as they tied the lines off, and after the fire-wielding port guard placed his torches back in their holders, he put his hands on his hips and squinted to try and get a better look at all of us.

“Don’t your slaves still know how to throw down the ladders, ya drunks?” he called out in the language I knew. “Or did they forget how to do that as fast as you forgot how to dock without smashing your ass into everything?”

Ulrik and I forced a laugh but didn’t say anything in case these guards knew the normal sailors well enough to recognize that our voices were different. I signaled my clansmen to throw the boarding ladders at both the stern and prow of the ship, and then I caught Ulrik’s gaze.

The man looked like he was already thinking about tearing into another enemy’s throat with his teeth.

“What goods do ya have this time?” a guard called as he started to climb one of the ladders. “Did ya bring any new slaves back the chieftain might be interested in?”

“If you did, we really ought to inspect them ourselves first,” another guard chuckled. “Make sure they’re nice and ready for him.”

“I’m hoping ya found a nice pixie or fairy this trip,” a third guard said as he followed the other two up the ladder. “I like letting them think they can escape right before I break their wings.”

The Farthegns were still speaking in the language of the slaves even though they were only addressing us, and I realized there was only one possible reason for that: these fuckers wanted the slaves to hear everything they were saying.

Yeah. I wasn’t gonna mind killing these assholes.

“So, ya gonna tell us or what?” the fourth guard asked, and then he grabbed the ladder to follow the other three up on deck. “Must be something really good if you’re being so secretive about it.”

“Maybe it’s one of the white witches,” the first guard said with a leering grin. “I heard they have two vaginas for better fucking.”

Four guards were on the deck now, and the fifth was just starting his ascent up the ladder. My clansmen all had their heads bowed and stood as far from the edge of the ship as they could get, and Eir and Nora were clustered behind them. The Valkyries and their wings were out of sight for the moment, but I could see that the laughing guards were beginning to realize something was off.

“We have a surprise for you, that’s for sure,” I snickered and stepped forward fully into the torchlight.

They probably would have looked surprised to hear the language of the slaves on my lips if they had ever gotten the chance to actually make a facial expression. But of course, they never did.

I planted my tomahawk in the face of the guard closest to me, and a second hack split clean through his skull into his brain. Eir dropped the guard still on the ladder with two arrows through his throat, and Nora lunged forward from the shadows to snap another guard’s neck. By the time his body fell limply to the ground, Igrid and Thyrri had slit the throats of the last two guards.

None of them had made a sound before the life left their bodies, but I still immediately held up my hand for silence. I strained to hear any sound in the early morning air other than the waves lapping against the sides of the ship, but as far as I could tell, the only noises came from inside the stronghold itself. Even then, there weren’t many sounds. Other than guards, I doubted anyone was even up yet, and I certainly hoped that would be the case since it would make killing the chieftain a hell of a lot easier.

“Let’s move out,” I hissed. “Vegvisir, are you staying or coming with us?”

“I’ll follow you, but at my own pace,” the wanderling answered. “Don’t concern yourself with me, boy. I’ve been taking care of myself longer than you’ve been alive.”

“Fair enough,” I replied.

“Should we leave a guard with the ship?” Fritjof asked. “To watch the slaves or to make sure we have a way to escape if things don’t go as planned?”

“Nope, no guards,” I chuckled. “You know, where I come from, there’s a story about a leader named Alexander the Great, and when his warriors sailed into enemy territory, he had them burn their ships after they landed so they would have no option but to conquer their enemies or die trying.”

“Alexander the Great must have been a very great Farthegn,” Eir whispered, and when I turned toward her, the Nordic beauty was grinning as she grabbed a torch.

“Shit, I don’t mean literally burn the ship!” I said quickly. “I want us to be able to use their ships going forward, and that includes this one.”

“But you said this great Alexander burned his ships,” Eir argued.

“I just meant there’s no going back now,” I said. “We conquer them, or we die trying.”

“Then we will conquer them,” Thyrri said stoically.

My warlords and I were the first ones off the ship, but the rest of my clansmen poured after us like a silent stream. We would keep the filthy furs on just long enough to get inside the two gates that led from the harbor into the city proper, and then we could ditch them and make our way to the chieftain’s hut from both sides.

The rocking of the floating dock was nothing compared to the ship during the drekasa attack, and even my more seasick warriors seemed steadier on their feet as we raced down the dock and then sprinted along the wooden boards just inside the stone sea wall. If anyone from the rest of the stronghold was watching, they’d probably be on high alert, but since I wasn’t sure what the usual protocol was for sailors who’d just come home, I figured we might as well just make a run for it and get inside before they could bar the gates against us.

I wondered briefly what Rafial would choose to do now that he and the other slaves had the chance to escape. I hoped the minotaur would stay, even if no one else did. He was incredibly strong, but he was also knowledgeable and hardworking, and I had a feeling he could really be useful to have as part of my clan.

As soon as we jumped from the floating dock to the sandy beach, the mark on my chest started to burn. There was only about fifty yards from the shoreline up to the row of pale stone buildings that formed a wall against the rest of the city, and we needed to move like the wind if we were going to get inside before any alarm was raised.

“Igrid, take your half of the clansmen through the southern gate,” I ordered and nodded to the gate on the right side of the connected stone buildings. “Thyrri, I’ll go with you through the northern gate. Eir and Nora, go find me my chieftain.”

“Yes, my chief,” the four women hissed back.

Half of Clan Briggs moved south across the shoreline at Igrid’s back, but I stayed right beside Thyrri as we sprinted toward the north gate. Eir and Nora both disappeared into the still-dark sky above us, and I was just beginning to think we were about to run straight inside the Óhreinn stronghold when someone blew a warning horn from inside the walls.

Damn.

So close.

Someone must have been looking out from one of the windows in front of us and realized how out of place we were, or at least that was what I assumed since I didn’t know how else we would have been spotted. I didn’t really care why, though. I was much more concerned that half a dozen Óhreinn clansmen had started to rush toward the gate and pull down an iron portcullis over the opening.

We still had twenty yards to go, so I pulled out my Khopesh sword with the directing rune that I had engraved on it. Without thinking too much about it, I tapped the side of the blade on the ground and then pointed it toward the Óhreinn clansmen at the gate. Just like I had hoped, a burst of wind rushed past me and straight toward the enemy warriors, and it was so powerful that it knocked them all over like bowling pins.

I immediately let the wind dissipate as we crossed the last twenty yards to the gate, and the Óhreinn warriors on the ground never stood a chance. They turned into a heap of mutilated corpses a few seconds after we crossed inside the city, and I only paused long enough to push the iron grating back up so it wouldn’t accidentally fall down on any of our heads.

As soon as I glanced over to make sure Igrid and her half of the clansmen had made it inside the southern gate, I saw the pierced warlord leading the assault on twenty Óhreinn clansmen who had hustled out to meet them. I also saw a handful of shutters open in the buildings just above us, and I instantly knew what was about to happen.

“Take cover!” I shouted.

My warriors either sprinted forward or ducked back into the shelter of the gateway below the buildings, and half a second later, boiling water poured out the open windows. It would have burned the flesh right off anyone who got caught beneath the spray, but we had all gotten out of the way in time. As soon as the water stopped, the rest of my clansmen streamed after us while the people upstairs refilled their boiling water pitchers.

The Óhreinn warriors might be smelly motherfuckers, but they knew how to mount a pretty decent defense.

Now that we were inside the city itself, we had to pump our legs to push ourselves up the steep hill it was built on. The first street we found ourselves on curved to the right up ahead, and when I glanced down an alley that cut across the city from north to south, I caught a distant glimpse of Igrid’s crew moving up the street on the far side. I only recognized them because we had all thrown off the drekasa furs at this point, and it was hard to miss the blue-black and golden furs, even from this distance.

The Óhreinn city must have been laid out remarkably symmetrically, but I would have to wait and investigate all the ins and outs once it was mine.

We didn’t run into anyone else for the first tenth of a mile, and no one from the buildings behind us gave chase. I had a sneaking suspicion the buildings by the harbor might be filled with slaves, only because Dalir had set up their perimeter defenses in a similar way when I’d first arrived there. They had all their slaves in the longhouses along the southern border of the village so if anyone attacked, the slaves would be the first ones to get killed or have their houses lit on fire, and their screams would alert the rest of the village that they were in danger.

Based on how I’d seen Óhreinn treat their slaves so far, I wouldn’t be surprised if they had a similar setup here. The only real question was if the slaves weren’t coming after us because they didn’t care what we did since we hadn’t harmed them, or if they weren’t following because they were chained in place.

By the time we reached the first real bend in the road, the warning horn had sounded again, and a host of warriors dressed in smelly brown furs tumbled out of their lodgings to block our path forward. There had to be at least fifty of them. As more of them streamed out of buildings in the center of town, they raced to join their clansmen and block our way, until so many spilled onto the street in front of us that I guessed there must be at least a hundred versus the seventy-five warriors under Thyrri’s direct command.

I could only imagine that Igrid was facing similar resistance on the other side of the stronghold.

Then Eir fired three arrows into the crowd of warriors before us, and each of her targets slumped down with the shafts sticking straight out the top of their skulls. I didn’t even see my Farthegn wife in the darkness overhead, but I grinned and then roared for my clansmen to attack.

I didn’t need to tell them twice.

The two clans collided with each other in a clash of ringing steel and throaty screams, and then my mark burned so hot that I lost myself in the fury of battle.

My runed cutlass slashed open an Óhreinn warrior’s stomach before the blade filled his stomach with burning flames, and I forgot all about why we were here in the first place. My tomahawk cracked through another enemy’s sternum and then bit right through his exposed heart, and I forgot all about wanting to save enough clansmen to help us fight Hylmrek. And when my cutlass sliced halfway through a smelly Farthegn’s neck before my tomahawk finished decapitating him, I damn near forgot about my desire to kill the Óhreinn chieftain.

All I could feel was the white-hot burning of the mark on my chest. It was like someone was holding an iron from the forge against my flesh, but it didn’t send me into blinding pain. It sent me into a pure battle rage instead, and all I could think about was how to kill my next enemy, and then the next and the next until every single one of them lay obliterated at my feet.

I had just cleaved a man’s head straight down the center like I was splitting wood when Nora suddenly plunged to the ground beside me. Her steel knuckles shot out and wrapped around one unlucky asshole’s throat, and as she started to crush his windpipe, smoke billowed up from the fire rune on her weapon.

“The chieftain is on his way here,” Nora growled before I could congratulate her on using the rune so well. “Six warlords are with him, and they all move like warriors, not fools.”

“Six?” I repeated. “Shit, how big is this fucking clan?”

“Big enough to conquer Hylmrek with,” Nora chuckled, and then she dropped the man’s corpse to reveal a totally crushed and blackened throat from where she had burned and squeezed his neck to a useless pulp.

I glanced at one of the alleyways, but I wouldn’t be able to dart down it and come at the chieftain from behind, not until I eliminated the twenty filthy Farthegns who were blocking my way. I wanted to fight the chief separately from everybody else though, to make sure my blow against him was the fatal one.

So as far as I could tell, I didn’t have any options other than to fight my way through the main force and meet the chieftain and his warlords before they joined up with his clansmen.

“Where’s Eir?” I demanded.

“South, helping Igrid’s forces,” Nora answered. “Óhreinn erected a barricade and forced them toward the center of the city.”

“Go help them fight through,” I ordered. “Get them to join our forces since the chieftain is headed this way.”

Nora took off without a word.

The Óhreinn clansmen in the south wouldn’t know what hit them.

I quickly found myself slicing and hacking my way forward through the crowd of enemy Farthegns, but then I realized something a little strange: all of the Óhreinn warriors around us were only men. It was fucking bizarre to not see a single female warrior, but I only noticed it for about ten seconds before that situation changed.

The Óhreinn women leaped off the tops of the buildings all around us. Each woman was armed with a mace in one hand and a whip in the other, and their shrieks of fury pierced the night air as they came crashing down on top of us. Their whips lashed back and forth and tore out little chunks of flesh every time their tips made contact with one of my warriors, and they wielded their maces with more grace and skill than the brutish men all around them.

I was so impressed that I almost forgot these were my enemies.

At least for now.

But then I saw the chieftain striding down the hill toward us with his six warlords at his back. As much as I would have loved it if he was the same kind of lazy slob as the old chieftain of Dalir, I could tell right away that this man knew how to fight.

He was thick with muscles and tall enough to give him an advantage over his enemies, but not so tall that it would unbalance him in a fight. His dark hair was pulled back from his face but was caked with some kind of grime or mud, and his olive skin was covered in scars that looked like deep teeth marks.

The six warlords at his back looked similar to their chieftain, if not quite as impressive. They were all men, and I almost rolled my eyes at how stubborn these Farthegns were. They talked of valuing their women, but based on what I’d seen so far, the women were almost always more skilled than the men at fighting. But somehow, I had yet to meet any female warlord other than the two I had appointed.

But then three Óhreinn women attacked me at once, and I stopped thinking about anything but how to get past them and get to their chieftain.

The mace of an olive-skinned beauty on my left ripped toward me like a spiked tree trunk, but I blocked it with my tomahawk. The blade of my weapon buried itself into her wooden mace, and when the impact sent a shudder up my arm, I quickly jerked my tomahawk to the side at the same time I danced back a few steps.

My wrenching motion twisted the mace out of her hands, and my backward movement moved me out of the way of the other two women’s maces. They pulled their weapons back to strike again, but the first woman was already lashing her whip at me now that she was without her mace.

I held up my combination tomahawk-mace just before the metal shard at the tip of the whip could reach my face. When the whip curled around the mace instead, the woman yanked backward with enough force to pull the mace free from its burial spot in my tomahawk.

This woman must have been incredibly strong.

While she untangled her mace from her whip, I danced backward again to avoid the mace swings of the other two women around me. The spike of one mace grazed the blue-black fur on my shoulder, but it couldn’t penetrate the thick nóttmal hide. The other mace missed my abdomen by a fraction, but it left my attacker open, so I could slash my runed cutlass up the outside of her thigh.

I didn’t use the fire rune against her, though. The blade alone cut a deep gash through the wool of her pants, and it tore through her flesh at the same time, so a river of blood spilled out through the gap. Even as she fell to one knee, she snarled and lashed her whip toward me, but then Thyrri appeared out of nowhere behind her and bashed the back of her head with the handle of her tomahawk.

“Try not to kill the women!” I yelled before Thyrri could rain down a second blow on her.

The brunette warlord ever so slightly adjusted her next swing, and when the tomahawk handle smacked into the enemy woman again, it wasn’t enough to crumple her skull, just to knock her unconscious. She fell limp at my feet, and Thyrri shot me a wicked grin.

“Yes, my chief!” Thyrri shouted.

I spun toward the dark tan woman who had just untangled her whip from her mace, but only just after I saw the blade of Thyrri’s tomahawk tear through the shoulder socket of the other woman. The Óhreinn woman immediately lost all control of her arm, so her mace fell uselessly to the ground, and Thyrri did the same thing to her other arm so her whip-wielding hand became useless, too.

I was impressed that Thyrri hadn’t actually killed either woman, but then again, she was my warlord, and it was her job to kick ass.

“Behind you!” Thyrri called, but I was already swinging my tomahawk toward my opponent’s thigh to try and cripple her without killing her.

She blocked my blow with her mace at the same time I saw Thyrri spin away from me to attack two more women who were headed toward me. I redirected the swing of my tomahawk, dropped to one knee so my opponent’s mace sailed over my head, and then buried my weapon straight into the crotch of an Óhreinn man who had come up behind me.

The big fucker howled and crashed forward. If I hadn’t immediately scrambled away on my knees, he would have flattened me like a pancake. I dodged out of the way in time though, and when I sprang back to my feet, I brought my tomahawk down into the back of his skull.

Then I whirled back toward the olive-skinned woman still blocking my path. I could see the chieftain and his six warlords just east of the rest of the fight, but they would join the bulk of their forces in less than thirty seconds if I didn’t do something to stop them. I didn’t want to kill this woman since she would be a valuable warrior once the Óhreinn clan was mine, but I’d be damned if she wasn’t blocking my progress.

I attacked her with my runed cutlass as the blood from my last kill still dripped from my tomahawk blade. She snarled like a wildcat as I kept forcing her backward, but she blocked or dodged every blow until I finally let my fire rune do its magic. The next time my cutlass tore into her mace, I let the enchanted flames pour from the blade into the cut I made in her wooden weapon. The flames crackled and expanded, and as the woman stared in shock, her whole mace turned into a burning torch.

“I’ll teach you that trick later,” I said with a wink, and then I clocked the surprised woman over the head with the hilt of my weapon.

She collapsed so quickly that I hoped I hadn’t done any permanent damage, but I was already pushing my way through the crowd again. I elbowed, shoved, hacked, and sliced every enemy Farthegn between me and the Óhreinn chieftain, and Thyrri was at my back every step of the way.

Every time I moved forward again, it took all my willpower not to just stop and watch my warriors fight. They were all doing so well individually, but they were also starting to fight as a team, and I felt like a proud father watching them all together. I could still hear them squabbling, but at least they were all focused on killing the right group of people.

“That’s five already for me,” one Dalir warrior boasted loudly as I kept pushing forward, and I wondered if he was intentionally trying to catch my attention.

“Five?” an Illskan man scoffed. “Come back when you’ve downed seven like me!”

“Seven kills is nothing when our chieftain wants them to stay alive,” one of my Dalirian huntresses sneered. “I’ve downed eight, and none of them were fatal.”

“I’ll take that challenge!” the Illskan said as his battleaxe plunged into an Óhreinn warrior’s stomach and damn near severed his spinal cord in two. “That one doesn’t count!”

“I’ll reset to zero right now and still win,” my huntress laughed. “Go!”

The three of them hurled themselves from one opponent to the next with renewed enthusiasm, and I heard a few other clansmen take up the challenge, too. I grinned and shook my head, but then I kept hacking my way forward until only a handful of bodies separated me from the muscular chieftain.

The six warlords had just reached the outer band of fighting, and their chieftain had just thrown his head back to give a blood-curdling war cry, but then the whole street became complete chaos. Igrid’s forces suddenly surged into the fight from the south, Nora and Eir both plunged down through the air like the avenging angels they were, and then a whole new group of about fifty warriors streamed toward us from the same eastern direction that the Óhreinn chief had come from.

“Get me to the chieftain,” I growled. “I need to finish this.”

“Yes, my chief!” Thyrri cried, and then she shouted something in Farthegn to the rest of my clansmen.

Every nearby warrior of Clan Briggs turned their full concentration on the handful of Óhreinn clansmen blocking my way to the chieftain. They threw aside all caution that had kept their own backs protected, and they attacked the grimy warriors between me and my target with a terrifying gusto.

Eir fired one arrow after another into the crowd, and she aimed most of them to be non-lethal. Nora was everywhere all at once, but the Selkie woman didn’t use the same restraint that my Farthegn wife did. I wasn’t sure Nora even knew how to deal a non-fatal blow, but every Óhreinn clansman who opposed her had it coming, considering the fucked-up history between Óhreinn and the Selkies.

My sea-born wife certainly deserved a chance at some revenge shots of her own.

There were only two clansmen between me and the chieftain now.

Then an ice spear suddenly skewered the neck of the one on the left, and I felt a grin spread across my face when I realized Vegvisir must be close by and still in one piece. My tomahawk sliced the face off the other Óhreinn warrior between me and the chieftain, and it penetrated all the way down to his tongue so he could only give a garbled cry as he fell to the side.

Then I came face to face with the chieftain. The heavily muscled man adjusted the grip on his mace as he eyed me up and down, and I pulled my shirt down enough to let the burning mark on my chest sear into his vision.

“I’ll give you one chance,” I said with a smirk. “We are Clan Briggs, the combined might of Dalir and Illska. Surrender and swear loyalty to me, or die.”

The man’s face contorted when he heard me speak the language of the slaves, and for a minute, I thought his skin might actually turn inside out. He spat out a single Farthegn word in response, and I didn’t need a translator to understand its meaning.

This asshole wanted to die.

My tomahawk swung toward his left arm at the same time his mace swung toward my left shoulder. We both arched our bodies backward so our weapons passed harmlessly around each other, but we were really just testing each other’s strengths right now.

Plus, I had already seen the spot where I wanted to kill him, and it wasn’t here.

The stone wall of the stronghold was on my left, and I had my eyes on the stairs that led up to the top of the ramparts. If I could force the chieftain up to the top of the wall, everyone would bear witness to his death, and it would also let the fight be just between the two of us, with no outside distractions.

We both swung at each other and missed again, but this time, I noticed that his warlords were all converging on me, too. He clearly planned to make this a fight of seven against one, but he had also obviously underestimated the clansmen on my side.

“Thyrri!” I shouted. “Take out his warlords!”

My brunette warlord immediately shoved her way forward to intercept the two warlords closest to me, and a second later, Igrid whirled toward two others like a tornado of spinning fury. The last time I saw her, she’d been on the opposite side of the fight, but of course, my pierced warlord had immediately punched and slaughtered her way to my side.

As my two warlords engaged four of the Óhreinn warlords, Eir and Nora streaked down from the dark sky to tackle the last two enemy warlords. I saw the surprise register on my opponent’s grimy face when he saw my two Valkyries, but he decided not to use it as a moment of repentance. He only attacked me with renewed fury, but now he didn’t have the backup support of his warlords.

The Óhreinn chieftain went back and forth between using the tip of his mace as a battering ram and wielding it like a baseball bat to try and tear out my flesh with its spiked end. He was as fast as he was muscular, so it was hard to dodge his blows in time, and the spikes of his mace sliced my skin a few times. They mostly got caught on my furs or my sturdy leather armor, but enough of them found my exposed flesh to piss me off.

Every time I felt a little blood dribble to the surface, the mark on my chest burned even more. At one point, it burned so hot that I thought it might burn a hole right through my wool and then melt the leather into my flesh, but when it came down to me and the Óhreinn chieftain, I only planned for one of us to burst into flames today.

And it sure as shit wasn’t going to be me.

The next time the chieftain tried to bash my skull in, I lunged toward him instead of trying to spin away. This put me only inches away from his ferocious breath. If it was possible, he smelled even more rotten than the rest of the Óhreinn men, and I wondered if that was how he’d gotten the position of chieftain.

I steeled my stomach before I could throw up all over his face. A little vomit might have temporarily blinded him, but it wouldn’t exactly give me much of an advantage if I was doubled over in front of him. Instead, I slammed my skull into the chieftain’s forehead to stun the man. I followed it up with a tomahawk chop up in between his legs, but the man must have been wearing some sort of armor because the blade struck something that sounded like metal and then bounced right off.

The chieftain’s mace was barreling toward me again in an instant, and I realized there might not be time to drive him all the way to the top of the stronghold wall. As I twisted away from his latest blow, I plunged my runed cutlass toward his abdomen, but my opponent dodged too, and my blade only shaved off a tiny sliver of flesh from the exposed skin between his leather vest and pants.

Then I got a different idea.

I blocked and returned several of the chieftain’s next blows, but I kept turning every time I did until I started to retreat away from the main fight. The chieftain didn’t seem to realize what I was doing, and he only pressed harder with a half-rotten smile and a few choice words muttered in Farthegn.

From the corner of my eye, I saw that at least two of his warlords were dead and trampled underfoot by the rest of the fighting, but I couldn’t spare another glance. I just had to trust that my own warlords and my wives would handle things for me, along with the rest of my clansmen.

I let him drive me further and further back, and the whole time, I kept fighting like I was trying my best even though I was only operating at fifty percent effort. His swings became more wild and enthusiastic, and his steps grew longer and more self-assured. When my back hit the stone wall of the stronghold, I focused on not grinning in satisfaction, and then I slowly started to climb backward up the stairs.

The chieftain took the bait.

He was so focused on the kill that he followed me right up the stairs. I even let his mace catch my shin at one point, so I dropped to one knee, growled through the pain, and then pushed myself back up the stairs again. This only made him feel that much closer to total triumph over the man who’d dared to challenge him, and who did it in the language of the slaves just to add insult to injury.

When I was almost at the top of the wall, I turned and sprinted up the rest of the stone steps. I heard the chieftain right behind me, and I used my single second of a head start to look around and get my bearings before we duked it out one final time.

The stone wall was an impressive two feet thick with only a one-foot-high wooden railing on either side, so there would be very little room for error with my footwork. There were a few small barrels posted at equal intervals along the wall too, and since each one was set up inside a mini-catapult that was aimed outward, I figured they must be filled with either oil or rocks for defensive measures against any attacking armies.

Too bad they hadn’t planned on their enemies attacking them from inside their own stronghold.

I whipped around with my tomahawk and runed cutlass still poised for attack, but the Óhreinn chieftain had followed me up the steps even faster than I’d expected. His mace was headed straight toward my temple, and only a quick backward step saved my skull from a possibly fatal blow. It was almost enough to throw me off balance and send me down into the fighting clansmen below or into the darkness of the Red Forest outside the stronghold, but I was used to catching my footing all the time in the wild Alaskan weather, so I rallied now, too.

“You sure you don’t want to surrender?” I grinned at the chieftain’s confusion, since he clearly thought he was winning. “You could help me conquer Hylmrek.”

The grimy man snarled something else in Farthegn, even though I knew damn well he knew how to speak the language of the slaves. I also knew there was no chance in hell that he would surrender to me, and I didn’t even want him to. I just wanted to throw him off and make him wonder why I was so fucking confident.

He wouldn’t have to wait long.

I was about to show him exactly why Clan Briggs was superior to every other clan in the Red Forest.

We danced back and forth on top of the battlements as we each searched for an advantage against our opponent. We were pretty equally matched in terms of speed and strength, and even the blows that connected weren’t direct hits. They only tore little tracks out of our flesh or welled up instant bruises beneath our leather armor, but none of them were severe enough to slow us down.

The next time the Óhreinn chieftain’s mace swung down toward my left collarbone, I twisted my shoulder back and watched the mace graze down the front of my furs. While he was still fully extended, I jabbed the spike of my tomahawk into the man’s stomach just below his sternum, and it sent a desperate gasp from the chieftain’s mouth.

The mace wobbled a little in his hands, but he kept his grip on it, at least until I rammed the tomahawk below his sternum two more times. Then on the fourth try, I punched it into the smelly chieftain’s actual sternum, and I heard a quiet crack.

Bingo.

The Óhreinn chieftain dropped one hand from his mace so he could turn and run a few steps in the opposite direction to try and get his breath back. His weapon was still gripped in one hand, but based on the way the man was staggering away from me, I knew his chest and abdomen must feel on fire right about now.

The tomahawk in my hand wasn’t meant for throwing, but I let it fly toward him anyway. It connected between his spine and his left shoulder blade, but it only managed to do a little tearing damage before it toppled down to the stone rampart. It made the chieftain stumble forward again, but the moment he reached one of the barrels posted along the walls, the grimy man instantly heaved himself back around to face me.

He picked up the barrel lid with one hand to act like a shield, and he slid his grip down the mace to wield it as a one-handed weapon. It would have been a smart move from a defensive standpoint, if it wasn’t for the fact that I could tell from the way he held himself that his shield arm was hurting him. Maybe it was from the tomahawk that had glanced off his shoulder blade, or maybe it was from the damage I had dealt to his abdomen a few seconds ago.

Either way, I could use it to my advantage.

I didn’t want to risk crouching over to grab my tomahawk, but since I also didn’t want it in my way, I kicked it off the side of the battlement. I could have drawn my Khopesh sword or another one of my cutlasses, but when my nose caught a whiff of something in the small barrel behind him, I decided to finish this asshole with nothing but my fire-runed cutlass.

I thrust my weapon toward him, and just like I’d expected, the chieftain blocked it with his makeshift shield. But I immediately followed my thrust with an elbow to his shield, and it was hard enough to make the man wince in pain as the shield rocketed back into his own chest.

He lobbed his mace toward me next, but I grabbed his wrist with my free hand and spun him around like we were engaged in an elaborate dance. Now I was closer to the barrel than he was, and the sweet and sour scent of the oil inside it floated around me.

I dragged my cutlass across the man’s wrist before he could make his next move, and I cut deep enough that I snapped his tendons. As soon as the mace tumbled from his hand into the crowd of clansmen below, I grabbed his brown fur cloak and ripped it from around his neck. The cord it was tied with half-choked him before I yanked it all the way free, and then I tossed it onto the ramparts behind me.

But the smelly chieftain still wouldn’t admit that he had lost. He just kept fighting with nothing but the lid of the oil barrel. It would have been admirable if it hadn’t been so stupid, but he had clearly made his choice, and now I was making mine.

I twisted to avoid another push from his shield, and I picked up the small barrel before I turned back around to face him. I chucked the whole thing in his face, and when the oil spilled all over him and soaked him like honey, the chieftain gave a blubbery yell, threw away his shield, and tried desperately to claw the oil away from his eyes and mouth.

It was too late.

My runed cutlass was already arcing through the air toward his stomach. The blade sliced his abdomen in a downward stroke from left to right, then immediately went back to slice a diagonal line from right to left. It made a perfect X in the chieftain’s stomach, and both lines instantly bubbled up with the enchanted orange flames.

It turned out that enchanted fire could feed on oil just as easily as regular fire could. The Óhreinn chieftain turned into a human torch from the inside to the outside as the flames fed on his organs as much as on the oil, and before the fire completely consumed him, I wielded my cutlass against him one more time.

This time, I struck off his head, grabbed it by the hair before it fell down into the Red Forest, and then took a step back as his headless, burning body wavered and then dropped.

“Your chieftain is dead!” I thundered as I held up his head, and I was a little surprised when my voice seemed to fill the whole surrounding area. “Look to your new chieftain!”

Again, my voice boomed over the battlefield like I was speaking from an actual thundercloud, but then I caught a glimpse of Vegvisir perched on the battlements about fifty yards away. Even from this distance, I could see the old wanderling’s smirk, and I had a feeling he had something to do with the sudden deafening volume of my voice.

The fighting clansmen all stopped and stared up at the Óhreinn chieftain’s head dangling from my hand, and his burning corpse on the stone wall beside me. No one kept fighting, but no one seemed to know what to do, either.

I was about to issue orders to my warlords, but then two piercing cries shattered the sudden stillness of the early morning air, and thick tendrils of blue smoke started rising from the corpses scattered across the battlefield below.

“Shit,” I gasped as I whipped around in search of my Valkyrie wives.

It didn’t take long to find them.

Both Valkyries had their wings fully extended in the middle of all the clansmen, and their faces were turned up toward the sky like they were about to summon a lightning storm.
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Chapter 18

Eir’s eyes were completely black, and Nora’s gaze was nothing but pure midnight blue.

They shrieked again as more blue smoky wisps rose up from the corpses around them, and the warriors of both Clan Briggs and Óhreinn stumbled back from the Valkyries and the blue smoke all around them.

When the whole battlefield was full of wavering blue wisps, Eir and Nora beat their wings to rise up a few yards above the ground. The blue souls of the dead started to rise with them, and then with one last shrieking cry, my Valkyries shot straight up toward the dark sky overhead. They seemed to turn to birds like ravens high in the air, and then every drifting blue soul on the battlefield streaked up after them until they all disappeared from view.

Shit.

Not this again.

Eir had come back the last time she’d disappeared after a battle like this, and I just had to hope she would be able to find her way back this time, too.

I held onto this scrap of reassurance in the hopes my sanity would stay intact.

Nora had never gone to the tomb that Eir talked about, but at least if they were together, they had a better chance of making it back from wherever the hell they disappeared to.

But I really needed to find out where and what this tomb was sooner rather than later. I couldn’t have my wives disappearing every time a major battle took place, especially since I didn’t know who they were filling the tomb of dead clansmen for, or why anyone would need a bunch of dead warriors, anyway.

“Hail the new chieftain!” an olive-skinned woman shouted from the crowd below.

I recognized her as the same Óhreinn warrior I’d tangled with earlier. I watched her throw down her weapons now, and then she bowed her head, dropped to her knees, and crossed her arms over her chest in an X shape.

She shouted something else in Farthegn next, and a few dozen other women throughout the crowd threw down their weapons and dropped into the same kneeling position. The men started to join them, but I noticed that the women of the Óhreinn clan were all much more eager to surrender than their male counterparts. Still, the sight of the Valkyries and the dead souls flying up from the battlefield must have filled their hearts with enough fear and uncertainty, because only a minute later, all the living Óhreinn clansmen were on their knees without their weapons.

“Hail the chieftain of Clan Briggs!” Fritjof boomed. “Hail the combined might of Illska and Dalir, and be honored that Óhreinn has been found worthy to join us!”

I was gonna have to give that guy a raise.

The Óhreinn clansmen all started whispering together again as the name of ‘Clan Briggs’ spread across the battlefield like wildfire. At least it gave them something to think about while my warriors began collecting their weapons.

Thyrri raced up the stairs to join me at the top of the wall. Igrid stayed on the ground to supervise both clans, and I glanced at the slowly lightening sky one more time before I decided my Valkyries weren’t coming back any time soon.

“All six warlords are down, my chief,” Thyrri announced when she reached me. “Óhreinn is yours.”

“Fuck yeah, it is,” I said with a grin.

“Are you hurt?” Thyrri demanded. “I will order the wanderling to bring the healing supplies from the ship.”

“No, it’s just a couple of nicks,” I said. “We have bigger things to worry about than a few cuts. Start separating the dead from the injured and unconscious, get a headcount of both, and try to organize them by the severity of their injuries. It’ll help us prioritize once we get the healing supplies, but I don’t want anybody going back to the ship just yet.”

I didn’t want to leave ourselves outnumbered after we had just conquered this clan, but I also wanted to be the first one back on the ship. Then I could find out for myself whether Rafial and the rest of the slaves had stayed or escaped, and I would be able to deal with the fallout better if I knew the answer firsthand.

“Yes, my chief,” Thyrri replied, and she studied my face carefully before she continued. “Do you… know how long it will be before the Valkyries return?”

“No idea,” I admitted. “I’ll just be happy for them to come back at all. I know Eir didn’t have any problems last time, even if it took her a little while, but I hate not knowing exactly where they disappear to.”

“They will return.” Thyrri laid her hand on my arm, and it was warm from blood and battle. “In the meantime, you have many fierce women who fight for you. I heard some of the Óhreinn women talking about your powers already, and I think you may find some eager recruits before too long.”

“Are you thinking it’s like an Illska situation?” I asked. “Because if I’m about to get a bunch of tits pushed in my face, I should probably rinse the blood off first or something.”

“I don’t think their eagerness will come from quite the same reason,” Thyrri chuckled. “Yes, the Illskan women are all ferocious fighters, but for a while, they were more interested in your body than in your plans for their clan. But the Óhreinn women seem different. Did you notice how they all joined the fight separate from the men?”

“I did think that was kind of strange,” I said.

“I’m not sure about the details,” Thyrri said. “But I did hear some of the women say that you are a man who has women as his warlords. I think this makes them very curious about you.”

“Then let’s play that to our advantage,” I said. “Make sure you and Igrid are really visible as you count the dead and start to get things organized. I rely on both of you just as much, if not more, than the men of my clan, and I want that fully understood and respected first thing.”

“I think Igrid is already ahead of you there,” Thyrri chuckled as she nodded at the street below.

My pierced warlord was prowling the battlefield below like an alley cat. Every time one of the nearby Óhreinn clansmen even twitched, she gave them a sharp punch to the shoulder, but she also checked every wounded member of both clans that she came across. She ordered some of the injured to be moved, but whenever they were too hurt to move safely, she called one of my clansmen to stand beside them until we retrieved our healing supplies.

“Of course she’s already ahead of me,” I said with a grin. “Now if we could just get a feel for which Óhreinn clansmen might be able to help us most.”

“You mean since we so effectively eliminated all their warlords and chieftain?” Thyrri smirked.

“My chief?” a woman’s voice floated up toward us from below. “I believe I may be able to help you.”

At the base of the stone steps twenty feet below me, I saw that Fritjof had escorted over the same olive-skinned woman who had been the first of her clan to acknowledge me as their new chieftain, and that was after I’d knocked her unconscious during our fight earlier.

She was unarmed, and her thick waves of black hair had half-tumbled down from the elaborate braids that crisscrossed along the back of her skull. Her brown woolen pants were torn in a few places, and her linen shirt had a deep cut down the front. It exposed her cleavage so much that I had to remind myself I’d just conquered her clan, and this was no time to ogle her, even if it was hard to keep my eyes off of the generous swell of her chest.

“Go ahead and help Igrid,” I told Thyrri, and I held out the dead chieftain’s dripping skull. “And do something with this, would you?”

“I will put it on a spike facing the harbor,” Thyrri said with a grin. “As a warning to any other ships who might return.”

“Shit, that’s a good point,” I said. “I should really post a guard in case anyone comes back before we get everything sorted out.”

When we reached the bottom of the steps, I ordered Fritjof to take a small group of clansmen back to the harbor to watch for any incoming ships, just as long as they didn’t return to our own longship yet. The sky was growing light enough now that we should be able to see anyone sailing toward the harbor, and once the sun fully came up in a few minutes, we definitely shouldn’t have any trouble spotting Óhreinn ships before they spotted us.

After Fritjof took off, Thyrri hesitated at my side and kept glancing between me and the Óhreinn woman.

“We’ll be fine,” I reassured my protective warlord. “Go help Igrid.”

“Yes, my chief,” Thyrri muttered, but she pointed her finger accusingly at the black-haired woman. “I will be watching you from all angles.”

“I would expect no less,” the woman said proudly.

Thyrri slowly walked away backward for a few steps before she finally seemed to decide that this woman didn’t pose an immediate threat. Once she left the two of us alone, I turned back toward the dark-eyed woman and realized something strange.

She wasn’t wearing any clan furs.

None of the Óhreinn women were. They wore brown woolen pants that were the same shade as the drekasa furs that all the men wore, but they had no actual furs and only thin linen shirts that definitely couldn’t be keeping them warm enough in the winter.

“What’s your name?” I asked.

“Brynhild, my chief,” the olive-skinned woman answered. “Since all our leaders are dead, I thought I might help answer any questions you have.”

“And why would you do that?” I raised an eyebrow. “Don’t get me wrong, I’d appreciate the help, but--”

“But you did just kill my chieftain?” Brynhild interrupted.

“And you should have died with him,” a nearby Óhreinn man muttered. “Or at least have died for him.”

“I fought for my clan, the same as all the rest of you,” the woman snapped as she whirled to face the man on his knees.

“But you didn’t save our chieftain,” the man spat.

“Neither did you,” Brynhild growled.

“Yeah, but I wasn’t married to him, was I?” The Óhreinn clansman started to stand up, but Igrid appeared out of nowhere and punched him so hard in the back of the head that he fell forward straight onto his open jaw.

Then Igrid just nodded to me and kept making her rounds.

“Were you married to the old chieftain?” I demanded.

“Yes,” Brynhild said through gritted teeth. “I know I should have died for him, but--”

“She’s not wrong,” one of my Dalirian warriors said as he carried a wounded Illskan past us. “It is a wife’s job to die for her husband, and if he dies before her, the least she could do would be to follow him in death.”

A few other nearby warriors from both clans muttered their agreement, and I held up my hand before they all decided to light Brynhild on fire to follow her husband into death.

“No one’s following anybody into death,” I announced. “That makes no sense. He’s dead, and she wouldn’t help him now by killing herself, anyway.”

“But the job of a wife--” one of my warriors interrupted.

“Nope,” I cut him off. “Even if I believed that a wife should die for her husband, I believe a husband should be willing to do the same thing for his wife.”

Brynhild’s dark eyes widened, but I pushed ahead before anyone else could interrupt again.

“But the main point is that someone should only die for their spouse if their spouse is worthy of honor and respect,” I continued. “So tell me, was the old chieftain worthy of honor and respect? Because as far as I can tell, he didn’t make sure the women of his clan had warm clothing for the winter, he didn’t realize that his most skilled fighters were women since he only had male warlords, and he was too stupid to realize when he should have surrendered to save his own clansmen from death.”

The Óhreinn women all glanced at each other, but Brynhild just stared at me while her flesh prickled with cold under the sheen of blood coating her arms.

“Yeah, that’s what I thought,” I said. “Your chieftain husband is dead now. So, you can either throw yourself off the wall up there if you feel so inclined, or you can talk to me and help your clan. That goes for everybody, by the way, not just for Brynhild.”

“I worried when I saw the demons who serve you,” Brynhild whispered. “But I knew that a chieftain with such fierce women as his warlords must be an incredible man.”

“The demons who serve me?” I frowned.

“The women with wings who seemed to be everywhere all at once,” Brynhild explained.

“Oh, those are my wives,” I chuckled.

“You tamed demons and married them?” The olive-skinned woman looked even more impressed.

“Uh, I guess that’s one way to look at it,” I laughed, since I wasn’t eager to lose the advantage that Nora and Eir’s strange powers gave me.

If Óhreinn wanted to think they were demons for a little while longer, I wasn’t going to stop them. It would help keep them in line long enough to get everything else sorted, and since it looked like there were still a solid hundred or so Óhreinn clansmen in the stronghold, I would take all the help I could get.

“May I ask a question?” Brynhild whispered.

“Sure, go for it,” I answered. “But then I really need to get my healing supplies and see to all our clansmen’s injuries.”

“Your women all wear warm furs?” the olive-skinned woman asked.

“Take a look for yourself,” I replied and gestured to the sea of warriors around us. “Do you see anyone without the golden furs of Illska or the blue-black furs of Dalir? Our furs might be different colors, but we all wear them, and we all belong to Clan Briggs. Now, you all do too, as long as you take an oath of loyalty to me as your new chieftain.”

“Do we have a choice?” an Óhreinn man asked.

“Of course you do,” I snorted. “Didn’t you hear the choice I offered earlier? You can jump off the wall of your stronghold, or you can swear loyalty to me. Clan Briggs will soon be the only clan in the Red Forest though, so choose wisely.”

“Impossible,” an Óhreinn woman said. “That would mean Hylmrek would no longer dominate the eastern Red Forest.”

“Would that make you very sad?” I chuckled.

“No!” the woman replied quickly. “But it is Hylmrek! They are nearly undefeated in battle.”

“Only until I defeat them.” I shrugged. “But if you’d rather not have access to all of Hylmrek’s resources, and if you’d rather not conquer Svelgard after that, then go ahead and climb those steps. Either way, they’ll be mine. Whether or not you’re all a part of that is up to you.”

“You will conquer Hylmrek and then Svelgard?” Brynhild gasped.

“I want what they have,” I replied. “Plus, it’s the only way to keep my first wife safe. Let’s just say she’s currently on their most wanted list.”

There was a long pause as the weight of my words seemed to settle over the nearest warriors. Every woman within earshot seemed to be glued to our conversation, and even the nearby men eyed me with a mixture of curiosity about my wife and what looked like respect for my violent loyalty.

“Then let me be the first to swear a blood oath of loyalty to you,” Brynhild said at last.

Before I could stop her, the olive-skinned woman raised her arm to her lips and sank her teeth into her own flesh. She gave a little jerk of her head, and when she released her arm from her own grip, blood was trickling from her bite mark. Then Brynhild wiped up the blood with her fingers, leaned down, and rubbed it onto my boots.

“My life is yours, my chieftain,” she declared as I gaped down at her. “And my neck is yours to crush under your heel should you choose, but until then, my body is yours to command.”

I nodded slowly as I tried to keep my cool.

It was kind of a dark vow, and we might have to work on the specific phrasing, but there was also something appealing about this stunning warrior woman kneeling and wiping her blood on my boots to symbolize how eager she was to serve me.

“As the chieftain of Clan Briggs, I accept your oath,” I said, and then I looked up at the rest of the Óhreinn clansmen. “And as for the rest of you, decide what you want to do fast. You have until I get back from the harbor. Brynhild, you come with me. I have some questions for you.”

I strode down the street back the way we had come, but Brynhild stayed right on my heels. Igrid and Thyrri were both still busy organizing the dead, wounded, and living warriors, but I only made it a few steps forward before Igrid snapped something to Ulrik. The reformed rebel immediately fell in behind us without a word, and I smiled to myself at how protective my pierced warlord was that she had sent Ulrik with me.

I glanced at Brynhild a few times as I headed back the way we had come, and in the early morning light, I noticed she had several cuts that were still bleeding, but she hadn’t used any of them to swear her blood oath. She had given herself a new injury with her own teeth, and she didn’t seem at all aware of the rest of her wounds. She just strode proudly beside me, but no matter what pace I kept, she always made sure she was one pace behind me.

“You can walk next to me, you know,” I pointed out. “It would be easier to ask you things if you weren’t always one step behind me.”

“Óhreinn women are only allowed to walk beside men in battle,” Brynhild replied. “When we are not fighting, we must stay one pace behind them at all times.”

“Well, you’re not Óhreinn anymore,” I said. “You’re Briggs now, and that rule makes no sense. Let me guess: does this rule have anything to do with why none of your women wear clan furs?”

“That is because drekasas are difficult to kill, but they are even more difficult to retrieve from the water after we kill them,” Brynhild answered. “There are not enough furs for every clan member on land and on sea. It is most important for the male and female sailors to wear furs, so each ship is always outfitted with furs first. Then all male clansmen on land are given furs. If there are any left, they are given to the female clansmen on land, but there are never any left.”

“That sounds like a bunch of bullshit to me,” I muttered. “You’re telling me your clan has enough furs to outfit all the sailors on all your ships and all the men here in the stronghold, but there aren’t enough drekasa furs for a couple dozen women to wear?”

“That is what my husband said,” Brynhild replied. “His reserves hold all the extra furs, and he always said we never had enough for the women in the stronghold.”

“So in the meantime, you just freeze to death?” I nodded at her thin linen shirt. “That’s not exactly winter weather gear.”

“We stay warm enough,” Brynhild said, and she took a quick double-step so she could walk right beside me.

“I doubt that,” I muttered. “Listen, I’ll need a tour of the whole stronghold once we get healing supplies, but right now, do you have any healers among your slaves?”

“A few,” Brynhild replied. “We will pass the slave quarters just before we reach the harbor.”

“I thought we might,” I said. “I think they’re the ones who tried to pour boiling water on us when we first entered.”

“That is their job,” Brynhild answered. “They did not do it well, though. If Clan Briggs has enough slaves to serve us too, we could drown these slaves and start from scratch.”

“Are you sure burning them would not be a more appropriate punishment for failing at their duties?” Ulrik asked.

“Drowning causes more panic,” Brynhild argued. “It is more suitable than burning.”

“But burning--”

“That’s enough,” I interrupted Ulrik. “Nobody’s going to burn or drown the slaves. I’d like to meet with them after I get our supplies from the longship we sailed in on. Then I’ll decide what to do with them, but it won’t involve fire or the sea.”

“Then perhaps you would like to double their chains?” Brynhild asked hopefully. “Their ankles are chained to the floor, but we could chain their wrists to the walls, too. If we chain them in the right position, they will still be able to carry out their duties.”

“Nope, we’re not doing that, either,” I sighed.

When we were about to pass through one of the gates that led into the harbor, I glanced up at the small windows overhead. I thought I saw a few pale faces looking down at me, but they vanished as quickly as they appeared. I half-expected them to pour boiling water on us again, but I guessed that walking with the former chieftain’s wife gave me a free pass.

Once we reached the harbor, I joined Fritjof and his squad of warriors by the lapping waves. The former chieftain’s head was already mounted on a spike facing the harbor, but Brynhild didn’t even glance at her dead husband. She just looked toward the ships with so much excitement that it was like she’d never seen the ocean before.

“Wait here,” I told Ulrik and Brynhild. “I’ll be right back with the supplies.”

“Someone should go with you,” Ulrik said. “The slaves are not chained, and they have not yet proven their loyalty to you.”

“You unchained the slaves?” Brynhild gasped. “They will have escaped by now. Do not trouble yourself with this, my chief. We will hunt them down for you, and we will tie them to the oars so that the next time the ship goes out, each rowing movement will pour water into their lungs. They will breathe the sweet air when the oars come up, but then they will immediately inhale more water. Then we can take bets on whether they will drown first or serve as good bait for the drekasas.”

Ulrik was already rubbing his hands together with a wicked grin, and even Fritjof was chuckling with excitement.

“Everybody, relax,” I said. “Everything is fine. Just wait here, and that’s an order.”

I hurried along the floating dock before anyone could argue with me, but my heart started to race a little faster. If the slaves on my longship really had escaped, I would have to pivot hard, otherwise Brynhild and Ulrik would be chomping at the bit to lead a hunting party after them. I’d been the one to tell Rafial that he could escape if he wanted to in the first place, and that meant I’d better make sure I kept my word and didn’t try and recapture him.

As I started down the dock where my longship was moored, everything was quiet. The only noise was the slow lapping of waves against the sides of the wooden vessel, and my stomach started to sink. I grasped the ladder and started to climb up, but when I was only halfway up the rungs, movement from the deck caught my attention.

Dozens of slaves sprang to their feet with Rafial at their head.

As soon as I saw them, such a wave of relief washed over my body that I almost let go of the ladder rungs. The brown minotaur extended his beast-like hand down to me and helped pull me up onto the deck, and I let a slow exhale escape my lungs.

“I thought for sure all of you would have left,” I chuckled.

“Only a few,” Rafial replied in his slight Spanish accent. “We are not sure if you win or not, and we decide to hide until we are sure.”

“What would you have done if I lost?” I asked.

“We take the ship and see how far we sail,” the minotaur replied with a shrug. “Or we fight and kill as many Óhreinn as we can.”

“We were successful, as you can see,” I said. “I hope you won’t have any regrets about missing your opportunity. I can’t guarantee you’ll get another one. I need good workers, and I place quite a lot of faith in the slaves who work for my clans.”

“We know the decision we make,” Rafial growled. “Where is your home, my chief? It is far, yes? So far that perhaps you never return?”

“How did you know that?” I asked.

“I observe much.” The minotaur shrugged again. “Our homes are also far. Some homes are too far to return to. Some families and villages are all gone because Óhreinn killed everyone. Some slaves cannot remember where their homes are.”

“I guess that’s as good a reason to stay as any,” I muttered.

“We do not drown ourselves,” Rafial said with a frown. “This is also an option, but we choose to stay with you. The deadly birds of prey are at your side, and fire is in your blade. You are our chieftain.”

I was so touched by the minotaur’s loyalty that I honestly didn’t know what to say. I knew the Farthegns treated their slaves badly, but I was always surprised by how far a little decency went. I’d just treated Rafial and the other slaves like they were living beings with brains and feelings, and here they were, ready to swear loyalty to me forever.

Since I wasn’t sure how to respond, I just reached up and clapped the minotaur on his massive shoulder.

“Good to have you with me, Rafial,” I said. “I don’t know what my next move is yet, but I want you all to stay on the ship while I sort things out with Óhreinn. It may take them a little while to understand my attitude toward slaves, and I don’t want you to run into them before then.”

“We stay on board and watch the harbor entrance for you,” Rafial said with a glance at Fritjof and the other clansmen back on the shore. “Sometimes, beast-kin see more than Farthegns.”

“I have no doubt that’s true,” I replied. “I just need the packs with healing supplies before I head back.”

“They are right here, my chief,” a slender female køttr said as she and a male lyounis approached me from the hold.

Both felines looked like they could use about a dozen good meals before they had any business picking up anything, but they carried Amaeda’s packs toward me anyway.

“Several tinctures brrroke in one of the packs during yourrr fight with the drekasa,” the male lyounis said, and I noticed that most of his ‘r’s were exaggerated like each one was a tiny growl. “I was able to scrrrape them togetherrr and bind them with linens, but if they’re not used quickly, they might dry out. Since you were just in a battle, I imagine you’ll have use forrr them, though.”

“Are they tinctures to stop bleeding or treat infection?” I asked.

“Both,” the lyounis replied.

“And how do you know that?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Ah.” The lion-faced man lowered his head, and his unkempt dark red mane fell over his face. “I was the healer in my village, but that was a long time ago.”

“Then why did the Farthegns stick you down in the hold to row a ship instead of treating their wounded?” I demanded.

“They do not believe that beast-kin arrre worthy enough to touch Farthegn flesh,” the lyounis answered. “In their eyes, we arrre fit for nothing but manual labor.”

“Fucking stupid,” I groaned. “Alright, everybody else stay put. You’re coming with me. What’s your name?”

The lyounis stared at me, but when I repeated my question, he made a sound halfway between a roar and a purr.

“That is my name in my own tongue,” the lyounis finally answered.

“Uhh, okay,” I said. “I’ll give it a try.”

“You can just call me Groor,” the lyounis said with a low chuckle that sounded like a growl. “It is what the non-feline races usually call me.”

“Alright, Groor,” I said. “You come with me. If any Farthegns don’t like you touching them, then they can just bleed to death, as far as I’m concerned. I don’t have time for that kind of nonsense.”

“As you wish, my chief,” Groor said, and for the first time, his amber eyes seemed like a little light might have returned to them.

I clapped Rafial on the shoulder again and left him in charge, and then Groor followed me back down the ladder, along the floating dock, and all the way back to the clansmen waiting on the shore.

“This is Groor, and he’ll be helping me heal all the injured clansmen,” I said. “And that’s the beginning and end of that discussion.”

Nobody said anything, but since I was surrounded by the loyal Fritjof and Ulrik, plus the newly eager to please Brynhild, I wasn’t too surprised.

“Now, before I check on the slaves chained upstairs, we need to figure out a way to tell all the Óhreinn clansmen out at sea what’s happened here,” I said.

“We could use the úfavens,” Brynhild suggested. “It is what they are trained for.”

“And, uh, what exactly is an úfaven?” I asked. “I don’t think we have those in the part of the world I come from.”

“They are very large birds who can fly for very long distances,” Brynhild replied. “We use them to pass messages from one ship to another, and also between our city and the ships still out at sea. We can also change our flag, but that will only affect ships coming in, not the ones who may still be at sea for weeks before they return.”

“If I may, my chief?” Ulrik asked, and when I nodded, the reformed rebel continued. “The clansmen in the stronghold threw down their weapons when you killed the former chieftain, but how can we be certain that the rest of Óhreinn will sail back peacefully once they receive word of the shift in power?”

“You mean, what if they’re like you were at first?” I smirked.

“Yes, that is what I mean, my chief,” Ulrik chuckled. “When they hear that there is a new chief, they might spend every minute it takes to sail back, deep in plots of how to kill you and take over the stronghold again.”

“It’s a fair question,” I said. “Brynhild, you know your clansmen best. How do you think they would respond to the news?”

“I think it depends on the phrasing of the message we send,” the olive-skinned woman replied. “Let me think. There were nine ships at sea, but since you took one of them, there are only eight ships still at sea.”

“Eight ships are still at sea?” I stared at the woman. “Do they each have fifty warriors on board?”

“Between fifty and sixty, but yes,” Brynhild answered. “Thirty would be a reasonable number for a raiding party, but forty is better against drekasas, and the extra ten are either children in training or spare warriors in case anyone dies. So, fifty to sixty is usually the agreed-upon number.”

“But that means there are still about four hundred Óhreinn clansmen at sea,” I said as my mind reeled. “Just how fucking big is Óhreinn?”

“We numbered about seven hundred, and that includes about forty children,” Brynhild replied. “But yes, there are between four and four hundred and fifty clansmen still at sea.”

“Holy shit!” I grinned. “I had no idea this clan was so big.”

“Those were our numbers before your attack, anyway,” Brynhild said. “Now we are probably closer to five hundred and fifty, between your attack here and the attack you led on the clansmen to conquer the ship. They were all men, weren’t they?”

“Yes, and especially smelly ones,” I said. “No offense to the men of your clan, but we’re really going to have to talk about basic hygiene at some point.”

“The men all smell like ass,” Brynhild said with a wave of her hand. “This is not new to us. They do not believe in bathing like the women do. It was the former chieftain’s idea, something about how we should never wash because it would wash the saltwater from our bodies, and saltwater is sacred. Personally, I think the freshwater the women use to wash up is just as sacred as saltwater, but no one asked me.”

“But doesn’t it bother you all that--” Fritjof’s question was interrupted by Brynhild before he could finish.

“Now is not the time to discuss hygiene. We are planning a message to alert the rest of the clan that there is a new chieftain in power. The two ships of women will not pose a problem. As long as you promise in your message that they will still be able to sail, they will not mind the transition of power.”

“Hold on.” I tugged at my beard. “There are some ships that are only crewed by female clansmen?”

“Yes.” Brynhild’s dark eyes turned toward the sea and took on a longing look, as if she was imagining that she stood at the prow of a ship as it dipped and glided across the water. “You don’t really expect us to sail with men who refuse to take baths, do you?”

“Well, no, but--”

“We don’t even share quarters on land,” Brynhild said with a frown. “How could we ever share quarters on a ship?”

“You don’t live with your husbands?” Fritjof raised his bushy gray eyebrows.

“Of course not!” Brynhild shuddered. “We would never be free of their stench. We live in the women’s quarters in the middle of the town. We do our duty by our husbands when they require it, but that does not mean we live with them.”

“So that’s why all the women joined the battle at the same time,” I said with a nod. “You all came from the women’s quarters.”

“Yes,” the olive-skinned woman agreed with a heavy sigh that made her breasts heave beneath her thin shirt.

“You were all impressive,” I said, and then since I was having a hard time keeping my gaze fixed on her face, I jerked my head for us to head back into the city again.

“We are as skilled on land as we are on the sea, even if the former chieftain-- may his corpse rot forever-- failed to recognize that,” Brynhild said. “Úfavens are kept in the slave quarters, if you would like to send a message before we return to the injured.”

“Right, yes,” I said. “You were saying that you think the two ships run by women will be open to a new chieftain, but--”

“You will not forbid them from sailing, will you?” the black-haired woman whispered. “If you promise they will still be able to sail, they will follow you wherever you lead. But do not keep them from the ocean. It is the cruelest thing that someone can do to us.”

I thought about Brynhild’s longing look toward the ocean, and I suddenly realized her relationship with her dead husband must have been even shittier than I’d first thought.

“You used to sail,” I said, and it wasn’t a question.

Brynhild nodded but kept silent.

“Did the former chieftain end that when he bought you?” I asked.

Brynhild nodded again.

“And he never allowed you to go back on a ship?” I guessed.

“I needed to be available to my husband any time he required it,” Brynhild said quietly, but her dark eyes burned with anger. “The sea gave me too much freedom, and he did not like the fact that the women of my ship were more loyal to me than they were to him.”

“Your ship?” I repeated. “You were the captain of a ship?”

“For five years,” Brynhild replied. “Women have to work twice as hard to earn a spot on a ship, but my sailors were the best of the best. We raided more southern coasts than five ships of men all put together, but it was not enough.”

These fucking Farthegns were going to be the death of me if I didn’t kill them first. I wasn’t at all surprised that the former Óhreinn chieftain had been so short-sighted when it came to his own wife, since the Óhreinn men as a whole seemed as stupid as they were smelly. I didn’t mind stupid as long as they followed orders and were loyal to me, but it irritated the shit out of me that they clearly didn’t understand how valuable their own women were. Only an idiot would remove Brynhild from a position of power when she was responsible for so many successful raids.

At least now, he was a dead idiot.

“That answers my question about the women-run ships,” I said. “But what about the men?”

“They may be more resistant.” Brynhild shrugged. “But if they are promised the chance to expand our territory in the Red Forest, not just over the ocean, then they might be more open to the idea of a new chieftain. There was a time once when we dominated the forest as well as the sea, when we sailed the rivers of the Red Forest as easily as we sailed the waves of the ocean. I think this promise would win over many resistant clansmen.”

“If they stick with me, they’ll get to take over Hylmrek and Svelgard,” I said. “But only if they start to take baths.”

We stopped at the row of buildings that stood between the stronghold and the harbor. Brynhild opened a small door in one of the buildings and gestured to it.

“The slave quarters are just through here,” the olive-skinned woman announced. “Would you like us to accompany you, or stay back?”

“Groor and Brynhild, come with me,” I said. “Fritjof and Ulrik, wait outside and keep an eye on the harbor with the other warriors.”

“Yes, my chief,” the father and son duo said together.

The red-maned lyounis slave and the black-haired Óhreinn woman followed me through the small door. We came into a narrow entryway with no stairs up to the second floor. There was a ladder leaning up against the front wall, and as soon as Brynhild moved it and leaned it up against the second floor, I realized that this must be an extra measure to try and keep the slaves from escaping.

After the three of us climbed up the ladder, I saw that the roofs of these buildings weren’t the only things that were connected.

We were inside one long room that must have run from one side of the harbor all the way to the other. Narrow windows looked out onto the harbor and the stronghold, and the room itself was filled with slaves whose ankles were chained to the wooden floor. There was just enough slack in their chains to let them shuffle two paces in each direction, but most of them looked so tired that they were just sitting on the moldy straw that served as their beds.

“Greet your new chieftain, slaves!” Brynhild snapped. “On your feet!”

The slaves staggered to their feet, and a few of them reached out like they wanted to try and help each other, only to remember that their chains kept them from even touching the next closest slave. The olive-skinned woman scowled at their slowness to respond, and she reached for her whip before she seemed to remember that she had disarmed herself when she surrendered.

“It’s fine,” I told Brynhild before she could charge forward and start to beat the slaves with nothing but her fists. “They should be given some proper food before anyone asks them to stand, much less perform their duties.”

The slaves swayed on their feet, and I noticed that they were mostly made up of the same races I had found on the longship: minotaurs, køttrs, and lyounis. There were more elves here than there had been on the ship though, and based on their pale hair and eyes, I guessed most of them were sky elves from across the sea. There were a few other races that I didn’t recognize, but I would have to meet them all individually later. Right now, I really needed to hurry and get back to my injured clansmen.

“Do you have a blacksmith in town?” I asked Brynhild. “I want to get rid of these chains.”

“The chains are a little rusted, it is true,” the olive-skinned woman replied. “We will find new chains as soon as possible, but there is no need to take them off before then.”

“No new chains,” I said. “I don’t want them chained at all, but I don’t know if I can break them. Where’s your blacksmith?”

“We do not have one, my chief,” Brynhild replied as a flush of embarrassment crept across her dark tan cheeks. “We source all of our weapons and metals from raids.”

“Fuck me,” I groaned. “We’ll have to address that at some point, but one thing at a time, I suppose. Who here is a healer?”

Three slaves raised their shaky hands, and I saw that they were a male sky elf, a male human, and a female køttr.

“Alright, I’ll see to you three first,” I said. “Brynhild, go ahead and write up a message to send out with the birds. Let the clansmen at sea know that there is a new chieftain, one who promises to make you as successful on land as on the sea. Tell them all to come home so they can declare their allegiance to me, and so we can conquer Hylmrek and claim the eastern half of the Red Forest. And, uh, add anything else that you think will help.”

“At once, my chief,” Brynhild said.

After the black-haired woman marched toward the other end of the long room where there were several bird cages set up beside a window, I turned my attention back to the three healers and Groor. I wished Brokkr had been able to come with me instead of finishing up all the runed weapons, but who would have guessed that such a big clan wouldn’t have their own blacksmith?

I pulled out my runed cutlass and walked up to the male sky elf first. I wasn’t one hundred percent sure this would work, but it was my best bet at the moment. I held the blade against the chains that connected his manacled ankles to the floor, and then I imagined the weapon burning with white-hot forge fire. When I pulled the cutlass against the chains, the tip of the blade glowed orange, and it sliced through the chains like a stick of cold butter.

“That’ll have to be good enough for now,” I said with a nod at the manacles still clasped around his ankles. “I don’t want to risk burning your skin by doing anything else, but at least you can walk around now.”

The sky elf’s pale eyes were shining with tears, and he bowed deeply but did not speak.

Once I did the same thing to the other two healers, I had Groor examine them for any injuries, and then all four of them moved through the slave quarters to search for anyone who had injuries besides starvation and general mistreatment. I freed every slave from where they were chained to the floor, and even though they all clasped my hands or cried silently in gratitude, not one of them spoke.

“I’ll be back with new orders for you soon,” I told the slaves after I’d finished. “Try to rest, and I’ll have some food brought to you in the meantime. But I want the healers to come with me. You can’t do your jobs if you’re stuck in here, and I need your help with the clansmen.”

The slaves all bowed, and I led Groor and the three other healers back toward the entrance. Brynhild met us there, and even though her expression was skeptical when she saw all the freed slaves, she didn’t protest.

“Úfavens have been sent out,” Brynhild announced. “They should reach the ships today, and all the ships who obey should be back by tonight or tomorrow morning. They will drive their slaves without ceasing so they can return and swear loyalty to the new chieftain. Or to try and kill you, but we will stop them if they are so foolish.”

I normally would have argued about driving the ship slaves so mercilessly, but in this case, I really did need all of the clansmen to get back as soon as possible. I had a war to lead against Hylmrek, and I needed to do it as soon as possible if I wanted to keep Eir and the rest of my clan safe.

Once we left the slave quarters, I ordered Fritjof to have some food supplies sent from our longship to the slaves I had just seen. I was sure there was plenty of food in the stronghold itself, but since I hadn’t taken a tour of the city, much less taken stock of the supplies yet, I figured I might as well start the slaves off with what we had brought with us.

I moved quickly back to the site of the battle with Groor, Brynhild, and the three healers. I picked up the pace when we started around a curve and my clansmen came into view up ahead, but before I could even take two more steps forward, I felt a sudden warmth in the mark on my chest that sent the blood rushing through my body in a thrill of pleasure.

Then I saw Eir and Nora descending from the morning clouds like two dark-winged angels, and I heard Nora’s musical accent float down toward me before they even reached the ground.

“Valhalla is a most wonderful place, my love!” Nora cried. “It is even better than I imagined!”
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Chapter 19

I gave my newly returned wives immediate orders not to talk about Valhalla just yet, since I wasn’t quite ready for everybody and their mother to know about it. Nora seemed absolutely ready to burst with excitement, and she had to press her cherry-red lips together to keep from telling me everything she and Eir had seen and done.

I was just happy to have them back.

Eir had only disappeared and come back once before, and I had been half-convinced I wouldn’t be so lucky a second time. But my wives were both as deadly as they were beautiful, and if they’d met any trouble on their way there or back, they’d clearly handled it themselves.

I was dying to know more, but I needed to take care of my injured clansmen first.

It turned out that Brynhild’s guess about Óhreinn’s casualties had been spot-on. There were two hundred warriors in the stronghold when we attacked, and we had killed about half of them. This left a hundred still in the city, plus the four hundred and fifty-ish clansmen still at sea. About half of the remaining Óhreinn warriors in the city were injured, but none of their wounds were severe, and they should all recover quickly with the right healing remedies from Amaeda.

Clan Briggs had only lost eleven warriors, plus a number of mild to moderate injuries. I hated to lose any of my clansmen, but considering the size of the force we had been up against, I thought that was a hell of a success.

As soon as Igrid and Thyrri showed me how they had triaged the battlefield according to severity of injury, I told Groor and the other three healers to get to work on the most badly injured clansmen first, regardless of whether they belonged to Óhreinn or Briggs. They were all Briggs now, and they might as well see that sooner rather than later.

I moved through the wounded with a few of Amaeda’s remedies that I knew how to use myself. Every clansman I came to protested when they saw me and insisted they were fine, but I ordered them to stay still or risk my wrath.

“But it is not fit for a chieftain to heal others like a slave,” an Óhreinn woman said, even as she tried to stop the blood dribbling from below her collarbone with her fingers alone.

“What kind of chieftain would I be if I didn’t take care of my clansmen?” I demanded. “Now, you can either cooperate, or I’ll leave you in the hands of my demon wives.”

Eir and Nora both took menacing steps forward at my sides, but I noticed the way their mouths quirked up at the corners like they were about to burst into laughter. Their eyes were still completely dark though, and I knew that between their wings and their eyes, they must look terrifying to everyone who saw them. Even the members of Clan Briggs who were more used to the sight of my winged wives.

“I am your servant, my chief,” the Óhreinn woman whispered, but then she took a deep inhale when I leaned down to patch up her collarbone. “Ohh! I apologize for sniffing so deeply.”

“You cannot help that,” Brynhild said as she crossed her arms over her chest. “Our new chieftain does not smell like rotting fish, so it is natural to want to inhale his scent.”

“Uhh, thanks?” I chuckled.

“So, is it true?” another injured Óhreinn woman asked.

“Is what true?” I finished securing the bandage in place.

“None of your warriors seem to smell like anything other than blood and metal,” the woman continued. “So, we have all been talking and wondering if it is true that only the men in our clan smell like rotting fish. Is this not true for all the other clans?”

“I can’t answer for all the clans,” I replied. “But I can tell you that the men and women of Clan Briggs wash regularly with soap and take good care of themselves. It’s a matter of sanitation, not just smell.”

“Oh, how very lucky your women must be,” the woman with the injured collarbone whispered. “They must not be able to keep their hands off you! I mean, off your men!”

“I do not think our men even realize how badly they smell anymore,” another woman said with a wrinkled nose as an Óhreinn man passed by. “They think we are all men-hating harpies, but we just do not want to be near such a foul stench.”

“I can’t blame you there,” I said with a smirk. “That’s one of the first changes we’ll make now that I’m your chieftain. How do you expect to sneak up on your enemies when your smell gives you away from fifty yards?”

“We do not have to sneak up on our enemies,” an Óhreinn clansman argued. “We sail in under cover of darkness, and then we attack before they can even wake up.”

“That might work for you on the open seas,” I countered. “But it won’t work in the Red Forest when we’re trying to advance on Hylmrek.”

“You really plan to take on Hylmrek, my chief?” another man asked.

“I took on you all, didn’t I?” I smirked. “If I can do that, I think Hylmrek will be easy pickings.”

I said it with more confidence than I felt, but it was the best way to win hearts and minds. The details of planning our war against Hylmrek could come later, as long as I got all my new clansmen to believe in my vision first.

As I made my way around to the rest of the wounded, I had to keep from chuckling as every Óhreinn woman sniffed me longingly, and every Óhreinn man scowled and tried to sniff me too so they could see what all the fuss was about.

Brynhild stayed beside me every step of the way, and I noticed the firm but gentle way she spoke to all the women in her clan. They all clearly respected her for her own sake, not just because she’d been the wife of their former chieftain, and a swell of pleasure rushed over me that this proud and respected woman had already sworn a blood oath of loyalty to me. The olive-skinned warrior barely spoke to any of the men, but I was glad that they all seemed to be a little nervous around her.

Nora and Eir stayed close to me, but after they’d both watched me help the wounded a few times, they took some of Amaeda’s supplies and went to help more of the injured on their own. Nora mostly held the supplies while Eir did the actual work, but I figured healing didn’t exactly come naturally to the Selkie, since her whole thing was tearing apart her enemies with her teeth or bare hands.

But every so often, Nora caught my eye and gave me such a sweet smile that if I had been one of the wounded, I would have thought she was an angel come to deliver me personally into the afterlife.

Well, if anyone in this damn world knew what an angel was.

Eir was so focused on her work that she barely looked up, and it almost took my breath away to see the lethal beauty helping patch up the injured with such surprising sweetness.

“You’re all doing a great job,” I told the sky elf healer when I caught up to him. “What’s your name?”

The healer shook his head and grunted. Maybe he was from a different region than the other sky elves, and he didn’t speak the same language. I was about to ask one of the Farthegns to translate for me, but then Groor joined us after he’d finished with his own patient.

“I thought you knew,” Groor growled in a low voice. “None of the slaves herrre can speak. Only slaves in the ships need to speak since they have to communicate while rrrowing, but Óhreinn cuts out their slaves’ tongues when they’re deemed fit forrr nothing but service on the land.”

“Of fucking course they do,” I muttered and then looked back at the sky elf. “Sorry about your bad luck, friend. Thank you for your hard work today.”

The sky elf shrugged and nodded, but then he clasped my hand with an unexpected warmth. He gripped my fingers, pointed up at the sky, and then pointed at the battlefield around us with a smile. Then he released me and went back to work.

“I should have learned sign language,” I sighed. “Groor, I don’t guess you know what that was supposed to mean?”

“Perrrhaps, but I cannot be surrre,” the dark-maned lyounis said. “I should see to that man’s wound. Please excuse me, my chief.”

The lyounis pushed his unkempt red mane back and went back to serving the wounded, and I wondered what his answer meant. He certainly seemed to know something about the sky elf’s gestures, but maybe I could ask him about it later once the wounded had been properly taken care of. Or maybe I could ask Vegvisir at the same time I asked the old wanderling how my voice had been loud enough for the entire stronghold to hear me right after I’d killed the chieftain.

“Sky elves are funny folk,” Vegvisir suddenly said at my elbow. “Almost as funny as lyounis, but you’ll find that out for yourself soon enough.”

“How did you know I was just thinking about you?” I smirked.

“Isn’t that touching?” Vegvisir snorted. “Fact is, I didn’t. You’ve just been picking over the battlefield like carrion, and I figured you’d be taking a grand tour of the place soon.”

“And you didn’t want to miss out on the fun?” I guessed.

“You know me well, boy,” Vegvisir replied. “I imagine Óhreinn has a ludicrous amount of wealth based on how much raiding they do, and I’d like to see for myself if that’s true.”

I glanced at Brynhild for confirmation, but another flush of embarrassment had crept across the olive-skinned woman’s cheeks.

“I can take you to the chieftain’s reserves,” she said. “But I cannot tell you how much wealth our clan has. That was a secret only the chieftain and his warlords knew. We never wanted for food or shelter, though.”

“Just furs to keep you warm in the winter, right?” I sighed. “Lead the way so I can take a look for myself, but based on the stone walls of this stronghold and the construction of your harbor, my guess is that Óhreinn has more than enough wealth to go around. And probably more than enough wealth to supply furs to its women, if it wasn’t for the stupidity of its former chieftain.”

Eir and Thyrri stayed behind to help manage all the clansmen, but I took Vegvisir, Nora, Igrid, and Brynhild with me to tour the stronghold. Igrid insisted that I take two more warriors for security, and to indulge her, I agreed to take one of the Óhreinn women pointed out by Brynhild, plus one of my Dalirian huntresses.

The stronghold was laid out exactly as I had seen from the harbor. The streets were laid in concentric circles with several horizontal connecting roads that cut from one stronghold wall to the other. The women’s quarters were a series of one-story stone huts in the center of the city, and they were all constructed in a circle with their doors facing inward and windows with crude shutters that faced out toward the rest of the stronghold.

“We close the shutters when the wind blows the men’s stench toward us,” Brynhild explained.

“This does not seem like enough huts to accommodate all the women in your village,” Nora said.

“We share them, along with the children whenever they are home from raiding,” Brynhild answered.

“All the Óhreinn children are old enough to be at sea right now?” I asked.

“As soon as they turn five, they are taken on their first ship,” Brynhild said proudly. “Forty is the most children we’ve had in a while, and I hope most of them survive their latest trip to sea.”

“Forty children isn’t a lot for a clan that’s supposed to be so big,” Igrid said after she poked her head into one of the modest huts and sniffed around. “Is that number supposed to be impressive?”

This statement was clearly meant to be insulting, and Brynhild sure as hell took it that way.

“For Óhreinn, it is,” Brynhild said as she clenched her fists. “How many children do you imagine you could bear if your husband smelled like heat-rotted fish every time he came near you? Oh, but wait! Perhaps you are not married, so you do not understand?”

Igrid’s fist pulled back in readiness to whale on the other woman, but I grabbed her arm and shook my head.

“You insulted her first,” I said gently.

“This is your fault,” Igrid hissed under her breath as she shook off my hand. “If you would just set a price on me already, I wouldn’t have this problem.”

“And I promise I will when the time is right,” I sighed. “Brynhild, please go ahead with what you were saying.”

“All the Óhreinn women long to have more children,” the olive-skinned woman replied. “But given the current hygiene of our men, it is much more of a duty than a pleasure, and it is not one that we seek out. Now, let me take you to the chieftain’s hut.”

Brynhild’s dark tan cheeks were flushed again like she was worried she had said too much, and I didn’t want to call attention to her embarrassment by asking any more questions, like how many Óhreinn women were married, how old all the different children were, or how long the former chieftain had been in power since the lack of bathing had been his idea in the first place. I had heard enough to know that Óhreinn was going to have a serious population growth problem if the men didn’t start to clean themselves up.

When we reached the chieftain’s massive stone hut, I poked my head inside and whistled. It was the size of a small mansion, and there was even a loft that made the place look a little like a mountain lodge. The whole house was draped in heavy fur rugs and sturdy wood furniture. Gold coins and jewels were scattered casually across the main table, and candle holders carved from bone covered every available surface. None of the candles were lit since we had interrupted the chieftain mid-slumber, but there were so many of them that the whole place must have lit up with a warm golden glow when they were in use.

The six warlords’ huts were right behind their chieftain’s. Each one was about a third of the size, but they were all decked out just as richly. The gold coins almost seemed like they were just part of the decoration inside each hut, and I wondered how much more wealth might be hiding inside the chieftain’s reserves.

I was about to find out.

Brynhild led us back inside the chieftain’s hut and pointed to a trapdoor in the floor.

“The chieftain’s reserves are through there,” the olive-skinned woman announced. “I am forbidden to enter, so I will be right here if you need anything.”

“You two wait here with her,” I told the Dalirian huntress and the Óhreinn clanswoman.

“Yes, my chief,” the Óhreinn warrior replied immediately.

“I will watch them both closely, my chief,” my huntress said with a frown at the two Óhreinn women. “They will not make a move without my knowledge.”

“Brynhild took a blood oath to me, remember?” I reminded the Dalirian warrior. “But I appreciate you looking out for me. We won’t be long.”

When I opened the trapdoor, both Óhreinn women looked away as if they would both get struck by lightning just for looking inside. I knew the Farthegns put a lot of stock in a certain code of honor, like not going into the chieftain’s reserves unless you were the chieftain or a warlord, but I still thought it was stupid not to have even a simple lock on the thing.

It made it easier for me to break in though, so I wasn’t gonna complain.

There was a ladder straight down, but it was so dark below that I couldn’t see a damn thing. I moved to grab a candle, but then Vegvisir muttered something under his breath and started down the ladder first.

“My chief, he is not a warlord!” the Dalirian huntress gasped.

“It’s okay, I give him permission,” I said quickly before she shot him full of arrows.

The truth was that I wanted to talk to Nora in private down in the reserves, but I wanted Vegvisir and Igrid to be part of that conversation, too. Since I could talk to them at the same time I explored the chieftain’s reserves, I figured I might as well kill two birds with one stone.

When Vegvisir reached the bottom of the ladder, a faint golden glow illuminated the shaft, and I knew the old man was using the enchanted flames from his staff. I went down next, followed by Nora, and finally Igrid. The ladder extended straight down for close to twenty feet, and I reminded myself to ask some of the Óhreinn clansmen about their building methods. So far, this stronghold was the most impressive Farthegn construction I’d encountered, between the thick stone walls, the stone houses all throughout the town, and this shaft dug deep into the ground.

Then again, the secret of their methods might just be the fact that they had minotaurs as slaves, along with other races of the beast-kin, as Vegvisir called them. Elves and fairies would never be able to manage this kind of manual labor, but with a few minotaurs like Rafial at the helm, I bet a lot could be accomplished.

And I could only imagine how much they could do if they were taken care of properly.

When my feet hit the ground, I turned around and felt my eyes go three sizes bigger. I was looking at a thirty by thirty foot square room under the chieftain’s hut, with both its walls and its ceiling supported by sturdy wooden beams like an old mine shaft. Sure, it was another impressive feat of construction, but the room itself wasn’t what stunned me. Even though it was more than twice the size of my private reserves in Dalir.

It was the sheer amount of wealth inside it.

It felt like I’d stumbled into the Cave of Wonders, only instead of being able to take just one little genie-filled lamp, I could claim each and every item from this room for my own.

Vegvisir held up his staff a little higher beside me, and the enchanted flames grew higher and brighter to cast a gold aura over the whole room.

Plain gold coins formed little mountains in every direction I looked, and each golden mountain was littered with jewels of every size and color. Swords and daggers studded the walls where they hung on display. Some of them looked like they had never been used, and some of them looked so finely crafted that I wasn’t sure if they were ceremonial, or if they could actually cut a man.

Thick furs were strewn casually all over different pieces of furniture, and it only took one glance to see that there were more than enough drekasa furs to supply every Óhreinn woman with at least one, if not two. Hell, there were so many other furs on top of the drekasa furs that I didn’t even recognize all of them, and I wondered how far away all of this treasure came from.

My gut had told me that the women’s absence of warm clothing was some kind of punishment instead of being due to a lack of resources, but seeing all these furs just wasting away down here in the darkness was enough to make my vision turn red.

There were plenty of other things to look at too, but I honestly didn’t know where to start. A dozen rugs were rolled up against one wall, and half a dozen more had been unrolled on the floor to display intricate patterns and vividly-colored thread. There were also fine silks, silver chalices, jewel-encrusted plates, elaborate vases, engraved cauldrons, and even a strange set of gold and iron manacles.

“Holy shit,” Igrid whispered behind me. “I knew Óhreinn was supposed to be rich, but this is insanity!”

“I am not surprised,” Nora sighed, and when I heard the sadness in her voice, I glanced over at my Selkie wife.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Just look at all these riches!” Igrid whooped. “Of course she’s okay, she’s just trying to take it in!”

“You should go enjoy it,” Nora told the other woman with a smile. “I cannot enjoy it for myself, but someone should. I can only think about all the Selkies that were killed by Óhreinn as they sailed the western ocean and plundered every shoreline they could find for these… things.”

“Damn, Nora,” Igrid muttered. “When you put it like that, I almost feel bad for wanting to swim around in a sea of gold coins.”

“Don’t let me stop you,” Nora chuckled.

“Okay, maybe I’ll just go for a little teeny-tiny swim,” Igrid gulped as she looked at me in the most imploring way. Then she let out a hiss of excitement the moment I nodded my consent. “Be right back!”

My pierced warlord got a running start and then jumped onto a pile of gold coins like it was a pile of raked leaves in the fall. It had to have hurt like hell when her body collided with the cold metal, but I hadn’t yet seen Igrid even wince when she took an injury, and now she simply buried her hands in the coins, threw them up in the air, and then laughed as they cascaded over her.

Several of them nearly took her eyes out, but she just scrunched up her face and kept on laughing.

“This definitely makes you the richest chieftain in the Red Forest!” Igrid said. “This is incredible!”

Igrid rolled off one pile of coins and immediately started to caress a pile of furs she found instead, and I grinned as I watched my warlord run around to touch and feel everything that now belonged to me. Vegvisir hobbled forward to examine a few scrolls scattered in the midst of all the treasure, but Nora and I stayed put.

The Selkie woman’s slender hand suddenly slipped into mine. She leaned her head on my shoulder, and I squeezed her burning fingers and kissed the top of her auburn hair. It was strange to think about how little Nora cared about material things like expensive fabrics and jewels, and Eir was the same way. I had known some women like them back in Alaska who would rather hunt than go shopping, or who didn’t think they needed ten layers of makeup before they even headed out the door, but they were usually already taken or few and far between.

My Valkyrie wives couldn’t care less about superficial shit like that. They were only interested in destroying my enemies, strengthening my clan, and enjoying my body as much as I enjoyed theirs. Eir’s favorite gift hadn’t been a pair of earrings or fancy silks. Instead, it had been the set of knives I’d crafted for her myself. Hell, even Igrid kept calling over her shoulder to tell me how rich this room made me, like the only reason she cared about anything in here was because of how powerful it would make me and how much good it could do for my clan.

“Did you get to kill your fill of Óhreinn men?” I asked Nora as she nuzzled against my shoulder.

“I would rip the throats out of every last one of them if I could,” Nora growled. “But that is not what you want, and since you are my husband, I will respect your wishes. I did enjoy all the kills that I made this morning, though.”

“Good,” I said with a light chuckle. “There will be plenty more Farthegns to kill in the future, and after that, who knows?”

“I wonder if the chieftain could even read these scrolls,” Vegvisir muttered as he tossed one aside so casually that it almost fell into his enchanted flames.

“What do you mean?” I asked and then released Nora’s hand so I could join the old wanderling.

“They make no sense,” the old man replied. “Some of them are just lists of items that need to be purchased, or that one was a list of people’s names who had forgotten to volunteer a portion of their crops for the poor.”

“Then I take it those aren’t Farthegn scrolls?” I snorted. “Last I checked, the clans of the Red Forest aren’t big on charity.”

“I should think not,” Vegvisir said. “The script shows signs of being elven, but the language isn’t Elvish. Might be written by pixies or fairies, but the handwriting seems a little big for that.”

“I’m sure the former chieftain just saw nice-looking scrolls and thought they would make him look rich,” I said. “Have you found any that are more interesting?”

“A few,” Vegvisir said as he tucked one inside his cloak. “But before you go asking me any questions about them, I need to review them in more detail first. You can ask me about them later.”

“I wasn’t gonna ask,” I chuckled. “At least not right away.”

“Besides, didn’t you want to talk to your wife about the tomb she visited?” Vegvisir waggled his eyebrows.

“Shit, I almost forgot, I got so distracted by all this,” I said with a vague gesture to the room.

“Then can I tell you now what I saw?” Nora whispered.

Her dark blue eyes were glimmering with excitement, and I realized they had finally taken on their normal color again, so the whites of her eyes were visible like usual. I had just gotten used to their demonic appearance, and it was kind of growing on me, but one look at her sweet, lightly freckled face made me forget all about the demon-eyed look she’d been sporting since her return.

“I’m listening,” I said.

“It was incredible…” Nora clasped my hands. “Eir had told me before what to expect, but there was no way she could have actually prepared me for it. I remember seeing the blue mist rise from all the corpses, and I knew in my heart these were the souls of the dead. Then I knew with complete certainty what I had to do and where I had to lead them. I cried out for them to follow me, but my voice no longer sounded like my own. It sounded like a strange bird, and I felt myself rising into the air above the blue souls.”

So far, Nora’s experience lined up with Eir’s first experience, but I wondered if they had any more explanation this time of why it was only sometimes that they led the souls of the dead to this tomb. No souls had appeared after we’d killed the fifty Óhreinn sailors who were tormenting the mermaid, but the dead Óhreinn warriors from the stronghold had appeared right after the battle. Maybe it had something to do with how many total dead there were, or maybe only good or worthy souls were taken to Valhalla.

“We flew for a long time, but I was always certain about where we were headed,” Nora continued. “I could see Eir right beside me, and I could feel the souls following us. They were confused but eager to follow, and when we finally reached the tomb, they were greeted by the other souls that Eir had already taken there.”

“Could you see them?” I asked.

“A little,” Nora answered. “They were all wispy and blue like the newly dead souls, but when I wasn’t looking directly at them, they looked like pale shadows with faint faces and limbs.”

“Maybe they’re growing more solid the longer they’re in the tomb,” Vegvisir suggested.

I hadn’t been sure that the old man was listening since he was up to his elbows in scrolls, but I shouldn’t have been surprised that he tuned in for this part of our conversation. Igrid had stopped swimming through the mountains of jewels and gold coins so she could listen, too. My pierced warlord was laying on her stomach with her elbows propped up on a thick hide, and her legs were rocking back and forth like she was listening to the latest gossip at a sleepover.

I cleared my throat a little uncomfortably, since Igrid had known nothing about my wives’ strange tomb endeavors before now, but my other warlords knew, so I figured I may as well let the pierced woman in on the secret.

“What else did you see in the tomb?” I asked as I turned my attention back to Nora. “Eir said it was bare and empty last time, but did you notice anything different?”

“I saw walls, but Eir said she’d seen slate-colored walls last time, too,” Nora answered. “But she said other than the cold and the snow, everything else was blank, like the dark space between stars. But this time, I noticed a single star overhead, and she didn’t remember seeing that before. At least, I think it was a star. It was the brightest thing I’ve ever seen at night, and when I looked up at it, I felt like as long as I could keep my eyes on it, I would always find my way back to you.”

“Like the North Star,” I muttered. “So, this tomb has no roof but it does have walls. Eir said it seemed like a temple when she was there. What did you think?”

“It was a very sacred place, my love,” Nora replied as her midnight-blue wings swayed back and forth. “The oath that these dead souls swore was very sacred, too. They swore to stay exactly where they were, ready and waiting, until we came to summon them forth one day.”

“Summon them for what?” I demanded as my palms started to sweat. “Did they say?”

“For when the time is right.” Nora shrugged. “That is all they said. But there was something else. The souls who had been there for a while weren’t solid enough for me to see them in any detail, but I did notice they all had some kind of scar on their hands. I can’t tell you more than that, but I thought it was strange. They all held their scarred hands up to us when we left, and it reminded me of something I saw in one of the underwater caves far to the south of here.”

“Are these the same caves where you said you’d seen the mark on my chest before you met me?” I asked.

“Yes, plus a few statues of women with wings,” Nora answered. “Something about the way they lifted their hands reminded me of some of the statues in the south, but I can’t recall more than that. I should have paid better attention.”

“It’s not like you knew you would meet a man with the same mark on his chest one day,” I pointed out. “Or that you would grow the very same pair of wings because of it.”

“The most beautiful wings I’ve ever seen,” Igrid practically sighed, and I gave a start as I remembered she was hearing all of this craziness.

But somehow, that was the detail she chose to remark on.

“You’re very sweet, Igrid,” Nora said with a smile that made my knees weak.

From the sudden pink flush that stained Igrid’s cheeks, I guessed the Selkie’s smile had a similar effect on her.

“I wonder if there are any underwater caves in Óhreinn territory that might hold more answers,” Vegvisir muttered.

“I have explored every cave along the shoreline, as far as I know,” Nora pointed out and then narrowed her eyes at the old man. “And remember, the water belongs to no one.”

Vegvisir raised his hands in mock surrender. “Just a thought, but the Óhreinn clansmen might know of a cave or two that you’ve never seen before. It might be worth asking.”

“If it might provide my husband with more answers, I will do this thing,” Nora said through clenched teeth.

“It’s not a bad idea,” I said as I raked a hand through my hair. “I’m glad you made it back from the tomb, Nora. I don’t know what it means or what the dead souls are waiting for there, but as long as you and Eir are involved, it can’t be too bad of a thing. But speaking of things I’d like to know more about, I have a question for you, Vegvisir.”

“Of course you do,” the old man muttered.

“You amplified my voice after I killed the chieftain,” I said. “You made it possible for everyone on the battlefield to hear me.”

“That’s not a question,” Vegvisir snickered.

“How?” I demanded.

“The same rune I already showed you,” the wanderling replied. “Only I used it to direct your voice to make it louder, instead of directing wind or water.”

“Shit,” I said. “That’s badass.”

“I wouldn’t try that use of the rune without a little more practice first,” Vegvisir warned. “That requires a lot of skill and control, and you might end up throwing your voice into the next territory, for all I know.”

“Fair enough,” I chuckled. “I’ll let you take the lead on that one if I need my voice to be amplified again anytime soon.”

“I’m sure all this talk of runes is very interesting,” Igrid huffed. “But can we get back to the fact that Eir and Nora spend their spare time stuffing dead people into some tomb built for a ‘god,’ whatever that is…?”

“Yeah, I’ve been meaning to tell you about that,” I said. “I guess it just hasn’t really come up, but honestly, you just heard everything there is to know about it. We don’t know anything else, even though I sure as hell wish I did.”

“So there’s a tomb,” Igrid said. “And now it’s got a bunch of dead Farthegns in it, but they’re supposed to wait there until Eir and Nora, who can turn into birds, fly back and fetch them?”

“Something like that,” I said and awkwardly rubbed my neck. “Eir and Nora are called Valkyries. At least I think so. Valkyries can turn into birds and escort dead souls to… I don’t know where exactly, but somewhere. Valkyries are also supposed to serve a god, and I think it’s the same god that the tomb was built for.”

“Sooo, you are this god?” Igrid asked. “They serve you, so it must be you. Is a god a chieftain of many clans?”

“Not really,” I replied. “A god is somebody who’s immortal and all-powerful. Humans ask gods for help and offer them things to try and gain their favor.”

“People ask you for help,” Igrid pointed out. “And women offer you their tits every day to try and gain your favor. Are you sure that doesn’t make you a god?”

“No,” I laughed. “That still doesn’t mean I’m immortal or all-powerful.”

“Well, if that is a requirement to be a god, then I have to tell you that we do not have gods,” Igrid sighed like she was trying to explain something to a child. “So, it makes no sense that Eir and Nora would be filling a tomb for a god, when they are clearly filling a tomb for you.”

“I’m just telling you what I know,” I replied. “And everything I know suggests that the tomb was built for a god, not me. I just wish we knew more about him.”

“I think Igrid may be on to something.” Vegvisir glanced at me, and I knew he was thinking about our discussion when we’d been in the far north. “Are you really quite sure that we don’t know anything about this god?”

There was a statue of what looked like a god in the helgrind den, and his chest was marked with the same scar that mine was.

I had given both my wives exquisite wings and some kind of secret knowledge of how to transform into a raven and fly to a distant tomb, and I had done this the first time I claimed them both as my own, without even knowing how.

Now, my Valkyries were filling a tomb with dead warriors, and it seemed to be a temple for an unknown god.

All of this seemed to point to one clear answer, but I refused to believe it.

I was Aaron Briggs, wildlife biologist from Alaska.

I might have made myself a powerful chieftain in this new world that I’d woken up in a few months ago, but I wasn’t even a king, much less some kind of god. That was impossible.

Wasn’t it?

“I don’t have time to puzzle out riddles,” I announced as I shook my head. “If we can find more answers, great. But until then, we have plenty of other work to do, like integrating three clans instead of just two.”

“And like making plans to crush Hylmrek under our boots,” Igrid chuckled as she rubbed her hands together like a maniac.

“Yeah, that too,” I said with a smile. “For now, I want the three of you to help me carry up as many drekasa furs as we can. The women of the Óhreinn clan are about to know real warmth for the first time in years.”

“I bet that’s not the only kind of warmth they’re dreaming about now,” Igrid muttered, but then her eyes went wide like she hadn’t meant to say it out loud, and she quickly started gathering drekasa furs.

When we brought up the first round of furs, the Óhreinn warrior beside my Dalirian huntress gasped and clasped her hands over her mouth, but Brynhild just stared at my armful of furs without speaking. A little muscle twitched in her cheek as she ground her teeth together, and I could only imagine what she was thinking.

For years, her former husband had forbidden her from sailing, and he had told her to her face that he didn’t have any spare furs to keep her and the rest of the clanswomen warm during the cold coastal winters. Now that she could see the truth for herself, I guessed she was thinking about all the ways she would have liked to kill him if I hadn’t beaten her to the punch.

“Here,” I said gently. “Take one.”

“Thank you, my chief,” Brynhild said stiffly.

“He’s dead, you know,” I said. “And he’s not coming back. You won’t have to worry about being cold or being stuck on dry land ever again.”

Brynhild closed her eyes as she slipped the soft brown fur over her shoulders, but when she opened them again, she didn’t look sad or hurt. She just looked pissed off.

“I am not worried now that you are my chieftain,” Brynhild said. “I was only thinking about how difficult it would be to ask the necromancers to bring my dead husband back to life so I could kill him myself. Or would he still count as my husband even if he has died? I could not kill him if he was still my husband, but if death freed me from our bond, then I could torment his body and soul as much as I pleased.”

“Death ends most bonds, as far as I know,” Vegvisir said. “But take it from someone with personal experience: you sure as shit don’t want to get involved with necromancers.”

“I am sure you are right,” Brynhild said, but the little muscle twitched in her cheek again.

After we got enough furs from the reserves to supply all the women with their own cloaks, I closed the trapdoor and led the way back to the battlefield. I had seen enough of the stronghold for the moment, and now that I knew how much wealth I was working with, I felt doubly confident that it had been the right move to conquer Óhreinn before we went up against Hylmrek.

Sure, money didn’t seem to hold a whole lot of importance in Farthegn society since they were very much hunter-gatherers who used slave labor to supply them with the rest of their needs. But Óhreinn raided just about every shore that touched the western ocean, and that had to be where these coins came from. So I had a feeling that money probably held a lot more sway outside the Red Forest. The weapons were a nice surprise too, but I’d have to examine them a little closer before we left to see if they were worth wielding, or if they should only be used for decorative purposes.

When we returned to the rest of my clan, Igrid promptly told Thyrri and Eir about everything we had discovered, and Nora, Brynhild, and I handed out furs to all the Óhreinn warrior women. I was surprised none of the drekasa furs smelled bad, and I realized the stench of the furs back on the ship must have been because of the way the men themselves reeked, not because of the actual furs.

Every woman we handed a fur cloak to looked like she was ready to fight or fuck from how excited she was. They all reached out to touch my arms or whisper their thanks, but I noticed none of them pushed their tits in my face like the Illskan women had. The Óhreinn women all seemed a lot more subtle, but it wasn’t lost on me that their fingers trembled slightly whenever they brushed my hands, and more than a few of them seemed to breathe more deeply every time I came around.

“The healers have done an adequate job,” Thyrri told me after I’d finished handing out furs. “They are not Amaeda, but they have done well with the remedies she sent with us.”

“I’m sure Amaeda would be very touched by your compliment,” I chuckled. “How’s morale? Does anyone need some time dangling from the stronghold wall so they can reconsider their loyalty?”

“There are a few men I have been watching,” Thyrri answered. “But I think they are mostly worried that you will make them take baths.”

“Oh, I most definitely will,” I said. “And if we find any extra clothes in town, I’d like to burn everything they’re wearing.”

“Please, my chief!” a particularly smelly man near me begged. “Please don’t make us bathe! It will wash off all the good luck we have accumulated in battle!”

“That’s horseshit,” I said. “You make your own luck, and no amount of water is going to change that.”

“I will personally stand guard in the harbor and slay every incoming clansman who does not immediately swear loyalty to you,” the man pleaded. “But please, do not make me do this!”

I steeled my stomach, leaned down, and whispered in the man’s ear. “Tell me, are you married?”

The man shook his head.

“Would you like to be?” I asked.

The clansman glanced at one of the Óhreinn women near me, who was burying her face in the warm furs I’d just given her and laughing at how good they smelled.

“Then trust me,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder. “You’re gonna want to bathe.”

“But the women of this clan always do their duty when they are married,” the man insisted. “And the old chieftain said--”

“Our new chieftain has two wives,” another Óhreinn clansman snorted. “So which chieftain do you think you should take advice from?”

“Women can enjoy marital duties just as much as we can,” I confided. “But they’ll never ask for it if it smells like they’re fucking a rotten fish, understand?”

The warrior glanced at the laughing clanswoman again, took a deep breath, and nodded. “I will go bathe in the harbor right now if you order it, my chieftain. Even if the ghosts take me under and drown me.”

“You have ghosts in your harbor?” Nora asked.

“They’ve drowned many men and women before,” the clansman said with a nod. “Even a few children. That’s why we stopped diving. No one could ever hold their breath long enough to get past them.”

I stared at the man as an eerie silence settled over the nearest warriors.

I knew sailors were supposed to be a superstitious lot, but this seemed extreme. I doubted a bunch of ghosts were hanging out in a harbor waiting to drown anyone who set foot in the water, but then I’d also thought that minotaurs and fairies were make-believe, too.

And someone had to have been killing those people in the harbor.

Before I could question the man though, Nora’s hand shot out and gripped him by the front of his furs.

“Why did you dive in the first place?” my Selkie wife demanded, and I wondered if she’d decided to add one more to her kill count for today.
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Chapter 20

“What is in the harbor?” Nora growled, and the sound reverberated through her chest in a way that made all the nearby warriors jump back.

“J-just caves!” the man gasped. “Jewels beyond counting in the first cavern, but no one ever made it past that point! The ghosts always pulled them under, or they ran out of breath.”

“There are caves in the harbor?” Nora’s ferocious face instantly split into a smile like the sun coming out after a storm, and this only seemed to unnerve the onlookers more. “My chief, may I go explore these caves? I have never been inside the Óhreinn harbor, so I did not know there were any here to explore.”

“B-but the ghosts!” the man said.

“She ain’t afraid of no ghosts,” I half sang. “Go ahead, Nora. Take your time, but if you’re not back by this evening, I’ll start to worry.”

“I will return as soon as I can,” Nora promised, and then she released her grip on the clansman, slipped her arms around my waist, went up on her tiptoes, and kissed me so deeply that fireworks danced along the edges of my vision.

I chuckled against her lips while I sensed the utter confusion of the Óhreinn clansmen around me, but I figured they’d catch on to who my wife really was soon enough.

In all likelihood, I’d only gain more brownie points among them for having a Selkie for a wife.

After Nora left to go explore the caves in the harbor, I resumed what most people would have considered the more tedious side of a chieftain’s work. Going over lists of supplies and resources wasn’t exactly as thrilling as the hum of battle, but I found a deep sense of satisfaction in the work. Maybe it was because I had been a wildlife researcher in my former life, and it gave me a sense of pride every time I confirmed a report or observation for myself.

Plus, it was super nice to know exactly what resources I had at my disposal now that Óhreinn, Illska, and Dalir were all under my control. I already knew that Dalir territory was abundant in meat, fish, and wild vegetables. We also had the best blacksmith I’d ever known, and as long as I could keep him supplied with metal, Brokkr would continue to supply my clan with the best weapons in the Red Forest.

Illskan territory wasn’t as abundant with meat, but they had more than enough grains to supply all three of my clans with wheat, millet, and oats. They also had plenty of fish themselves, and they had an impressive amount of raw steel when I’d first conquered them.

As I went over the details of Óhreinn’s resources with Brynhild and anyone else who could help me, I quickly figured out that Óhreinn could help fill in additional gaps. Obviously, they were well-supplied with saltwater fish and shellfish in general, and the wealth of their coins and jewels would help me if I ever wanted to trade outside the Red Forest. If the dwarves who lived in the north were anything like their counterparts in fantasy books my brother used to read, they would be more than open to exchanging some of their endless metal supply with a few piles of gold.

Or a shitload of beer.

Although I might not even have to give up my gold at all if I won back Svelgard’s territory for the dwarves.

But Óhreinn had even more to their name than a crazy amount of raiding wealth and fresh seafood. They also had several quarries hidden in the Red Forest, and this was where their slaves had mined all the stone for the stronghold walls and houses. It turned out minotaurs were impressive builders on top of having the brute strength necessary to haul heavy stone, and they had built most of the stronghold that I saw now.

Óhreinn’s final resource was one that I hadn’t thought to find in this world: oil.

It wasn’t the same kind of oil I was used to, but according to the clansmen, they coated all their torches with it so they burned longer, and they had used it in defensive measures before, too. It was made from the blubber of a sea creature that sounded an awful lot like some kind of whale based on their descriptions, but they called it a hvalri instead of a whale. Apparently, they were difficult to find and even more difficult to kill, but one dead hvalri could supply enough oil to last the clan a whole year.

If I gave them a few directions, I would have bet the Óhreinn clansmen could pretty quickly turn the hvalri oil into candles, soaps, and even oil-burning lamps, on top of half a dozen other uses I could think of just off the top of my head.

After I started to make arrangements to exchange goods between my three different clans, I checked on the wounded again, but Groor and the other healers had done a great job. Only one more clansman had died after the battle was over, but his arm had been severed during the fight, and they hadn’t been able to stop the bleeding in time. Everyone else was on the mend, and I hoped all one hundred and fifty-ish members of Clan Briggs would be well enough to face any longships that returned to the stronghold.

I also hoped Brynhild’s message had done the trick of ensuring their loyalty to me, but if not, we’d be ready for them anyway.

I ordered the most severely injured to be taken to the feasting hall where they could continue recovering, but everyone else would just have to recover on the job. After a quick lunch of freshly roasted fish and the last of the oat cakes we had brought with us, I divided everyone into ten different groups. Each group was made up of a mix of Dalirian, Illskan, and Óhreinn clansmen so they could all start to get to know each other and hopefully not kill each other in the process.

I assigned several groups to patrol the stronghold walls and monitor both the Red Forest and the ocean with their spyglasses. If there was any movement from incoming ships or from possible danger to the east, I wanted to be the first one to know about it. I assigned another group to keep watch over the wounded in the feasting hall, and I assigned three more to start washing the smelly drekasa furs so they could dry out in the sun this afternoon. Another reluctant group was sent to take the slaves out of their locked building and let them get some fresh air in the harbor, and the final two groups were sent to make the rounds through the city and make sure every clan member had been accounted for.

Only Vegvisir, Brynhild, Thyrri, and Eir stayed with me. Nora was still exploring the caves in the harbor, and Igrid was moving from one group to another to make sure everyone was doing their jobs with as much gusto as she thought was necessary.

“How long do we have to prepare before we attack Hylmrek, my chief?” Brynhild asked.

“Ideally?” I laughed. “I’d like to attack them in the next three or four days. I know that’s a tall order, but if I want to strike them before they strike us, I think that has to be the timeline.”

“Three or four days?” Brynhild blinked six times in a row.

At first, I thought she was going to protest that they needed more time to prepare, or that Óhreinn had spent so long on the sea that they weren’t even sure whether they could wage an attack over land or not. But the olive-skinned woman just narrowed her dark gaze after she finished blinking and then gave me a devious smile.

“We can be ready to move out by tomorrow morning, my chief,” Brynhild purred. “As long as all goes well with the rest of the clansmen still at sea, we could leave at dawn and reach your Dalir stronghold by tomorrow night.”

“Your enthusiasm is noted,” Thyrri said dryly. “But how do you plan to travel such a distance in only one day? Our drekkadyr mounts are back in our own territory, and there are no rivers that run from west to east that we could use to sail back home.”

“We have mounts of our own,” Brynhild replied with a smirk. “The old chieftain did not have much use for them since he did not care much about the Red Forest, but we can have them prepared by tomorrow morning.”

“What kind of mounts?” I asked.

“They are gargorms,” Brynhild answered.

“I have never heard of them.” Thyrri frowned. “Are they like heillhausts or drekkadyr?”

“They are like neither,” Brynhild chuckled. “Gargorms never go past the cliffs between Óhreinn and Illska, and they prefer to keep to the waterways. But they are just as swift on land as they are in the water, and we will travel quickly if we ride them.”

“And you have enough of these gargorms to carry us all?” I asked. “I want to take almost every Óhreinn clansman back with me to fight Hylmrek. That would take a lot of gargorms.”

“Three warriors can fit on each gargorm,” Brynhild answered. “So yes, we will have enough. We have captured and trained many so our slaves can travel to the far reaches of our territory and collect any supplies we need. And so all of us who are landbound are not tied exclusively to the stronghold.”

“Sounds good to me,” I said. “Go ahead and make the preparations. Pull one of the groups from the wall and one of the groups from washing the furs in the harbor. Have them both help you get the mounts ready for tomorrow.”

“I have a question, girl,” Vegvisir said with a sly grin. “How do you plan for your gargorm mounts to scale the cliffs at the eastern edge of Óhreinn territory?”

“There is a secret path along the cliffs,” Brynhild said. “But trust me. The gargorms can manage any path you throw at them, and they will take us to whatever destination our chieftain commands.”

“We’ll go home to Dalir first,” I said. “We’ll regroup, and then we can launch our attack on Hylmrek from there.”

I wasn’t sure what the hell a gargorm looked like, but I was definitely curious. I hoped these creatures would be a little less skittish than drekkadyr and a little less temperamental than heillhausts, mostly because I didn’t want to waste any time trying to get adjusted to their moods. But at least this way, we would get back to Dalir a hell of a lot faster than if we had to travel by foot. Even if we met Dyggur and the drekkadyr herd halfway, it could still take us days to travel through the woods, up the cliffs, and all the way back to the Dalir village. But if we rode the Óhreinn mounts, we might be able to manage the trip in one day.

Anakol would lose his shit when we showed up riding whatever the fuck gargorms looked like.

Once everything was underway, Vegvisir cleared his throat and jerked his head away from the Farthegns. The old man was about as subtle as a fox in a henhouse, but I shrugged and followed him in between two of the Óhreinn stone huts and into the empty street behind them.

“I’m sure everyone and their mother will be over the moon to follow you, boy,” the wanderling announced after I checked over my shoulder to make sure no one had followed us. “But just in case any of the returning sailors are less favorably inclined, I think I ought to show you something.”

My palms instantly started to sweat in anticipation of learning another rune, but I tried to keep my expression neutral. “What did you have in mind?”

“Lightning,” Vegvisir chuckled.

Now I definitely couldn’t keep the grin off my face.

“You can’t go crazy with this one, boy,” the wanderling warned. “If you fry someone with lightning, I don’t think even Amaeda herself could bring them back from the dead. And you gotta remember that water conducts lightning. If you strike a puddle of water, the electricity will fry anybody standing in it even if you don’t hit them directly. Even your own dumb ass.”

“Stop right there.” I raised a hand between us. “Did you just say electricity? You know what electricity is?”

“Yes, but I’m surprised you do,” Vegvisir said with a smirk. “You aren’t a wanderling, as much as you’d like to convince people you are, so I imagine you haven’t been to the Sinvol caves to see how they light up the darkest places without a single torch.”

“The Sinvol,” I repeated. “That’s the dark elves, right?”

“He isn’t even sure if the dark elves are called the Sinvol,” Vegvisir muttered to himself and then just shook his head. “I don’t know how the hell you know what electricity is if you’ve never met the Sinvol, but at least you’re familiar with the concept. That means you understand how dangerous lightning is. Even if the electricity traveled through water and didn’t strike somebody directly, there’s still no guarantee they’d be able to survive it. So be careful, eh?”

I thought about all the warning labels back home about how much water and electricity shouldn’t mix, but I decided not to tell Vegvisir that I already knew about the dangers. Plus, it wasn’t like I’d ever wielded lightning for myself.

I also desperately wanted to ask him more about the dark elves and their use of electricity, but I might only have a few minutes alone with the old wanderling, and I wanted to make sure I took advantage and learned the rune for lightning while I still could.

I couldn’t stop myself from asking one more question, though.

“Hold on,” I said. “You mean to tell me that you’ve been able to zap people with lightning this whole time? Why haven’t I seen you do it before?”

“It takes too much energy if you’re not in the middle of an actual thunderstorm,” Vegvisir replied. “But if lightning isn’t dancing all around you already, then you’ve got to summon it and then direct it. If you just summon it but don’t immediately direct it, you’ll end up summoning a bolt straight down onto the top of your skull. Your corpse would be so cooked that it’d be unrecognizable.”

“So there’s a lightning summoning rune, and then I’ll use the directing rune that you already showed me?” I asked.

“Did you hear the part about how important it is to immediately direct it after you summon it?” Vegvisir groaned. “If you accidentally kill yourself, you can bet your sweet ass that the Farthegns will think I did it myself, and in case you haven’t noticed, they’re pretty fucking fond of you, and they don’t like me in the slightest.”

“I think you could probably handle yourself long enough to get away,” I chuckled. “You do have a staff full of runes, remember?”

“I’m serious, boy,” the wanderling muttered.

“So am I,” I replied.

Vegvisir huffed and then shrugged off what I’d meant to be a compliment.

“If you summon it fast enough, no one else should even see it coming,” the wanderling said. “Too slow, and all the Farthegns will wonder why lightning suddenly struck the middle of their stronghold when there’s hardly a cloud in the sky.”

“So basically, you’re about to teach me one of the hardest runes to master?” I asked. “You must have a lot of confidence in me.”

“This isn’t one of the hardest,” Vegvisir grunted. “Just one of the more technical runes. But if you don’t think you’re ready, then--”

“No, no,” I interrupted. “I’m ready. Let’s do it. Then if any of the returning sailors are resistant, I can fry them before they even leave the harbor.”

“Now who has a lot of confidence in himself?” Vegvisir chuckled, and after a quick final glance around to make sure we were still alone, he grasped his staff lightly in his hands.

I watched the runes all come to life where they were carved into the wood, and then they seemed to dance before my eyes until a single one took prominence over all the others. I only saw its jagged shape for half a second before Vegvisir tapped his staff against the ground, and the entire length of the wood crackled and glowed white.

The wanderling immediately slammed his staff into the ground again, and a hissing bolt of lightning streaked from the tip of the wood straight toward the chimney of a hut across the street. The stone cracked and instantly turned black before a single chunk broke free and crashed to the ground.

“Shit!” I gasped. “You weren’t kidding when you said that was fast.”

“I never joke about runes,” Vegvisir panted as he leaned on his staff and caught his breath. “Now, did you see what I did there?”

“You summoned the lightning into your staff, and then you immediately directed it toward a target,” I said. “I didn’t even see the lightning enter your staff in the first place, though. It just sort of appeared.”

“And that’s exactly what you want,” Vegvisir said. “Otherwise, you’ll be a human lightning rod, remember? Be fast, but accurate.”

“You know what a lightning rod is, too?” I asked with a bewildered grin.

The old man looked at me like I’d just told him I liked to sniff my own ass, but it was a fair question from my point of view. I never knew what the hell people in this world might know about, but I cleared my throat and decided to change the subject.

“When did you visualize the directing rune?” I asked. “After you summoned the lightning or at the same time? I only saw one rune on your staff before it started glowing.”

“That’s because the directing rune was illuminated on the other side of the staff,” the wanderling explained. “You’ve got to visualize them both before you summon the lightning, but I imagine it’s like shooting a bow. You slip the arrow into place and then release it like it’s all one fluid motion, but aiming the arrow and releasing it are two different actions. It’s just that when you’ve practiced enough, it seems like one smooth flow.”

“That makes sense.” I nodded. “Do you have the energy to show me one more time before I try?”

“I’m not in the grave yet, boy,” Vegvisir snorted.

The wanderling sketched the lightning rune in the sand before he did a second demonstration. I studied it carefully, but this was one of the easier runes to remember since it just looked like a capital Z. When Vegvisir demonstrated summoning and directing the lightning like he had before, I paid close attention this time to how fluid the movement was. It really was like firing a bow, and with this explanation in mind, I felt like I might get the hang of it.

This was really something that should be practiced somewhere a little more remote, since I didn’t want to destroy the stronghold I’d just conquered. But I was so glad Vegvisir had decided to teach this rune to me that I figured a little destruction wouldn’t be the end of the world.

With all the stone in Óhreinn’s territory, we could always rebuild.

“Now, you try,” Vegvisir said after he finished his second lightning strike, and then he handed me his staff.

As soon as he handed it over, the old wanderling leaned up against one of the buildings. He was clearly trying to be casual about how much he had just exerted himself, but there was no way for him to hide the paleness of his face or the shakiness of his breath. Since this was the same man that I’d seen take on helgrind, jakyls, and Farthegns before, I realized this rune must take even more energy than he had warned me.

I imagined it wasn’t easy to summon and direct lightning like a god.

But I also imagined it wasn’t something the Farthegns would ever see coming. If the rest of the Óhreinn clan decided they wanted to take revenge for their old chieftain instead of falling in line, this should sure as hell set them straight.

As long as I didn’t kill myself in the process, anyway.

I focused on the feeling of the staff in my hands and visualized both runes coming to life where they were carved into the wood. I closed my eyes to focus better as I felt a slight prickle of heat in my chest, and then I began to imagine the staff as a lightning rod that I would use to direct the electricity wherever I wanted to send it. I took a deep breath, opened my eyes to see my target, and then tapped the staff on the ground.

A sudden hum engulfed my body like I had just grasped an electric fence, but I was already slamming the staff against the ground again. A bolt of electricity crackled free from the tip of the wood straight toward the wooden shutter that I had in mind, and the whole thing went up in flames and then crumbled to the ground as a pile of ashes.

“Hey, I’m not dead!” I grinned. “I’d say that’s pretty successful, don’t you think?”

“I can’t believe you did that on your first try,” Vegvisir said as he straightened up and stared at me. “I wasn’t sure you’d even be able to summon any lightning in the first place.”

“Did you see it enter the staff, or did it just sort of appear like it did with you?” I asked.

“It just started glowing.” Vegvisir shook his head. “Fucking Valkyries and a glowing chest mark, and now he summons lightning like it’s as natural as breathing. It’s a fucking mystery, that’s what it is.”

“Should I leave you alone so you can talk to yourself more comfortably?” I joked.

“It doesn’t make sense,” Vegvisir muttered. “I’m not surprised, but it just doesn’t make sense. It shouldn’t be like this.”

The staff was still warm in my hands, but I wanted to practice a few more times to really get a feel for it. This lightning would be a challenge to summon with a weapon besides the staff, but in theory, I should be able to engrave both the summoning and directing rune on a single weapon. Then I could hopefully strike someone with lightning when I thrust my weapon into them, and I should even be able to send a streak across the battlefield to fry someone from a distance.

I was just about to try again when Vegvisir cleared his throat in subtle warning.

I swiftly leaned the staff up against the wall, turned around, and saw Brynhild standing there with a whimpering man on his knees beside her. The Óhreinn woman had gotten her whip back from someone, and she had it lashed around the man’s neck like a leash, so its pointed tip dug into his throat a little deeper every time she tugged on it.

“That’s an interesting pet you have there,” Vegvisir chuckled.

“This man tried to kill your warlord with all the piercings,” Brynhild said.

“Fuck, is Igrid okay?” I demanded.

“She is fine.” Brynhild jerked the whip and dug the pointed tip of the whip dangerously close to the man’s artery. “Her knuckles are bloody from how many times she punched him, and her elbow may be sore from slamming it into his ribs so many times that I heard them crack.”

“That sounds about right,” I muttered as I eyed the man’s broken, purple nose and heard the ragged way he was breathing, as if his fractured ribs were pushing against his lungs. “What happened?”

“He told her he needed to relieve himself, and when she escorted him to do this, he tried to draw her own weapon against her,” Brynhild replied. “It obviously did not go well for him, and your other warlord and I pulled her off him before she could kill him. Your other warlord thought you should decide his fate.”

“Today is not your lucky day, asshole,” I told the man. “Not only were you stupid enough to attack Igrid, but you were also unlucky enough not to get killed by her. Now you’ll face an appropriate punishment.”

“I wouldn’t recommend lightning just yet,” Vegvisir warned me in a low voice. “You might not want to play your hand too early with that one.”

“Don’t worry, that would be way too fast of a death for him,” I said. “Send word to Ulrik at the harbor that I’ve got a job for him. Tell him I need someone punished until he dies, and I don’t care how he does it. This is his moment to be creative.”

“It will be done, my chief,” Brynhild growled. “And I will not take my whip from his neck until he meets his punishment.”

The man whimpered and tried to say something, probably to beg for his life, but at my signal, Brynhild tightened the whip-leash around his neck to keep him quiet.

I had no interest in showing mercy to a man who’d tried to kill my warlord when we weren’t even on the battlefield. It was against the codes for Farthegns to kill women except for in battle anyway, and the fact that this man had tried to do it to Igrid made it doubly bad.

I had no doubt that Ulrik’s creativity would shine when it came to punishing this asshole.

Brynhild tugged the whip-leash and forced the unlucky bastard to crawl after her on his hands and knees, and I had a feeling she might be able to give Ulrik a few creative pointers herself. But if there had still been any doubts about her loyalty, I was more than reassured now that I could count on the Óhreinn woman.

“I think more practice will have to wait until later,” I told Vegvisir. “I should go supervise things and check in with my warlords.”

“That’s fine,” the wanderling replied. “But where’s my staff?”

I whirled back toward the place where I had left it, but it was no longer there. Instead, I saw a flash of blonde braids around the corner of the building, and I instantly knew what had happened. A second later, all my suspicions were confirmed when a chaotic bolt of lightning zigzagged down the street and struck dead center in the middle of a cluster of wooden barrels.

The wood burst into flames that immediately started leaping up toward the shutters of the building right next to the barrels. The flames licked their way up the wooden shutters next, and sparks began to fall into the hut, too.

“Eir!” I thundered. “Get out here!”

My Nordic goddess of a wife stepped out from her hiding spot with the staff in her hands, but she didn’t look sheepish or embarrassed like I’d thought she might. She looked as excited as I’d been when I shot my first buck, and she looked equally proud of herself, despite the fact that the flames just kept licking higher and higher toward the thatched roof of the stone hut.

“I did it!” Eir gasped. “I imagined it just like I was firing my bow, and I did it!”

“Beginner’s luck,” Vegvisir muttered as he snatched his staff back from the blonde. “Fool’s luck, more like. You could have killed yourself, or at the very least, you might have fried off the wings you’re so proud of.”

The old wanderling tapped his staff against the ground twice as the runes reformed themselves along the shaft of the wood. The flames all dove back down toward the barrels instead of the roof, and then Vegvisir tapped his staff down twice more. This time, a bolt of lightning zapped the stone chimney with enough force that the stones and dust all tumbled down onto the burning barrels, and it choked them out until nothing but embers remained.

“Next time you want to burn down the stronghold, give me a little warning,” Vegvisir muttered. “Runes aren’t meant to be played with, girl.”

“I wasn’t playing!” Eir’s face flushed, but with anger, not embarrassment. “I followed you to make sure my husband did not need anything, and when I heard you speak about the runes, I just wanted to listen! Then you described it as shooting an arrow, and I thought how wonderful it would be if I could learn how to do this! Then if we have to fight the returning sailors and anything happens to you during that battle and if Aaron is not close enough to pick up your staff, then I could pick up your staff instead and help!”

“Plus, it’s really cool to be able to shoot lightning,” I said with a smirk.

I couldn’t even be mad. Eir was so cute when she stamped her foot and insisted that she was just trying to be helpful that I couldn’t resist her. Besides, Vegvisir had already put out the fire before it caused any real damage, and it made me laugh to see how exasperated the old man was.

“That’s what I get for being surrounded by fucking Farthegns,” Vegvisir swore. “You could have killed us all!”

“But I didn’t,” Eir giggled but then frowned when she saw how pissed off the wanderling still was. “You should be impressed by how quickly I learned your magic trick! The fire rune will come under my control soon too, but this one made much more sense. You should be thanking me for applying myself so well!”

“I’ll be sure to squeeze in a thank you right after someone sweeps up all these ashes,” Vegvisir groaned.

“But I did it!” Eir stamped her foot again. “That should count for something.”

“You did great,” I chuckled. “But next time, ask Vegvisir before you use his staff, and ask me if you want to learn any runes. Sound good?”

“Yes, my love,” Eir sighed. “I did not mean to do anything bad. I just wanted to be helpful.”

“I know, sweetheart,” I said. “I just want to know when you’re planning to be helpful next time. Now, let’s go see what Ulrik has come up with to punish Igrid’s attempted assassin.”

“I would tie him to two heillhausts and make them run in opposite directions until he split in half,” Eir announced. “But since we do not have heillhausts here, maybe two ships could pull him apart instead?”

“I’m sure Ulrik will take that suggestion into consideration if he hasn’t already come up with an idea,” I said with a grin at my bloodthirsty Farthegn wife.

It turned out Ulrik didn’t need any further inspiration when it came to dreaming up a punishment for the rebel Óhreinn clansman. By the time the three of us returned to the rest of Clan Briggs, all of the warriors in the stronghold had been summoned back from their different assigned duties. Only a squad of lookouts had been left on the stronghold walls looking out over the ocean, but everyone else was here to watch the man’s punishment together, and from the looks of it, Ulrik was more than ready for his audience.

The Illskan man had already climbed to the top of the twenty-foot-high wall with the condemned man in tow. As soon as the reformed rebel saw me, he pointed to the man on his knees.

“With your permission, my chief?” Ulrik called.

“He’s all yours,” I said but then found Igrid in the crowd. “Any special requests, Igrid?”

“Only that it be brutal, but efficient,” Igrid said. “Everyone knows what he did and why he should be punished, but we can’t sit around all day and watch him slowly die.”

“Then allow me to use a variation on a familiar method,” Ulrik said.

The scarred man had the Óhreinn clansman trussed up by his ankles almost faster than I could blink. Ulrik pitched him off the side of the stronghold wall, and the man’s body tumbled down until he slammed into the pale stones and then just dangled there, upside-down. The rope around his ankles wasn’t going anywhere since it was attached to one of the stones at the top of the wall, and Ulrik just let the man swing back and forth as he gasped for breath now that all his organs were pushing up onto his already injured lungs.

If he had let the man hang there for a few hours, he might have suffocated to death, or he might have had a stroke from all the blood pouring toward his brain. But since Igrid had requested it to be efficient, Ulrik respected his warlord’s wishes and moved on to phase two after the man had gasped and choked for only a few minutes.

To be fair, those minutes probably felt like hours to the condemned man.

While the rest of Clan Briggs looked on, Ulrik grabbed one of the oil barrels from the top of the wall and tilted it at an angle that made it slowly drip down onto the hanging man. It dribbled over his boots and shins first, and then it kept dribbling until it soaked through his shirt and started to pour toward his mouth.

I had a feeling I knew where this was going.

I half-expected the surrounding Óhreinn clansmen to be up in arms at the fact that they were about to watch one of their own get brutally killed, but they were all as stone-faced as Brynhild. They watched with no expressions on their faces as Ulrik grabbed a torch from a Dalirian huntress, and they didn’t flinch when he set the dripping oil on fire, or even when the man started to scream as the flames slowly consumed him from his feet to his head.

“Does this really not bother them?” I whispered to Brynhild.

“He did the unthinkable,” Brynhild replied. “He attacked the warlord of the chieftain he had just surrendered to, and on top of that, he attacked a woman outside of the battlefield. He has disgraced the name of Farthegn, and his own name will be forgotten as soon as he draws his last breath.”

“Okay then,” I said with a nod. “Whatever you say.”

The man’s screams were already getting quieter, but that was probably because his lungs were half-punctured when this whole execution started anyway. Igrid had damn near killed him with her punches alone, but it probably didn’t hurt to show the Óhreinn clan in such a public way that I meant business.

Farthegns were a funny lot, but if there was one thing I knew, it was that they respected the hell out of some good old-fashioned violence. And based on the way the women in the crowd were all whispering and nodding to each other with slight smiles, I had a feeling they respected anyone who defended one of their own even more.

No one spoke in more than a whisper until the man’s last scream faded. His burning body kept twitching where it hung from the high wall, but he no longer made a sound as his body jerked and writhed, then finally fell still.

“So die all traitors to Clan Briggs,” Ulrik growled.

I felt like I was watching the finale of a play, and I almost called for an encore. Ulrik had a flair for the dramatic, that was for sure, and I appreciated how loyal this man was to me now.

After Ulrik doused oil all over the thick ropes that bound the dead man to the wall, the fire quickly burned through the cords. The man’s body fell into a burning heap at the base of the steps, and Ulrik hurried down to dispose of the corpse.

Once I’d congratulated Ulrik on his execution and checked in with Igrid again to make sure she was really okay, I found myself beside Eir and Brynhild again.

“My chief?” Brynhild offered me her whip. “Thyrri returned it to me when we caught the rebel, but I understand if you would like to take it back. We must prove our loyalty to you before you can fully trust us with our weapons.”

“You’ve already proven your loyalty to me,” I said as I grasped her hands and closed her fingers around the handle of her whip. “Keep it, and ask Thyrri for your mace back, too. It won’t be long before the rest of your clan all gets their weapons back, but you’ve more than earned yours.”

“Thank you, my chief,” Brynhild said, and when I realized I was still holding her hands, I quickly dropped them.

The rest of the afternoon passed in a blur of more lists of resources, plans of how to get back to Dalir the fastest way possible, and interviews with every Óhreinn clansman in the stronghold. I needed to get to know all my new clan members, and I also wanted to get a sense of whether or not I could expect any trouble from them. For this reason, I took Eir and Brynhild with me since Eir had a good sense about people and since Brynhild already knew everyone here.

I didn’t meet anyone else that I had concerns about, but when the sun looked like it was about two hours from setting, I began to get worried about Nora. She had been gone for hours at this point, and even though I couldn’t think of anything strong enough to hurt the fierce Selkie, I didn’t like that she still wasn’t back yet.

To keep myself distracted, I pulled out my fire-runed cutlass, found a quiet corner to prop it against, and then pulled out my engraver.

I took a glance over my shoulder to be sure no wandering eyes were on me, but then I redirected my focus to the blade.

I wanted the ultimate weapon as we prepared to move in on Hylmrek. I wanted one item that could wield plenty of powers, like Vegvisir’s staff. So I decided to combine all the runes I’d learned onto the cutlass together. I already had fire accounted for, but now I swiftly engraved the ice rune, the directing rune, and the lightning rune, too.

My hands tingled with anticipation as I surveyed my work, and a grin hitched at one corner of my mouth.

“Hell fucking yeah,” I muttered as I sensed all the additional powers already buzzing through the weapon.

That was when I heard the shouts from the harbor, but before I could even move in that direction, I saw a pair of midnight-blue wings streak through the late afternoon light toward us.

“The ships!” Nora called as she flew toward us. “They’re all returning!”
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Chapter 21

I took off running before Nora could tell me anything else. Eir immediately launched herself into the air to fly back toward the harbor beside Nora, and Brynhild stayed right on my heels. Igrid and Thyrri were both bellowing orders to the rest of the clansmen, and every Dalirian, Illskan, and Óhreinn warrior was on their feet and pounding after me only a few seconds later.

If the returning clansmen meant to fight us, they would have their hands full.

“Are you sure it’s all of them?” I panted as I ran.

“They will all be here within two hours of each other,” Nora called down from above me. “I felt the vibrations underwater of the closest ships, and by the time I came back up to the surface, the lookouts had spotted them, too!”

“Are they flying any flags?” Brynhild demanded.

“I will get closer and look,” Nora said, and then before I could even tell her to be careful, the Selkie dipped through the air and vanished in a flutter of dark blue wings.

“I will help her!” Eir said, and then she promptly disappeared, too.

“It seems they all received your message, my chief,” Brynhild said. “Then they must have sent the úfavens to each other to help coordinate their return all together.”

“Is that a good thing or a bad thing?” I asked.

“We’ll find out soon enough,” Igrid growled from my left side.

When we poured into the harbor, there was no sign of the ships, but the closest one might still have been thirty minutes out. I gave orders of how I wanted us to assemble on the beach as well as on the floating dock, and I made sure the outer walls were stacked with defenders, too.

Of course, I didn’t say I was planning on trying to strike an entire ship with lightning if they seemed like they were going to be trouble. But that was on a need-to-know basis, and I wasn’t even sure yet if it would be necessary. I also wasn’t sure that I could wield so much lightning from such a distance, but the only way to really find out was to try.

“They are flying black flags from their masts!” Nora called as she and Eir flew back to join us a few minutes later.

“That is a very good thing!” Brynhild said. “We fly black whenever our raids are unsuccessful, but red when we are triumphant. Black means they have accepted their defeat at your hands, my chief!”

“Then why didn’t they send an úfaven back with that message?” Igrid demanded. “This could all be an elaborate ambush.”

“I agree with you, but I don’t think sailing straight toward an enemy harbor would be the smartest ambush,” I said. “Maybe there’s some other kind of explanation, and hopefully it involves their undying loyalty to their new chieftain.”

“We will crush them if it doesn’t,” Igrid said, and she pounded her fist against her palm for emphasis.

“Do you think you two could get closer and see what’s happening on any of their decks?” I asked Eir and Nora. “I definitely don’t want you two putting yourselves in danger, but if we could at least have some kind of idea what we might be in for, then--”

“Already on our way,” Eir interrupted, and then she and Nora flew until I lost sight of them against the late afternoon sun in the west.

I hadn’t returned weapons to any of the Óhreinn clansmen yet besides Brynhild, and I was still hesitant to do this on the same day I had conquered them. I really wanted them to have a solid twenty-four hours to cool down before I put maces back in all their hands, but if it looked like the incoming ships were going to be hostile, I wouldn’t have much choice.

If shit went south, we ought to be able to sink at least one or two ships while they were still out at sea. Eir could use fiery arrows, and Vegvisir or I could use his staff. We could also attack anyone we let into the harbor by not ever letting them off their ships in the first place, and I knew the warriors all standing guard on the floating docks would make sure this happened.

Brynhild also told me that there were deep gouging spikes buried at the bottom of the harbor entrance, and if the warriors posted on either side of the wall cranked their winches at the same time, it would pull up the row of spikes straight into the bottom of a passing vessel. It would be a shit way to go for the slaves trapped in the hold, but it would also send all the Farthegns on board into the water, where they would either drown or be easy pickings for my bowhunting goddess of a wife.

Or ghosts, apparently…

I had to suppress a shudder at the thought of what might have happened if we had been pegged as invaders when we sailed our longship into the harbor, but we had made it this far, and I wasn’t about to let a bunch of smelly, returning clansmen fuck this up for me now.

Not when I was finally so close to being able to take on Hylmrek.

We all shifted back and forth as we waited with growing impatience, but the lookouts on the walls couldn’t tell us anything else yet. We had to just keep clenching our fists and stamping our feet to keep our muscles warm while we waited some more.

When Nora and Eir finally flew back toward us, they both landed in such graceful swoops before me that it was like they’d had wings all their lives.

“You said only two of the ships are run by women, didn’t you?” Eir asked Brynhild.

“Yes,” the olive-skinned woman answered. “The other six still at sea are all sailed by men.”

“Then something has changed,” Eir said. “Four of the ships are being run by women. There were only men on the remaining four ships.”

“That makes no sense.” Brynhild frowned. “You are certain you only saw men on four ships?”

“At least on the deck, yes,” Nora replied. “Perhaps there were men in the hold with the slaves, though I am not sure why this would be, either.”

“If I could see the women up close, maybe I could tell you more,” Brynhild said and then blew a stubborn strand of black hair out of her face. “I know all of the women who are at sea, but I’d have to get eyes on them myself to figure out what’s going on, and I’m afraid I don’t have the gift of flight like your beautiful wives do, my chief.”

“I’m sure he could fix that,” Eir said with a sly smile. “Has he told you how we got our wings in the first place? Because if you really want some, then--”

“Nope,” I interrupted before the green-eyed beauty practically shoved me into bed with Brynhild. “We’re not going down that road, Eir. We have eight incoming ships, and we won’t know for certain whose side they’re on until they get here.”

“But--”

“We don’t have time for anything else,” I said firmly.

“We could carry her between us and get another look,” Nora offered.

“No, you’d be too obvious if you flew that close together with another person in tow,” I said. “We’ll wait here and meet them when they come.”

“When they get close enough, we should be able to talk to them before they actually sail into the harbor,” Brynhild said. “By the time they come close enough for our spyglasses to focus on their individual faces, they’ll be well within shouting distance. I know all the captains, and I should be able to tell whether or not they’re lying when you ask them questions.”

“Then we just have to wait,” I growled.

As the minutes ticked by, I paced up and down among my clansmen posted on the shoreline. I spoke to the Dalirians and Illskans with as much encouragement and reassurance as I could, even though they sure as shit didn’t seem to need it. They were all itching for another fight, and I had a feeling they’d be sorely disappointed if it turned out that the returning ships were all ready to swear loyalty to me. The markings of Clan Briggs were still fresh on their faces, and none of them had washed the blood of battle from their skin yet.

They might be looking to add some more blood into the mix before they washed it clean, but I would have been just as happy to be done with today’s bloodshed. I wanted every able-bodied warrior at my disposal to conquer Hylmrek. I had seen Stranholf’s work up close and personal before, and in the back of my mind, I was always thinking about the fact that he’d paid three thousand skulls to buy Eir.

Three fucking thousand.

He had killed three thousand people just to own her, only to have me steal her right out from under him right before he could claim her.

I would have laughed at how much it must have pissed off the red-bearded bastard if it wasn’t for the fact that he had a whole clan of warriors to throw against me, and he would definitely use every last one of them if it meant he had a chance to kill me or my Farthegn wife.

And every second we stayed in Óhreinn was another second that Stranholf might be marching on Dalir or Illska. I was certain he’d have the Hylmrek chieftain’s full support in whatever he did. Stranholf was the chieftain’s brother, for one thing, but since the chieftain had been the one training Eir as a stealth murderer, I was sure he’d want to punish me for stealing her just as much as Stranholf did.

I shook off the thought and focused on my clansmen. We would deal with Hylmrek as soon as we got home, and until then, I knew Anakol was more than capable of defending my territory and making any executive decisions in my absence.

I kept talking to different clusters of Illskans and Dalirians, but I also made sure I talked to my new Óhreinn clan members. They weren’t armed yet, but I wanted them to start feeling like full members of the clan besides that, and that included being able to talk directly to their new chieftain.

“Fifteen minutes!” one of the clansmen on the walls cried, as he relayed the message he had received from one of the lookouts at the far end of the harbor. “Two ships here in fifteen minutes!”

“Showtime,” I muttered, and then I started issuing orders.

One third of the warriors would be led by Thyrri to guard the docks and shoreline to my left, another third would be led by Igrid and guard the shoreline and docks to my right, and the final third would be led by Brynhild in the middle of the harbor. She wasn’t a warlord, but I couldn’t spare my Valkyries since I wanted both of them by my side, and I wanted someone in charge in case either the left or right flanks got overwhelmed.

I also had warriors in place to deploy the gouging spikes at the harbor entrance if I gave the order, and I ordered Rafial and the other slaves on my longship to keep themselves out of sight and out of harm’s way. The massive minotaur seemed like he would rather fight at my side, but he was the strongest slave on board, and I was counting on him to look after the others.

Plus, just in case shit really hit the fan, and we got overwhelmed by the returning Óhreinn clansmen, Rafial and the other slaves could try to row for their freedom. Not that they would have, of course. The minotaur had sworn an oath to me when he decided to stay instead of run away, but if things went badly, I would order him and the rest of the slaves away so they could at least try to make a run for it.

Once I had issued orders for every scenario I could think of, I ran along the floating docks and then climbed the stairs up to the top of the stronghold wall that looked out over the ocean. Nora and Eir half-flew and half-raced along after me, and Vegvisir followed on their heels.

When I joined the clansmen on the outer wall, I could see the ships for myself.

Two were racing toward us at full speed. The wind was behind them pushing them forward, and their oars were pumping in a steady rhythm to help propel them even faster. Then I borrowed a spyglass from one of the Óhreinn lookouts, and I saw that both ships were staffed only by women. I could also see the outline of a few more ships further away, and I was pretty sure I saw the last few close to the horizon, but their outlines were a little obscured by the late afternoon sun.

“Need a little assistance?” Vegvisir chuckled behind me. “I’m a bit winded from our earlier practice, but I could amplify your voice briefly.”

“Then let’s do it,” I said, and then I turned back toward the two quickly incoming ships. “Eir, I’ll need your help with this, too.”

“Whenever you two are ready,” Vegvisir replied, and his grip tightened on his staff.

“I am ready.” Eir’s black wings were already extended like she was about to take flight, and she already had an arrow nocked and ready to fly.

“This is your new chieftain, and if you wish to declare your loyalty to me, raise your oars now!” I shouted, and my voice thundered across the open water with the help of Vegvisir’s directing rune. “Or you will face the wrath of the demons that I command!”

“Ooh, that sounds like my cue.” Eir gave me a wicked grin, launched herself into the air, and then swooped close enough to the first ship to fire an arrow straight at the helm.

The arrow buried itself squarely in the middle of the steering wheel, and only a moment later, a second arrow was buried in the other ship’s steering wheel.

Almost immediately, every oar on both ships was raised into the air, and the vessels glided forward silently, propelled by nothing but the wind. They would pass into the harbor within minutes, and I just hoped their surrender was genuine and not all an elaborate ploy to get inside the harbor and launch their attack from here.

“So far, so good,” I muttered, and then I signaled for Vegvisir to use his rune magic again. “Throw your weapons down on the deck, and prepare to be boarded the moment you dock!”

I was genuinely surprised when all the warriors actually did drop their maces and whips. Brynhild had told me that the women shouldn’t pose a problem as long as I let them keep sailing, and so far, everything the olive-skinned woman had told me appeared to be true.

As soon as both ships passed into the harbor and docked, Thyrri and Igrid led smaller squadrons on board to gather all their weapons and escort all the Óhreinn warriors back to shore. Brynhild took over things from there and escorted each ship full of women warriors through the streets and back to the feasting hall, where they would all wait under guard to hear from their new chieftain.

The next two ships that sailed in were also staffed by only women, and they swore loyalty and surrendered just as quickly as the first two ships. When my warriors boarded and began to escort everyone off, they went down into the hold to make sure no one was hiding, and that was when I got my answer to the question of where all the Óhreinn sailors were.

One man after another was brought back up to the deck, and each one had his hands tied in front of him. They were all weaponless, and more than a few of them had vicious cuts or bruises across their faces. After they were all escorted back to the shore to be turned over to Brynhild, Eir landed beside me long enough to smirk.

“I believe you have more loyal women at your command now, my love,” the Nordic beauty said. “How else do you explain the Óhreinn men being prisoners on their own ships?”

“We’ll find out for sure soon enough,” I said. “But right now, we’ve still got four more ships we’re waiting on.”

But the last four ships sailed in with no more trouble than the first four had given us. When they all joined the three ships that had already been in the harbor, including the one I sailed in on, I took a final look over the harbor filled with eleven impressive longships, and couldn’t help but grin at the feeling that I could go anywhere in this world that I damn well pleased. The entire Red Forest would soon be mine, and with all these longships at my command, all the realms that the ocean touched could be mine, too.

I shook my head and started to make my way back to shore. If I wasn’t careful, all this power might start going to my head. Then again, I was now the chieftain of three clans of Farthegns, and I knew I had already done a lot of good in my short time in this world. Nobody would go hungry on my watch, no slaves would get mistreated, and the women of each clan would finally get the proper support and protection they deserved.

So maybe it wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world if I explored beyond the Red Forest.

How else was I going to find the answers about the mark on my chest or the wings I had given my wives?

When I made it back to the feasting hall, I found that Brynhild and my warlords had things well in hand. All of the injured warriors had been moved to one corner, the male prisoners had been moved to the center of the room, and the rest of my clansmen had surrounded them and were waiting for my orders.

I hadn’t actually been inside the feasting hall yet, and it took a lot of self-restraint not to just stare around me in awe. The minotaur builders had really outdone themselves with this hall. It had been built to hold every member of the Óhreinn clan, and that meant it was able to hold my roughly one hundred and fifty clansmen, plus the roughly five hundred Óhreinn clansmen still alive after all the fighting.

So, it was pretty damn big.

The walls were built from the same pale stone that the stronghold walls were, but the roof was all ash-gray timber. The rafters were clearly built for decoration, not just function, but I doubted the Farthegns really appreciated the craftsmanship that had gone into all the crisscrossed woodwork overhead. Shuttered windows lined both sides of the feasting hall, and four massive roasting firepits lined one side of the room, each with its own giant stone chimney.

I had really hit the jackpot when I conquered this clan.

“The two female captains have already pledged their loyalty and the loyalty of their crews to you, my chief,” Brynhild informed me as I made my way to the front of the feasting hall.

“Just like that?” I raised an eyebrow.

“Yes, my chief,” Brynhild answered, as if this didn’t surprise her. “When the úfavens arrived with your message, they sent the birds to the other ships to find out what everyone else was planning to do. Four of the male captains promised to honor Farthegn code and obey the new chieftain. Two said they would resist anyone who had killed their chieftain. So, the two female ship crews attacked the two rebel ships, defeated them, and stuffed the men down in the hold to wait for your judgment.”

“Damn,” I whispered.

“Didn’t I tell you that you inspire loyalty in every woman you meet?” Eir smirked beside me.

“That’s true,” Nora agreed. “The moment I saw you, I couldn’t help but be curious about you, and when you tried to return my hide to me, I… well, you know the rest, don’t you?”

I smiled at the cute way the Selkie woman blushed, but then I turned my attention back to the crowd of Farthegns waiting for me to speak.

Big-ass speeches had never really been my thing since they weren’t really a requirement in Alaska. The most I ever spoke to somebody on the job was to tell Jimmy to stop hogging all the hot water whenever we were on assignment or occasionally radioing other researchers in the area. Still, it wasn’t like I was scared to talk in front of crowds or anything like that. Mostly, I just wasn’t sure what exactly to tell them.

“You are their chieftain now,” Brynhild said quietly. “They will hang on your every word.”

Before I could even get started, two women stepped forward and knelt at my feet when I reached the front of the hall. They both wore thicker furs than the other women from the ships, and each wore a simple silver necklace that I guessed placed their rank above others.

The darker-haired woman started to speak in Farthegn, but Brynhild cleared her throat. “Please address the chieftain in his preferred language, Nytha.”

“Of course,” Nytha said. “Forgive me, and forgive us for not sending word to you before our ships returned, my chief.”

“The úfavens were killed in the fighting when we boarded the two rebel ships,” the other woman added. “So we could not tell you what had happened.”

“You acted quickly and decisively to serve your new chieftain,” I said. “Thank you both.”

“The messages sent by the úfavens were written by Brynhild,” Nytha said. “We knew that if she chose to follow our new chieftain, then he must be a worthy man. Brynhild has never led us astray before.”

“These two served under me when I ran my own ship,” Brynhild said with a smile. “And Nytha is my sister.”

“She’s not the only sibling who knows when you speak sense,” a tall, slightly-less-smelly man said as he stepped forward, and I noticed he wore the same silver necklace as the two female captains.

“My brother, Mikkel,” Brynhild said. “I’m glad you didn’t have to have Nytha beat any sense into you.”

“I am at your service, my chief,” Mikkel said as he knelt before me. “Brynhild will never tell you this because she is too humble, but she was more responsible for running this whole clan than our former chieftain ever was. So when she sent word that she had sworn a blood oath to you, I knew you would have my loyalty, too.”

“Really?” I glanced at Brynhild. “Running this whole clan, were you?”

“Mikkel speaks too highly of me,” Brynhild said as she lowered her dark eyes.

“He does not speak highly enough,” Nytha chuckled. “Who was responsible for all new construction and repairs? Who was responsible for seeing that everyone had enough to eat? Who was responsible for making sure each ship was stocked with enough supplies before we set sail, even when you were forbidden from sailing yourself? Who was responsible for organizing each shift of lookouts, even when your husband should have given that job to one of his worthless warlords?”

“I was,” Brynhild sighed. “But--”

“She might not have told me everything she was responsible for,” I interrupted to tell Brynhild’s siblings. “But I’ve already seen for myself how lucky I am to have her loyalty. I will not let her or our clan down.”

I climbed on top of one of the feasting tables so everyone could see me. Then I gave the best and shortest speech I could come up with.

“Your old chieftain is dead,” I called out to the room. “I am your new chieftain. Dalir, Illska, and now Óhreinn are under my command, and by the end of the week, Hylmrek will be mine, too. The entire Red Forest will come under my dominion, and beyond. Now, you can either join me in this conquest, or I will leave your fate in Brynhild’s hands.”

The eyes of every Farthegn in the room were fixed on me, and when I gestured to Brynhild, she stood up and faced the clansmen.

“Our chieftain may leave your fate in my hands,” she declared. “But I will tell you now that I have already decided the fate of any who oppose him. You will be handed over to my chieftain’s wives, two women who wanted to serve their chieftain so badly that they grew wings for him, all the better to hunt you down with.”

That sent a nervous ripple through the crowd.

Eir and Nora both stood behind me with their wings softly swaying back and forth, and when I heard a low panther-like growl start in my Selkie wife’s chest, I knew she was hoping that more than a few clansmen were foolish enough to rebel against me. I liked Brynhild’s interpretation of how my wives had gotten their wings, but I decided to clarify one thing.

“You should know one other thing before you make your decision,” I announced. “My second wife is not a human. She is a Selkie, and she would very much like the opportunity to avenge her people. So, you can decide now whether or not you’d like to give her that chance.”

Brynhild’s jaw dropped, along with every other conquered warrior in the room. My statement had exactly the effect that I’d wanted too, and I smirked as I saw the men all start to grow wide-eyed with panic.

“My ship, my crew, and myself are yours to command,” Nytha declared from her kneeling position, and fifty female sailors immediately dropped to their knees in the crowd.

“As are mine,” the other female captain announced, and fifty more women warriors knelt before me.

“As are mine,” Mikkel promised, and fifty men followed his example.

Three more male captains knelt and pledged the loyalty of themselves and their crews, and now three hundred Óhreinn clansmen were on their knees before me. The hundred captive men in the center of the feasting hall all glanced around themselves, but then a dozen of them dropped to their knees too and begged for forgiveness and a chance to prove themselves before the Selkie killed them. A dozen more followed, and then another, until finally there were only about two dozen holdouts still standing.

To be fair, they looked more scared than defiant, but they were digging their own graves.

“Should I kill them immediately, my chief?” Nora asked. “Or should we give them one more chance to repent?”

“You could put them in the cages,” Mikkel suggested.

“I’m listening,” I said.

“We have a few underwater cages in the shallower part of the harbor,” the black-haired man replied. “We normally only put disobedient slaves in them, and then we leave them in the shallows as the tide comes in. Sometimes, the tide is not high enough to drown them, but usually, the tide pulls them deeper into the water until they drown or are killed by the ghosts that haunt the depths of our port.”

“That works for me,” I chuckled. “When is the next high tide?”

“Not until close to dawn,” Nytha replied.

“Even better,” I said. “Post guards to see if any of them rethink their loyalties, and if the tide starts to drag them away, send word to my hut, and my Selkie wife will decide if she wishes to hunt them or simply let them drown.”

“It will be done, my chief,” Brynhild and all the ship captains declared at once.

It had been one hell of a long day. As soon as the rebels were stowed in the cages to think about where their loyalties should lie, I organized a watch rotation, made sure everyone had something to eat, and then led my wives, my warlords, and Vegvisir to the chieftain’s hut. We would leave for Dalir first thing in the morning, but it had been hours since Nora got back from exploring the underwater caves, and I was losing my mind to know whether she had found anything important.

“Sooo, what did you find?” Igrid was the first one to speak once I closed the door behind us.

“Did you see any statues with our husband’s mark?” Eir demanded. “Did you see any more winged women like us?”

“You must have found something,” Vegvisir said. “You were gone for a long time.”

“Oh, did you have to fight any ghosts?” Thyrri asked. “The Óhreinn clansmen seem terrified of them.”

“There were no ghosts,” Nora chuckled as we all settled around the fireplace. “There are many weeds along the ocean floor that try to wrap around your legs and pull you down, and I imagine they might feel like ghosts to someone who is already running out of air. Especially since a few of the weeds have stickers designed to tear flesh.”

“Like man-eating plants?” I scoffed.

“I don’t think they would swallow a whole man,” Nora said with a smile. “But they do enjoy the taste of blood, and I have seen them bleed a man dry before.”

“That’s very interesting, but could we get back to the caves?” Eir huffed.

“There were so many caves that it took hours to swim through them all,” Nora replied. “The first cavern was the most like a cave, but after that, things became stranger. It led into another cavern even deeper underwater, but I had to swim through two giant columns to enter it. There were columns everywhere inside this cavern, and several smaller caverns branched off from here. Each one led deeper and further away from the harbor, and each one looked less and less like a cave.”

“Then what did they look like?” Vegvisir asked.

“Like feasting halls,” Nora said with a shrug. “There were columns lining many of the rooms, statues in a few of them, and colored mosaics in one.”

“They sound like temples,” I muttered. “What were the statues?”

“There were no winged women or a wolf-headed man like in the helgrind den,” Nora answered. “Most of the statues were animals. Some of them looked like skulraeths, only smaller. Some looked like oegyrian mares, but smaller. And a few of them looked like the helgrind, but they were also smaller. There was one statue of a woman, though. She was in the cave with the colored mosaics.”

“What did she look like?” I asked as my heart started to pound in the desperate hope that I might get some answers.

“The statue had fallen on its side, but she was crowned with flowers and dressed in a flowing robe,” Nora replied. “I think she had been looking at one of the mosaics on the ceiling, and it was the only one that was intact. The rest of the mosaics were broken into pieces of colored glass.”

“What was the mosaic?” Vegvisir whispered.

“A crowd of women and animals, all with their hands or paws lifted up toward a symbol,” Nora said as her eyes drifted to me. “Three interlocking triangles surrounded by a circle.”

I touched the same symbol on my chest without thinking about it.

“Fuck,” I said finally.

“I wish I had found more answers for you, my love,” Nora sighed.

“Are you joking?” Vegvisir huffed. “That’s plenty of answers, girl. No one’s going to find a cave that has all the answers spelled out for us exactly. But the more evidence we find of his mark in different parts of the world, the more we can figure out.”

“The woman with the flower crown sounds like a nymph,” Thyrri said as she narrowed her eyes. “Is that helpful?”

“Maybe,” I muttered. “But I definitely know one thing for sure now. If my mark has shown up all over the world, or at least in a bunch of different parts of it, I want to know who else might know something about it. The Farthegns had never seen it before, but I bet somebody has, and I want to find out who.”

“You want to find out if anyone worships what you call gods,” Vegvisir concluded.

“Yeah, I do,” I replied. “I know you said the answer is no, but somebody outside the Red Forest has to have answers.”

And maybe somebody outside the Red Forest had heard of Odin or Valkyries or Valhalla, and then someone could tell me how the hell I was connected to all this.

“We will conquer anyone you wish to interrogate, my chief,” Eir announced. “All peoples outside the Red Forest will belong to you by the time we are finished with them.”

“I appreciate that,” I chuckled. “Maybe let’s just focus on finishing up here and conquering Hylmrek first, though.”

“And then Svelgard,” Igrid added.

“Yeah, Svelgard too,” I agreed. “Then maybe we can start thinking about expanding outside the forest.”

“I knew the power would go to your head,” Vegvisir muttered.

“You have to admit it,” I laughed. “You’re just as curious as I am.”

“I don’t have to admit anything,” the old wanderling snorted. “Even if you are right.”

The next morning, I woke up after a restless night. I had barely slept despite how tired I was, and every time I closed my eyes, I’d been bombarded with an endless parade of strange dreams. In some of them, I was wrestling one of the lava wolves with my bare hands, but then sometimes, I seemed to be one of the wolves myself.

I dreamed of flowers scattered across an endless ocean, of the waves turning dark with poison, and then a woman without a face who drank the poisoned water and revealed the serpent at the bottom of the ocean who had poisoned it in the first place. Then I dreamed I was wrestling the snake, but I was still one of the helgrind and had no arms or legs to grip the creature with, only the iron grip of my jaws and the lava that dripped from my mouth.

That morning, I nodded and smiled when Nora asked me if I was alright. I was sure she could tell I hadn’t slept well, but my dreams were probably just my brain trying to process what had been an intense and long day. For now, all I wanted to think about was that it was a new dawn, and we should be headed back to Dalir shortly after sunrise.

After a quick breakfast of lightly roasted fish and what looked like some kind of seaweed, I joined the rest of Clan Briggs in the harbor to take care of a few final orders of business before we headed out. It turned out half the rebel clansmen had switched their loyalties when the tide started lapping at their necks during the night, and Nora had graciously allowed the other half to drown slowly instead of disturbing her sleep to kill them herself.

Everyone else was already assembled with all their gear, and I could tell from their hopeful faces that each one hoped they would be able to come with me and conquer Hylmrek. My warlords had returned weapons to the Óhreinn clansmen this morning, and a few of the newest members of my clan seemed to be doing their best to mingle with the other Farthegns.

Who were doing their best not to gag at the fact that a few Óhreinn men hadn’t been forced to take a bath yet.

“All warriors are ready to move out at your command, my chief,” Brynhild told me when I joined everyone at the harbor.

“Thank you,” I told her. “I hope you packed your bags too, because you’re coming with me.”

Brynhild’s cheeks flushed with pride, and she held her head a little higher. “As you command, my chief.”

“Fritjof,” I called, and when the shaggy-haired warrior joined me, I clapped him on the shoulder. “I’m leaving you in charge here. As much as I’d like you to join me in the fight against Hylmrek, I need someone I can trust completely to run Óhreinn while I’m gone.”

“You can count on me, my chief,” Fritjof replied. “Just, uh, tell Bruka when you get a chance, would ya? I’d hate for the lass to worry about me and think I wasn’t coming back.”

“Don’t worry, I’ll make sure and let her know,” I said with a smile at the gruff man’s surprising soft spot for his wife. “I’m leaving a hundred clansmen here with you, and that includes some Illskans mixed in with the Óhreinn warriors. That gives me close to four hundred and fifty warriors that I’ll be bringing back with me, and that’s on top of the two hundred I left behind.”

“Six hundred and fifty clansmen is pretty good odds against Hylmrek,” Fritjof agreed. “I’ll keep everything running smoothly for you here, and I’ll master the úfavens to make sure we’re able to stay in constant communication.”

“I’m leaving Nytha and one of the other captains here too, and they should be able to help you with that,” I said. “Once you send an úfaven to Dalir, I’ll send you a message back to let you know of any updates.”

“May we meet again when Hylmrek has been crushed beneath your boot,” Fritjof said as he clasped my hand.

After I finished giving final orders to the clansmen who would stay behind, as well as those who would come with me, I retrieved a number of the slaves from my longship. There wouldn’t be room to take all of them back to Dalir, but I would use the ones I left behind to help sail my fleet of ships later when I expanded beyond the Red Forest.

I smirked to myself at the fact that I was already thinking about ‘when’ I expanded, not ‘if.’

I did decide to take Rafial with me, along with the lyounis healer, Groor, and a few dozen others who I thought were strong enough to make the journey back to Dalir. It wouldn’t hurt to have a healer on hand while we traveled back, and since Rafial seemed pretty stubborn about staying by my side to serve me, I wasn’t going to turn him down.

As soon as everything was in order, I let Brynhild lead the way out a side door in the stronghold walls. It took us to a massive and dense grove of ferns underneath the ashen-trunked trees, and at first, I saw no sign of any of Óhreinn’s gargorm mounts.

Brynhild gave me a mischievous smile, put her fingers to her lips, and whistled.

The ferns all swayed and rustled in front of us, and then the gargorms slithered out from their hiding places. They looked like a huge cross between dinosaurs, snakes, and lizards, with blue scales along their bellies and dark feathers down their backs. Their skulls were easily four times bigger than mine, and long fangs hung down over the sides of their lips even with their mouths closed. As the first wave of them slithered over to us, I saw their tails flicking out and guessed they were easily over thirty feet long, and they had arms and legs with thick talons that looked like they could grasp the side of a mountain and hold on for hours without breaking a sweat.

When all of the gargorms raised their heads and moved toward us, the entire grove of ferns seemed to disappear. There were close to two hundred of these snake-like mounts all staring at me and bobbing their heads back and forth like Chinese dragons in a parade.

One of them came right up to me and Brynhild, and it propped itself up on its front legs. Now its head reached my height, and it met my gaze directly with its unsettling black eyes.

“What do you think, my chief?” Brynhild smirked. “Are the gargorms acceptable?”

“Fuck yes, they are,” I chuckled. “Let’s mount up!”

I didn’t have any idea what it would feel like to ride one of these creatures, but I trusted that Brynhild knew what she was talking about when she said this would be the fastest way. If it was at all possible, I wanted to defeat Hylmrek within the next three days, and I sure as hell didn’t want to give Stranholf any more opportunities to strike first than he’d already had.

The gargorms were all so impressively long that they each held three to four riders on their backs. Brynhild, Thyrri, Igrid, Ulrik, and Mikkel each headed their own mounts, and I split the slaves up between a few of the gargorms.

I chose to ride the creature who had been the first to come up to me. Brynhild told me what to do, and after I stared into the gargorm’s eyes for a solid two minutes without breaking his gaze, the creature lowered his head and allowed me to climb onto his back just behind his front legs. Each rider in the lead position did the same thing to their gargorm, while the other riders only had to wait and then mount up behind them.

As soon as Eir and Nora straddled the snake-like creature behind me, I made sure everyone else was ready to go, and then I let Brynhild lead the way since she knew the fastest route to the cliffs. She smiled like she knew a secret she was bursting to tell me, and then she whistled again to command the gargorms.

I wasn’t prepared for the feeling of the creature moving beneath me.

It twisted from side to side like a snake, and I had to grip its feathers to keep from sliding off one side and then the other. Every time I got used to the twisting motion, we reached a rockier patch of the Red Forest, and the gargorm used its claws to scramble forward in a motion that threw me toward its neck instead of toward either side. There were even a few times where we had to cross a stream, but the gargorms didn’t even hesitate. They just slithered right in, and our thighs clung on desperately as they swam clear across the surface of the water.

It was a hell of a rough and twisty ride, but damn if I didn’t enjoy the rollercoaster-like feeling of being on the gargorm’s back.

Eir and Nora stayed with me on my dino-snake-lizard-dragon as we traveled, but about every fifteen minutes, they took flight and soared ahead to make sure the coast was still clear. Every time they landed back on my mount gracefully, I turned my head to make sure everyone else was managing to hang onto their gargorms, too. It looked like a sea of enormous and cursed snakes surging through the woods after me, and I grinned as I thought about the look on Anakol’s face when we showed up on these creatures.

The Red Forest passed us in a blur of ashen trunks and red needles. As the day wore on and the sun rose higher, the woods grew quieter. I already knew the forest really came alive at night, but I found the silence of the daytime woods strangely comforting.

If I was mulling around in the woods instead of wriggling through them at such a clipped pace, I would have been so still that I would have heard more quiet noises like insects humming, strange birds calling to each other, and even prey carefully stepping from one soft bed of needles to another. But from the back of the gargorm, I only heard the constant quiet rustling of their bellies against the ground as they lurched and twisted forward.

Brynhild was absolutely right about our travel time. We made it to the cliffs at the eastern edge of Óhreinn territory when the sun was about an hour above the horizon. We would still need to make tracks to get back to Dalir before the nóttmal came out to play, but we had Vegvisir’s magic staff and could make torches of our own if we needed to.

From the base of the cliff, Brynhild’s gargorm led us to the secret path up the rock face. It was narrow as fuck, but our gargorms had no trouble navigating the steep and winding trail. They went back and forth between their claws and their bellies as they twisted their way upward, and we reached the top of the steep cliff about half an hour before the sun would sink below the horizon.

Eir looked livid when I glanced back at her at the top, and I could understand why. She’d once been forced to free climb these cliffs until her nails were falling off her bloody hands when she was a little girl, and I knew it was probably best if I let her stew in that rather than try and make her feel better about it now.

“Should we fly ahead and tell Anakol we’re coming?” Eir asked through clenched teeth. “He could send out a party to meet us on the way.”

“I think it’ll be safer if you and Nora stay on the ground for now,” I said. “I’m not sure what the situation will be when we show up at home. If Hylmrek has made any advances on our territory, they might be watching our camp. I don’t want them to see you and shoot you down, but I also don’t want them to see you at all. You’re both gonna be a fun little surprise for Stranholf.”

This seemed to distract my murderous wife, but her gaze only seemed to darken with the idea, like she was putting all of her fury into extremely bloody daydreams.

The forest grew darker and darker as we kept moving forward, and since my thigh muscles were already aching, I knew everyone else’s had to be, too. But we kept going until finally, the torchlight of the Dalir stronghold came into view up ahead.

A few nóttmal growls sounded in the distance, but when none of them came close, I remembered that Nora’s presence pretty much kept away all other apex predators. I gave the order to keep moving as the torchlight along the village walls grew closer, and when we were within shouting distance, I called out before my clansmen posted along the walls could accidentally fill us full of arrows.

“Where’s the greeting party for your returning chieftain?” I called with a grin.

Anakol and fifty other warriors suddenly stepped forward out of the darkness. They had been completely concealed in the shadows, and the mud caked along their arms must have helped hide their scent from Eir and Nora.

They were each armed with a cutlass and a tomahawk too, but when Anakol stepped forward, he looked pissed off instead of happy to see me.
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Chapter 22

“We could have killed you, my chief!” my braided warlord huffed. “You should have sent a message ahead, and we would have greeted you with torches and food and fresh water! The lookouts saw movement in the woods, and since we could not see your faces or your furs, we assumed you were Svelgard or Hylmrek. Or even perhaps Óhreinn launching a swift retaliation--”

“Did you think so little of my chances of success in Óhreinn?” I laughed as I jumped off the gargorm and patted the scales and feathers of its neck affectionately.

“Of course not!” Anakol protested as he eyed the gargorm warily. “But since we do not have ships, I assumed--”

“We have ships now,” I corrected him. “We also have these gargorms, and I believe some of the Óhreinn clansmen can help us figure out what they need to eat after the long day of travel we’ve had.”

“Leave the care of these gargorms to me, my chief,” Anakol muttered. “I see you have many more warriors than you left with. You were successful?”

“Naturally,” Thyrri chuckled as she leapt down from her own snake-like steed.

Anakol’s face contorted with a mixture of terror and relief, and I realized the poor man must have been a lot more concerned that his wife might not make it back. Then again, there hadn’t been many times in their lives that they’d had to be separate from each other, and certainly not when it came to fighting their enemies.

Thyrri just slipped her hand into her husband’s since neither of them seemed big on PDA, but to my surprise, Anakol scooped up his wife and clasped her so tightly to his chest that she had to slap him upside the head a second later to get him to release her. She gulped down a mouthful of air when she was on her feet again, but my brunette warlord gave a girlish giggle at her husband’s enthusiasm.

I decided we’d better get back to the village fast, or from the looks of it, these two might tear each other’s clothes off right here.

I was prepared to break into any of our supplies to feed the gargorms, but Brynhild assured me they would find their own food, and they would not be in danger from the nóttmals. Apparently, gargorms fought in packs when they were threatened, and Brynhild had yet to encounter a creature that their fangs couldn’t puncture.

We left the creatures on the western riverbank outside the stronghold. When I glanced over my shoulder, I saw them all slipping noiselessly into the river before disappearing under the water, and I figured a horde of thirty-foot snakes with fangs to match would be just fine in this part of the Red Forest.

I made a note to ask Brynhild more about these gargorms later, but at least it seemed like they could take care of themselves for now.

My returning warriors and I followed Anakol’s escort back to the stronghold. I gave him the brief version of our campaign while we walked, but Anakol kept interrupting to ask for more details. Just before we headed through the entry gates, I stopped the braided man.

“I promise I will tell you as many details tomorrow as you want,” I chuckled. “But it’s been a long day of travel, and we need to find food and accommodations for everyone tonight. Do you think we can manage?”

“Of course we can manage,” Anakol muttered. “I am your warlord. I can manage anything you need, and I will manage things you don’t even realize that you need.”

“It’s good to be home,” I said as I clapped him on the shoulder. “Just make sure you enjoy tonight, too. This is a celebration, you know.”

“We will celebrate more fully when Hylmrek is under your command, my chief,” Anakol said, but his eyes glanced toward Thyrri in the torchlight like he was already thinking about his own private celebrations.

“Any updates on that front while we were gone?” I asked.

“No, it has been as quiet as it was before you left, my chief,” Anakol replied.

“We’ll make more plans tomorrow,” I said. “Tonight, we will feast and sleep, and then we will be ready to take on Hylmrek once our plans are in place. Oh! I do want to send a message to the Illskan stronghold tonight, though. Have a rider go down and tell Bruka that we’re back, and tell her that Fritjof is absolutely fine, but I’ve left him in charge of the Óhreinn stronghold for now.”

“I will take care of it,” Anakol promised.

“Glad to have you back, my chief!” Bragi’s cheerful voice called from inside the stronghold, and I looked over to see the charming warrior limping toward us on his crutches. “Anakol was getting ready to lead a one-man assault on Óhreinn in case something happened to you, but I managed to talk him out of it and convince him that even death wouldn’t stop our chieftain.”

“And how exactly would I have managed that?” I smirked as Bragi joined us. “Last time I checked, death is pretty final.”

“You have a magic mark on your chest that burns when you are in the heat of battle, my chief,” Bragi pointed out. “Your wives have wings and turn into demons when they summon the dead to some secret tomb to wait for you there. Now you tell me, does that sound like the work of a man who could be defeated by death?”

“You better be careful, or all that talk is going to go straight to my head,” I laughed. “You’re like my own personal cheerleader, Bragi.”

“What is a cheerleader?” Anakol asked.

“Obviously someone who leads the clan in cheer,” Thyrri said with a firm nod.

“Yeah, just like that,” I chuckled.

“Then as your personal cheerleader, let me welcome you back to your stronghold,” Bragi said. “I gave the order to start preparing the feast when the lookouts reported that the mysterious warriors on giant snakes were in fact our own clan members. We should be ready to eat soon.”

“Good man,” I told him, even though I could already feel my body fighting sleep after such a long day of trying to stay on my gargorm’s back.

But despite my best efforts, it took a hell of a lot longer to get our much-earned sleep than I’d expected. I could barely walk down the dirt paths of the Dalir stronghold without a dozen huntresses all hanging on my arms and demanding to know if they could get me anything. Clansmen clustered around me too, as they all tried to get a look at the Óhreinn warriors and the strange slaves I had brought with me, and my Dalirian slaves all kept checking in to see what they could fetch me and my wives.

I had almost managed to make it to the main firepit when the crowd in front of me suddenly parted, and I looked up to see what had made everyone fall silent.

Amaeda stood beside the firepit with a basket of herbs in her arms and tears in her sunny yellow eyes. She whispered something that must have been in Elvish because I didn’t understand it, and then she shoved her basket into the arms of another slave.

I hurried toward her so her frail body didn’t have to cross the distance between us, and I clasped her hands in mine, much to the surprise of all the Óhreinn clansmen behind me. Amaeda reached up and rested her palm against my cheek, and then she gave such a heavy sigh that I wondered if she had exhaled at all the whole time we’d been gone.

“I’m okay,” I reassured her. “I’m not even hurt.”

“You are tired,” Amaeda said.

“Well, yeah, but--”

“You need to rest,” the elven healer interrupted. “I will make you a tonic.”

“Okay, but first we’ve gotta take care of a little business,” I chuckled.

“Taking care of my chieftain is my business,” Amaeda insisted.

“I promise I will take whatever you tell me to when I go to bed tonight,” I said. “But we need to eat and get accommodations for everyone first.”

“You cannot always put everyone else’s needs before your own,” the ancient healer said. “You are our chieftain. Your needs come first.”

I squeezed her hand. “I missed you too, Amaeda.”

The elven healer gave another shaky little sigh before she finally released my hand and let me continue on to the firepit, but I noticed she immediately started moving among the rest of my warriors and the Óhreinn slaves. She spoke quietly to everyone she stopped by, and she gave them an herb or a gentle touch. She spent longer with Rafial than the others, and when she finished speaking with the minotaur, she led him back to her own hut before she returned to check on the rest of the slaves and clansmen.

While my clansmen roasted boar for us and prepared plenty of greens and root vegetables to go along with it, my warlords broke out the ale. We had been so busy trying to get back home before Hylmrek attacked that there hadn’t been a chance for a proper celebration while we were in Óhreinn. I didn’t plan on us going crazy by any means since the threat of Hylmrek still loomed on the horizon, but I did at least want to reward my warriors for how well they’d fought, just like I wanted to have a little icebreaker and welcome Óhreinn into the fold.

When Brokkr came over from his shop, the blacksmith looked so relieved that I thought he might not have slept at all while we were away. He’d more than earned his place as a clansman, but I had no doubt that he still got a little nervous at the thought of what would happen to him if anything happened to me. Plus, as prickly as he liked to pretend he was, I knew Brokkr was pretty fucking fond of me.

Which he promptly proved to be true when the first thing he did was hand me a tomahawk with two runes carved into the handle, one for ice and one for fire.

“Worked on this while you were away,” the blacksmith muttered.

“I’m touched.” I smirked as I turned the weapon over in my hand and tested its balance. “I knew you loved me.”

“Just had a little extra time after I finished your orders,” Brokkr said. “I didn’t go out of my way or nothing.”

“Are you sure about that?” I grinned. “Because this is some fine work, and I’m not sure how you had the time after all the piles of orders I put on you before we left.”

“The elf boy has been a fast learner.” Brokkr shrugged.

“I’m glad,” I said. “Although I imagine your speed at filling orders also has something to do with the fact that you don’t look like you’ve slept at all.”

“I slept like a baby,” Brokkr scoffed. “It was the first time in weeks that I didn’t have some new punch from Igrid that kept throbbing and waking me up at night.”

“I can fix that for you,” Igrid chuckled as she appeared at my elbow, and then before the blacksmith could dance out of the way, the pierced warlord punched him right in the bicep.

“Fuck!” Brokkr groaned and clutched his arm.

Yeah, it was good to be back.

The next day after a solid night’s sleep on a full belly, I was woken up before dawn by a familiar snort outside the chieftain’s hut. I yawned and tried to untangle myself from Nora and Eir’s naked bodies and wings, but the snort sounded again before I could even swing my legs off the furs that made up our bed. This time, the snort sounded angrier, and a wave of heat seemed to pulse through the door.

“Eir,” I groaned. “I think that’s for you.”

“Dyggur!” the blonde beauty cried and then staggered out of bed.

“Clothes!” I called just before Eir could burst through the door completely naked.

Eir slipped one of my woolen shirts over her head, but it only covered halfway down her pert ass. There was no stopping her now though, since she was already halfway out the door. She squealed with delight at the same time her heillhaust pawed at the ground so forcefully that the hut trembled beneath my feet, and I couldn’t help but grin at how happy she and her mount were to see each other again.

“I think somebody missed you,” I said after I’d thrown on some clothes and joined her outside.

“Oh, yes,” Eir sighed. “It has been a long time since we’ve been apart from each other like that.”

Dyggur’s face was pressed into my Farthegn wife’s stomach like a nuzzling cat. Eir kept kissing the top of his head and telling him what a good boy he was, and when Nora joined us, Dyggur quickly managed to nuzzle his face into both deadly beauties at once.

“You’re a regular lady-killer,” I chuckled.

“Yes, he is,” Eir said and then kissed his scales again. “He is the bestest boy.”

After Eir put on pants and the slaves brought us some breakfast, I started my rounds for the day. All of the necessary introductions had been made last night between the newest members of Clan Briggs and those in my stronghold, and their new acquaintances had been tested during the night since so many warriors had to make room in their huts to house the extra clan members. Not to mention, the smell of the Óhreinn men alone had probably been enough to test them.

But if there was one good thing about Dalir having so few warriors when I’d become their chieftain, it was that the village had plenty of room to accommodate all the new clansmen. Based on the number of empty huts the village had when I arrived, it was obvious that Dalir hadn’t always been so small. It had just been depleted of all its warriors through shit leadership over the years, but at least now there were enough empty huts to house everyone, with only a couple dozen having to push into occupied huts.

There were only a few black eyes and bloody knuckles this morning too, so it looked like it had been a pretty successful bonding experience.

For most of the morning hours, Thyrri showed the new clan members around the stronghold, and the Óhreinn slaves worked alongside the Dalirians as seamlessly as if they’d always lived here. I checked on Brokkr’s orders, but when they were all as perfect as I’d expected, I made time to check on the former hostages who had been rescued from Illska.

They were actually smiling today, and other than a few miscommunications, they seemed to be working as fully functioning members of the clan at last. I knew Ulrik’s influence was mostly responsible for the shift in their attitudes, and I reminded myself to thank the reformed rebel for being such a good fóstbróthir to them.

I also checked in with Brynhild to make sure that she didn’t need anything, but she and her brother Mikkel were perfectly content being shown around the stronghold and seeing how my clan operated day to day. They were especially fascinated by Brokkr’s shop, and since they didn’t actually have a blacksmith of their own, I wasn’t surprised. Brokkr wasn’t exactly thrilled to have such an enraptured audience watching his every move, but I knew part of him kind of liked the attention, and he put on a good show for my two new clan members.

When Anakol’s last report from Bruka at the Illskan stronghold had come yesterday afternoon, everything had been smooth sailing. My braided warlord told me he had already sent a messenger south this morning to let them know of my return, but they wouldn’t make a move until I issued orders. I even received an úfaven close to lunchtime that was almost shot down by one of my huntresses until she saw that it clutched a tiny piece of paper in its claws.

“Figured out the birds,” I read the paper out loud. “Send word when you reach home and when you have new orders. Fritjof.”

“That is impressive,” Anakol muttered, even though he sounded pissed off about it.

“If we can get enough of these birds spread out between here, Illska, and Óhreinn, it should definitely save us some time when we want to send messages to each other,” I said. “This is a good thing, Anakol. You don’t have to be pissed that you didn’t think of it first.”

“Dalir has no such birds that can be trained like this,” my warlord replied.

“Every clan has their strengths,” I chuckled and then handed both the paper and the bird back over to the huntress who had caught the úfaven in the first place. “Take this to Brynhild and Mikkel at Brokkr’s shop, and have them write up a return message and send it to let Fritjof know everything is good here, but have him send another bird back. Then, we’ll be able to let him know when our attack on Hylmrek commences.”

“Yes, my chief,” the huntress answered.

After we had caught up on just about everything that morning, Anakol finally led me to the western hunting grounds to show me a secret project he’d been working on with the drekkadyr.

“What do you think?” the braided man asked.

It took me a second to figure out what I was looking at. At first, it just looked like a bunch of Dalirians riding drekkadyr back and forth through the ashen trees, but then I realized they weren’t just keeping their seats on top of the massive beasts.

They were actually directing them like skilled riders who had been working with the drekkadyr for years instead of weeks. Their mounts turned at the slightest pressure of their thighs, and even when some warriors on foot did their best to terrify the drekkadyr, the riders kept their mounts calm and wheeled them out of danger. Dyggur got in on the action a few times and chased them around too, but none of the deer-like beasts lost their minds and went running wild.

“I wanted our mounts to be capable of going up against the heillhausts of Hylmrek,” Anakol told me. “I worked with a few Illskans to figure out how to make our riders better while you were gone, and Eir’s heillhaust has been helpful, too.”

Dyggur snorted and pranced across the ground with so much pride I thought his scaly chest might burst from how much it seemed to swell.

“So… what do you think?” Anakol asked again.

“What do I think?” I grinned and shook my head. “I think it’s fucking brilliant, that’s what I think. You really outdid yourself, Anakol. This is exactly why I knew I should leave you in charge while I was gone.”

“Thank you, my chief,” the braided man said with a stiff nod, but I could tell he was pleased with the compliment.

Clan Briggs was running like a well-oiled machine. At this rate, we should be more than prepared to attack Hylmrek within the next two days, or at least, that was the plan. Each of my individual clans had their strengths, and so did each of my individual clansmen. They worked together surprisingly well too, and I was glad to see that once the male Óhreinn warriors all took baths in our hot springs, they were able to integrate themselves a lot more quickly into normal clan life.

But since everything seemed to be going so smoothly, I decided to see how everyone was progressing with the runed blades. Bragi, Anakol, Brokkr, Thyrri, Igrid, my wives, my huntresses, and Vegvisir all joined me west of the stronghold. Bragi also had a few dozen other warriors from both Illska and Dalir join us as well, and I realized he had followed my orders and picked out a number of other clansmen to train on the runed weapons while I was gone.

And as soon as I started to watch them practice, I knew I had picked the right teacher for the job.

They were all doing really well. Anakol actually succeeded at making his runed blade pour fire into his target trees three out of every four times, but he didn’t even pause long enough to enjoy his success. He just grunted whenever enchanted flames began licking up the tree bark, and then he regrouped and charged the tree again.

My huntresses were all at least as successful as Anakol. They even beat his record a few times, but everyone was so focused on their own work that they didn’t gloat. It was very un-Farthegn-like of them not to compare fiery swipes and swagger around every time they produced more fire, but then again, it was also very un-Farthegn-like to practice any kind of magic.

Even Brokkr was doing better handling the runed blades than he had been when I left. The few dozen other warriors that Bragi had hand-picked himself were trucking right along, too. Their blades produced enchanted flames about fifty percent of the time, and if they put in enough practice in the next day or two, they should be able to increase those odds a little bit more, and then Hylmrek would really be up shit creek.

In theory, anyway.

Thyrri, Igrid, Eir, and Nora had all been with me the last few days, but they had been practicing even without Bragi’s instructions. I had seen them working with the runed blades a few times in the Óhreinn stronghold when they thought they were alone, but I hadn’t interfered at all. I just let them practice and get a feel for the magic themselves, and now they were doing fucking beautifully. Almost every stroke of their weapons against a practice tree trunk left a wave of orange flames in their wake, and the only real thing they still needed to work on was controlling how large or small the flames were.

“Nice work, Bragi,” I told the warrior turned trainer as the rest of the clansmen continued to practice. “How have you been doing with the runes yourself?”

Bragi smiled and leaned one of his crutches up against a tree. He still used his other crutch for support, but this left his dominant hand free to wield one of Brokkr’s runed tomahawks. He twirled the handle for show, gave me and Vegvisir a wink, and then hurled his tomahawk straight into the trunk of a young sapling.

Golden-orange flames roared up the inside of the trunk and began smoking out the top of the leafless tree. The bark crackled and groaned as the flames continued to spread, but before the tree could be completely engulfed by the magic fire, Bragi yanked the tomahawk out of the burning trunk. He twisted his body to get better momentum, and then he carved his weapon into the trunk and buried it there again.

This time, a cascade of ice hissed from the edge of his blade. It sizzled as its icy tendrils spread up and down the trunk, and every time the ice met a new flame, it sputtered for half a second like it might melt, but then it cracked and surged forward again until each flame died under the onslaught of the ice. When the ice finally stopped spreading, the entire burned sapling was encased in a frozen crust, and I just stared at it with a stupid grin on my face.

“Brokkr let me play with one of the special tomahawks he made for you that has both the fire and the ice rune,” Bragi explained. “I’ve been practicing.”

“Shit!” I whistled. “I know everybody says you’re the best warrior in Dalir, but I think they might need to expand that definition to the whole Red Forest.”

“I want to be able to serve you any time and any place that you need me to, my chief,” Bragi said humbly, as if every warrior on the field hadn’t stopped practicing to watch the way he wielded the rune magic.

“He grasped the concept almost as fast as you did, boy,” Vegvisir muttered, but the wanderling didn’t seem happy about it. Instead, he just narrowed his eyes at the dreadlocked warrior and gripped his staff a little more tightly.

“Are you upset that Bragi is proving your theory about the Farthegns wrong?” I smirked. “You said they’d never be able to grasp rune magic because it wasn’t something they could make work by brute force alone.”

Vegvisir only grunted in response before turning away.

“Back to work,” Bragi told the rest of the clansmen in a firm but kind tone. “I want you all to be able to do that by the time you face Hylmrek, but you only get to learn the ice rune if you master the fire rune first.”

As soon as the warriors all threw themselves into practice with renewed vigor, I freed Bragi’s tomahawk from the ice-crusted tree and handed it back to him. I was impressed by the charming warrior’s skill, and I would have given just about anything to have Bragi with me when I faced Hylmrek.

Hell, I’d give just about anything to have him with me when I faced any enemy.

Bragi was talented as fuck, and his total commitment to his craft was admirable. I was sure that he could go into a battle rage just as much as the next Farthegn, but he also always seemed like he would keep enough of his wits about him not to make any kind of stupid mistake. That was probably why he’d grasped the rune magic so quickly. His mind was focused, but also calm and open enough that he was always taking in new information and adapting to it.

I didn’t know when or how, but I was determined to have this man fight at my right hand sooner or later. I needed him, and as impressive as he was on the training field, he was too talented to leave in the position of a teacher forever.

“You’ve done great,” I said. “And it looks like everybody else has taken to the runed blades pretty well too, thanks to you.”

“Not everyone,” Bragi replied. “There were close to a dozen other warriors I tried to teach, but I’m afraid they didn’t get it at all. I thought it might be how I was teaching them, but then all these clansmen got their runed weapons to work, and they had the same lessons.”

“I wouldn’t beat yourself up about that too much,” I said. “Honestly, I’m not sure runed weapons are going to be for everybody. I’d love as many clansmen as possible to be able to use them, but I’ll be happy if any of them actually grasp it. Vegvisir says it’s difficult magic, and the subtlety it requires isn’t exactly a Farthegn strong suit.”

“That’s putting it nicely,” Vegvisir chuckled as he joined us on the sidelines.

“You’ve done a fantastic job, Bragi,” I said. “We have a few dozen warriors who can use the runed blades, and we just got a shit-ton more warriors from Óhreinn who also might be able to. If there are a couple dozen clansmen who can’t use this magic, they’ll still be deadly with nothing but their own weapons. Even a few dozen or a hundred warriors who can wield fire with their blades will be a huge advantage when we fight against Hylmrek.”

“I hope every last Hylmrek clansman burns from the inside out,” Bragi muttered. “Or do you think it would be more painful to burn from the outside in?”

“I think either way, they’ll die very painful deaths,” I assured him. “Don’t worry. They’ll get what they deserve.”

Bragi glanced down for just a second at his crutches, and his dark eyes were filled with a wordless rage and sadness. But when he looked back up at me, he was all smiles again, like he hadn’t just almost lost himself to the despairing thought of never being able to fight again.

“Would you like me to train any of the Óhreinn clansmen before your fight against Hylmrek?” Bragi asked.

“Our fight,” I corrected him. “You might not be going with us, but don’t for a second think this isn’t also your fight.”

“Yes, my chief.” Bragi straightened himself up from where he was leaning heavily on his crutches, and his quick nod made his dark dreadlocks sway forward and then back again.

“But to answer your question,” I continued. “I’m not sure any of the Óhreinn warriors will have enough time to really get a feel for the runed blades before we face Hylmrek, but it wouldn’t hurt for them to try.”

“How long before you move out?” Bragi asked.

“To be determined. But I should know more about when we’re leaving once the patrols come back this evening.”

“Will they tell you anything you don’t already know?” Vegvisir asked.

“Maybe,” I replied. “If they’ve had any sightings of Hylmrek, that’ll certainly help me know where to strike. But even if they haven’t, that’ll tell me something about Hylmrek’s movements, too.”

“Then I hope you’ll get the answers you need in a few hours when they come back,” Bragi said.

“Believe me, so do I,” I answered. “In the meantime, start trying to train Brynhild and Mikkel. They’re two of the Óhreinn clansmen that I trust the most, and I think they might grasp the concept of how to use the runes faster than others. If they do, they can probably help you pick out other Óhreinn clansmen to teach next.”

“I like a challenge,” Bragi chuckled. “I’ll see how much I can accomplish in such a short time.”

We turned back to continue watching the training, but now I noticed that Igrid kept stopping every few seconds to glance at the other clansmen around her.

“What about that one?” my pierced warlord asked Thyrri as she pointed to a rugged Dalirian man.

“He’s already got his eye on one of the huntresses,” Thyrri chuckled.

Igrid snarled and sent flames dancing from her runed cutlass into her target tree. She got out a few more angry strokes before she stopped again, looked around, and then pointed to a tall Illskan man.

“What about him?” Igrid demanded. “He looks like he’d do.”

“He’s already got a wife,” Anakol grunted.

“Ugh!” Igrid punched her fist into a half-burned tree trunk, followed it up with a fiery thrust from her cutlass, and then glanced at a burly Illskan man practicing a few feet away. “Okay, then how about I take him?”

“If you’re offering!” The Illskan grinned. “Did our chieftain finally set a price on you?”

Igrid whirled toward me so fast that it damn near made me dizzy. I knew exactly what she was going to say, just like I knew exactly how I was going to respond, but I still couldn’t get the words out fast enough to stop her from speaking her mind.

“Set my price!” the pierced woman demanded. “Otherwise, no one will ever buy me, and trust me, nobody here is going to like the version of Igrid that never gets claimed!”

She gave one more strike to her target tree, and flames billowed up the branches like a sacrifice offered to ancient gods. Then she turned on her heel and stalked back toward the village without another word.

“Fuck me,” I groaned.

“No, no, no,” Eir sighed. “Fuck Igrid. That is the problem.”

“I know she’s eager to be claimed and everything, but we really don’t have time for this,” I said. “We need to conquer Hylmrek and then Svelgard before I even think about appraising anybody.”

“Nonsense, this is the perfect time,” Eir replied, and I noticed the rest of the clansmen on the field also stopped practicing so they could listen in on our conversation.

“Your wife is correct,” Anakol admitted. “If you set her price before we go into battle, any man who wants to win her will be extra motivated during our fight with Hylmrek. Every kill he makes could count as another skull toward Igrid’s price.”

“I imagine her price will likely be quite high,” Thyrri added. “Even if you set her price now, it might still take a man some time to acquire all the skulls required to buy her. But if you set it now, Hylmrek and Svelgard skulls can both count toward her price.”

“Plus, it is a very important tradition to maintain,” Eir added.

“I do not fully understand this tradition,” Nora said. “Each clanswoman is worth a certain number of skulls, right? And that number is determined by the chieftain?”

“Exactly,” Eir confirmed. “Any man who wants to buy a woman must make that number of kills in order to buy her for his own.”

“And this is the only way a woman can ever be claimed?” Nora asked.

“Of course,” Anakol replied. “This is how it has always been done.”

“Then I think you should appraise Igrid as soon as possible, my love,” Nora said with a sly smile. “Because I do not know if I have ever met a woman more in need of sex.”

“Nora!” I hissed, even though Igrid was well out of earshot by now.

“I am only stating a fact,” the Selkie woman snickered. “Anyone can clearly see that for themselves.”

“Look, I get it,” I said and then tugged on my beard. “But honestly, I just don’t want to do it. It feels awkward to inspect a woman so up close and personal like that when I haven’t claimed her for myself.”

“It is one of your most solemn duties as our chieftain,” Anakol said firmly. “Otherwise, no one will ever be able to buy a wife, and there will be no more Farthegn children.”

“Can’t I just set her price without, uh, inspecting her?” I asked.

“No,” all the Farthegns on the training field said at once.

“It is tradition,” Bragi explained with a shrug. “Maybe it seems like a strange tradition to you, but it was established for a good reason.”

“Then maybe someone better explain it to me,” I muttered.

“It’s to protect us, my chief,” Thyrri said, but my normally ferocious brunette warlord had her gaze fixed on the ground until Anakol gently touched her arm.

“How does my appraisal of every woman in the clan protect you all?” I asked.

“A fierce woman needs an equally fierce man as her partner,” Thyrri replied with a small smile at her husband. “If I died in battle tomorrow to save Anakol, I would be happy to do so because I know he is worthy of that sacrifice. But if a woman’s price is set too low, then she can be bought by someone who is not worthy of her. Then she will have to die in battle for someone who is not worthy of that sacrifice, and the whole clan will be weakened by her absence.”

“When you set the price on a woman warrior, it makes sure that anyone who wins her will be good enough for her,” Bragi said. “Appraising them so closely gives you a keen opportunity to truly understand how glorious they may be, and we put our faith in your judgment because of that. Some chieftains in the past have abused their power though, and that is why Thyrri says it is your duty to protect our women by appraising them carefully and setting appropriate prices on all of them.”

“My price was set by the chieftain before last,” Thyrri said. “It was a fair price, and when Anakol achieved it, I knew he would make an excellent partner, and I would do anything he required of me because he had done so much to win me.”

Anakol’s chest swelled, but he didn’t say anything so his wife could finish speaking.

“But the last chieftain, the one you killed,” Thyrri said and then took a deep breath. “He did not set fair prices. He disrespected the women of this clan by setting their prices so low, and he only did this because he wanted to sleep with them all himself. As soon as someone has been claimed, they are available to the chieftain as well as their husbands. This is a good rule and a fair one. But it is only fair when the chieftain cares about the women more than himself. Otherwise…”

“Otherwise, you get a chieftain who I hope with every fiber of my being is burning in some pit of the afterlife at the hands of fire demons,” Anakol snarled when his wife trailed off.

I remembered the way the former chieftain of Dalir had forced Thyrri into his hut after Anakol defied him, and the memory made my blood boil until the mark on my chest started to grow hot. I wished now that I could resurrect the old chieftain and then kill him again, only to keep resurrecting him and then keep killing him a hundred different ways. Even then, it would be better than he deserved, but maybe by his two hundredth death, the scales of justice would start to even out again.

Especially if I let Thyrri and the other women kill him a hundred more times after that.

But I didn’t know a rune for resurrection, and even if I did, I had a feeling that was how you accidentally started a zombie plague. I might not be able to do anything about the former chieftain and all the ways he had mistreated the women of Dalir, but I could at least make damn sure that they were protected from now on.

I glanced at the women around me on the training field, and it reminded me of the way that the Dalirian huntresses had all clung to me after Illska killed some of my other huntresses. They had looked at me with so much trust and sadness, and I had sworn then that I would never again let them feel like they had no one looking out for them.

And if protecting them meant that I needed to set their prices so only worthy clansmen could win them, and so they couldn’t just be owned by any asshole who could swing his weapon around a few times, then fuck it.

I was their chieftain, and I intended to take my job seriously.

“Okay,” I sighed. “But how do I even do it?”

“Oh, Igrid will be so thrilled that you’ve finally agreed to appraise her,” Eir giggled.

“Don’t worry,” Thyrri said quickly. “Igrid will be able to walk you through it. She knows what is needed. All the women understand the ritual.”

“Fine!” I threw up my hands. “Let’s just get this fucking over with.”

I stalked my way back toward the village, but when I glanced over my shoulder, I saw that all the warriors on the training field were following me.

“Bragi didn’t say you were done for the day, did he?” I demanded.

“No,” one of my huntresses said. “But um, this is your first appraisal, and… we sort of all want to be there for it.”

“Definitely not,” I groaned. “This is between me and Igrid.”

“Oh, we don’t want to be inside your hut with you!” the huntress said, even though the sudden flush of her cheeks suggested she might be lying. “We just want to be close by to see how it goes!”

“I thought we could continue practicing on the training field inside the village,” Bragi said with a grin. “Then if you need anything while you appraise her, we’ll be close by. Plus, the other clansmen will be able to see us practicing, and they will be more motivated to train harder with their usual weapons so they can earn a runed weapon for themselves.”

“That’s not a bad idea,” I muttered. “Make sure you grab Brynhild and Mikkel and start teaching them, too.”

“Of course, my chief,” Bragi said, but the sly grin didn’t leave his face, and I knew all my clansmen were enjoying my embarrassment at having to appraise Igrid.

But damn it if I wasn’t gonna do it right.

“Find Igrid and tell her to come to my hut,” I told Eir and Nora when we reached the stronghold gates. “I’ll be waiting for her there.”

By the time my Valkyrie wives found Igrid and brought her to me, a small crowd had gathered outside the chieftain’s hut. I knew the fact that I was about to do my first appraisal was exciting for everyone, but I wasn’t exactly thrilled that so many people were literally right outside the hut. I would definitely prefer a little more privacy, and I imagined Igrid would, too.

“Go ahead inside,” I told my pierced warlord, and then I turned to the crowd. “And as for the rest of you, I want you all on the training field practicing with Bragi! Hylmrek isn’t going to conquer itself, and I need you all ready.”

The clansmen all wandered off, but it was the first time that they didn’t all seem to bend over backward to follow my orders. I had a feeling they hadn’t gone far since they all wanted to be the first ones to hear the price I set on Igrid, but at least they were all out of sight now.

“That applies to both of you, too,” I told my wives. “I want to avoid making this awkward as much as I can, and that means I want to do it in private.”

“As you wish, my chief,” Eir said with a smirk.

“We’ll be close if you need any help,” Nora giggled, and then both winged women strolled away from the hut with their arms linked together.

As soon as I shut and locked the hut door behind me, I took a deep breath and turned toward Igrid. She was standing right in front of the fire, and for someone who had been so eager to get appraised, she actually looked pretty fucking nervous.

She shifted back and forth from one foot to another, and every few seconds, she played with the warlord medallion in her dreadlocks or adjusted one of her many piercings.

“I’m all yours,” I told her. “Just walk me through what I need to do, and I’ll do it.”

Igrid inhaled, nodded, and then stripped completely naked in under two seconds flat.

“Ready when you are, my chief,” Igrid said with a grin.
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Chapter 23

“Whoa!” I said and immediately glanced away. “I know you’re supposed to be naked for this process, but I kinda thought we could, uh, I don’t know, go gradually or something?”

“The faster you appraise me, the sooner you can set my price,” Igrid said.

“Faster isn’t always better,” I chuckled.

“It is when you’re trying to find a husband!” Igrid hissed. “Plus, you’ve already seen my breasts before, and unless you lied and they were actually horrible, I don’t think my body is that awful to look at.”

“Of course it’s not,” I said, and then I forced myself to look at my naked warlord before I accidentally insulted her by not looking fast enough.

Not that it was hard to look at her.

The pierced woman was all muscle except for the softness of her round breasts where they sloped down to perfectly circular and purplish nipples. Even her hips were thick with muscle, but as my gaze wandered across them, I found myself wondering if her hips were still soft with all the training she did, because they sure as hell looked like they could still be kneaded like pliable dough.

“You’re doing great,” Igrid said. “Look as much as you want to! I can turn around so you can see me from every angle, or you can walk around me if you think that would be easier.”

“I’ll walk around you,” I said quickly. “You don’t have to do anything.”

“Once you get a good look, you’ll need to feel my body, too,” Igrid whispered. “But don’t worry, I’ll tell you where.”

I nodded and started circling the pierced warlord. The light from the fire made her skin look like it was glowing from within, and it was hard to keep my distance as I walked around her. Every inch of her body called out to touch her, but I wanted to do this right. If Igrid said I needed to look first and then touch her, then that was exactly what I was going to do.

Even if my brain screamed at me to grab her and take her for myself right on the floor of the hut.

When I stood behind her, Igrid swept her brown dreadlocks over the front of her shoulder to expose her full back to my gaze. There were a handful of scars close to her kidneys from previous battles, but they only made the pierced woman look even more badass than she already did. Her ass cheeks looked so firm they could have been carved from marble, but I swore I could tell how soft they were just from looking at them.

Maybe they’d been carved from a peach instead.

She seemed even shorter without her clothes, but her presence filled the whole hut as if she was actually three times bigger than she was. She stuck her nose a little higher in the air as I circled her again, and the bone piercing her nostrils trembled slightly. My gaze followed her jawline up to her bone-studded ears and her tangled hair all bound with the bones of humans and animals.

I was starting to feel like a bit of an animal myself as I kept circling her like I was a lion and she was my prey, but Igrid didn’t seem to mind any more than I did. I felt like I could pounce on her at any moment, and I kept having to remind myself that this was my warlord.

“Do you like what you see, my chief?” Igrid whispered.

“You look perfect,” I admitted.

“Then you better start to touch me and make sure I feel as good as I look,” Igrid said matter-of-factly. “That’s the only way you can be sure you’re setting the right price for me.”

“Where?” I swallowed, even as my hands started to itch at the thought of gripping her tight flesh.

“You could start with my mouth,” Igrid suggested. “Then work your way down to my nipples, and then of course you’ll need to go a little lower, too.”

“Okay, one thing at a time,” I muttered.

I gently grasped her shoulder with one hand and then reached up to run my thumb over her lips. They were softer than I’d imagined, and as my thumb made a second pass over her full lower lip, her tongue flicked out, and I realized for the first time that Igrid had a small bone piercing her tongue, too.

“You should stick your fingers in my mouth,” Igrid whispered. “You want to do this properly, right? So, you need to inspect everything for yourself.”

I nodded but didn’t trust myself to speak, since I was already having a hard time not shoving her up against a wall and feeling every part of her in intimate detail. As soon as I slipped two fingers inside her mouth, Igrid grasped me lightly with her teeth, and then she pushed her mouth forward until she swallowed my fingers up to the knuckles.

Without thinking, I had to reach down and adjust my cock when it sprang to life at the feeling of the beautiful warlord’s lips wrapped around my fingers. This was not the time to be getting distracted, not even when Igrid started to run her tongue up and down my fingers inside her mouth.

“Uhh, okay, that’s good,” I choked out and then pulled my fingers from her lips as quickly as I could. “Your mouth is, uh, great. Super good.”

“What about my nipples?” Igrid grasped her breasts and pushed them toward me for closer inspection. “You said I have good breasts, but what about how my nipples feel? Are those good, too?”

If Igrid had been at all nervous when this process first started, she had certainly lost that nervousness by now. She actually seemed to really be enjoying herself, but I figured she was probably just excited that she was finally getting appraised. I was excited too, but I was trying my best to get a little less excited, or my dick might rip a hole in my pants any second now.

I gently cupped one breast in each hand, but they were so pillowy that I started massaging them without even thinking about it. My thumbs ran back and forth over her nipples as I kneaded her supple cleavage. I worried that her nipples might be sensitive because of the slave bones piercing both of them, but when Igrid started to moan softly, I jumped and dropped her tits as I remembered myself.

“Breasts are great,” I said quickly. “Nipples, great. Fantastic, actually.”

“What about my hips?” Igrid demanded.

I obediently grasped her waist and slid my hands down to her hips, but they begged me to massage them just as much as her breasts had. Her body was perfectly firm and supple, and when I cupped her tight ass in my hands, I felt Igrid wiggle her hips a little so I could feel her cheeks bounce in my fingers.

“Fuck,” I groaned. “Uhh, great hips. Very good.”

“I think you know what’s left to appraise,” Igrid whispered.

I dropped my hands and took a step back to admire the neat triangle of dark hair that pointed to her pussy. The lips around her entrance were the same dark purple as her nipples, but they were tucked shyly behind her dark hair, and I had to kneel in front of her to get a good look at her iris-shaped entrance.

I immediately stood back up to keep myself from flicking my tongue out and seeing if her pussy tasted as good as it looked. Since I knew I still needed to be thorough, I brought my fingers up to her entrance instead and carefully applied a little pressure in between her velvety lips.

Igrid was so wet that my fingers slipped inside her despite the tightness of her tunnel.

“Oh!” Igrid gasped.

“Oh, shit,” I said. “Sorry, I--”

“No, no!” Igrid said, but one of her hands shot out and grasped my bicep for stability. “You have to make sure you feel everything. In fact, you should push your fingers deeper just to make sure you’re feeling… oh! Uh, everything! Absolutely… every… thing…”

She was so breathless that I really must have taken her by surprise, but I did what she said and pushed my fingers a little deeper inside her. Her pussy was so tight that it almost seemed to lock my hand in place. Her pelvic muscles squeezed my fingers tighter before she relaxed enough that I could pull my fingers back out, and I couldn’t help but notice just how drenched my fingers were getting inside her.

“And could you push them deeper inside of me?” Igrid gulped. “You must… be… thorough, my chief.”

“Like this?” I gently curved my fingers inside her and then let my thumb brush against her clit.

“Yesss,” Igrid said with her eyes closed. “And then go backward, but keep your thumb where it is?”

I started to curve my fingers back in the other direction, but when Igrid’s soft moans became even louder, I froze in place.

“Uhh, Igrid?” I muttered with my fingers still inside her dripping tunnel. “Is this all a part of the appraisal?”

“Y-yes?” Igrid’s eyes fluttered open. “So you really shouldn’t stop. I think we’re close to finishing now. If you just curve your fingers back a little more and then--”

“Igrid!” I cut her off.

“Okay, fine!” the pierced woman growled. “I may have gone a little overboard with the appraisal, but could you please just hurry up and set a price on me already, so someone can finally claim me, and then I can finally fuck you?”

“I’m sorry, what?” I stared at her, but I couldn’t seem to pull my fingers out of her soft, dripping pussy.

“Why do you think I’m so desperate for someone to claim me?” Igrid groaned. “Only women who have been bought get to sleep with the chieftain, so as soon as I bag a husband, I can finally have sex with you! Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”

“Wait,” I said. “You’re saying the only reason you care about getting appraised and claimed by a clansman is because…”

“Because I want you to fuck me,” Igrid finished when I trailed off. “Of course it is! I thought it was obvious. All the women in the camp are thinking the exact same thing too, and I imagine it’s all the Illskan women and now the Óhreinn women are thinking about also.”

“But--”

“But nothing!” Igrid interrupted, and her pelvic muscles clenched around my fingers again for emphasis. “This is your fault, you know. You can’t blame us, not when your gorgeous Farthegn wife has just been walking around, constantly singing your praises and telling us all the incredible ways and times you make her climax night after night after night after--”

“I knew I should have told Eir to keep our sex life a little more private,” I sighed.

“Yeah, but it’s not really her fault, either, is it?” Igrid demanded. “The moment you walked in here and became our chieftain, the moment you started treating all of us women like we mattered, the moment you started walking around the village with that mark burned into your chest and the way you tug your beard and the way--”

“Uhh, I’m sorry?” I shook my head.

“Don’t be!” Igrid insisted. “Just price me so someone can buy me, and then you can bed me properly. It’s all I want to do, and it’s been very distracting, to be honest.”

“I don’t know how I feel about sleeping with some other man’s wife,” I said. “I haven’t slept with anybody’s wife yet, and I don’t know that I’m really comfortable with that.”

“Then you’ll just have to get comfortable with it,” Igrid hissed as she began to rock her hips into my hand. “You’re still a new chieftain and can get away with not sleeping with anybody’s wives for a little longer, but pretty soon, it’s going to be a real insult if you keep insisting that you won’t sleep with any of your clansmen’s wives. They’ll take it personally, and so will their wives. Then you might have some real trouble on your hands.”

“So you’re telling me that not only will the clansmen get mad if I don’t sleep with their wives at some point,” I said, “but the women will, too?”

“Of course,” Igrid scoffed. “When I say that Eir hasn’t stopped singing your praises, I mean it. It’s all any of the claimed or unclaimed women can think about.”

“Shit,” I groaned.

“Ohhh,” Igrid moaned when she wiggled her pussy a little further down onto my fingers. “Your fingers are already pretty deep inside me, my chief. It feels amazing. I’m almost there. Please just…”

“Igrid, I--”

The pierced woman leaned forward and kissed me before I could get another word out.

My mouth melted against hers, and I felt my fingers slip deeper into her before I even realized I had grabbed her hips and pulled her body flush against mine. Her tongue slipped into my mouth and danced around mine, and she pressed her pillowy cleavage against my chest as she leaned back and let my tongue explore her mouth, too.

“Ahh, fuck,” I groaned. “You’re too fucking hot to resist, Igrid.”

“Mmmff,” Igrid replied, but I couldn’t understand her since she had already stuck her tongue down my throat again.

“Christ, I want you,” I moaned.

“Then take me,” Igrid whined. “I don’t care if it means I can’t ever be married. I just want you.”

“What are you talking about?” I pulled away from her so I could look at my pierced warlord.

“If we… I mean if you want to… you know…” Igrid gulped. “I don’t want another man. I… ever since I met you… the others just seem like weak idiots. I just want to punch them because they aren’t you, or maybe I’m just beating them so you’ll know that I…”

“Igrid, you made your point,” I said.

“I did?” She narrowed her eyes. “Which point?”

“I am not putting a price on you, and you are not going to be owned by anyone in any of the clans I conquer.”

“But--”

“I said listen,” I growled. “You will be my own wife, do you understand? You’ll belong to no one but me.”

Igrid stared at me but couldn’t seem to find her voice.

“You’re mine,” I repeated. “Is that clear?”

“Y-yes, my chief,” Igrid stammered, and then she burst into a smile.

I didn’t give a shit how many Farthegn traditions I was about to break.

I wanted this busty and muscular woman for myself, and I would have fought every Farthegn in the Red Forest for the right to fuck her brains out. I wanted to fill every inch of her with my cock, and then I wanted to claim her body with my seed until it gushed out of her. Other than with Eir and Nora, I had never felt such a burning desire to possess a woman like I suddenly felt with Igrid, and I wanted nothing more than to hear her scream my name in ecstasy over and over again.

Two seconds later, I had her on her back on the fur rug in front of the fireplace, and I had pulled my fingers out of her soaked pussy so my cock could finally do what it had been begging me to do since Igrid first stripped down for me. My whole body was pressing down on top of her muscled, warrior body, but when I pushed my tip up against her dark purple lips, I held back for just a second.

“Are you sure?” I whispered.

“I’ve never been more sure about anything in my life,” Igrid gasped, and the way her brown eyes looked up at me with hunger and complete trust made every ounce of blood in my body flow into my stiff cock.

“Me too,” I whispered, and then I started to push myself inside her.

I was going to take it slow since I knew this was Igrid’s first time, but my pierced warlord clearly had other plans. As soon as my tip was inside her, Igrid lifted her hips up into a half-bridge position and then pushed herself down onto my shaft. Her pussy swallowed half my length all at once, and Igrid gasped and rocked her back down onto the rug again.

“Fuck, you feel good,” I groaned. “We can go slow if you want to, though. We don’t have to--”

“I’ve waited long enough,” Igrid cut me off. “I’ve heard Eir talk over and over again about how you take her like an animal, and I want that, too. I want you to break me, my chief. I want you to fuck me so hard that I can’t walk after, and then I want you to fuck me some more, my chief.”

“Your wish is my command,” I said with a grin. “But only if you call me Aaron.”

“Deal,” Igrid said. “So, Aaron, I would like you to break me, please and thank you. I’m ready.”

“Then turn over,” I ordered. “I want you on your knees.”

Igrid moaned as my cock left her pussy long enough for her to flip over on her hands and knees. When she wiggled her muscular ass toward me, I pushed myself up on my knees, gave a playful slap to each of her cheeks, and then pushed my dick against her velvety tunnel again.

I didn’t hold back this time.

My first thrust only made it halfway into her pussy before her tight tunnel closed around me, but Igrid gasped so enthusiastically that I immediately pulled back and shoved my cock into her again. After I gripped her slender waist for better leverage, my thrusts grew faster and deeper until my full length was spreading her apart.

Igrid gasped and moaned as her limbs trembled beneath me, and after a few minutes, she dropped to her forearms to help stabilize herself. This also opened her up even more though, and my cock pushed so deep into her that I could feel the little pucker of her cervix against my tip.

“Holy… fucking… shit!” I panted as my cock plowed into her over and over again.

“Ohhh, don’t stop!” Igrid cried. “I feel… so warm… I don’t want it to… ever end!”

I slapped her ass again as my cock kept plunging into her impossibly tight pussy. I could have done nothing but this for the rest of my life and died a perfectly happy man. All I could think about was how every inch of Igrid seemed to tighten around my cock when I was inside her, like she never wanted me to pull out, and then how every part of her seemed to open up and tremble for more whenever I withdrew so I could push into her again.

The light from the fire sent our shadows dancing across the far wall, and somehow, watching our silhouettes together was even better than watching ourselves in a mirror. Igrid was on her forearms and knees, but every thrust pulled another whimper from her throat and pushed her a little closer to the floor. I kept my grip on her waist to keep her from completely collapsing, but if she had been any less fit than she was, there was no way she could have lasted this long under the driving force of my dick.

“Ohhh, Aaron!” Igrid moaned. “I think… I’m going… to die… so good!”

“Just wait,” I said with a grin. “Because I’m about to blow your mind.”

Her shallow breaths made it sound like she was close to her first orgasm, and I couldn’t wait to send endless waves of pleasure shooting through her body. I wanted to fuck her in every possible position, but there was something about watching her pussy lips clamp around my dick with every stroke that made it impossible for me to do anything but plunge deeper into her velvety crevice.

Then Igrid’s body spasmed before the scream of pleasure could even escape her lips.

She threw her head back at the same time her fingers threatened to rip the fur rug apart with her bare hands, and she screamed so loud that I wondered if they could hear her all the way down in Illska.

“Aaaaaronnn!” she cried, then hissed, then moaned, and then gasped as a second wave of pleasure swept over her.

Watching her ass quiver against me was too damn hot, and the sound of her screams was better than any porn star.

“Fuuuck!” I groaned as I realized there was no way for me to hold back anymore. “I’m gonna cum!”

“Yesss!” Igrid shrieked. “Fill me, Aaron! I’m youuurs!”

As another wave of pleasure made her voice suddenly tremble, I felt my own climax erupt inside her. My dick spewed an endless torrent of hot cum inside her tight tunnel, and just when I thought I was finished, another river gushed out of me. It felt like my cock was whipping back and forth inside her pussy, and only my grip on her waist kept her from collapsing and kept me from covering every inch of my hut with my own cum.

Instead, I shoved my cock into her even deeper until it felt like my seed might start pouring out her mouth. We both moaned and cried out together as another climax swelled over us and broke like the tide, but when another round of cum flooded her tight tunnel, it started to gush out the sides and drip steadily onto the fur rug beneath us.

This woman was mine.

Fuck Farthegn traditions and rules.

There was no way in hell I would ever let another man touch this woman, not when I had claimed her body for my own, and not when she had screamed my name while I pumped her full of my seed. Nobody had blinked when I came back from the north with a second wife, and I would slit anyone’s throat who said anything when I announced that I now had a third wife, too.

But then, just as our orgasms were finally starting to mellow out, Igrid shrieked again and arched her back.

Dark brown-feathered wings began sprouting from her shoulder blades.

“Shit!” I gasped, but I couldn’t seem to pull out.

If anything, I seemed to be climaxing again, and a river of lava felt like it was pouring out of me and deep into Ingrid.

The sight of the massive wings pushing out of her skin sent such a wave of heat through my body that the scar on my chest instantly started to burn, and as Igrid shrieked and writhed beneath my hands, I felt wave after wave of cum push forward and then surge into the woman’s already-full tunnel.

She screamed one final time, and then the last of her wings erupted from her back. They spread out wide as my cock pumped the last drops of cum into her, and then as our climaxes both started to subside, I panted to catch my breath and just stared at her wings.

The feathers were dark brown and speckled with a handful of light-brown dots like stars in the night sky. They were just as wide as Nora and Eir’s wings were, but the ridge of Igrid’s new wings were each pierced with small bones like the ones that studded her ears and nose. The piercings made her wings look like the cover of a metal album, and I stared at them with a mixture of awe, anxiety, and sheer delight.

“Holy fuck, Igrid,” I gasped. “I’m so sorry! I didn’t think I would--”

“Are you joking?” Igrid interrupted as she twisted her head back to admire her new pierced wings. “Look at them! They’re beautiful!”

“I should have warned you this might happen,” I said. “I wasn’t sure if it would happen again, but I should have at least told you it was a possibility.”

Igrid carefully pulled away so my cock gently fell out of her pussy, but the river of cum that flowed down between her legs was less than gentle. She simply turned around to face me, plopped down on her ass, and grabbed my face in between her hands.

“I knew what I was getting into,” Igrid said. “You gave Eir and Nora wings without knowing how. I knew there was a decent chance you would give me wings too, as long as I was worthy of them.”

“But I--”

“I mean it,” Igrid cut me off again. “Thank you for my wings, Aaron. I love them, just like I… uhh, love other things. Like this hut, and uhh, your cock, and… uhhh… punching people. That sort of thing.”

I grinned at the fact that Igrid obviously wanted to tell me she loved me, but I didn’t blame her for having a hard time saying the words. I found them difficult to say myself, even when I knew how much Eir, Nora, and Igrid all meant to me. I would have done anything for them, just like I knew they would do anything for me, and as far as I was concerned, that was the only thing that really mattered.

Words were nice, but actions were what actually counted.

“Come here,” I ordered.

Igrid’s pierced wings swayed back and forth, and I thought I might have to call in my other Valkyries to help her figure out what to do with them. But after Igrid moved them around a few times, she shrugged her shoulders and carefully tucked her new feathers behind her back. Then she crawled toward me across the soft rug and melted into my arms.

“You got the hang of your wings fast,” I chuckled as I held her close.

“They’re just like arms,” Igrid said. “I just move them from my shoulder blades instead of from my shoulders. I’m not saying I’ll be able to fly right away like Eir and Nora, but for now, I think I can at least manage to move them out of the way when I need to.”

“You’re incredible, you know that?” I kissed the top of her hair.

“What we just did was incredible,” Igrid sighed. “Eir really wasn’t exaggerating. If anything, she didn’t say enough about how amazing it would feel to have you inside me.”

“I highly doubt Eir didn’t say enough,” I laughed. “But are you sure you’re okay with the wings?”

“You gave them to me, but they are mine now, and you cannot take them from me,” Igrid warned with a playful grin, but then she suddenly grew serious. “Thank you, Aaron. I will gladly sacrifice my life for yours, and I will fight both Nora and Eir for the right to sacrifice myself first. You won’t regret it! I’ll be the best wife and Val-- shit, what do you call them? A Valkeer?”

“Valkyrie,” I chuckled.

“That’s right,” Igrid said with a nod. “I’ll be the best wife and Valkyrie you could ever ask for, just you wait and see.”

“I know you will,” I said, and I decided I could argue later about the whole idea of who was going to sacrifice themselves for me.

I pulled my pierced warlord in close again and sighed at how good her tight body felt against mine. I was fully planning to explore her body again, but a low rumble from outside the hut sent a cold dose of reality rushing through my body.

My clan was waiting for me to come out and announce Igrid’s price.

“Ah, shit,” I muttered as I instantly realized how the situation must look to everyone waiting outside.

I had gone into my hut alone with Igrid to appraise her so she could get a husband, and instead, I had fucked her brains out and filled her up with my seed before anyone else had the chance to buy her. There was no doubt in my mind that damn near everybody in the stronghold had heard us together, and if I didn’t fix this, I was about to look even worse than their former chieftain.

“Fuck, we need to get dressed,” I said. “I’ve gotta make an announcement to the clan, or they’re all going to think I’ve disrespected you more than any chieftain ever has in the past.”

I helped Igrid clean up with the basin of water in the corner of the room, and then we both dressed as quickly as we could. I had to cut holes in Igrid’s bodice to accommodate her new wings, but the slaves could make her some proper clothes later. I was perfectly aware of the fact that we still smelled like sex, but once we had both made ourselves presentable again, I led her toward the door.

“Ready?” I grinned.

Igrid looked nervous for only half a second before she squared her shoulders and gave me a nod.

“Wait just inside,” I said. “Let me go out first.”

“Whatever you say, my chief,” Igrid replied.

As soon as I stepped outside the hut, I found myself facing a crowd of almost every Illskan and Dalirian in the village, along with quite a few curious Óhreinn clansmen. My other two warlords were front and center with my wives. Anakol looked concerned, Thyrri looked confused, but Eir and Nora both looked like they were about to burst with happiness and pride.

“I will not be putting a price on Igrid,” I announced with firm authority.

No one said anything loud enough for me to hear, but the crowd instantly rippled with whispers and questions.

“Igrid, if you would please come here?” I turned back toward the door and held out my hand.

The pierced woman took my hand and stepped out of the shadows, but when she kept her wings tucked behind her back, I grinned at the fact that she probably wanted a dramatic reveal.

“I won’t put a price on her,” I repeated. “Because I decided to claim her myself.”

I nodded to my pierced warlord, and Igrid smiled triumphantly as she spread her Valkyrie wings wide.

The entire crowd fell silent as they gazed at her badass wings. Thyrri and Anakol stared at them without blinking, Bragi chuckled and gave me a congratulatory nod, and Brynhild’s jaw dropped at the sight of the woman’s pierced wings.

Eir and Nora were beside themselves with excitement.

My two Valkyrie wives immediately flew up and joined us in front of the hut, and they both embraced Igrid as eagerly as they had embraced each other after I first gave Nora her wings. There was no hint of jealousy between them, just like there had been none back then, and I couldn’t believe how lucky I was that I now had three incredibly ferocious, beautiful, and winged wives.

“I am so happy for you!” Eir gushed as she stroked Igrid’s lush, brown wings.

“Now our husband has three wives and three Valkyries,” Nora added as she ran her fingers along my new wife’s dark feathers. “This is a wonderful day.”

“I’d say this calls for a celebration,” Thyrri declared as she finally recollected herself. “Our chieftain has taken another wife, and I can think of no one more worthy than Igrid.”

“To the firepit!” Bragi called.

When we started to push our way forward through the crowd, Anakol clapped me on the shoulder and grinned his congratulations, and so did Bragi and every other clansmen we passed. There were a few disappointed faces among the single men, but they’d get over it soon enough.

I knew damn well that none of them would have been good enough for Igrid, anyway.

And besides, I was the one she’d been wanting all along.

Igrid’s wings bobbed back and forth as we made our way through the crowd, and I smiled as I saw how happy she looked. For once, she wasn’t punching every other person she saw, but my heart swelled at the fact that this pierced, punching, purple-nippled warlord was now all mine.

“So the runed weapons weren’t good enough for you,” Brokkr teased when Igrid passed him. “You had to go and get yourself a fancy pair of wings instead, eh?”

Igrid’s left wing immediately shot out and punched the blacksmith in the shoulder. I thought maybe only the feathers had hit him, but when he reeled backward, I realized the spine of her wing must have caught him, and I chuckled to myself at how quickly Igrid was figuring out the use of her wings.

“You might have to watch your tongue from now on,” I laughed. “It looks like Igrid now has two more limbs to punch you with.”

“Thanks a lot, chief,” Brokkr grumbled.

“I’m actually in a less punchy mood,” Ingrid admitted as she suddenly patted Brokkr on the shoulder.

“Ehhh, having sex will do that to you, or so I’ve heard,” the blacksmith chucked.

“Yeah, I guess that’s true.” Ingrid smiled at the smith, and then she punched him again in the shoulder, but this time it was just a light jab that made Brokkr laugh.

The congratulations continued all the way to the main firepit in the village. Everyone seemed ready to feast like we had already defeated Hylmrek, but before I could even give the order to bring a boar to roast, a movement from the corner of my eye pulled my attention away.

One of the returning patrols was sprinting down the dirt lane toward me, and their leader ran so quickly that he almost tripped over his own feet several times.

“That’s the patrol from the northeast,” Anakol said beside me.

“My chief!” the clansman gasped when he reached my side. “News from the north!”
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Chapter 24

I grabbed the panting man by the shoulders and helped him stand upright as the rest of his patrol joined him. At least no one was missing, so Hylmrek hadn’t attacked yet, but something had clearly lit a fire under the warrior’s ass.

“Out with it!” Anakol snarled. “You can breathe when you’re dead!”

“Svelgard and Hylmrek have been fighting in small skirmishes for the past few days,” the man blurted and then inhaled so he could continue. “But today, all hostilities ceased. Svelgard retreated north, and Hylmrek retreated south.”

“That can’t be good,” I muttered. “Why the sudden shift?”

“I don’t know, my chief.” The man shook his head. “They were fighting, and then all of a sudden, everyone stopped. We were not close enough to hear what they said to each other, but a few minutes later, they all turned around and left without another blow.”

“Then why did it take you so long to get back?” Igrid folded her arms across her chest, and her wings imitated the motion behind her. “You should have immediately returned and told us.”

“I decided we should follow both parties as long as we could,” the patrol leader answered as he did a double take at my warlord’s wings. “Half of us followed Hylmrek until they disappeared too far east in their territory for us to see them, and I didn’t think it was a good idea to trespass without our chieftain’s permission.”

“And Svelgard?” I asked.

“They retreated back across their own border and then disappeared into the driving snow,” the man replied. “As soon as it looked like neither group was going to make advances against us, we hurried back to give you the full report.”

“Have any of the other patrols returned yet?” Anakol demanded. “It is almost dark. They should all be back by now.”

“All of them except for the one stationed in the southeast corner of Dalir territory,” Thyrri answered.

“Shit,” I growled as I glanced at the sky and realized Anakol was right.

Patrols were supposed to return thirty minutes before dark. The northeastern patrol had been late, but they’d had a solid reason.

My heart started to pound at the fact that Hylmrek’s forces had suddenly left their northern border and gone southeast, plus the fact that the southeastern patrol hadn’t come back yet. I could feel my pulse throbbing against my rib cage and in my ears, and I instantly knew what we needed to do.

“Thyrri, stay here and manage defenses in case Hylmrek attacks while we’re gone,” I said. “Anakol and Igrid, get together a hundred clansmen. We’re going out to find that patrol.”

“And if Hylmrek found them first?” Nora asked.

“Then our timeline to crush them will move up,” I answered. “If we run into trouble, we’ll send warriors back to alert the stronghold. But I only want a hundred so we can move as fast as possible. Get the drekkadyr ready.”

“At once, my chief,” Anakol replied, and then he and Igrid pushed aside the crowd and started barking orders left and right.

Less than five minutes later, we galloped out the stronghold gates. My first two wives were mounted on Dyggur, I was mounted on my favorite drekkadyr, Anakol and Igrid rode their own creatures right behind me, and a hundred warriors made from each of my three clans streamed after us.

The woods were completely dark now, but we weren’t riding with any torches. If Hylmrek was in these woods, I didn’t want to give away our position, and Nora’s presence should be enough to make any nóttmals think twice before attacking us. The total darkness also meant that I couldn’t see shit, but Dyggur tore up the ground ahead of us with complete confidence in the direction he was going. I didn’t know if that was because of his own senses or because of the keen senses of his two breathtaking riders, but the rest of us followed right behind him without a second thought.

Dyggur and the drekkadyr didn’t careen forward at their full speed, though. We still moved fast, but we didn’t go so quickly that we would pass up any sign of my missing patrol or of any Hylmrek warriors. It would have been fucking ballsy for Hylmrek to try and attack us at night in spite of the constant threat of nóttmals in Dalir territory, but I wouldn’t put it past Stranholf to sneak up in the darkness and try to murder us all in our beds.

Then again, I wondered if that would be dramatic enough for the man who had killed three thousand people just to buy Eir. Stranholf might be a Farthegn, but he clearly had a flair for show considering the fact that his favorite way to kill a person was to scalp them.

I gritted my teeth at how close Stranholf had been to owning Eir. She had escaped and come to me just in time, and soon, the red-bearded fucker would regret ever trying to get revenge on his ex and the better man who’d won her.

“I smell blood!” Nora suddenly hissed. “Fifty yards straight ahead.”

Eir immediately reined in Dyggur, and I followed her example with my own mount. The drekkadyr behind me all slowed down too, and I held my fist up to tell everyone to stay put for now.

“Igrid, Anakol, you’re with me,” I said. “Eir and Nora, stay close to the drekkadyr so if anything happens, they don’t panic. If you smell anything else in the area, tell me right away.”

“Yes, my chief,” my Valkyries whispered.

I slid off my mount’s back silently and began to stalk forward between my two warlords. It was easier to blend into the trees on foot, and this way, I could also be sure we wouldn’t miss the blood my Selkie wife had sniffed out for me.

It didn’t take long to find the source of the blood.

Less than a minute after we started combing the woods on foot, I saw a clansman up ahead dressed in the blue-black furs of Dalir. He was on his hands and knees, but his legs were sprawled at such an awkward angle behind him that it was immediately obvious one or both of them were broken. The warrior was dragging himself forward across the rough ground with nothing but the strength in his arms, and when we got a little closer, I couldn’t believe the clansman was moving at all.

Half his skull seemed to be missing.

He had been scalped from the middle of his forehead all the way to the back of his head. Blood was still pouring from the wound, and it looked like he had half a dozen other wounds that would prove fatal, even if his legs hadn’t also been broken.

I pushed down the rage billowing up from my stomach and dashed forward to his side.

“My chief!” the man gurgled when he saw me, and I took him in my arms so he didn’t have to crawl forward anymore.

“Just hang in there,” I told the man. “We’ll get you back to Amaeda, and she’ll fix you up in no time.”

“My chief,” the man tried to speak again, but a bubble of blood leaked from the corner of his mouth and stopped his words.

“Check the woods for the rest of the patrol,” I told my warlords, since this man clearly wasn’t in any kind of position to speak.

“None,” the clansman gasped anyway. “All dead. Stranholf.”

I wanted to shout and hurl myself through the woods to wring the red-bearded bastard’s neck before sunrise, but I forced myself to stay quiet and calm. Losing my cool wouldn’t help my clan stay alive, and it sure as hell wouldn’t make sure Stranholf was put down once and for all.

“Let me get you back to Amaeda,” I said as I slipped my arms underneath the injured man. “She’ll fix you up, and then you can tell me everything.”

“No!” The clansman pawed at my arms weakly. “Dead already. Just wanted to… warn you, my chief.”

I felt something in my eye as I held the dying man. He knew as much as I did that he wasn’t going to make it back to the village, and even if Amaeda had been here, I didn’t think he would survive the sheer amount of blood he’d lost. But despite the fact that he was actively bleeding out, this man had been dragging himself home to try and warn me about the attack. He had to know he would die before he made it back, but that hadn’t stopped him.

This man was a fighter, and I had never felt so proud to call anyone my clansman.

“Okay,” I said. “I’ll stay right here with you. Tell me what happened.”

“We were heading home,” the clansman gasped. “Heard heillhausts. They were on us fast… at least fifty warriors.”

I clenched my jaw at how unevenly they’d been matched. Over fifty warriors versus the ten clansmen I’d had on patrol meant my people never stood a chance.

“Slaughtered the drekkadyr we were on…” the dying man continued to gasp. “Then… finished us on foot.”

“They will pay for what they did,” Anakol growled.

“We killed… twenty, maybe more.” The man paused to cough up another bubble of blood, but then he gave me a small smile. “Not bad, eh?”

“We’ll write legends about your fight today,” I assured him. “You did great.”

“But Stranholf…” the man gasped, and I knew he couldn’t be far from death now. “Stranholf scalped… everyone. Even… the dead.”

“Fucking barbarian,” I muttered. “Anakol’s right. We’ll avenge your death and the deaths of the rest of the patrol. I swear it.”

“Stranholf said… said… regrouping!” The clansman grasped the front of my shirt like it was the only thing keeping him rooted in this world. “Regrouping in south. Then coming back. He knows. Not Svelgard. Eir is… Dalir…”

The warrior’s voice faded as his fingers slowly released their grip on my shirt. He sank back into my arms, and his eyes went blank without so much as a final sigh. He was gone, and that animal Stranholf would fucking pay for it.

We would strike first before he could regroup and invade my territory.

I didn’t know what Svelgard and Hylmrek had said to each other, but Stranholf must have figured out that Eir wasn’t in Svelgard like he’d thought. That was why he had ordered a retreat today, and it was probably why he had lashed out at my patrol when he saw them across the border. It didn’t make sense why he would kill ten of my clansmen and then keep going south, but if he’d just found out that Eir fled to Dalir, then Stranholf was probably so pissed off that he just struck the first thing he saw.

And now that his head was a little cooler, he would continue south, rally the rest of Hylmrek, and return here as soon as possible to try and kill us all.

“Uhh, Aaron?” Igrid suddenly gasped. “I… oh! Ohh!”

I didn’t even have to look up to realize what was happening. A sliver of blue smoke wavered up from the man’s chest in front of me, and when I gently lowered his body to the ground, the blue smoke glowed a little brighter and started to rise into the air.

Far to the southeast, so faint that I almost couldn’t see them, more tendrils of blue smoke started to glow and rise up from the ground.

“It’s okay!” I said quickly as I looked up and saw that Igrid’s eyes were completely dark now. “Nora and Eir have done this before, they’ll show you where to go!”

But when I glanced back through the trees, my other two wives were still straddling Dyggur’s back, and they didn’t even kind of seem like they were planning to move.

Igrid didn’t have time to ask any more questions. She threw her head back with a piercing shriek, and then she launched herself into the air like she had been flying her whole life. The blue souls of my dead clansmen rose up after her, and I watched her outline disappear through the treetops and then turn into a raven just before she and the souls all vanished into the night sky.

Nora and Eir were still seated on Dyggur.

“Fuck!” I shot to my feet. “Goddamn fucking shit!”

I punched the closest tree without even thinking about it. I immediately regretted the wave of pain that welled up in my knuckles, but the sensation forced me to focus. Igrid was a Valkyrie now, and she would be able to find her way home just like my other wives. I would have to save all my other questions for later.

We had work to do.

“My chief?” Anakol glanced at the dead man at my feet. “Should we return to the village now?”

“Not without our dead,” I replied. “We’re taking him and the rest of our clansmen back with us. Their souls might be safe with Igrid, but I won’t leave their bodies out to become carrion.”

“Yes, my chief,” Anakol said, and then he took off running back toward the drekkadyr to fetch help.

After we’d lifted the body of the first man onto the back of a drekkadyr, I led more of my clansmen ahead to gather the bodies of the other fallen warriors. I would have missed them if I hadn’t spotted the blue mist glowing above their corpses earlier, but it was still a challenge to gather up all of their body parts. Some of them had been hacked into literal pieces by the Hylmrek clansmen, on top of the fact that they were all missing their scalps. But we found every last piece of my warriors and loaded them all up onto the drekkadyr so we could take them back and honor them with a proper burial.

The Farthegns might not have strict rules about that, but I sure as hell did.

“Do you think Igrid will know the way back?” Nora whispered as we began riding back to the stronghold.

“If she figures out how to reach the tomb, she will know how to get back,” Eir said firmly. “I do not know why she went by herself, but I didn’t feel any kind of pull like I have in the past.”

“Maybe there weren’t enough dead to require all three of us,” Nora suggested.

“As long as she’s safe, that’s all I care about,” I said. “I know we haven’t figured out exactly what triggers you to fly off with the souls of the dead since it doesn’t happen every time, but I’m glad it sounds like these warriors might have another shot at… I don’t know. Something, I guess.”

“Another chance to fight, perhaps,” Nora said. “Why else would we need to summon warriors one day in the future?”

“Maybe.” I shrugged. “Whatever the tomb is for, I’m just glad these men’s journeys aren’t over. They deserved more than to be scalped by Stranholf and then bleed out in the middle of the woods.”

“How long do you think we have before Stranholf invades your territory, my chief?” Anakol asked.

“If he’s regrouping, I imagine he’s doing that at the Hylmrek stronghold,” I said. “And I assume he probably has to consult with the chieftain, right?”

“Stórolf does not always accompany Stranholf in battle,” Eir said.

“Stórolf and Stranholf?” I rolled my eyes. “Are they twins or what?”

“No, just brothers, and Stórolf is actually much older,” Eir answered. “The chieftain trusts Stranholf so much that they often lead their own battles so they can be in more than one place at once. But if Stranholf is going south to regroup before he comes back to attack us, he might be trying to get the whole clan to come back with him. He might be able to accomplish this, but it will depend on whether Stórolf needs any clansmen somewhere else. Hylmrek is always fighting several wars with their neighboring clans, but Stranholf will make a compelling case.”

“So either way, my guess is that we’ll be facing at least two-thirds of Hylmrek’s warriors,” I said. “And maybe all of them.”

“We have the numbers to match them, my chief,” Anakol said. “Even Hylmrek will not be able to withstand the three clans united under your name.”

“I hope that’s true,” I muttered with another glance at one of the corpse-laden drekkadyr beside me.

I felt good about our odds of winning, but my stomach was beginning to tie itself into knots. I had roughly six hundred and fifty warriors under my command versus Hylmrek’s approximately five hundred, and considering the fact that Hylmrek had such a fierce reputation, I figured that put us on pretty even playing ground.

But how many of my warriors would have to die in order for me to achieve victory? How many could I lose while still winning the battle, and if the number of fallen was too many, could I even still count myself as the victor?

I didn’t want to defeat Hylmrek, only to lose almost my whole clan in the process.

“My chief?” Anakol repeated, and I realized I’d never answered his question.

“Eir, correct me if I’m wrong,” I said. “But my guess is that we’ll have tomorrow to prepare, and then Hylmrek will try to strike us at some point the day after that.”

“I believe you are right, my love,” Eir answered. “They will not attack at night, not because they are afraid of the nóttmal but because they would not want to attack them and make a lot of noise. This would alert us to their presence too early. So, they will likely attack between mid-morning and noon the day after next.”

“Then we will attack them at dawn on that same day, before they have a chance to cross our borders,” I said.

We had a lot of preparations to make.

The first thing we did when we returned to the stronghold was bury the dead. Nora’s presence helped keep away the nóttmal while we dug the holes west of the village, and so did all the torches we used to light our work. After we returned all the dead warriors back to the soil, I called a war council with my leaders in Anakol’s hut. Anakol and Thyrri were there, along with Eir and Nora, but I also wanted Bragi, Ulrik, Brokkr, and Brynhild with me.

Igrid still wasn’t back yet, but I trusted her to come home as soon as she could.

“We will be ready to move on your command, my chief,” Ulrik said.

“Good, then let’s talk strategy,” I said. “They won’t attack us during the night, but we know we can move through our own territory at night safely, as long as Nora is with us.”

“I cannot promise my presence will be enough to ward off the nóttmal from such a large party,” the Selkie woman said. “It is possible, but not certain.”

“Then we’ll make sure the back half of my forces ride with torches,” I said. “I want to surprise Hylmrek before they’re even able to cross our borders, and that means I want to attack them two dawns from now. We’ll ride at night, cross their border before dawn, and then attack them just as the first light breaks over the Red Forest.”

“We could send scouts ahead to track the exact location of Hylmrek’s forces,” Brynhild suggested. “Clansmen, if you think that would be best, or we can send the gargorms.”

“You use the gargorms as scouts?” I asked.

“They are very quiet and very sneaky,” Brynhild replied. “We have a few riders who have trained themselves to lie completely flat and still while on the gargorms’ backs. This helps them blend into their surroundings as much as the gargorms do. If we send them out, they could report back in time for you to maneuver your forces however you need to.”

“Let’s do it,” I said. “Brynhild, you’ll be in charge of the scouts. Have two groups of riders and gargorms ready. When we finish here, I want the first group to go across the border and search for any sign of Hylmrek. Then if there’s still no sign of them by tomorrow night, you’ll send out the second group. Between both groups, we should be able to get eyes on Hylmrek before they get eyes on us, and then we’ll know exactly where to strike.”

“Yes, my chief,” Brynhild said with a devious smile. “Leave the scouts to me.”

“Should we try to ride the gargorms into battle?” Thyrri asked. “They are fast and quiet, and Hylmrek would not see us coming.”

“I think it will be better to just use them as scouts for now,” I replied. “Only the Óhreinn clansmen are used to riding them, and I don’t want to throw in something unexpected at the last minute.”

“We also do not ride them in battle,” Brynhild added. “When we use them, it is only for scouting or traveling. We fight on our feet or on the decks of our ships.”

“Another good reason for us to stick to our drekkadyr mounts,” I said. “Especially since Anakol has been training the Dalirians to be better riders and working on getting the drekkadyr not to panic during battle.”

“It is true,” Anakol said.

“I wouldn’t mind the gargorms meeting us there so we can have them as a backup,” I added. “They could travel directly east and then head down the river. Even if Hylmrek is able to avoid your scouts, they will not be able to avoid a whole pack of gargorms drifting downriver.”

“I will see it done, my chief,” Brynhild answered.

“But what about the Óhreinn clansmen?” Anakol asked. “They are not used to riding drekkadyr, and it may not be a good idea for their first attempt to be during the battle against Hylmrek.”

“I agree with you there,” I muttered.

“What if the Óhreinn clansmen doubled up with the Illskan and Dalirian riders?” Bragi asked. “Each drekkadyr can easily hold two warriors, and the drekkadyr are really just needed to bring the clan to the fight. Once the fight begins, most of the clansmen will probably be fighting on their feet, anyway.”

“It’s a good idea, but won’t Hylmrek try to stay on their heillhausts during the battle?” I asked Eir.

“Probably not,” Eir replied. “It is too difficult to swing their axes effectively from the back of a heillhaust, and they would fall off if they tried to reach anyone standing on the ground with their weapons.”

“It is the same with the drekkadyr,” Ulrik said. “We use them to travel and to hunt jakyls, but it is impossible to fight another clan while we are mounted on them.”

“Then we’ll make sure we’re on foot when we attack them,” I said. “Just to make sure Hylmrek stays on foot, too.”

“The heillhausts will still attack,” Eir added. “But they will attack without their riders. It is what they have been trained to do.”

“And our drekkadyr have not been trained to fight,” I groaned. “If they stand their ground, we’ll be pretty lucky.”

“What if we get them to stampede?” Ulrik asked. “A drekkadyr stampede is a bloody thing to behold, and they could do some serious damage, even against heillhausts.”

“What do you think, Eir?” I started to grin. “Would Dyggur be up for causing the drekkadyr to all stampede?”

“He would do anything you asked him to, my love,” Eir giggled. “You saved his life, and he will never, ever forget that. Although, I do not advise you to mention it to him if you can possibly avoid it. Ever. His pride is--”

“Unparalleled,” I snorted.

“Yes, that is accurate.” Eir nodded with her own obvious pride.

“Then that’s two problems down,” I said. “Gargorm riders will be our scouts, and Dyggur will cause the drekkadyr to stampede and drive away the heillhausts from the fight. That’ll leave just us and Hylmrek on the field, and that’s exactly what I want.”

“I can send word in the morning for all available drekkadyr mounts to come north tomorrow,” Thyrri offered. “I’ll make sure we have enough mounts for all of Clan Briggs.”

“Good, do it,” I replied.

“What about healers?” Brokkr asked. “Amaeda will pitch a fit that she can’t go with ya, but she’ll do it in that sad, quiet way that makes ya feel like you’re a kid getting scolded, and you’ve never felt so bad before in your life.”

“We can’t risk bringing them,” I said. “I don’t even want to take healing supplies since they might slow us down. I want to move as efficiently as possible.”

“Then are you going to be the one to tell that to Amaeda?” Bragi smirked. “Because none of us are volunteering for that job.”

Before I could answer, the door to the hut flew open. Igrid stood with her eyes completely inked out in a dark brown hue and a scowl on her face, and the moment she slammed the door behind her, she folded her pierced wings and crossed her arms over her chest.

“Where the hell were you two?” My pierced warlord glared at Eir and Nora.
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Chapter 25

“Did you have a nice trip?” Eir smiled.

“Nice?” Igrid growled. “Did you say nice?”

“I found it quite pleasant,” Nora agreed. “My mind grew very calm and quiet while we were there.”

“Maybe that’s because you had somebody with you when you went!” Igrid huffed as she plopped down in an extra chair. “Nobody said I would have to go into that creepy tomb all by myself!”

“A tomb?” Brynhild repeated, and Ulrik looked just as confused beside her.

“Do you know how strange it is for a bunch of dead people to pledge oaths to you with their unsettling, whispery voices that I could barely understand?” Igrid asked without even blinking at Brynhild and Ulrik’s confusion.

“Glad you found your way back,” I chuckled. “Was it really that bad?”

“Only the part where I was worried I wouldn’t be able to find you again,” Igrid said and then quickly continued to try and cover up the embarrassed flush of her cheeks. “The flight there was actually amazing. Once I figured out that Eir and Nora weren’t going with me, I just kept heading in what felt like the right direction. As soon as I got there, I knew it was the right place based on their descriptions, and obviously the fact that there were already a bunch of other dead people there helped, too.”

“Did they say anything new this time?” Eir asked.

“They all sort of held their hands up to me as I was leaving,” Igrid answered. “I thought they were just waving goodbye or something, but they didn’t actually wave. They just held their hands up in the air, totally still, like they were waiting for me to hand them something.”

“They held their hands up to us, too,” Nora said. “Did you see any kind of scar or mark on their hands?”

“No, but to be honest, I didn’t stick around long enough to look at them in much detail,” Igrid replied. “I had already started to fly out of there, and I was eager to get going. I wasn’t sure how long it would take me to find my way back here.”

“But you did!” Nora leaned across the table and grasped the other Valkyrie’s hands. “You made your first trip to the tomb, Igrid. This is wonderful.”

“I’m more excited that I made it back,” my pierced warlord snickered. “But it does feel pretty wonderful.”

“Forgive me if this is a matter that does not concern me, my chief,” Brynhild said. “But what is your new wife talking about?”

“It’s not so much that it doesn’t concern you,” I said. “It’s just not really relevant to our discussion right now. Sometimes, my wives fly away after a big fight, and the souls of the dead follow them. That’s the short version, but the long version will have to wait for another day.”

Ulrik and Brynhild both stared at me like I had grown a second skull, but Igrid was already moving on, and any questions they had were lost in the rush of the pierced warlord’s words.

“Now, where were we with war preparations?” Igrid demanded. “I assume that’s what you’re all doing in here, right?”

I caught her up to speed and then returned to Brokkr’s question about the healers.

“We can take the bare minimum of supplies with us,” I said. “Just enough to treat anything in the immediate aftermath of the battle. We can bring supplies to tourniquet any severe injuries and herbs to slow down bleeding, but otherwise, we’ll need to bring the wounded back here for healing.”

“And Amaeda?” Bragi prompted.

“I’ll talk to her,” I replied. “Brokkr, how are the weapons coming along?”

“Everything will be ready for you,” the blacksmith replied. “I need to make a few repairs on some weapons, and I need to finish up a dozen more orders so there are enough weapons for the warriors from Óhreinn, but I’ll be done with plenty of time to spare. Each clansman should be able to take five throwing tomahawks, two melee tomahawks, a runed cutlass, and a Khopesh sword.”

“And that’s on top of their clan-specific weapons,” I said. “Illska can still primarily rely on their battle axes, just like Óhreinn can still mostly use their maces and whips. But I want the weapons that are unique to Clan Briggs to be available to everyone.”

“Even though not everyone has been trained on how to use the runed blades?” Bragi asked.

“Who knows, maybe they’ll get lucky and accidentally trigger the rune,” I chuckled. “But even if not, I’d rather everybody have one than not. You’ve done a great job training them, Bragi, and there are enough clansmen who can use the runed weapons that it should make all the difference in the battle.”

I just hoped it would make enough of a difference for me to still have a clan after this whole fight was over.

“So visiting the tomb got me thinking,” Igrid said, and her completely dark eyes made her look extra ferocious as she leaned forward in the firelight. “If we’re about to fight Hylmrek and kill a whole bunch of warriors, I mean like a lot, like just so many of them--”

“Get to the point,” I chuckled.

“Don’t you think you could use some more Valkyries to help us out?” Igrid smirked.

“I’m sure you three will do just fine,” I laughed. “Besides, Valkyries don’t exactly grow on trees, you know.”

“Yeah, but you have time!” Igrid insisted. “You have the rest of tonight and also tomorrow! Even if you just slept with one or two more women, it would be enough to help out in the battle, don’t you think?”

“Igrid!” I hissed. “Now’s not really the time or place to be talking about that!”

I guessed that everyone had probably figured out by now how my women got their wings, since Igrid had gone into the hut with me earlier today without wings, and then come out with wings after everyone heard us fuck. But that sure as hell didn’t mean I wanted to talk about the details of my sex life with everyone here at the table.

“That is an excellent idea,” Eir approved. “Our wings make us very helpful, and not just when we are escorting dead souls to the tomb.”

“Nobody’s saying that your wings aren’t helpful,” I groaned. “Besides, I’m not even sure how it works! I don’t know that somebody’s just going to magically grow a pair of wings if I, uh, sleep with them.”

“Of course they will!” Eir said.

“At least, she should as long as she’s worthy of you,” Nora added.

“Oh, then you should at least sleep with someone else to test out that theory!” Igrid said. “What about Thyrri? Oh! Or Brynhild?”

Thyrri’s face flushed bright red, and so did Anakol’s, but I noticed my braided warlord puffed his chest out a little like he was actually proud of the suggestion. Brynhild looked like she was about to melt into a puddle on the floor, and her eyes opened almost as wide as her mouth as she turned to me.

“Those won’t prove our theory, though,” Nora said. “Obviously Thyrri and Brynhild would both be worthy of you. So, it’s not even a question that they would grow wings.”

“Then you will just have to sleep with lots of women and see how many of them get wings,” Eir sighed. “Then maybe we can figure out how it works.”

“Oh, maybe the woman has to be unclaimed,” Igrid suggested. “It might not even work on claimed women!”

“Now that would be a theory that you could test out on Thyrri,” Nora said with an approving nod.

“Aaand that’s enough war preparations for tonight!” I said quickly before Thyrri’s skin melted right off her face. “And it’s definitely enough talk about my sex life. I’m not sleeping with anyone just to test out a theory. I have you three. I don’t need more Valkyries, but I do need us to get some rest so we can finish prepping for battle tomorrow.”

“Suit yourself.” Igrid shrugged. “I still think it’s a solid plan.”

I rolled my eyes, but it was hard to stay mad at the pierced warlord when her brown-speckled wings were rocking back and forth in the same rhythm as her words.

“If everybody knows what to do, then that’s all for tonight,” I said. “We’ll meet again in the morning once we take care of our initial preparations for the day. Make sure you get some sleep tonight. Tomorrow’s going to be a long day.”

“Yes, my chief!” everyone said in unison, but I noticed that Thyrri and Brynhild were a little quieter than the rest of my clansmen, and Brokkr looked like he didn’t know where to look.

I grabbed my three wives and shooed them out the door ahead of everyone else. As soon as we were in one of the side streets outside Anakol and Thyrri’s hut, I whirled toward them, but Eir spoke before I could.

“You’re not really mad at our suggestion, are you?” The green-eyed beauty bit her lip.

“We’re only trying to help,” Nora added.

“Plus, it’s really not fair that all the women in your clan have to hear about allllll of the pleasure you give Eir night after night,” Igrid said. “Not that I mind now, since I finally experienced it for myself, but what about everybody else? I know firsthand that it’s all anyone can think about!”

“Yeah, about that.” I frowned at Eir. “You’ve gotta stop advertising all the details of our sex life, sweetie.”

“But all the women should know what an amazing lover you are,” Eir argued. “You are their chieftain, and you will sleep with all of them sooner or later.”

“I could argue with you all night about that,” I said. “But our sex life is private.”

“Technically, it’s not,” Eir said with a little giggle. “How can it be private when there are three of us who share you already?”

“Even if Eir stopped telling everybody everything, I think it’s already too late,” Igrid said. “All the women, claimed or unclaimed, are so horny now that you’re gonna have to fuck them eventually.”

I started to protest, but Igrid cut me off.

“Do you remember how tense everybody was before our big battle with Illska?” Igrid asked. “How everyone fucked or fought until we were all black and blue?”

“Yeah, that’s hard to forget,” I replied.

“Okay, so imagine that,” Igrid sighed. “But then make it twice as bad.”

“Hold on.” I ran my fingers through my hair. “Are you trying to tell me that if I don’t start sleeping with other women in the clan, they’re all gonna be so horny that they’ll start destroying everything?”

“Good, now you understand,” Igrid said.

“But most of the women have husbands,” I protested. “I don’t think they need me on top of that.”

“Oh no, I think they would be happy to be on top,” Eir said.

“Just face it, my chief,” Igrid said with a wicked grin. “You’re gonna have to sleep with an awful lot of women if you want to keep the peace in your clan, both with the women and with their husbands.”

“And if you happen to get some new Valkyries in the process, then that’s even better,” Nora said.

“I don’t have time for this right now,” I groaned. “And I’m definitely not trying to give another woman wings before our battle with Hylmrek. I still can’t believe you took to your wings so fast, Igrid. I doubt anyone else would be such a fast learner.”

“Okay.” Igrid shrugged. “Then you can start sleeping with women after we crush Hylmrek.”

“I’m so glad you agree,” Eir said as she threaded her arm through mine. “I thought you might protest more.”

“Our reasons are all very logical.” Nora slipped her hand around my other bicep. “And our chieftain is nothing if not a reasonable man.”

“Maybe we should at least start to come up with a list of good Valkyrie candidates,” Igrid said. “Thyrri and Brynhild would obviously be at the top, but--”

“Already planning who to take as your next wife, eh?” Brokkr grinned as he walked by the lane on his way back to his shop.

“Not exactly,” I muttered. “You three go ahead. I want to talk to Brokkr for a minute.”

“Don’t worry, we can start on the list without you,” Eir reassured me, and then she and my other two winged wives walked away from me, with their pert asses swinging in perfect rhythm beside each other.

Brokkr clapped me on the back as we started toward his shop together. “Women, eh?”

“Who knew I would be arguing with my own wives about not wanting to sleep with other women?” I chuckled.

“I bet you didn’t think you’d ever have more than one wife to begin with,” Brokkr snickered. “And now you’ve got three of them to keep happy. Must be a hard life. Especially with Igrid. She’s… aggressive.”

“Yeah…” I cleared my throat and looked at him for a few seconds. “I wasn’t planning on… with her.”

“She does what she wants to do,” the smith chuckled.

“Are you okay with how everything turned out? I kind of thought… I was worried you might be a little pissed with me.”

“Why?” Brokkr stopped walking and turned toward me with such a look of confusion that I wondered if I had totally misinterpreted things.

“Uhh…” I hesitated. “Because I thought you might be interested in Igrid yourself.”

Brokkr immediately burst into laughter. When he tried to stop himself from laughing, he just ended up doubled over instead, and by the time he finally got himself upright again, he was still laughing while tears streamed down his cheeks.

“You thought I was into Igrid?” Brokkr wiped the tears from his face. “The woman who until very recently beat me up every single time she saw me?”

“Well, yeah,” I said. “You never hit her back.”

“Obviously not,” Brokkr snorted. “Call me crazy, but I don’t really put much stock in beating up women. I know the Farthegns will beat anything that moves-- slave, Farthegn, man, woman, whatever. But I’m not a Farthegn, am I? I’m a hell of a lot better than one, I’ll tell you that much.”

“Shit,” I laughed. “I was really worried you liked her.”

“Nah, she’s all yours, chief,” Brokkr said. “Anybody with eyes could see how crazy she was about you. Well, anybody except for you, apparently.”

“Apparently,” I sighed.

“It’s sweet that you thought of me in the throes of your ecstasy, though,” Brokkr snickered.

“Don’t think so highly of yourself,” I laughed. “I definitely didn’t think about any of this until afterward, but I’m glad I didn’t have anything to worry about. You have your eye on anyone else in camp?”

“Naw,” the smith snickered. “I’d prefer a woman who won’t beat me. Someone small and sweet, who will rub my shoulders and arms after a hard day at the forge after she cooks me dinner. Pretty much the opposite of Igrid.”

“Sounds sweet,” I said as I gave him a gentle elbow to the ribs. “You let me know when you find her.”

“Finding her is one thing, getting her to love me is another.”

“I never figured you for a romantic,” I said.

“Well, I sure as shit thought I’d be dead by now,” he laughed. “I’ve got you to thank for that.”

I nodded, but didn’t say anything else. By the time we got back to the blacksmith’s shop so I could inspect some of the more recent weapons he made, Bragi was already there. He was hammering the shit out of a heated steel rod, but he was so focused on his work that he didn’t even hear us come up behind him. Brokkr opened his mouth, but I elbowed him to keep quiet so I could try to guess what Bragi was making.

After he beat the rod for a few minutes, he let the steel swing down by his side. The tip of it almost reached the ground, but this didn’t seem to satisfy Bragi. He raised it back up to the anvil and started whaling on it again, and I quietly took a seat at the counter beside Brokkr to keep watching.

I was at a better angle to see the piece he was working on, and now I realized it wasn’t a plain rod. It was two rods that had been joined together about halfway up, and together, they formed an exaggerated slingshot shape. Actually, it looked almost like one of Bragi’s crutches.

“What are you working on?” I asked the next time the hammer fell quiet.

Bragi’s shoulders twitched, but otherwise, the warrior didn’t act like he was at all surprised to hear my voice behind him. He slipped the steel into a cooling vat before he turned around, and then he reached over to grab his crutches and limp over to join us at the counter.

“Just working on a little project,” Bragi said as he sank down on a stool across from us. “I was hoping it might be done before you fight Hylmrek, but I don’t think it will be.”

The charming warrior gave me a smile, but I knew him well enough by now to see that he only half-meant it. His dark eyes looked filled with the same rage and sadness I’d seen there more often than not recently, and he seemed to be having a hard time meeting my gaze.

“What’s the project?” I asked.

“It might not even work,” Bragi said. “I’d have to train with it first before I actually used it, and I haven’t even finished the whole concept yet.”

“What’s the project?” I repeated.

Bragi glanced at Brokkr, and I realized the blacksmith must be in on it.

“Ya might as well tell him.” Brokkr shrugged. “If you don’t, he might send one of his Valkyrie wives after you. There’s three of them now, you know.”

“You can either tell me what you’re working on, or you can tell me what’s bothering you,” I said. “Your choice.”

“I am fine, don’t worry about me, my chief,” Bragi answered and tried to give me his usual easy smile again.

“Bullshit,” Brokkr snorted. “You were hammering that piece of steel like it was Stranholf’s skull. I know what’s on your mind, but that’s only because I know all about your little secret project. If ya don’t tell the chief, he’ll figure it out eventually, anyway. You might as well tell him now.”

“As you wish,” Bragi sighed. “I’ve been trying to figure out a way that I can fight again. I thought if I could make weapons out of my crutches, then I could learn to move fast enough to defend myself and not, you know…”

“Go on,” I said when he trailed off. “Not what?”

“Not be a burden to anyone else in battle,” Bragi admitted. “I am so grateful for my life, just like I am so grateful that I can make weapons to help the clan, and train them with the runed weapons to prepare them for war. But…”

“But you miss fighting in battle yourself?” I guessed when the dreadlocked warrior trailed off again.

“I would do anything to fight at your side, my chief,” Bragi said in such a low growl that he almost sounded like a nóttmal. “It is where I belong. I feel that with every fiber of my being, but I can do nothing without a leg.”

“Not yet,” I said. “But I swear this to you now, Bragi. I will find a way for you to fight with me, and when I do, you will never leave my side.”

Bragi swallowed and glanced away.

“I’ll swear it on anything you like,” I finished. “I’ll swear it on the Red Forest, on the western ocean, on my title as your chieftain. I promise you will fight at my side.”

“Thank you, my chief,” Bragi whispered. “Even though I am not sure how this could be done.”

“This man has three wives and gave each one of them wings that let them escort the dead to a tomb,” Brokkr chuckled. “I think he’ll be able to come up with something to fix one missing leg.”

“I suppose that’s fair,” Bragi said with a genuine smile.

Bragi might have thought I was overpromising and just trying to make him feel better, but I meant every word. I had just found out from Vegvisir that this world had electricity, or at least the dark elves in this world did, so as far as I was concerned, anything was possible. Plus, the little bit I’d heard about the dwarves in the north told me that they might have exactly the kind of knowledge I was looking for.

If there was a way to give Bragi a prosthetic leg, I would find it.

Sure, none of this would help Bragi today, but it gave me one more reason why I wanted to expand beyond the Red Forest. I wanted to see if any other cultures knew about gods or Odin or a tomb of dead Farthegns, but I also wanted to make sure I could keep my promise to this man. I’d only seen him fight on the training field and on crutches, but even then, it had been obvious that he was the most skilled warrior out there, especially when I considered how easily he had understood the runed weapons.

I was determined not to let his skills go to waste, even if he was a great weapons trainer and a great support to Brokkr in the forge. With Bragi, my warlords, and my wives at my side, I’d be able to take on anything, and that included any old gods who might come around to claim the dead warriors in the tomb as their own.

“Besides,” I told Bragi, “you might not be physically riding into battle with us against Hylmrek, but you’ll still be there. You trained all the warriors on the runed blades. Every time they slice open our enemies and spill fire into their guts, it will be like you’re right there with them.”

“I admit that is comforting,” Bragi said with a smirk. “I just hope that Stranholf will suffer before he dies. For everything he’s done, but selfishly, so my missing leg can finally rest in peace.”

“Don’t worry,” I said. “I promise I’ll take the final death blow against him myself, but only after he suffers for everything he’s done.”

“Thank you, my chief,” Bragi said with a nod.

“But tell me,” I said. “What exactly was your idea with the crutches?”

“It is an unfinished idea,” the charming warrior warned me. “And it might be a bad one, but I wanted to play around with it before I said anything.”

“You’ve gotta start somewhere,” I chuckled.

“Well, at first I thought about attaching knife blades to the bottom of my wooden crutches,” Bragi said. “I thought I might be able to use them like thrusting spears in battle, but I think it would throw me too far off balance every time I used them.”

“Plus the fact that the blades would get dull pretty fast if you kept dragging them through the dirt,” I said.

“Right.” Bragi nodded. “It would also leave a trail behind me if I dug up the ground every time I took a step forward.”

“So, walk me through the steel crutches,” I said. “I assume you’d use them as blunt force weapons?”

“That was my idea,” Bragi replied. “If I can use one to support my weight at the same time I swing the other one like a war hammer, I might be able to crush some bones and break some skulls in the process.”

“Are you worried about the length?” I asked. “The longer they are, the slower they will move, and then any old asshole in a fight might be able to grab onto the end and jerk it away from you before you can swing it back out of the way.”

“That’s what I have been trying to figure out,” Bragi sighed.

“What if you make the leg of the crutch into a double-edged blade?” Brokkr suggested. “The main shaft of the leg below the handle could be round for support, but you could flatten the edges into keen blades. You could even make it a four-sided blade if you really put your mind to it, although that would be a bit difficult to manufacture.”

“Then anyone who tries to grab one of your crutches would get their hand sliced wide open,” I said. “And you could use your crutches to inflict cuts or blunt force trauma. That’s not a bad idea, Brokkr.”

“They don’t call me the blacksmith for nothing.” Brokkr grinned.

“You’d obviously have to practice with it and make sure you won’t slice your other leg open or accidentally injure any of your clansmen,” I said. “But this is a pretty good idea for right now. I want you and Brokkr to work on this while we’re gone fighting Hylmrek. Then when I’ve scalped and beheaded Stranholf, or whatever I decide to do to him, we can take a look at what you’ve come up with and make any necessary tweaks.”

“If I can get this to work, I’ll train night and day to be good enough to follow you into battle,” Bragi promised.

“And you will be,” I said. “Especially if we throw a few runes on the crutches while we’re at it. Who knows? You might even be ready for battle by the time we face Svelgard.”

“Do you really think so?” Bragi’s dark eyes shone like a kid on Christmas morning.

“I certainly hope so,” I answered. “The crutches still aren’t a permanent solution, but I think they’d be a pretty good starting point.”

“You are a good man, my chief,” Bragi said. “Thank you.”

“Now, you’re more than welcome to keep working on your not-so-secret project,” I said. “But since we’re all gonna have a long day tomorrow, and that includes you with all the last-minute training I’d like you to give the clansmen, I suggest you try and get some sleep.”

“As you wish, my chief,” Bragi agreed. “When I think about you scalping Stranholf, it puts my mind at ease, and I think I might actually be able to get some sleep tonight.”

“You too, Brokkr,” I said. “If we need any last-minute adjustments tomorrow, I don’t want you dragging your ass.”

“I’ll probably be dragging my ass anyway,” Brokkr chuckled. “But that’s never stopped me from getting my work done before.”

“At least not when you actually decide to do your work,” Bragi teased.

“Now come on, I haven’t pretended the forge was broken in weeks!” Brokkr protested. “Not since our chieftain turned out to be a master bladesmith and called me on my shit, anyway.”

“Happy to help out,” I laughed as I pushed myself back from the counter. “See you two in the morning.”

When I got back to my own hut, Igrid’s eyes had finally lost their inked-out appearance and returned to their usual deep brown irises. She was seated on the rug in front of the fire between my other two wives, and they were all running their fingers down their own wings to smooth out any ruffled feathers.

“Did my eyes really look as spooky as Eir and Nora’s?” Igrid grinned as I joined them in a chair by the fire.

“Honest and truly,” I laughed. “I liked them, though. Especially with your pierced wings, it makes you look terrifying.”

“Not too terrifying, I hope,” Igrid pouted.

“Only terrifying to our enemies, obviously,” Eir corrected.

“I thought you looked perfectly ferocious and lovely,” Nora said with a sweet smile. “But how did you pierce your wings so quickly after our husband gave them to you?”

“I didn’t.” Igrid shrugged. “When they sprouted, they just came out this way.”

“I was wondering about that, too,” I said. “I know I was there and everything, but it is strange that they were already pierced.”

“Is it really that strange?” Eir asked. “Nora’s wings are the same beautiful blue shade as her eyes, and Igrid’s feathers are the same shade as both her hair and eyes. So, it is not crazy that Igrid’s wings would come out pierced, since that is also such an important part of who she is.”

“Yeah, except I wasn’t born with bones sticking out of my ears and nose,” Igrid chuckled. “My mother might have been a little worried if I was.”

“It also doesn’t explain your wing color, Eir,” I pointed out. “Your eyes turn black, just like your wings, but that has nothing to do with your blonde hair and green eyes.”

“Hm, that is also a good point,” the Nordic beauty sighed. “I do not know where the color of my wings came from.”

“Maybe it’s just because you were the first Valkyrie Aaron made,” Igrid suggested. “You have to admit that is a very special position.”

“But being his first Valkyrie is not more important than being his second and third Valkyries,” Eir argued.

“It doesn’t really matter.” I shrugged. “Maybe there’s a reason behind their colors, maybe not. All I care about is that you’re all mine, and your wings are just as beautiful as each of you are.”

“I do have one question, though,” Igrid said with a sly smile. “Are Eir and Nora right? Does it really feel like I will explode when you touch my wings?”

I forgot that I hadn’t tried that with Igrid yet. I’d been in such a hurry to tell the clan I had claimed her for my own so they wouldn’t think I’d taken advantage of the appraisal process, and I hadn’t actually been able to feel her wings for myself yet.

“I should have known you three weren’t going to let me get any sleep tonight,” I snickered.

“We promise we will let you get so much sleep,” Eir said with an eager nod. “But you know what usually makes us all very, very sleepy?”

“I have a pretty good idea,” I chuckled and started to stand up.

“No, you stay right there,” Igrid said, and when she started to crawl toward me across the rug, I immediately let myself sink back down into the fur-covered chair. “I want to try something Nora and Eir told me about.”

“Only if I get to test out your wings first,” I said.

Igrid stopped right in front of my lap and propped her elbows up on my knees. “Go right ahead, my chief. Let’s see what you’ve got.”

Igrid’s challenge immediately ended in a throaty moan the moment my fingers stretched out and stroked the ridge of her wings. When I let my hands drop down to brush her feathers themselves, her eyes rolled into the back of her head, and she dropped back on her heels like she might collapse to the floor completely.

“Need a little help?” Nora smiled and moved to wrap her arms around the pierced woman’s waist.

It helped her stay upright, and when Eir started to move toward them too, I thought she had the same thing in mind. Instead, the blonde Valkyrie came straight over to me, slid her hands up my thighs, and started unfastening my pants.

I played with Igrid’s feathers a little more while Eir helped me undress, and by the time I sat completely naked in the chair, Igrid had already moaned so much that I thought her voice might give out. I slipped my fingers in between her feathers now like I was playing with the lips around her pussy, and just when I thought she couldn’t take anymore, I carefully pulled my hands back to myself.

“But--” Igrid’s big brown eyes fluttered open.

“You can try out Eir and Nora’s trick in a minute,” I said. “That’s not the first thing I want to do, though.”

I reached down to grab her by the waist, and then I pulled her to her feet, but Eir and Nora were right there to help her forward since her legs were already pretty shaky. Igrid climbed into my lap with her legs straddling mine, and while I kept playing with her feathers, Nora gently grasped my manhood and guided it toward Igrid’s waiting pussy.

As soon as my tip pushed against her lower lips, a flood of warmth engulfed my cock as her juices streamed around me. I hadn’t even thrust inside her yet, but she was already drenched. I let my fingers glide along the ridges of her wings again to bring out another chorus of moans from my pierced warlord, and then her pussy pushed down onto my cock like a velvet glove.

“Ohhhh,” Igrid gasped.

“Fuuuck,” I groaned.

I had just fucked Igrid’s brains out a few hours ago, but it felt like the first time all over again as I pumped my hips into her now. When I moved my fingers from her wings to her waist to help slide her up and down on my dick, Igrid leaned forward to grasp the back of the chair instead. It made her pierced tits bounce in my face and slap my cheeks, and it also left my hands free to stroke her feathers again.

Eir and Nora were both kneeling by me now as Igrid started to push herself up and down in the same rhythm I was thrusting into her. Eir’s fingers trailed across my chest and lightly circled the mark on my chest, and when Nora’s hand joined hers, I thought I was going to lose my load before we even really got started. They pulled their fingers away a few seconds later though, and then they took turns gradually stroking the scarred triangles on my chest in the same rhythm that Igrid was grinding against my lap.

I was the luckiest bastard I’d ever met, that was for damn sure.

I ran my tongue around one of Igrid’s nipples when her tits bounced in my face again, and then I lightly grasped it with my teeth to pull her closer to me. I took as much of her softness into my mouth as I could, and I kept grazing my hands along her feathers at the same time.

Every so often, Igrid paused while grinding my lap long enough to just enjoy the feeling of my length filling her tunnel, and whenever she did, I swore I could feel her clit throbbing against me. I carefully brushed her feathers each time I felt her throbbing for more, and Igrid’s whole body quivered with pleasure each time I did.

The more Igrid gasped, the more Eir and Nora started to stroke my chest a little more deeply until the four of us were engaged in such an elaborate rhythm that it was like a well-choreographed dance. It felt like we had been doing this our whole lives, and I couldn’t even imagine how much more intense our orgasms would become the more we got to know every last detailed inch of each other’s bodies.

“Ohhh, yessss!” Igrid suddenly hissed, and she threw her head back so much that it might have snapped right off if Nora’s reflexes hadn’t shot out and grabbed her.

Igrid’s body rippled in a cascade of pleasure, and the sight of her trembling body in my lap was too much to take. I pulled her body against mine so I could slide even deeper into her tunnel, but I barely pushed in further before my balls spasmed to release their first wave of cum.

The room seemed to disappear around me as my seed poured into my pierced Valkyrie, and the only thing I was still able to sense was her soft body pressing up against mine. I ran my fingers along her feathers again, and she shrieked with pleasure again as every muscle trembled against me. I felt someone graze the mark on my chest too, maybe Igrid or maybe one of my other wives, and the sensation sent me spinning into another wave of ecstasy.

When I felt completely and utterly empty, I let myself collapse against the back of the fur-covered chair. I felt Igrid’s wings surround me in a cloud of soft feathers, and for a minute, we didn’t move or say anything. We just sat entangled in each other’s arms as we basked in the afterglow of our climaxes.

“I just have one question,” Igrid panted when she finally pushed herself up off my chest. “If this is what the three of you have been doing every night, how do you ever get any sleep?”

“Because when we sleep, we sleep very, very hard,” Eir giggled.

“Speaking of which, we really should get some sleep,” I sighed. “We’ve got a long day and night coming up, and then we’ll be fighting Hylmrek the day after that.”

“I hear what you’re saying,” Igrid said and then bit her lip. “But here’s the thing. You did say I could try out Eir and Nora’s trick, sooo…”

“Shit, I did promise that, didn’t I?” I grinned.

We would definitely not be getting very much sleep.

After Igrid and I recovered from our mind-shattering orgasms, Igrid knelt in front of me so Nora and Eir could show her exactly what to do with her mouth. Nora was the first to run her tongue along the sides of my cock, and as soon as she started to kiss my tip, I felt myself begin to grow hard again. By the time her lips had wrapped fully around me, I was almost completely stiff, and when I felt my cock grow totally hard inside her mouth, Nora just looked up at me with hungry eyes.

She pushed her mouth up and down my dick while her tongue played with the sides of my shaft. Every so often, her tongue flicked out to graze my balls, and I groaned and returned the favor with a caress of the Selkie woman’s midnight-blue wings. She looked like she was thoroughly enjoying herself, but after a few minutes, Eir tapped her politely on the shoulder and cleared her throat.

“Mmfff, sorry,” Nora said as she slid her lips off my dick and gave the other woman a smile. “I got a little carried away.”

“I want to try,” Igrid whispered. “Do you do it the same way, Eir?”

“For the most part,” the blonde Valkyrie replied. “But I like to hold him a little longer in my mouth. Like this.”

The sight of all three women looking up at me from their position on their knees made my head swim. Then Eir slid her mouth down onto my cock and kept going all the way until my tip hit the back of her throat and made her give a little gagging sound.

I thought I might bust another load right there.

I kept it together though, and instead, I just enjoyed the rhythm of Eir swallowing me, holding me as she made little choking noises, and then letting her lips slide back off my dick before she did the whole process again. She kept going until Igrid cleared her throat this time, and then she gave a little laugh as she straightened up and grasped my cock with her hand instead of her mouth.

“Your turn, Igrid,” Eir panted.

My pierced warlord scooted forward on her knees and replaced Eir’s hand with her own. She stroked my shaft a few times with a firm grip, and then she leaned forward and slipped her soft lips around my tip. As soon as she dropped her hand, she slid her lips forward, and I gave a low groan when she just kept taking more of me.

Igrid moved slower than either Nora or Eir, but it let her pierced tongue glide over every part of my shaft as her lips worked their way up and down. I slipped my hands into her dreadlocked hair and helped push her down a little further, and the pierced Valkyrie moaned wordlessly and let her tongue dance even more slowly along my shaft.

When I thought Igrid’s jaw might need a little bit of a break, I carefully pulled her back off my cock and grinned.

“Shiiiiit,” I groaned. “You three are something else.”

“So I did a good job?” Igrid wiped her lips.

“Fuck yes, you all did,” I said. “I’m about ready to burst again.”

“Then maybe you would like to fill me with your seed this time?” Nora pressed her full red lips together.

“Hell yeah,” I said. “I could do that.”

Nora crawled toward me and then presented me with her wiggling ass and a sly grin over her shoulder. I couldn’t resist that look any more than I could resist the sight of her hourglass-shaped porcelain body just begging me to take her. I promptly fucked her brains out until she came twice for me, and my seed flooded her tunnel until I was spent.

Of course, it wouldn’t have been fair to fuck both Nora and Igrid but leave Eir out of things. Eir had already cum three times just from touching herself while I plowed the other two Valkyries, but the moment I pushed her up against the wall from behind, she gasped and guided my hand around her front. As soon as my fingers started to play with her clit, she dropped her hand and helped me slide into her waiting tunnel.

Then with one hand occupied with her clit, the other hand occupied with her silken black feathers, and my cock more than occupied with the way her ridged pussy gripped it a little tighter with every thrust, I quickly lost myself in the pure pleasure of fucking the blonde Valkyrie. She gave a little cry every time I shoved my dick into her again, and the feeling of her feathers brushing against the mark on my chest was enough to send me over the edge.

After I spasmed a geyser of cum inside the green-eyed beauty at the same time she came again for me, I staggered over to the furs that served as my chieftain’s bed and collapsed. My three wives joined me in bed and nuzzled into me with little purrs of pleasure, but as much as I thought I would be spent after filling them all with my seed, their teasing nibbles and gentle strokes made me ready to go again after just a few minutes.

So, we went again.

And again.

And again after that.

I lost all count of how many times we had climaxed, along with any sense of what time it was. Then I finally closed my eyes, surrounded by my three incredible winged wives. I passed out immediately, and for once, I didn’t have a single dream.

When I opened my eyes again, it was fully light outside. I blinked to make sure I wasn’t seeing things, but sure enough, the light coming in through the high windows was much brighter than the light at sunrise or even right after.

I couldn’t believe I had slept so long.

It wasn’t until after I sat up so I could wake up my Valkyries that I realized none of them were still in bed with me. They must have slipped out quietly to make sure I got plenty of sleep. It was a nice gesture, but I tried not to panic about how late it was as I pulled on my clothes and splashed some water on my face.

The first thing I did after I exited the hut was glance at the sun to estimate how late in the morning it was. When I saw that it couldn’t have been more than two hours after sunrise, the tension in my shoulders relaxed. I would have preferred to get up with the sun, but at least I hadn’t lost too much time.

There was a bowl of still-warm oatmeal just outside my door, and it had been covered carefully with a cloth to keep any bugs away. I wondered if the slaves had heard me getting dressed inside and hurried to bring me something, or if they just kept taking this bowl and reheating it to make sure it stayed fresh. Either way, I was grateful for it and devoured the whole thing in two minutes flat.

Since there was still no sign of my wives, I headed to the main training field in the village first. On my way there, I passed the empty drekkadyr pen, but it was normal for it to be empty at this time of day since their keepers always let them out to graze in the western hunting grounds.

I just hoped that wherever the gargorms were, they weren’t interested in hunting the drekkadyr, but I trusted my clansmen to take care of everything. Since they hadn’t let me down yet, I didn’t imagine they would start now.

The training field itself extended from a little dip in the land beside the walls to the top of a gradual slope that overlooked the tributary north of the stronghold. When I reached the top of the training hill, the sun was shining on my back and making the needles of the forest floor shine like red gold outside the walls of the village. This glow extended all the way to where the fallen needles started to give way to the dense groves of the western hunting grounds. The air was still cold, but I knew I would welcome the warmth of the sun once I joined my clansmen during training.

I dropped my gaze from beyond the stronghold walls back down to the bottom of the sloped training field, and I saw that all of Bragi’s recruits were hard at work with the runed weapons. My wives were all there too, but when I didn’t see Anakol and Thyrri, I figured they must have been taking care of other business.

Eir saw me and gave me an excited wave, and I was about to head down the hill to join them when the ground suddenly trembled beneath my feet. It felt like the soil might split any second now and drop us all into the bowels of the world, and the quivering ground was accompanied by a sound like hundreds of drums all beating out of sync with each other.

I opened my mouth to bark out an order to take cover, but before the words could even leave my mouth, I saw the source of the shaking.

It was the largest herd of drekkadyr I’d ever seen, and they were all galloping across the hunting fields and through the Red Forest straight toward us.
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Chapter 26

I stared at the herd of three hundred drekkadyr. “Holy shit!”

I should have started giving orders on how to avoid the imminent stampede that could easily break down the stronghold walls and trample all of my clansmen beneath their hooves. But for a second, I was frozen by the sheer sight of so many drekkadyr all rushing toward us.

It turned out I never even had to give an order, anyway.

Dyggur was already way ahead of me.

I grinned as I watched the heillhaust tear up the ground on his way toward the galloping drekkadyr herd. He must have been nosing around in the woods north of the stronghold, but now he careened toward them on a mission. When he was almost on top of them, he gave a roar that would have rivaled even the ear-splitting cry of a skulraeth, and then the heillhaust rocked onto his back legs and pawed at the air like a dinosaur who had just been unfrozen from an icy tundra.

His scaly tail whipped back and forth as a warning to all the incoming drekkadyr, and one by one, the horned creatures slowed down and started walking instead of running. Dozens of them ran into each other, but they kept their horns clear of the fray. Once they’d all stopped galloping out of control, it didn’t look like a single one had been injured.

I dashed down the hill, climbed up the ladder to the top of the stronghold wall, and then gave a whistle to Dyggur.

The heillhaust trotted over to me as obediently as if I had been his mistress, and I lowered myself from the top of the wall onto his back. From there, I dropped down to the ground and gave Dyggur a little scratch under his chin.

“Good boy,” I told him, just as Nora and Eir flew over the wall to join me.

Igrid followed them a few minutes later by taking my route up the ladder and over the wall, but she had to pick up the ladder, lower it down against the outside edge of the wall, and then climb down it, since she didn’t seem too eager to use Dyggur as a stepstool like I had.

“Not used to your wings yet?” I grinned when she joined us.

“Using them to punch Brokkr is different from using them to fly,” Igrid muttered. “And flying to that tomb and home was different. Since I barely felt in control half the time, it doesn’t really count.”

“Did you enjoy your extra sleep, my love?” Nora smiled but then took a step back from a wide-eyed drekkadyr when he caught her scent.

“You guys really didn’t have to let me sleep in,” I said. “There’s so much I want to do today, and--”

“And we’ve already gotten everything started for you,” Eir interrupted. “After all of your exertions last night, we decided it was the least we could do. Now you will be well-rested when we face Hylmrek, and as you can see, all other preparations are already underway.”

“Bragi is holding training this morning until midday,” Igrid said. “Then everyone will surrender their weapons and try not to kill each other with their bare hands this afternoon. Thyrri and Anakol are out hunting eldradyr, hopefully two of them, so they’ll be ready for our pre-battle ritual tonight. We also sent word to Illska first thing this morning that we needed all of their available drekkadyr mounts, and look how quickly they delivered!”

“Nice work,” I said. “I appreciate the extra sleep, and I guess I really shouldn’t have been worried that I’d fall behind. Not as long as I have you three looking out for me.”

“Always,” Eir said fiercely.

“But what are the drekkadyr wearing?” Nora tilted her head to the side as she examined the closest drekkadyr she could get to. “It almost looks like… armor?”

I had been so busy admiring all the drekkadyr at my disposal that I hadn’t really paid attention. Now that I looked at them more closely, I saw that almost every horned creature was draped in light armor over their most vulnerable spots. A broad patch of leather was secured around the front of their chests, another was draped over their hindquarters, and each piece of leather was studded with short spikes. It reminded me of the Dalirian black leather armor, and I grinned at the thought of how much it would hurt if anybody, heillhaust or Farthegn, got too close to these drekkadyr.

“It looks like somebody upgraded our mounts for us,” I chuckled.

“But how?” Igrid crossed her arms over her chest. “This is an impossible amount of work.”

“My chief!” a familiar woman’s voice called before I could come up with an answer for my pierced warlord.

I looked around, but it was impossible to tell where the woman was calling from in the middle of so many drekkadyr. When she called out again, the drekkadyr began to part down the middle, and a few seconds later, Bruka trotted forward on her own drekkadyr mount.

The golden-haired Illskan woman slid off its back and bowed. “My chief, I apologize. Drekkadyr are not used to running in such large herds, and they got a little out of our control.”

“You definitely don’t need to apologize,” I laughed as I saw a dozen other riders steering their mounts forward through the suddenly calm horned creatures. “How the hell did you manage to find so many drekkadyr? And how did you drive them all the way here?”

“You called for every available drekkadyr, my chief,” Bruka said. “So, that is what we delivered. This is all of the drekkadyr from our own pens, from the children’s village, and from the slaves’ villages, where we keep extra.”

“That’s amazing,” I said. “I think we’ll actually all be able to ride into battle against Hylmrek with this many.”

“I hope so.” Bruka frowned. “Even if you double up riders, you may still have to triple up riders on a number of mounts to make sure you have enough for all the new clansmen, but I think this herd should do the job for you.”

“One question,” I said. “When the hell did you have time to equip them with armor?”

“Oh, we did not do that, my chief,” Bruka explained. “That was all work done by the Illskan slaves.”

“What do you mean?” I demanded.

“As soon as they heard that you would be facing Hylmrek soon, they started work on armor for the drekkadyr,” Bruka replied. “Actually, they began work just as you headed to Óhreinn, and they have been working steadily ever since. I’ve never seen them so motivated before.”

“The slaves made all of this armor?” I shook my head. “It hasn’t even been a full week, but it looks like they were able to provide every drekkadyr with a little extra protection against the heillhausts.”

“They wanted the drekkadyr to be on a more equal footing with the heillhausts,” Bruka said. “Most of them have seen enough Hylmrek raids to know firsthand the kind of chaos and destruction heillhausts create, and they wanted their chieftain’s mounts to stand a better chance against them.”

“I’ll have to make sure I thank them personally after all this is over,” I said. “They must not have slept at all.”

“It is their job,” Bruka said with a wave of her hand. “Of course they should not sleep if it means their chieftain and the clansmen will be more likely to return.”

“I can’t say I disagree with you on that point,” I muttered, since I knew damn well the slaves would be far better off under my care than if Hylmrek won the battle and carried the slaves off themselves.

“Oh, I almost forgot!” Bruka added. “The slaves also wished to convey how appreciative they are that they are no longer being burned alive. The drekkadyr armor is meant to be a token of their thanks.”

“I figured that would pay off sooner or later,” I snickered.

“It seems very wise to treat the slaves well,” Bruka said. “I would never have guessed this, but they do seem much more motivated and eager to please. You are quite clever to have discovered this, my chief.”

“Glad it worked out that way,” I said.

If the Farthegns wanted to think the only reason I treated the slaves with any decency was so they would work harder for me, I wasn’t going to argue with them. Sure, that was definitely a nice side benefit, but I just wasn’t super into burning helpless people alive.

Burning traitor assholes alive? Sure.

Burning any enemies who crossed me or tried to hurt my clan? Definitely, why not?

But the slaves couldn’t defend themselves, and I was glad to see that the Illskans, particularly Ulrik, had shifted their focus to more deserving targets of their wrath.

“Thank you for driving them north, Bruka,” I told the golden-haired Illskan. “Will you make sure they’re well-rested and fed appropriately today? I plan for us to leave after dark.”

“Leave it to me, my chief,” Bruka replied. “If I could just ask one little, tiny, very small favor in return?”

“Yes, you can ride into battle against Hylmrek with me,” I laughed, since it didn’t take a genius to guess what this Farthegn woman wanted.

“Oh, thank you!” Bruka gushed. “I will bring great honor to Clan Briggs and to Fritjof in his absence. It was kind of you to inform me so soon after you returned that my husband was well.”

“When this is all over, you can compare kills with him,” I suggested. “See how many clansmen he killed in Óhreinn versus how many of Hylmrek’s clansmen you’ll kill tomorrow.”

“I look forward to it, my chief,” Bruka said with a wicked grin.

I was about to leave the newly settled herd of drekkadyr and head back inside the stronghold, when Dyggur trotted in front of me and blocked my path. He snorted and lowered his head down far enough that I could scratch underneath his chin again, and I almost thought he might roll over onto his back so I could scratch his belly, too.

He really was like a giant, scaly German Shepherd sometimes.

Dyggur might have almost killed me while I was trying to save his life, but at least now we seemed to be pals. I already knew he would do anything for Eir, and now it looked like he would do anything for me, too. And since that included stopping hundreds of drekkadyr who’d gotten too excited while they ran, I was glad to count the heillhaust as an ally.

“Such a good boy,” Eir sighed as she leaned her head against Dyggur’s shoulder.

I was impressed that Eir could get so close to the heillhaust without it setting her skin on fire. Even just scratching Dyggur’s chin sent waves of heat billowing over me from his steaming scales, and I imagined it was even hotter where she leaned up against him. Then again, the waves of heat billowing off of Nora’s body last night hadn’t seemed to bother Eir at all, either.

The remembrance of last night spread a stupid grin across my face, and I almost had to pinch myself to refocus.

“Guess who’s going to kill the big, bad Stranholf tomorrow?” Eir was cooing to the heillhaust. “That’s right, my good boy. Aaron is going to kill the big, bad Stranholf. Mhm.”

I swore it almost sounded like Dyggur started purring like a cat, and then the heillhaust nuzzled my chest. He gave my chin one giant, slurping lick with his tongue before I could push him away, and if it hadn’t been quite so sloppy and drooly, it might have been sweet.

“The plan is to kill him, anyway,” I sighed. “Now, let’s just make sure that we’re as ready as possible. Get some rest today, Dyggur.”

“Oh, he is too excited to rest,” Eir chuckled. “But don’t worry. Heillhausts can go for long stretches without sleep. He might sleep for a week after you kill Stranholf, but he will be just fine until the end of the battle.”

“Good to know.” I patted his snout and then turned to head back inside the stronghold.

The lanes of the stronghold were teeming by the time I headed back in. The village was packed to almost overflowing with the sheer number of clansmen it held at the moment, but on top of that, they were all starting to jump down each other’s throats for any and every reason they could think of. It was a lot to ask them to all live so on top of one another, even for such a short time period, and the intensity of their pre-battle rage was… well, it was intense, that was for sure.

Bragi managed to be everywhere all at once though, and his level head helped cool tempers left and right. It helped that he kept threatening to not let anyone fight with their runed weapons if they didn’t keep their shit together. Since everyone wanted the chance to light a Hylmrek clansman on fire, it seemed to be a pretty effective threat.

About the time Bragi’s training session that morning wrapped up, I headed out of the stronghold again and caught Amaeda by one of the creeks as she soaked up some sunlight.

“You’re not going to take my supplies with you, are you?” the ancient healer sighed as she fluttered open her sunny yellow eyes.

“There won’t be room for much,” I said. “But I came to make a deal with you.”

“You wish to make a deal with me?” Amaeda gave a girlish giggle that made her wrinkles almost seem to swallow her bright eyes. “Very well, I am listening, my chief.”

“When I leave tonight, I’m going to leave a drekkadyr and a rider behind,” I said. “If I’m injured--”

“Please do not speak such an evil thing,” Amaeda interrupted as she clasped my hands with a surprisingly firm grip.

“If I’m injured,” I repeated gently, “and if it’s too severe for me to move, I promise to immediately send word back to you, and you can ride as fast as possible to reach me. And if that’s not fast enough, then my winged wives will carry you to me instead.”

“I understand why I cannot go with you,” Amaeda said. “It feels like it might break my heart, but I understand. I accept your deal, my chief.”

“Good.” I squeezed her hands before I released them. “I would like to bring tourniquets and herbs to stop severe bleeding, but otherwise, we’ll have to send the wounded back to you for treatment.”

“I will make sure you have what you need,” Amaeda assured me.

“I know you will,” I said. “I didn’t know when I took over Dalir that I’d be getting the best healer in the world out of it. I can always count on you, Amaeda.”

The ancient elf blinked and glanced away, but she couldn’t hide the pleased expression that came to her face.

“Get as much sun as you want,” I said. “Just make sure everything is ready before sunset.”

“Of course, my chief,” Amaeda replied, and then she went back to closing her eyes and tilting her frail face toward the sky.

The afternoon passed quickly in a blur of check-ins with Brokkr, Bragi, my wives, and all my warlords once Anakol and Thyrri returned with two successfully hunted eldradyr between them. I also made sure to spend plenty of time with my clansmen, both old and new, to make sure everyone was prepped and ready to face Hylmrek.

I didn’t need to be worried, though.

The newest members of Clan Briggs from Óhreinn were beyond excited to meet the most feared clan in the Red Forest on the battlefield. They hadn’t bothered with any of the clans in longer than anyone could count, but they seemed extremely smug about making such a dramatic entrance now that the time had come. And all my Illskan and Dalirian warriors could hardly contain themselves at the upcoming promise of revenge for all the hurts they’d received at Hylmrek’s hands over the years.

“We will all be ready by nightfall,” Brynhild told me when I checked in with her in her new hut near the blacksmith’s shop. “I have not heard any word back from the gargorm scouts yet, but I will send out another patrol before dark to keep their eyes open while the first patrol returns. At the first sign of movement from Hylmrek, we will know.”

“Sounds good.” I nodded. “We should go ahead and send a message back to Fritjof too, and let him know what’s going on.”

“Several úfavens arrived this morning to make correspondence easier,” Brynhild said. “I have already written a message to Fritjof, but I was waiting for your permission to send it.”

“Of course you have,” I chuckled. “Go ahead and send it. I want him to know what’s going on here.”

“I will do it at once,” Brynhild replied, but before she turned to go, she paused. “I just wanted to say that it has been years since I have been allowed to participate in a real battle, but I am looking forward to slaying Hylmrek clansmen with you. It will be an honor to fight at your side, my chief.”

“Likewise,” I told her. “Plus, you didn’t exactly seem rusty when you came at me swinging your mace and your whip. I have no doubt that you’ll be able to kill all the Hylmrek warriors you want tomorrow.”

“That is certainly my plan.” Brynhild flashed me a brilliant, devious smile before she turned on her heel and stalked away.

My eyes followed the thick outline of her hips longer than I cared to admit. When I shook my head and turned back around, Brokkr was just grinning at me from behind the counter of his shop.

“Well, chief--”

“Nope.” I held up my hand. “I don’t want to hear your jokes.”

“But I have so many good ones!” the blacksmith protested.

“I’m sure you do,” I replied, “but you’re just gonna have to keep them to yourself this time.”

I walked away before the snarky man could say anything about three wives not being enough for me. They were more than enough for me, but it was only natural to watch Brynhild’s ass move when she walked away from me, especially when I kept thinking about the way she had taken her blood oath to me.

That woman had torn open her own skin with her teeth so she could place her life at my feet. It was all sorts of crazy, but I had to admit it was all sorts of sexy, too.

“Fucking focus, Aaron,” I growled and rolled my eyes at myself.

The rest of the afternoon passed by quickly until we all assembled as best we could for the pre-battle ritual. The lanes and footpaths of the Dalir village were absolutely packed with warriors from all three clans. Even the clansmen who’d been posted down at the Illskan stronghold came up for the ritual, since damn near everybody would be coming with me tonight.

My warlords had done a final headcount for me with the help of Brynhild and Mikkel to make sure we had our numbers straight, and when they finished, I was floored. I knew I had a lot of clansmen under my command now, but hearing the numbers really put things into perspective.

Clan Briggs was roughly seven hundred and fifty warriors strong.

That didn’t even count the kids in the Illskan children’s village or any of the Óhreinn children, who had all been left back in the port stronghold under Fritjof’s watchful eye. The recovered children of Dalir were almost all old enough not to count as children anymore, and since Ulrik assured me that many of them were ready for their first battle, they would be coming with me tonight, too.

Only fifty warriors would stay behind to man the Illskan and Dalirian strongholds. They would be under Bragi’s command until we returned, but I didn’t expect them to run into any trouble while we were gone. Our western front was safe since I had conquered Óhreinn, and the Oegyrian Fields bordered my vast territory on the southern end.

The only real threat was from Svelgard in the north, but I didn’t think they would risk a full invasion so soon after they’d been skirmishing with Hylmrek. Otherwise, our only foes at the moment were Hylmrek in the east, and I planned to take care of them by the time the sun set tomorrow night. So, fifty should be enough to hold down the fort for one night and day, along with the hundred I’d left behind to watch over Óhreinn’s territory.

That meant I’d still be bringing around six hundred clansmen with me against Hylmrek. With those numbers on my side, plus my runed weapons, I felt pretty damn confident in our odds, but I wasn’t foolish enough to get cocky about anything just yet. Hylmrek had at least five hundred clansmen, and based on what I’d seen of them so far, none of them should be taken lightly. All of the Farthegns were insane warriors, but there seemed to be some kind of special secret sauce when it came to Hylmrek’s clansmen.

I hoped we wouldn’t actually have to slaughter all of them. I would love to have their berserker energy working for me instead of against me, but I wasn’t holding my breath. I had made sure my clansmen tried to save as many lives as possible when I took over Illska and Óhreinn, but I wasn’t going to demand the same promise from them this time. If any Hylmrek warriors survived and surrendered to me, that was great. And if they didn’t, then at least they would be dead instead of us.

The risk was too big to commit to anything except total annihilation.

At least until Stranholf was dead.

After their chieftain’s brother and prized fighter bit it, I’d see how quickly the Hylmrek clansmen turned their backs on their clan and chieftain.

But for now, I just needed to focus on guiding everybody through the pre-battle ritual. I was doing it for all six hundred and fifty warriors present east of the cliffs that bordered Óhreinn, even for the fifty that were staying behind to guard the children and our northern border. I wanted them to feel that their roles were important too, since I wasn’t about to leave my borders totally undefended while I was off trying to scalp one very angry, red-bearded asshole.

“My chief?” Anakol offered me the first bowl of blood from the eldradyr.

“Let’s do this,” I said and then took a deep breath as I accepted the bowl from my warlord.

I took a sip of the heated blood and let the warmth spread through my limbs like whiskey. A sense of calm settled over me like I had just gotten into position for a hunt, and my next breath sent a wave of peace that unknotted my tense stomach.

I was the chieftain of Clan Briggs, and these were my clansmen.

I would take care of them, just like they would take care of me.

Hylmrek wouldn’t stand a chance.

I offered the blood to my warlords and my wives, imprinted them all with a bloody handprint to help them feel safe in battle, and then did the same thing to each and every waiting clansman. My warlords all redrew the markings for Clan Briggs on everyone once I’d finished with them, and then every last one of them sprinted across the hot coals that Anakol and Thyrri had prepared earlier.

I thought the warriors from Óhreinn might be insistent that they carry out their own pre-battle rituals too, but when I asked if they had any traditions that they wanted to continue, Brynhild said they just refrained from drinking the night before a battle or a raid. Then just before they left, they would pair up and slap each other across the face hard enough to leave a mark.

It sounded simple, but effective.

Every time I marked another clansman with the sacred blood now, they met my gaze with such ferocity and determination that it made me want to beat my chest like Tarzan. These people trusted me completely, and I would never let them down. It took me until a few hours after dark to finish marking everyone and letting them drink the eldradyr blood from my bowl, but it was worth it if it made them believe in their own invincibility.

Sooner or later, we would have to come up with a faster ritual, but not yet. I wanted my clansmen to always be ready to fight at a moment’s notice, and I wanted them to believe that they were always invincible, not just after they drank some special blood and got a special mark. It would be a lot more efficient if we didn’t have to do this ritual each time we were about to go into battle, plus the bigger my clan got, the more impractical this would be to do every time.

But right now, it was what my clansmen needed. I would give it to them so they had no doubts about who would win the upcoming battle, and I’d figure out some kind of alternative ritual later.

After everyone had been blooded, marked, and pumped up from running across the coals, I called Brynhild over to me.

“Any word from the gargorm scouts you sent out earlier?” I asked.

“Well, I sent out additional scouts when you began the pre-battle ritual, and I am sure they will track Hylmrek on the move soon,” the olive-skinned woman replied. “The first round of scouts tracked Hylmrek back to their stronghold, but there were no further movements after that.”

“No one else in or out?” I asked.

“No, my chief,” Brynhild confirmed. “The scouts are keeping watch now, though. They will not interfere with Hylmrek’s movements, but when the enemy emerges, we will know exactly where they are going and how many of them there are.”

“Thanks,” I said. “Hopefully we’ll have an update by the time we reach the border.”

Before I addressed my clansmen, I turned to Vegvisir. I was surprised the old wanderling had actually stuck around during the eldradyr ritual, since he didn’t participate, and I didn’t imagine this was really his type of thing. But he’d stayed close enough to watch everything, and I caught him with an unreadable expression before he realized I was looking at him.

“If you’re going to get yourselves killed, you might as well get on with it,” the old man muttered.

“Aww, I’ll miss you, too,” I chuckled. “Are you sure you don’t want to drink some blood and join our little hunting party?”

“You can keep your blood and your hands to yourself, thank you,” Vegvisir replied. “I’ll stay right here where I can have a better chance of escape if your adventures don’t go as planned.”

“I doubt you’ll get far with the necromancers after you,” I pointed out.

“At least I’d be able to try,” the wanderling answered.

“We’ll come back,” I assured him. “Just try not to get yourself killed before, and don’t go wandering off.”

“What are you, my mother?” Vegvisir snorted.

“No,” I sighed. “Just someone who’d rather not see you torn apart by wayward reapers and then used in whatever ritual the necromancers have planned for you.”

“Then don’t take too long to end that Stranholf fool,” Vegvisir muttered. “I’ve got more to teach you, boy. So… just… you know.”

I grinned at the prickly old man’s words. Underneath all his spikes, he was actually quite squishy. Not that I would ever tell him that, of course, or the wanderling might decide not to teach me any more runes, but I knew he was fond of me all the same.

“Would you mind giving my voice a little boost?” I asked.

“Go ahead,” Vegvisir grunted as he wrapped his fingers a little more firmly around his staff.

“Too long has Hylmrek dominated the Red Forest!” I called, and as soon as I started talking, the wanderling tapped his staff on the ground and amplified my voice with his directing rune. “Too long have they fought without honor, and too long have they violated our borders!”

A roar of approval greeted my first words, and since some of my clansmen’s excitement was caught in the directing rune, it was amplified even more. I had to wait for the noise to subside before I kept going.

“By this time tomorrow, Hylmrek will be no more!” I shouted. “They will be dead at our hands, or our feet will crush their necks in surrender!”

The noise of my clansmen’s approval was deafening now.

“To war!” I shouted, and the crowd rumbled like thunder about to wash away the Red Forest.

Once this round of excitement began to subside, I was about to order everyone to their drekkadyr mounts, but Eir stepped to my side first and raised her voice to the assembled warriors.

“There is no clan but Clan Briggs!” Eir cried. “And there is no chieftain but our chieftain!”

“No clan but Clan Briggs!” the warriors shouted. “No chieftain but our chieftain!”

They repeated these two phrases over and over like a wave crashing against the shore, and my chest swelled with pride to hear them put their complete faith in me. I might have been a little overwhelmed by their trust when I first conquered Dalir, but now I had the same confidence in myself that they had already put in me.

Suddenly, every warrior from Óhreinn paired up with another and promptly slapped the shit out of each other. As soon as the rest of my clan saw this tradition, they grinned and did the same thing themselves, and I quickly realized that another new pre-battle tradition had been born.

I waited until every member of my clan had a red handprint on their faces. Then, with the mark on my chest burning beneath my leather armor, I held up my hand and gave the signal to move out.

All six hundred or so warriors coming with me turned en masse and began streaming out the gates, where they would mount the drekkadyr and wait for me to lead them to the Hylmrek border.

Bragi and Brokkr met me at the gates, and no one said anything at the fact that two slaves flanked them. To be fair, Rafial looked intimidating as shit with his massive bull-like chest and his horns each the length of a man’s forearm. And nobody wanted to do anything to upset Amaeda, since at this point, she’d probably saved a solid third of my clansmen from certain death.

I didn’t say anything to Rafial or Amaeda. I clasped the ancient elven healer’s hands and squeezed them, and her sunny yellow eyes gazed calmly back at me. Any nervousness that she’d felt when she talked to me earlier had either disappeared, or she was doing a super good job hiding it. When I came to Rafial, I clapped him on the shoulder and gave him a nod.

“I should be running into battle at your side,” the minotaur muttered. “I took an oath to serve you.”

“Maybe one day,” I said in a low enough voice that my clansmen couldn’t overhear me. “But until then, you have plenty of other talents. Use them.”

“You have no specific orders for me, my chief?” Rafial asked.

“I’ll leave it up to your discretion,” I answered.

The minotaur bowed low and said nothing, but I noticed the gentle way Amaeda patted him on his furry arm, and I wondered if he felt more than he was letting on.

Then I turned to Brokkr and Bragi. The blacksmith held my weapons out to me, and as I hooked each one into my belt or onto the straps across my back, I couldn’t help but grin at the powerful feeling they gave me. I was armed with the same weapons as the rest of the Dalir warriors: five throwing tomahawks, two melee tomahawks, a runed cutlass, and a Khopesh sword. The Illskans bore the same weapons except with two less tomahawks so there was room for their heavy battle axes, but the Óhreinn clansmen only carried two melee tomahawks, a runed cutlass, and their maces, along with whips for all the women.

Yeah, maybe not everybody could use the runes yet, but at least now everybody had the option to. My warlords, wives, and the elite warriors Bragi had picked out were all proficient with the fire rune, and maybe by the time we faced Svelgard, they would be able to wield the ice rune, too.

Plus, by that time, I hoped Bragi would be able to fight at my side. He was more than proficient at both the fire and ice runes, and I wanted the best warrior in my clan with me as soon as possible.

“These weapons won’t let you down, chief,” Brokkr said. “I can promise you that.”

“I know,” I replied. “Keep up your work while I’m gone. We might have more clansmen who need weapons by the end of all this, unless we end up killing every last Hylmrek warrior.”

“That wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world,” Brokkr muttered. “At least we’d still get their slaves.”

“Now you’re thinking like a Farthegn,” I chuckled.

“Only because Hylmrek has so many dwarven slaves,” Brokkr defended himself. “Do you know the kinds of weapons that we could be making if we had dwarven blacksmith slaves at our disposal?”

“Spoken like a true clansman,” I teased him.

“It’s just the truth,” Brokkr huffed.

I chuckled and turned to Bragi. The warrior straightened up on his crutches, pushed his dreadlocks away from his dark tan face, and clasped my forearm.

“May your strength flow through every clansman on the battlefield today,” Bragi said. “And may all who fall rise again in Valhalla.”

The words sent a prickle down my spine. Sure, I had told him about the tomb and how we had stories about it where I came from, only it was called Valhalla in those legends. It was eerie as fuck to hear Bragi say it now like the tomb of dead warriors was just a fact of life.

Then I realized that at this point, it basically was.

Just because we didn’t understand how it worked or what the endgame was, that didn’t change the fact that more often than not, my Valkyries escorted fallen warriors away from the battlefield and into the tomb.

I just nodded and gripped Bragi’s arm a little tighter. “The clan is yours until I return, Bragi.”

“My chief,” the charming warrior said with a bow of his head.

I exited the stronghold, and I immediately mounted my favorite drekkadyr and rode forward until I reached the head of my forces.

Night had fully settled over the Red Forest, and the distant screams of the nóttmal floated toward us through the trees like terrifying ghosts. The back two-thirds of my clansmen carried torches with them to keep the creatures away, but the front third of my warriors relied on Nora’s presence to intimidate the other predators in the area. This way, we could still travel with the protection of the torches, but Hylmrek wouldn’t see us coming since the first third of my clansmen would be riding in darkness.

Anakol and Thyrri were straddled across a drekkadyr together on my right, but Igrid insisted on riding her own right behind me. Nora and Eir were mounted on Dyggur to my left, and I grinned at the way the heillhaust’s scales were already steaming in the cold night air at just the thought of the upcoming battle.

“Me too, buddy,” I told him softly, and the heillhaust snorted and gave an enthusiastic buck of his head.

I glanced back at my forces one more time to make sure everyone was ready, but my warlords had already taken care of everyone’s individual orders. Once the battle started, they would all follow leaders that my warlords had designated for everyone. This way, everything would stay organized, or at least as organized as a full-scale Farthegn battle could be. The leaders included my warlords but also Brynhild, Mikkel, Bruka, Ulrik, and a handful of others that Bragi had suggested based on his observation of all the clansmen.

I caught my Valkyries’ eyes, and they all looked almost as exhilarated as they did after we’d climaxed together all night. Igrid looked as enthusiastic about getting to beat the shit out of people as she usually did, and Nora’s sweet expression had been replaced by the look of a panther about to stalk and kill a helpless baby deer. Eir always looked excited by the prospect of killing my enemies, but there was something about the way the moonlight fell across her face now that made my heart skip a beat.

Of course, she was the reason this had all started in the first place. If I hadn’t met her and been so determined to claim her myself, I would never have killed the former chieftain of Dalir, and then I never would have conquered Illska and Óhreinn to make sure my clan was strong enough to protect her from the wrath of Stranholf with all of Hylmrek at his back.

I looked at her now with her blonde braids and dreadlocks twisted back out of her face, and with her creamy skin stained pink with excitement in the golden-orange moonlight.

My stomach did the same little flip it did the first time I ever saw her. I didn’t want to be too cocky since that tended to get people into trouble, but at the same time, I honestly couldn’t wait to see the look on Stranholf’s face when he saw Eir beside me.

Especially when he saw the wings I’d given her.

All the three thousand skulls he had paid for her were worthless now that she had fled into the arms of a better man, and Stranholf would lose his fucking shit when he saw us together. Then I just had to make sure he lost his head before he could scalp mine first.

I raised up my fist again for silence. As word passed back through the ranks, each and every clansman fell quiet until the only noises in the Red Forest seemed to be the distant shrieking nóttmal and the muffled sound of the drekkadyr’s hooves as they shifted back and forth on top of the red needles of the forest floor.

Once everything was still, I lowered my forearm to point straight forward with my fist still closed.

This was the signal to move out, and even though no one said a word, they all silently pushed their mounts forward to follow me as I weaved my way away from the stronghold and deeper into the Red Forest.
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Chapter 27

We rode swiftly and as quietly as a herd of three hundred drekkadyr with over six hundred riders could manage. Every half an hour, I sent up a signal for everyone to halt, and we listened for any sounds out of the ordinary. Nora tilted her head back and forth whenever we stopped, but she didn’t detect anything unusual yet.

Even Eir sniffed the air to see if there were any strange scents on the wind. I was grateful that we’d managed to convince the Óhreinn men all to bathe in our hot springs before we headed out, or Eir’s sense of smell might have been permanently damaged from the number of times she stopped to sniff the air now.

Anakol and Eir told me when we crossed the border between Dalir and Hylmrek shortly before midnight, even though the landscape continued to look exactly the same to me. We should reach the main river that ran north to south through Hylmrek a few hours from now, probably close to dawn if we kept up our moderate pace, and my heart was beginning to stutter inside my chest at the fact that we still hadn’t heard any updates from the gargorm scouts.

The ashen tree trunks passed by us like ghosts in the darkness, and the needles that crunched softly under our mounts’ hooves looked like they had been stained with the blood of all the trees around us. If I wasn’t so used to being out in the woods at night, it might have all seemed a little creepy to have such a huge host of riders moving silently through what looked like bloodstained forest, but it was far from the most unsettling thing I’d ever experienced out in the wilds.

I just kept my head down and focused on reassuring the drekkadyr as we rode further and further along. I’d half-expected my warriors to all be shot full of arrows once we entered Hylmrek territory, but then I reminded myself that Eir was one of the few Farthegns who saw the benefits of a ranged weapon like a bow.

We had been in Hylmrek territory for less than twenty minutes when a flicker of movement caught my eye from up ahead. I kept moving forward but wrapped my fingers around the handle of a throwing tomahawk. I had almost pulled it out of my belt when the moving shadow raised its head from where it was slinking along the forest floor, and I realized it was one of my gargorms.

The dragon-headed creature slithered toward me with its lips curled back in an unsettling grin, and I held up my fist to call a halt. As soon as the massive serpent reached me, its rider sat up from where she had been stretched out flat on her stomach against the creature’s spine. Her furs were the same color as the gargorm’s fur along its back, and she had caked her forearms in pale river silt to make sure her arms blended in with the gargorm’s scales where she gripped his sides.

“News from Hylmrek, my chief,” the scout reported as she slipped to the ground.

“Tell me,” I said.

“The clansmen are moving swiftly, but their chieftain is not with them,” the scout continued. “The bald man with the red beard leads them.”

“Why the fuck wouldn’t their chieftain be with them?” I muttered. “Eir, any ideas?”

“He must be busy with something else,” Eir replied with a shrug.

“But what could be more important than facing Clan Briggs?” Thyrri demanded.

“Hylmrek is a large territory with many borders,” Eir answered. “They are usually fighting multiple wars at once.”

“It doesn’t matter where the chieftain is,” I said. “It’s enough to know that Stranholf is leading them. How many clansmen are there, and where are they headed?”

“There are close to five hundred clansmen following Stranholf, my chief,” the scout replied. “They are all riding heillhausts, but I would say half of them are doubled up on the creatures.”

“At least there aren’t five hundred heillhausts running through the Red Forest,” I said.

“They were moving north along the river when we left them,” the scout said. “Other gargorm scouts are still tracking them, but based on the last time I saw them, my guess is that they plan to travel north and then turn west as soon as it’s a straight shot for the Dalir border.”

“How long have we got before they reach the border?” I demanded.

“They’ll probably cross the river and head west in four hours,” the scout answered. “If you don’t move from your position here, they’ll reach your forces two hours after that.”

“Then let’s meet them before they make it far from the water,” I said. “We can angle our forces slightly southeast. As long as the scouts can keep us updated to make sure we’re headed in the right direction, we should basically be able to meet them at the river a little south of where they originally planned to cross.”

“You want us to fight them at the river?” Brynhild asked.

“Hell yes,” I said. “We can have gargorms in the water as backup, on top of the drekkadyr stampede that Dyggur will cause. I know Óhreinn is more than comfortable around any type of water, and Illska and Dalir will be able to hold the line well along the riverbank.”

“You will be victorious, my love,” Nora whispered.

“The river sounds like the perfect place for Stranholf to die,” Eir said with clenched fists.

“I couldn’t agree with you more,” I growled.

A few hours later, the Hylmrek river snaked in front of us from left to right as far as we could see in either direction, and in the orange light of the setting moon, it looked like this world’s largest gargorm slithering its way south through the Red Forest. Tall, white craggy rocks surrounded the river on both sides, and they were tall enough we would be able to hide behind them. In fact, most of them were so tall that we were only able to see the water at all because we were perched at the top of a steep slope. But from up here, I could even see the places where the river grew deeper or shallower based on how many rapids there were and how swift or slow-moving the current seemed to be.

I was under no illusions about how difficult this fight would be, but I still thought this was the best place to make our stand. The rocks would provide cover to our enemies but also to ourselves, and with at least two of my three Valkyries able to fly, that would give us more of an advantage as far as spotting our enemies went.

Plus, even in the darkness, it would be easy enough to spot the Hylmrek clansmen on the all-white riverbank. Sure, they might be able to see us too, at least once we gave away our position, but they would make perfect targets for Eir and Nora to spot from the air, along with all my bow-wielding huntresses.

I wanted to hold them in one of the shallower parts of the river where my drekkadyr would have no problem crossing the water and stampeding the heillhausts away from the fight. But I wanted it to be right at the edge of where the water suddenly grew a lot deeper, because this was where the Óhreinn clansmen would really shine.

According to Brynhild, most of them knew how to swim and hold their breath for long stretches at a time. If they got into position fast enough before Hylmrek got here, they could basically just be waiting for them in the deeper waters. Then they would jump up and ambush them as soon as the enemy started to stream across the water to attack us.

This was the plan, anyway.

The latest update from the gargorm scouts downstream was that Hylmrek was still headed north, and they were also still on the other side of the river. The scouts’ best estimation was that we had about ten minutes before Hylmrek came close enough to spot us, and that gave us less than ten minutes to all get into position.

“Remember,” I said just before my warlords issued orders for everyone to move into position. “Stranholf is mine.”

“There will still be plenty of other skulls for us to collect,” Anakol said with a greedy grin. “Stranholf is all yours. I know you will avenge Bragi in the way that he deserves. You honor both of us by personally seeing to this task. I admit, I am rather eager to watch.”

I chuckled at how excited my braided warlord was to join me for this battle. It had been hard for him to stay home when I conquered Óhreinn, and I had no doubt that he planned to more than make up for it with how many people he killed today.

As for me, I planned to more than make up for Bragi’s lost leg with how much I made Stranholf suffer before I killed him.

Not to mention the recent scalping of my clansmen.

“It’s time,” I hissed, and then my warlords and the other leaders issued orders that quietly rustled through all of my eager clansmen.

The Óhreinn clansmen were the first to move into position. The water was fucking frigid, but the drekasa furs were designed to handle the depths of the western ocean, so they would be able to stay submerged a decent amount of time before they had to worry about hypothermia. They poked their heads above the surface of the water every so often to take little breaths of air, but they staggered their breathing so it just looked like tiny dark bubbles rose to the top of the river and then disappeared.

The drekkadyr were the next to move. This was one of my biggest gambles, but I was eighty percent sure it would be worth it, and considering what we were up against, I was willing to take those odds.

We all dismounted and led the three hundred drekkadyr up to the edge of the river. They all spread out about thirty animals wide, since that was about the size of Hylmrek’s formation.

Dyggur stood behind them with his scales still gently steaming in the cold air, and I was proud of him for keeping his chill when I knew that all he wanted to do was chase these drekkadyr and force them into a stampede. He would get his chance soon enough, but only once the enemy heillhausts came into view. Then he would spur them forward across the river, and the Hylmrek clansmen would be forced to turn and run, try to make a stand against the stampede, or dismount and fight on foot a little earlier than they planned.

Two-thirds of the rest of my warriors stood behind the drekkadyr with Thyrri and Igrid at their head. The moment the drekkadyr stampeded forward, they would rush in behind them and attack, but the other part of my warriors would already be hidden in the craggy rocks all along the riverbank. These were mostly my huntresses who had been taught to use their bows by Eir, and I was sure they would do her proud in the battle tonight. And since they would be at the front of the action, I would be waiting right there with them, along with Anakol, Eir, and Nora.

Before I had to get into position, I spent the last few minutes of my time moving among as many clansmen as I could. It was still strange to me that none of them needed a pep talk, but I had to remind myself that these were all Farthegns. Battle came as naturally to them as breathing, and if they were nervous about anything, it was only the worry that they might not kill as many enemies as the other members of the clan.

Still, I couldn’t help but notice that they all stood up a little straighter while I talked to them, and the bloodlust in their eyes grew even more intense every time I moved on to the next group. These Farthegns were ready to commit a full-on slaughter to win honor for their clan and their chieftain, and I swore it made the mark on my chest burn with pride.

When we were almost out of time, I stopped by Thyrri and Igrid at the head of the clansmen waiting behind the drekkadyr.

“Do you two need anything before I head to the river?” I asked.

“No, we are ready for whatever comes, my chief,” Thyrri said. “As soon as the drekkadyr stampede forward, we will rush in after them and fight our way back to your side.”

“It will be good motivation to fight with everything we have,” Igrid said as her fingers tightened around one of her throwing tomahawks. “A warlord’s place is by the chieftain, and mine even more so since I’m your wife, too.”

My warlords still didn’t quite understand why I used them as captains with me as their general, rather than as personal guards, but they would have to get used to it sooner or later. It didn’t make any sense to pick a warlord based on their skills in battle and then only use that warlord to defend my own life. Anakol, Thyrri, and Igrid were all natural leaders, and people had respected them even before I’d made them my warlords. So, it was only natural for me to make them my battle leaders, too.

But with Clan Briggs growing in size, I was going to need to appoint some additional warlords, or at the very least, some official additional squad captains. It was too much to expect three warlords to carry out my orders for the entire clan, and I would have to do something about that sooner or later. Right now, we could function with the unofficial leaders like Bruka, Ulrik, Brynhild, and Mikkel, and I would figure out a way to make a clearer chain of command later.

At least we had a clear plan on how to fight Hylmrek tonight.

After that, anything was possible.

“Good luck,” I told Thyrri and Igrid. “Even though you won’t need it.”

Both women gripped their weapons a little tighter and gave me stiff nods. They were totally focused, and I couldn’t blame them. Stranholf’s forces would come into view in about ten minutes, and then it would only be a few more minutes past that before the battle began.

As I made my way through the drekkadyr herd with Anakol, Eir, and Nora behind me, I swore I could feel the eldradyr blood that I had drunk earlier. It seemed to be swirling in my veins now, despite the fact that I had consumed it hours ago, and it sent one pulse of heat after another thrumming through my limbs until every nerve in my body was wide awake, alert, and ready for action.

My boots splashed in the shallows of the river as I moved into position and concealed myself behind a craggy rock about eight feet tall. The angle of the rock’s slope allowed me to see the other side of the river without letting anyone see me. The moon had almost set in the west, but it still gave off just enough golden-orange light to reflect off the ankle-deep rapids in front of me, but also off the white riverbanks like they were made of snow instead of sand and silt. The torches that my clansmen carried with us had all been doused so Hylmrek wouldn’t see us coming, and my eyes had already adjusted to the darkness.

Anakol hid himself behind another rocky white crag about three yards away from my own hiding spot. His choice of cover gave my braided warlord a decent view of the river and the shore on the other side, but it gave him a completely unobstructed view of my position too, and I smiled at how protective my first warlord was.

He was even worse than a mother hen.

Eir had stationed herself a few yards away from me in the opposite direction of Anakol. Her bow was already in her hand, and she kept glancing back and forth between me and the other side of the swiftly flowing river. When she caught me looking at her, the bowhunting goddess gave me a knee-weakening smile before she turned back to wait for Hylmrek.

Only Nora was right beside me, but the Selkie woman’s wings kept twitching impatiently, and I knew that as soon as the fighting started, she would launch herself into the enemy forces and then turn into a blur of gnashing teeth and ferocious tearing. I told her to keep on the ground until I gave her the signal to use her wings, and at least that way, only the Farthegns she killed would see her feathers.

I really, really wanted my Valkyries to surprise Stranholf.

“How far away are we from sunrise?” I asked Nora.

“We are about half an hour from first light and an hour from sunrise,” the Selkie woman replied. “Do you regret leading the attack at night?”

“No, I still think it will work to our advantage,” I said. “I just want to make sure the sun doesn’t blind us when it rises since it will be at Hylmrek’s backs.”

“The trees will block it for at least an hour, maybe two, before it can shine fully down on the river,” Nora assured me. “Hylmrek should all be dead by then, but if not, I will fly into the sun myself and use my wings to block its light from blinding you, my love.”

“You’re the best, you know that?” I smiled and pulled her close. “I feel a little crazy for marching all the way into Hylmrek territory and just waiting for Stranholf to show up, but--”

“But you always have the good of your clan in mind,” Nora said with a firm nod. “A man like Stranholf cannot be allowed to continue living.”

“You haven’t even met him,” I chuckled.

“Neither have you,” Nora pointed out. “You’ve seen him, but your only knowledge of him comes from Eir and Bragi.”

“Along with all the other clansmen who have suffered at his hands,” I muttered.

“Exactly,” Nora agreed. “This is why he needs to die. He is cruel even by Farthegn standards, and he will not stop hunting us until Eir is dead at his feet or he is dead at your hands.”

“Aaron Briggs!” Eir hissed my name, and it sent a ripple of adrenaline and pleasure down my spine.

I followed her gaze without a word. There was movement from the other side of the river to the south, and it only took a few seconds for my gaze to adjust to the dimness of the figures in the distance.

Massive scaly heillhausts were all lumbering up the eastern shore of the river like I had just stumbled into Jurassic Park, and their riders looked no less intimidating. The Hylmrek clansmen were clearly ready for war with their wicked battle axes strapped to their backs and their faces covered with the fresh markings of their clan.

The closer they rode to us, the more clearly I saw all the individual riders. When they were only a few yards south of the best place to cross the river, I saw that Stranholf rode the heillhaust in the lead, and my fists clenched the moment I saw the red-bearded bastard. His shaved head gleamed like a bowling ball in the faint orange moonlight, and I swore I could see his sneer all the way from here. Maybe it was just the way the dim light reflected off all of his jagged scars, but he looked even more menacing than when I’d seen him mutilate Bragi’s leg.

For half a second, I wondered if the number of dead would be worth it, when the only asshole I really cared about killing was Stranholf. But if I could kill him, then there was a chance the rest of Hylmrek would surrender. He might not be their chieftain, but he was definitely the chieftain’s representative.

“It’s time,” I growled.

We had picked our positions perfectly.

Eir knew all the best crossing spots over the main river that ran through Hylmrek, and she had assured me this was one of the better ones, especially for someone wanting to travel to Dalir. The current was swift right in front of us, but it was also shallow enough that Hylmrek wouldn’t think twice about crossing here on their heillhausts.

A little further south, and the river grew deep again at the same time the current picked up even faster. There were rapids that would tear a man to pieces if he was swept away, and Eir said some rocks hidden below the surface were even sharp enough to impale heillhausts.

A little further north, and the river was slower moving but too deep for Farthegns or heillhausts to cross, even though it wasn’t too deep for the Óhreinn clansmen to tread water and hide themselves there. I had been worried about them all catching hypothermia, but I quickly realized Farthegns were built differently than most of the humans back on Earth. In fact, they reminded me more of old guys my grandfather had been friends with, since my clansmen all seemed to relish the cold like it was an annual polar plunge.

We held our breath and waited for the clansmen to come far enough north that they would then turn and cross the river. The Hylmrek warriors seemed completely oblivious of our hiding spots behind the rocks and in the river, and I knew the rocks were also obscuring the drekkadyr. It helped that our mounts blended into the darkness behind them since the moonlight was only able to reflect off their horns, and I guessed we had less than two minutes before they either spotted the silent drekkadyr or started to try and cross the river.

As soon as Stranholf began to turn his heillhaust and splash into the shallows of the river, I gripped my runed cutlass in anticipation. I waited as the rest of the Hylmrek mounts turned in an arc and started to ford the river behind him, and when Stranholf was just over halfway across the water, I knew it was time.

“Now,” I ordered.

Nora immediately gave the signal.

She let out the most blood-curdling shriek I’d ever heard from her, and it was instantly followed by an earth-shaking roar from Dyggur at the back of the drekkadyr herd. I didn’t know if heillhausts had distinct roars the way humans had distinct voices, but I would have sworn they did based on how the Hylmrek heillhausts responded to Eir’s scaly steed.

The heillhausts all stopped mid-stride.

Their riders kicked their sides and urged them forward, but none of the creatures moved until Dyggur’s bellow stopped echoing off the craggy rocks that surrounded the river. Then they raised their noses and sniffed the air like they were trying to figure out exactly where the rogue heillhaust was.

It was already too late. When Dyggur roared a second time, he stomped the ground and upturned layer after layer of soil. He snarled and nipped at the back of the herd, and after a final low growl, he snapped his jaws close enough to one to trigger the dominos we’d set up.

The drekkadyr were spooked.

The horned creatures bellowed and brayed, pawed at the ground, and then tore forward like they were being pursued by fire demons from the bowels of the old world. They didn’t care who got in their way or what they trampled, just as long as they were able to run away from Dyggur. They galloped between the rocky crags guarding the river, dashed through the water like it wasn’t even there, and then started tossing their four horns left and right as they ripped their way through the crowd of heillhausts.

The Hylmrek warriors cursed and shouted as they tried to rein in their mounts, but my clansmen weren’t kidding when they said a drekkadyr stampede was hard to stop.

The light armor my slaves had equipped the creatures with made it difficult for the heillhausts to snap at them effectively, but even if they hadn’t worn any armor, they wouldn’t have made much headway against the drekkadyr. My creatures had the advantage of running headlong into the heillhausts, and Hylmrek’s mounts didn’t have enough time to rally or spread out in response.

The drekkadyr’s horns tore chunks out of one heillhaust after another, and they ran so tightly packed together that they forced the scaly creatures to turn around and run for safety. Some of the Hylmrek clansmen were able to guide their mounts further north along the riverbank, but other Hylmrek riders slipped off the heillhausts’ backs and gripped the rocky crags on the other side of the river while they waited for the stampede to finish. Some riders slipped off without meaning to, only to promptly be trampled under the hooves of the drekkadyr.

“I think it’s going pretty well, don’t you?” Eir called above the noise of the animals all shrieking and tearing at each other. “Dyggur is having such a wonderful time!”

I glanced back to see that Eir’s heillhaust was very much enjoying himself. Since he had already triggered the stampede, the drekkadyr really didn’t need much motivation to keep it going, but he nipped and swiped at them all the same. The whole herd was almost across the river now, and I smirked at the thought of how much fun Dyggur would have after all this was over, and we had to send him to round up all the scattered drekkadyr from Hylmrek’s territory as if he was one gigantic, scaly sheepdog.

The moment the last drekkadyr stampeded across the river, Dyggur followed them with another roar. He attacked the last few remaining heillhausts in the area, and he forced them to rear back over and over again until their riders lost their seats and tumbled to the ground.

By the time the crowd of drekkadyr finally vanished into the Red Forest on the other side of the river, the heillhausts were all gone, too. Most of the Hylmrek clansmen were on their feet on the far riverbank, but more than a few had been turned into trampled, bloody corpses that seemed to stain the shallows of the river a dark red. A few dozen staggered to their feet in the river itself, but I didn’t plan to give them long enough to recover.

“Now,” I told Nora again.

A low purr sounded from her chest for a few seconds, and then it built to another full-blown shriek. This time, the signal was to the Óhreinn warriors in the river instead of to Dyggur. The seafaring Farthegns all pushed themselves up out of the water like a never-ending wave of drekasa tentacles, and for one glorious second, the Hylmrek clansmen actually looked like they might piss themselves.

The Óhreinn clansmen used their maces to plow into their closest enemies, and a dozen Hylmrek skulls were all caved in like they’d been bludgeoned by sledgehammers. Eyeballs popped out of the skulls that received the most enthusiastic swings, and blood and brains flew through the air and painted the river rocks like graffiti. Then the next wave of Óhreinn warriors rushed up out of the water, and I saw that they were all women. They joined their whips to their maces to beat, lash, and shred the skin and bones of every Hylmrek clansmen who opposed them.

To their credit, the Hylmrek warriors recovered quickly.

Their enormous axes began to block the blows of the maces, and some of the sturdier men let the whips wrap around their forearms. They ignored the pointed tips digging track marks into their skin, grabbed the whips, and jerked on them to bring the Óhreinn women within reach of their Hylmrek axes.

The women were more than prepared for this counterattack. They overexaggerated their movements so when their enemies pulled them forward, they ran straight into them so fast that the Hylmrek warriors didn’t actually have time or space to swing their axes. The Óhreinn women just slammed into them and then proceeded to headbutt them or wrap their long whips around their necks instead.

Then my huntresses joined the fight. One arrow after another whirred out from our hiding places in the rocky crags, and almost every arrow found a home in some vulnerable spot. The back of the knee seemed to be a particular favorite, and the better shots skewered wrists or even necks. Eir fired her weapon right along with the huntresses, but since I had told her to stay hidden until I gave her the signal, she was only able to shoot one arrow at a time instead of her preferred two or three.

As soon as my huntresses and the Óhreinn clansmen were all engaged, I signaled Thyrri and Igrid to charge ahead at the same time I signaled Nora and Anakol to leave their hiding places. The Selkie woman and my warlords sprinted forward in complete silence except for a guttural growl from Nora, but the sound of their weapons crashing into the enemy was like sweet music to my ears.

As I rushed into battle with them, I knew I’d never been so proud of Clan Briggs as I was at that moment.

I might have seen all of my warlords and clansmen fight before, but there was something about the way they threw themselves into the fight now that almost took my breath away. It was like every second of training had all been building toward this moment, and they fought with such ferocity that I immediately felt the mark on my chest burn white-hot beneath my leather armor.

Still, even though everyone was more than outdoing themselves, Anakol was something else. He clearly intended to make up for the fact that he hadn’t been there when I conquered Óhreinn, and it also probably didn’t hurt that he was doubly motivated to get revenge on Hylmrek for the sake of his brother.

Either way, my braided warlord made himself a fucking force to be reckoned with. He wielded his two melee tomahawks at the same time, and each one bit into the faces of his enemies over and over again until their skin looked like it had been through a paper shredder. Whenever he pulled his tomahawk back to get ready for the next swing, the long, wicked-looking spikes at the back of each tomahawk punched holes through the enemies behind him.

I might have wondered if he even knew they were behind him, except for the little tiny fact that damn near every time the spikes gouged another Hylmrek bastard, they landed firmly in the eye sockets like the center of a bullseye.

Anakol laughed like a maniac as he wielded his dual tomahawks in perfect harmony together. It was like a deadly bout of juggling, but I could tell my warlord was only getting started. At one point, he found himself fighting back to back with Thyrri, and he threw one of his melee tomahawks up into the air, launched a throwing tomahawk at an enemy who was about to bash Bruka’s brains in, and then caught his own melee weapon when it plunged back toward the ground.

Only a few seconds later, the braided warlord got his long hair pulled back by one of the Hylmrek assholes, but Anakol let the smug clansman jerk him backward. Then, right before the enemy warrior could slit his throat, Anakol let one of his tomahawks swing backward right in between the man’s legs.

The howl the man let out was almost enough for me to feel bad for him, but he never even got a chance to bleed to death from the deep puncture wound in his balls. Instead, Thyrri was so enraged that someone had the guts to grab her husband by the hair that she gutted the Hylmrek clansman with her Khopesh sword. At the same time, her tomahawk split open his skull, and then all traces that he’d once been a person dissolved as she hacked him into literal pieces.

As I whirled and stabbed my way through the chaos, I kept scanning the crowd in the dim light for any sign of Stranholf. I knew there was no way I was lucky enough for that asshole to have gotten trampled under the feet of his own heillhaust. I thought I spotted him a few times, but it only turned out to be Ulrik whirling from one enemy to the next like a one-man army.

At least I would still get to kill as many enemy Farthegns as I could before I spotted the scalping fuck.

I used the fire and ice runes engraved on my cutlass, and as I fought my way through my enemies, I saw that a number of my clansmen were using them, too. As much as I wanted the runes to be a fun surprise for Stranholf, it was more important to me that we actually won the battle.

My curved blade sliced open bellies left exposed between gaps in Hylmrek’s leather armor, but half the men made it even easier for me since they weren’t even wearing shirts. Maybe they thought it made them more manly, but all I cared about was that it made their chests and stomachs all fair game for my cutlass to cut deep gashes in.

Anakol, Thyrri, or Igrid always seemed to be right behind me every time I slashed another cut into an enemy Farthegn. Their tomahawks or Khopesh swords finished ripping open their guts and spilling their intestines all over the river rocks that were already slippery with blood, and I was able to move onto my next target without a second thought.

My left hand punched the butt of my tomahawk into every Farthegn who tried to come up behind me, and whenever my cutlass or my warlords didn’t finish off an asshole, the blade of my tomahawk was there to complete the job.

The bodies were already starting to stack up in the river, but I wasn’t about to retreat just so we could fight on solid ground. It would give Hylmrek too much of an advantage if I let them press forward, but I also wasn’t about to try to push forward onto their side of the river and risk going too far, too fast. The water might be fucking frigid around my calves, but the mark on my chest kept burning and sent a wave of heat through my limbs every few seconds, and that was good enough for me.

The whole time I fought in the shallows of the river, I kept looking for Stranholf, and I kept seeing one arrow after another fly free from Eir’s hiding spot. When I saw one of her black wings start to stretch out from behind the rock, I fought my way back and waved to get her attention.

“Ohhh, does that mean I can go now?” Eir pleaded from her covered position. “Please, can I fly yet?”

“Almost,” I hissed. “I need eyes on Stranholf first.”

I climbed to the top of the rocky crag in front of Eir and balanced on the slender ledge. My clansmen were all rushing into the fight on every side of me, and the sounds of splashing water were mixed with the clashing of steel weapons and the gurgles of warriors pushed face down to drown in the river.

I would join my weapons to theirs again in just a second, but first, I had to find Stranholf. I had lost him for too long since the chaos of the stampede, and I wanted to be the first to see his face when he spotted Eir and the wings I had given her.

The red-bearded man turned out to be close to the far side of the river, where the water only came up to his ankles. He was in the center of a group of Óhreinn clansmen who were all trying to bring him down together. He shook them off like they were no more than flies, and every time one of them got close enough to swing their maces or grab him by the belt, Stranholf’s battle axe carved a crater through the man’s body.

Femoral arteries ruptured left and right as more men tried to attack him, only for Stranholf to half-sever their legs, too. When they didn’t crumple into the shallows of the river fast enough for him, he flicked his axe along the ridge of their skulls, peeled away the hair-covered strip of flesh, and gave an unsettling cackle as the scalped and hemorrhaging man fell at his feet. He bashed a few of their noses in with his elbow for good measure, and then his teeth began to tear into my clansmen like he was at an all-you-can-eat Farthegn buffet.

“Stranholf!” I aimed my cutlass at the red-bearded berserker and let the directing rune amplify my voice just long enough to get his attention.

The man threw off his latest wave of attackers and looked around, but when he saw me on top of the rock, he fell completely still, and for half a breath, Stranholf just stared at me. His eyes flicked from the Dalir furs on my shoulders to my armbands of Illskan furs, then to the Óhreinn furs that I had banded around my forearms. I could see him trying to process the fact that I wore the furs of three different clans, and I thought I’d help him out.

“Stranholf!” I thundered again above the noise of the battle, but I didn’t need to use the directing rune now that I had caught his attention. “You face three clans united under one chieftain! Tell your warriors to throw down their weapons, and maybe we will show mercy!”

“I will never kneel to a slave!” Stranholf’s gravelly voice sounded like he had been chewing sand, but I chuckled to myself that he had still chosen to respond in the language of the slaves.

The red-bearded man looked like he was about to launch into a full speech about all the different ways that he was going to kill me, all while he kept swinging his war axe back and forth and scalping every Farthegn who came in his path, and that included at least one of his own clansmen.

But before he could get another word out, Eir flew up above me and fired three arrows in rapid succession at the three Hylmrek warriors closest to Stranholf. Then she flashed the red-bearded man a brilliant smirk, beat her raven-black wings to carry her higher into the air, and fired another volley of arrows at the enemy.

“Eir?” Stranholf’s shock was so genuine that for a moment, he seemed to forget he was in the middle of a battle.

“She is Eir of Clan Briggs now,” I said. “Change your mind about that surrender yet?”

To my surprise, Stranholf suddenly gave such a shout that every Hylmrek warrior on the battlefield paused. I shouted to call for a halt on my side too, and when Eir stopped firing arrows from above me, the rest of my clansmen caught on pretty quickly and stopped their slaughter.

“I will never kneel to a slave,” Stranholf repeated.

“Yeah, yeah, we’ve been over that,” I said, and I couldn’t help but enjoy my position so high above him. “What about it?”

“But I will fight you one on one, slave,” Stranholf growled. “When I win, your wife and your clan will be mine to do with as I please.”

“When my chieftain wins, he will wear your teeth as a trophy,” Anakol spat.

Stranholf snickered like this was the funniest thing he’d ever heard, even though I noticed that his eyes kept flicking up to Eir in the sky, and his fists clenched a little tighter when Nora joined her in the air.

Shit.

Stranholf was offering a good deal, and even though I didn’t trust him farther than I could throw him, I didn’t see how I could turn it down. My warriors were fighting with their hearts, their heads, and their guts, and we were doing pretty well all things considered. But I knew there was a chance I could lose at least half of my clansmen before this battle ended, and that was a pretty bleak thought.

If they all knew the full story with my Valkyries, they might all be content to fall on the battlefield and rise again in Valhalla, but this wasn’t what I wanted for them.

“My chief, do not take the deal,” Eir whispered as she landed beside me on the rock. “He has no honor.”

Stranholf growled something in Farthegn. Eir’s face flushed with anger, and her fingers gripped her bow a little more securely.

“He says I am one to talk about honor,” Eir muttered. “Since I abandoned my clan and the man who bought me.”

“You didn’t abandon anybody,” I told her. “You just came home to your true clan and to a man who actually knows your worth.”

Stranholf said something else in Farthegn, and Eir began to translate again.

“He says if you do not take his deal, then the mouths of my new clan will all serve as urinals for the--”

“I don’t need to hear it,” I cut her off. “Trust me, I know this asshole is slippery, but I’m gonna try to take the deal. I can take him, and if it means that a few less of my warriors end up in Valhalla, it’s the least I can do for them as their chieftain.”

“But--”

“No arguments,” I said firmly. “Just stand by, and at the first sign of treachery, you can fucking slaughter everybody.”

“Yes, my chief,” Eir whispered.

I glanced over at her before I climbed back down the rock, and I saw that her clear green eyes looked a little darker than usual. Before long, her irises would be fully blotted out with black, and if I didn’t kill Stranholf by then, there was no guarantee a demon-eyed Eir would listen to anything I said.

Stranholf was up to his thighs in the middle of the shallow river crossing, but the look of triumph on his face only made me more confident. The red-bearded Farthegn was cocky as fuck even though he hadn’t seen me fight yet, and I could do a lot with an overconfident asshole.

Especially one who didn’t know I had rune magic on my side.

The Hylmrek warrior immediately waved away the rest of his clan when they tried to press forward again, and they all took a few steps back without another protest. I ignored the agonized look on Anakol’s face when I passed him, but he didn’t defy my orders. Instead, he motioned all my own clansmen to take a step back.

“Keep alert,” I told Anakol just before I began to move deeper into the river.

“Yes, my chief,” the braided warlord muttered.

As I slogged my way through the near-frozen water, I was thankful that at least this section of the river didn’t go any deeper than my thighs. It would make it difficult to fight the muscled Hylmrek warrior, but at least it would put us both at the same slight disadvantage. Plus, it was the only way to make sure one of us didn’t end up fighting on the other riverbank surrounded by enemy Farthegns.

There should have been some kind of epic soundtrack playing in the background as I moved through the water toward Stranholf, but I was grateful for the silence. The only sounds were the ragged panting of the clansmen who had all stopped fighting mid-battle, along with the quiet bubbling of the shallow rapids around us before the river continued south and grew stiller and deeper. Even the normal cries and growls of animals in the Red Forest had fallen silent, despite the fact that the sky was beginning to grow lighter.

When I was only a few yards away from Stranholf, I let the shaft of my melee tomahawk slide through my fingers until I grasped it closer to the end rather than the middle. My runed cutlass was still gripped and ready to go in my right hand, and I had about half a second to decide for sure that these were the weapons I wanted to use.

Then Stranholf attacked, and all thoughts except for survival flew right out of my head.
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Chapter 28

I heard the whirr of his battle axe only a moment before it would have split open my temple, but I ducked just in time to let the weapon sail over my head. My tomahawk was already curving toward his thigh while I was still bent over, but Stranholf brought his axe down in an arc and knocked my tomahawk off its course.

Lucky for me, I had put a giant seven-inch spike on the back side of my tomahawk. The blade of the weapon might have gotten knocked off its target, but the spike ripped through Stranholf’s pants just above the knee. It didn’t go deep enough to tear his flesh, but a flicker of surprise crossed his face at how quick my reflexes were, and I couldn’t help but grin as I straightened up and swung my tomahawk at him again.

The red-bearded asshole was ready for me. He leaned back to avoid the swing of my tomahawk, followed by the swipe of my cutlass, and then he lashed out with his gleaming axe. He hacked it toward my left collarbone before he tried to bring it down on my right shoulder, and his third blow came so close to cutting my ear off that a tiny wisp of my black hair went drifting off on the wind.

The axe was too heavy of a weapon for me to block, so I had to just keep dodging his attacks over and over again. They came in such rapid succession that at some point, I stopped even trying to strike back with a counterattack. I thought I might be able to wear him out instead, but every time I thought Stranholf’s arms must be ready to fall off, the red-bearded man hacked and slashed with such vigor that it was all I could do to dance backward before my intestines ended up in the river.

“Fucking shit,” I muttered, but I kept up my same strategy of dodging and weaving back and forth in the water.

I knew I had more surprises up my sleeve than he realized, and if he wanted to think I was easy prey, I was perfectly willing to let him grow more and more overconfident. Even if it did put me a little closer to having my arms chopped off than I was comfortable with.

Even though Stranholf’s muscles were stupid-thick, he was also incredibly fast, and he had barely finished one swing before he started on the next one. I managed to connect my tomahawk with his skin a few times, but even after a few minutes of fighting, there were only shallow gashes across my opponent’s bare chest and stomach, and no wounds that would scab longer than a week.

Once, Stranholf took half a second longer than usual to pull his battle axe back before his next swing. I immediately swung my runed cutlass toward the inside of his exposed forearm, and the blade sliced a neat diagonal stripe all the way down into his muscle. Of course, I had acted so fast that I didn’t connect with any of the runes before my weapon connected with his arm, but I still felt pretty damn satisfied when Stranholf growled and took a few steps back.

And I definitely felt satisfied when I saw the flap of torn skin and muscle flailing in the wind as it dripped steadily into the swirling water at our feet.

The man was mortal.

I’d been starting to have my doubts based on the sheer berserker energy in Stranholf’s eyes and his ability to attack without a single pause for breath. He was even more manic up close than he’d been when I watched him during Dalir’s raid on his slave village, but every vicious, spitting, and crazed attack he sent my way reminded me of one thing: Eir would’ve ended up with this lunatic if not for me.

That thought alone kept my brain crystal clear and my reflexes well-tuned no matter how hard he came at me.

As we circled each other and looked for another opening, I felt enough of a boost from his bleeding forearm that the mark on my chest began to burn again.

Then I decided that I might as well have a little fun with him.

I kept circling him in the frigid water, and I reached one hand up and pulled my shirt down far enough for him to see the white-hot circle and three triangles seared into my chest. I could tell even without looking at it that it had a slight glow to it, like a steel rod just starting to get warm in the forge, and I grinned at the confusion that crossed Stranholf’s face.

“Still feeling good about your odds?” I snickered.

“You speak as a slave, so you will die like one, too,” Stranholf’s gravelly voice replied.

“That’s not really an answer, is it?” I didn’t wait for him to reply again, though.

Instead, I crossed both my weapons in front of my chest in an X and lunged forward with them held high enough that it looked like I was going for his throat. The red-bearded Farthegn fell for it, and the moment he swung the handle of his axe up to protect his neck, I brought both tomahawk and cutlass in a downward slash across his stomach.

The blades both caught him just underneath his rib cage, but Stranholf was able to stagger backward before they sliced deeper than his first layer of muscle. Blood oozed out of the two slashes, but it didn’t even slow him down. If anything, it just pissed him off more, and he started hammering me with his axe so fast that I couldn’t dodge his blows.

I pushed my tomahawk up above my head to block one of his axe attacks, and to my surprise, Stranholf didn’t simply hack right through it. He grabbed hold of the tomahawk handle with one hand, and then swung his axe toward my wrist with such focus that I was forced to let go if I wanted to keep my hand attached to my body.

Then Stranholf chucked the weapon away with a gleeful smirk.

The scalping fuck attacked again before I could arm myself with a second weapon. It was probably for the best, since now I could focus on nothing else but the runes engraved on my cutlass, but before I could carve fire or ice into his skin, Stranholf surprised me again.

He dashed forward to close the gap between us, and at the same time, he kicked hard to send a splash of water straight into my eyes.

Except it wasn’t just water.

It was water filled with tiny pebbles and silt from the riverbed, and the second it hit my eyes, they started burning. I lashed out with my cutlass even though I couldn’t see shit, but I tried to keep my arms as close to my body as possible to keep me from giving him a wide-open target.

My left shoulder flared with pain just as my eyes started to clear the river silt, but I didn’t wait for my eyes to push out the last of the dirt. I knew an axe blow to my left shoulder meant that Stranholf’s forearm would be exposed for the next half a second, and it was the same one that I had already taken a chunk out of.

It was time to heat things up a little.

My runed cutlass swiped toward the left where I guessed his forearm would be, and I felt it connect with something solid. My fingers grew hot where they gripped the weapon, and when my chest burned even hotter, I knew without even seeing Stranholf that I had done some serious damage.

The smell of charred flesh was also a helpful clue.

But before I could pull my cutlass back, something crashed into my forehead and dropped me to my knees in the ice-cold water. I blinked as my vision cleared the river silt only to see a bunch of spinning gold stars, but I could see enough now to tell that Stranholf had struggled backward and was now clutching his arm.

I wiped the river water and silt out of my eyes and planted one foot in the riverbed. I started to push myself up, but my head was still swimming, and I was pretty sure the only reason I could see anything was because the sky was now much lighter thanks to the approaching sunrise.

I made it halfway back up before the butt of Stranholf’s axe collided with the top of my head, and I only saved myself from a crumpled skull when I let myself fall back down on both knees. I ducked and swiped my cutlass at the man’s ankles in the water, but he jumped back out of the way in time.

Then Stranholf suddenly threw his head back with both his arms spread wide. It didn’t seem to matter that blood was flowing from his forearm or that the flesh all around the deep gash was black from the fire rune. Stranholf ignored what must have been absolutely searing pain, and he gave a roar now that rivaled Dyggur’s in its volume.

I staggered to my feet and stumbled back toward him before he could bring his battle axe down to finish the job. But the crazed fucker just grasped his axe with both hands, gave me a wicked grin, and then stepped backward as his whole clan rushed forward to attack us in spite of his promise.

“Fucking Farthegns,” I groaned.

This asshole really needed to learn some manners.

Farthegns as a whole weren’t really known for honoring their word, like when they betrayed the dwarves in Svelgard back in the day, but Stranholf really outdid himself when it came to being a full-on son of a bitch.

The Hylmrek warriors moved so fast that it was obvious they had planned on this all along, but the clansmen weren’t the only ones who suddenly rushed back into the fight. About a third of the heillhausts galloped out of the Red Forest and back toward the river, and I realized this must have been what Stranholf was waiting for.

Lucky for me, I had expected him to play dirty.

“Remember the runes!” I shouted, and my clansmen all cried out and leaped forward with every weapon in their arsenal. Even the ones who seemed to have forgotten about the runes in the heat of the battle now remembered and cast enchanted flames with every stroke of their blades.

Stranholf had disappeared into the crowd of his own warriors, and I realized I must have scared him more than he would ever let on. If he’d still been confident, he would have just tried to finish the job, but I must have unsettled him enough to make him flee back into the chaos of battle.

I didn’t care. I would find him again, and this time, fire wouldn’t be the only rune I used against him. But first, it looked like I would have to kill some other assholes in my way.

As the last of the stars faded from my vision, I saw that I wasn’t the only one intent on killing as many Hylmrek warriors as possible.

Clan Briggs was already way ahead of me.

My warlords were the first to leap into the fray, and it wasn’t lost on me that they all jumped forward and surrounded me so no enemy could reach me while I got my breath back. Thyrri hacked her tomahawk into every Hylmrek warrior within arm’s reach, and every time she made even a tiny cut into one of our enemies, it seemed to be her version of marking that warrior for death.

She followed up every cut and slice with a thrust from her runed cutlass, and I watched with pride as my brunette warlord carved fire into the gaping stomach of one target after another. The enchanted flames crackled through organs and sent the smell of burned flesh high into the air, and the more enemies Thyrri marked with her fire, the more smoke billowed toward the pale gray sky.

Anakol fought beside his wife as a perfect complement to her. Whenever Thyrri started to kill one target but had to push him away to attack the next one, Anakol finished the job and sent another enemy clansman right back to his wife so they kept an even kill count.

I even swore that Anakol’s long braid gave him better balance as he whirled back and forth so fast that any other man might have slipped on the rocks that were all slick with blood and water. The spike of his tomahawk continued to punch holes in every enemy Farthegn he caught, and his cutlass kept biting through layers of thick muscle to expose one Hylmrek bone after another.

At one point, my married warlords fought in such perfect harmony that they both swung their tomahawks in the same arc, followed by the same downward thrust of their cutlasses. Their targets even had flames engulfing their throats at the same time, and I grinned to see how well the husband and wife were working together.

It took the Hylmrek clansmen a minute to figure out where all the flames were coming from, but even when they made the connection, they didn’t look like they really understood.

Especially since more enchanted rune flames started to spread all over the battlefield, not just clustered around where my warlords were fighting. My huntresses shifted back and forth between their bows and their runed blades, and the rest of the clansmen Bragi had handpicked spread out all along the river and each bank so there was hardly any place in the battle where orange flames weren’t burning through enemy throats, stomachs, arms, and even hamstrings.

And as worried as I might have been about so many heillhausts careening back into the fight, I shouldn’t have been. The Illskans weaved around them like they were just scaly drekkadyr or jakyls, and I watched a few led by Ulrik who caught the beasts by the reins and jumped on their backs so they could steer them safely away from the fight.

Ulrik even led his heillhaust in a charge against some of the others. The reformed rebel must have been a natural with animals because the scaly creature started attacking the other Hylmrek beasts like he hadn’t been around them his whole life.

When Dyggur saw the other heillhausts join the fight, he snarled and led a one-man stampede against them. His tail slapped the other beasts so hard across the face that their necks twisted, and his teeth gnashed and tore at their scales as he forced them in the direction he wanted them to go. One by one, the heillhausts lost their nerve when they came face to face with Eir’s mount, and I chuckled as I realized how much I would have to tell him what an extra good boy he had been during this morning’s battle.

His ego would swell so much that his head would pop right off.

While Dyggur and the Illskans started to drive away the heillhausts who had returned from the Red Forest, low hisses suddenly erupted from the deeper water north of where I stood. I carved an icicle-filled chasm into a Hylmrek warrior’s neck and then turned to face the hissing sound.

I was just in time to see a host of gargorms rise out of the dark river, but the moment their heads appeared, all the heillhausts closest to them buckled and dropped to their knees or chests. I saw the flick of the gargorms’ long tails as they wrapped around the heillhausts standing in the water, and then the Óhreinn mounts tightened their grip like boa constrictors and simply pulled. A few heillhausts were jerked completely into the deep water as they gave low brays for help, and the rest of them started to flee in any direction that would get them away from the water.

Brynhild caught my gaze across the battlefield, gave me a devious smile, and then went right back to pummeling and whipping the enemy clansmen. She fought like each kill would only count if the target was pulverized beyond recognition, and I smirked at the thought that she now belonged to Clan Briggs, just like the gargorms did.

Fuck, it was good to be the chieftain of Clan Briggs.

Each of my combined clans had such different skills and strengths that despite the fact that Stranholf had played us dirty, we immediately rallied against his forces. I still couldn’t see the red-bearded bastard anywhere I looked, but the sky was only getting lighter, and I knew he couldn’t stay hidden among the rocky crags bordering the river forever.

I plunged my cutlass in between a Hylmrek warrior’s ribs and let the ice ripple through her chest cavity. She gave an agonized gasp as the force of the expanding icicles fractured her ribs and shredded her lungs, and then the ice completely stopped her heart.

I couldn’t even stop long enough to pull my blade back out of her chest before I had to strike my next blow. An enemy warrior had come up behind me, but I heard him splash too close to my back. This gave away his position just in time for me to grab my spare tomahawk, thrust it backward, and catch the man right in the dick.

He yowled and swayed on his feet, and by the time I pulled my cutlass free so I could lop off his head, his skull had already turned into a pincushion for three of my bowhunting wife’s arrows.

“Nice shots!” I shouted as I glanced up to see Eir flying back and forth over the battlefield with her bow and arrow like a deadly, sexy Cupid.

“Stranholf is northeast of your position!” Eir called back. “He was caught by a gargorm but has hacked his way free!”

I’d be damned if I let a gargorm take out my prized target, but it still made me smile to think about Stranholf being caught by one of the giant serpents. It would have been an undignified way for the Farthegn warrior to go, but I was glad he’d fought his way free so I could kill him myself.

I started to fight my way across the river toward the last place Eir had spotted Stranholf. My warlords all moved with me, and we kept finding our path blocked by cluster after cluster of Hylmrek warriors who were each determined that they would be the one to bring down the chieftain of Clan Briggs.

As if they stood a chance.

Between me and my warlords on the ground, and Nora and Eir flying above the battlefield, the enemy clansmen should have figured out by now that they had picked the losing side. Even Stranholf must have known it on some level, or he would have tried to finish me off before retreating to the safety of the rocky crags along the shoreline. He might still be battling gargorms and my clansmen, but something must have made him nervous, and it was probably related to the flames I had poured into his forearm wound.

Or the searing mark emblazoned on my chest like a harbinger of death.

Or my deadly squadron of winged beauties.

Igrid might not be flying with my other wives, but that didn’t stop her from using her wings. The pierced ridges of her wings punched one enemy Farthegn after another, and each time she stunned them or slapped them across the face, she lunged in close and split their dicks in two with her tomahawk. Sometimes, she carved open their stomachs instead like she was serving up a fresh piece of roast boar, and the only thing that seemed to determine her next attack was how bloody she could make it.

At first, the pierced Valkyrie didn’t use the rune engraved on her blade, but as she settled into an easy rhythm with her wings moving just as easily as her arms did, Igrid began to summon flames with every stroke of her cutlass.

Her first runed strike split open the belly of a man twice her size. She thrust her sword into his leaking gut and then grinned as a wave of fire welled up inside him and sent him screaming until the fire ate clear through his lungs.

The Hylmrek clansmen who saw it happen started to look for other targets, but Igrid wasn’t going to let them escape that easily. She flung out her wings to their full length, and they knocked over half a dozen warriors before she withdrew them back against her spine. Anakol and Thyrri leapt on half of the warriors she’d knocked over, and Igrid promptly jumped on top of the other three and beat the shit out of them with her fists, her tomahawk, and her cutlass, until they were all a smoking pile of hacked-up flesh.

Eir continued to fly back and forth above the battlefield and rain arrows down on our enemies. Every so often, she dropped to the ground to retrieve some of her arrows, and whenever she did, I noticed that she used her runed Bowie knife to fend off every Hylmrek clansman who came for her. With one hand, she would grab an arrow skewered through a corpse, and with her other, she slashed fire into the wrists and kneecaps of any assholes who came too close to her.

When Eir did have to touch down, Nora also kept careful watch over her from the skies. I was surprised Nora hadn’t turned into her Selkie form yet, but it wasn’t like she was any less ferocious in her porcelain curves than she was as her seal self.

The auburn-haired Valkyrie used her wings almost like a trampoline to bounce from one target to the next. Each time her feet hit the ground, she ripped out an enemy’s throat with such little effort that she could have been squeezing the individual pockets on bubble wrap. Heads lolled to the side every time she finished with them, and then she flew up for a few seconds before she landed in the next cluster of targets that she’d picked.

When I had almost fought my way to the other side of the river, still surrounded by my three warlords, I heard a low bray from the deepest part of the river. I immediately recognized Dyggur’s growl, and I turned to see that he was surrounded by the last few heillhausts still left on the battlefield. They had pushed him into the deeper part of the river, and the proud heillhaust was struggling to keep his snout above the water while he kept lashing his tail back and forth to try and take out his opponents.

“Eir! Nora!” I shouted, since I knew I would never get to him in time. “Help Dyggur!”

The heillhaust might be too proud to receive help most of the time, but he could be mad at me later. I wasn’t about to let him drown after he had almost single-handedly routed the rest of the scaly creatures from the battlefield.

Eir immediately sent three arrows into the back of one of the enemy heillhausts’ skulls, followed by two more into his open jaws. When he started to sag into the river, she aimed her bow at the next closest creature, and by the time she let another arrow fly, Nora was streaking toward Dyggur like a pale bolt of lightning.

The Selkie woman launched herself into the air right as Eir yanked her hide from her quiver, and after catching the furs in midair, Nora dove straight into the river less than a yard away from Eir’s heillhaust.

When she came back up, she was already in her giant seal form. She gave a terrifying roar that made the hair at the back of my neck stand up, and then her teeth tore into the neck of an enemy heillhaust.

Nora shook him back and forth like a dog with a chew toy, and when she flung him to the side, she dove back underwater and helped push Dyggur back into a more shallow part of the river where he could stand up. The heillhaust growled and immediately sank his own teeth into the last remaining heillhaust, and then he trampled every enemy Farthegn blocking his path back toward the riverbank.

Nora slipped underwater again and came up right behind a troop of Hylmrek women all fighting at the edge of the river. She bit two of their heads off in two quick snaps, and then she knocked over three more that started to gasp and gurgle as the current took them. The Selkie dove back and forth from one side of the river to the other, taking out more Farthegns every time she surfaced, and when there were finally none left close enough to the edge of the water, Nora emerged from the water in her human form and flew straight back up to join Eir in the sky.

Only now, Nora was completely naked.

If I hadn’t been trying to fight my way through a crowd of burly, bloodthirsty Farthegns, I definitely would have taken more time to appreciate the way her porcelain skin gleamed in the growing light of dawn. I might have even told her to try and find some clothes, but I had bigger things to worry about, like keeping my head attached to my body while I searched the river for Stranholf.

“Due east!” Eir cried.

I splashed into the shallowest part of the river and made my way around the giant sloped rocks to my east. In the end, I heard Stranholf before I saw him. He was cursing in Farthegn just around the rock up ahead on my left, but I recognized his gravelly voice, and my stomach also tightened at how bloodstained the river was past the rock. It was like the riverbed there was made of red clay, and now all that clay was swirling up into a bloody mess that slowly drained away with each new ripple of the current.

When I came around the corner, I could barely see Stranholf over all the corpses that he had stacked up around himself. I saw him only a moment before he saw me, but it was just long enough for me to watch him spin an Óhreinn clansman’s head off his body. The skull soared through the air and rolled to a stop at my feet, and the body simply sank down to serve as another part-trophy, part-barrier around the red-bearded asshole.

Then Stranholf spotted me.

He gave me a bloody grin as he pointed his axe in my direction. He seemed single-minded in his focus, but when one of my clansmen came up behind him, Stranholf spun around and hacked halfway through his shoulder joint before he dropped the man to his knees and scalped him. It happened so fast that I never would have been able to vault over the wall of bodies to help my clansman in time, but as his broken corpse began pulsing blood into the river, I swore that my whole vision went red.

Every sound on the battlefield faded around me. Every noise of steel on steel, the screams of the dying, the roars of the living, the gurgle of drowning men, it all vanished. All I could hear was my own blood throbbing in my ears. All I could see was this red-bearded shit in front of me, just begging for me to kill him.

But I was drenched and not exactly eager to fucking electrocute myself.

So I held my breath, focused all of my concentration on the lightning rune I had engraved on my cutlass, and then pointed my blade squarely at Stranholf’s bare chest.

Instead of summoning the lightning to my cutlass, I focused hard on sending it down in front of me, and I swiftly tapped into the directing rune as well.

With any luck, I’d send lightning from the sky down onto this bastard instead of needing it to enter my cutlass first.

And sure enough, a bolt of lightning streaked from the early morning sky with a hiss and a sizzle. When I’d directed it, I must have been slightly off though. The lightning struck one of the giant rocks right behind Stranholf instead. It cracked off the edge of the rock, and as the charred pebbles began to crumble into the water behind him, Stranholf actually paused.

But not for long.

The scalping fuck immediately started to duck behind another rock like he meant to shake me off his trail again, but he was only putting off the inevitable. He hacked his axe through a few corpses that had fallen around him to make a path for himself, and when he gave a maniacal laugh as his axe caught one of the Illskan women in the back of the knees, I realized he didn’t really want to run away from me.

He wanted to inflict as much damage on my clansmen as possible. He wanted me to watch him hurt every warrior that I was responsible for, and he wanted me to suffer through their suffering.

Only then would he actually try to kill me.

Fuck that.

With just my runed cutlass in hand, I sprinted up the closest rocky crag. It was slanted at a fifty-degree angle, but it rose up a solid ten feet in the air and had a narrow ledge about one foot wide and five feet long at the top. As soon as I scrambled up to the top, I dashed forward along the ledge so I could get eyes on Stranholf again, but there was no sign of him.

He had been just below me only seconds ago as he hacked his way through the living and the dead, but now it was like he’d vanished into thin air. It took all my self-control not to light up the whole river with lightning out of frustration, but I knew that would only hurt my own clan as well as Hylmrek. If I struck the water directly, on purpose or by accident, I’d fry everybody in the river, so I figured I better keep that rune in my back pocket for now and focus only on fire and ice.

I leaned over to check underneath the overhang of the rocky ledge, but there were only more corpses stacked there in the shallows. Some of them wore Hylmrek furs, but most of them seemed to be wearing jakyl, drekasa, or nóttmal fur. As I looked at all my dead clansmen, my palm grew sweaty where I gripped my cutlass, so I bent down to wipe it on the one dry spot I could find on my pants.

I was only bent over for a second, but that single second might have saved my life.

I heard the whirr of the battle axe behind me and moved without even thinking about it. I slid down the rock face on my left just as Stranholf’s axe bit into the ledge where I’d just been standing, and I cursed myself for having missed the sneaky son of a bitch creeping up the ledge behind me.

My free hand caught a hold of the rock before I slipped the rest of the way down, and then I scrambled right back up toward the top. If this motherfucker wanted to sneak up behind me, I’d be damned if I was going to let him get away from me again.

We would finish this, and we’d finish it now.

Stranholf took another swing at my wrist while I was still half-crouched and crawling upward, but I jerked my hand back in time. I made a quick counterattack at his ankles, and when the red-bearded bastard moved backward to avoid my blade, I took advantage of the opening and pushed myself back up to my feet at the top of the rock. My heel almost slipped off the back of the narrow ledge, but I swayed forward and caught myself in time.

“Did you get tired of being a dick yet?” I smirked. “Did you come to your senses and decide to surrender?”

Stranholf growled something in Farthegn, but I didn’t need a translator to know it was something like ‘get fucked.’ At the same time that he muttered his response, he came at me again with his axe like a rabid lumberjack, but by now, I had seen him fight long enough to know exactly how to respond.

When he swung toward my left side, I leaped forward almost into his arms, got a quick swipe in with my cutlass, and then jumped back at the same time he pulled his axe back toward himself to make another swing. When he swung toward my right side, I moved backward instead of forward, and Stranholf’s swing just missed shaving the hairs off the tip of my beard.

We danced together like this for a few minutes, and the whole time, Stranholf just kept getting madder and madder that he couldn’t make a single blow connect. His foot slipped once and almost slid down the angled slope, but so did mine. A cut on my forehead kept trying to leak blood into my eye, but Stranholf kept shaking his forearm like he was trying to force the gushing blood to stop pulsing from the gash there through sheer willpower alone.

There were several times where he looked ready to jump off the ledge or scramble back down the angled rock, anything that would take our fight back into the shallows of the river. But I liked him right where he was, and I blocked his exit every time he tried to make a move off the ledge. He had no choice but to fight me up here, and he also couldn’t kill any more of my clansmen while we battled.

But when several minutes passed and neither of us could get in a blow against each other that was any more serious than a nick, I realized we were too evenly matched. Somebody had to break this stalemate, and I knew exactly how to get the job done.

There were four runes engraved on my cutlass, and I intended to use all four.

I channeled a bolt of lightning at a random tree on our left. When its light flared across the battlefield, it was bright enough in contrast to the predawn sky that Stranholf blinked to adjust his vision like I’d just knocked him over the head. Then I summoned every ounce of concentration to direct a gust of wind from behind me and channeled it straight toward the red-bearded Farthegn.

A hurricane-level gust barreled toward us from behind me, and if I hadn’t been crouched and braced, I would have landed flat on my stomach and probably knocked half my teeth out in the process. The wind swept over and around me though, and when it enveloped Stranholf, he staggered all the way back to the edge of the ledge and spread his arms wide to catch his balance.

That was all the opening I needed.

I lunged forward and carved my runed cutlass across his exposed stomach, and I made sure to visualize the enchanted flames pouring from the tip of my blade as it hooked into his abdomen. I ripped the curved blade free only after it had torn open half of his lower belly, and then I darted back to get out of the way of any counter swing that Stranholf made against me.

I half-expected the red-bearded asshole to fall backward now that his guts were trying to spill out of his stomach, and I definitely expected him to stop swinging his axe. Instead, Stranholf used whatever was left of his abdominal muscles to pull himself forward from the ledge. Then he just growled like a cornered animal, switched the grip on his axe to one hand, and held his slashed stomach together with his other hand so he could keep hacking at me.

That was before he realized his stomach was on fire.

I smelled his burning organs at the same time Stranholf seemed to feel them, but the Hylmrek warrior only spared a glance down at his smoking stomach. Then he launched himself at me with another swinging axe attack like he wasn’t burning from the inside out. His blows were weaker now though, whether that came from the fact that he had to wield his axe one-handed or from the fact that his insides were on fire.

Still, for somebody burning with enchanted flames, Stranholf was still a tough asshole to bring down. He kept fighting like nothing was wrong, and even though he moved a little slower and a little less forcefully, it would still only take one well-placed blow to leave me bleeding out on top of this ledge.

The next time Stranholf tried to bring his axe down on my shoulder, I took my best shot. His left hand was still trying to hold his burning guts inside his abdomen, and his right arm shot out too far trying to guide the axe through such a powerful blow.

I took half a step to the right, just before my foot would have slipped down the rock, and brought my cutlass up into his wrist. If it had been a normal sword blow, I probably would have cut through to the bone, but this was no normal sword thrust. I channeled the power of the ice rune through my blade, and when my weapon met his wrist bones, a burst of ice welled up and expanded like the surface of a frozen lake cracking in the spring.

The more the ice expanded, the more it erupted one blood vessel after another. It made his bones completely frozen at the wrist, and all it took was one more quick twist of my cutlass to shatter them. Then I carved through his brittle muscles the rest of the way until my cutlass came out the other side of his wrist.

When his hand plunged off the side of the ledge, Stranholf’s axe fell right along with it, and the sudden absence of weight finally threw him off balance. He stumbled toward the rocky slope of the crag that we were fighting on, but before he could topple over and fall backward, I reached out and grabbed him by his red beard.

I jerked him back to the top of the ledge and yanked him down to his knees in front of me. He immediately tried to push himself to his feet, but all it took was one quick switch of my weapon to make sure that didn’t happen. As soon as I had changed out my cutlass for my tomahawk, I rapped the handle down on his head to make him sway and stay on his knees.

“This is for Eir,” I said, and then I let my tomahawk crash down between his legs.

Stranholf squealed as the blade bit into his balls, but I wasn’t done yet.

“And this is for Bragi,” I said, and then I carved off the top of his bald skull like a deli meat slicer.

Stranholf was bleeding from so many different places now that he couldn’t seem to form words, but he still growled like he would bite off my face if he could.

“And this is for every last one of my clansmen that you’ve ever hurt or killed,” I said as I raised the tomahawk for one final blow.

I swung the weapon toward the side of his neck with all the force I could muster. The blade carved halfway through his throat on the first blow, and all it took was one more powerful swing to sever his head from his body.
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Chapter 29

Stranholf’s body toppled to the side and slid halfway down the angled rock. His head sailed off the ledge down toward the corpses he’d stacked below, but before I could even move, Nora streaked through the air and caught his bleeding skull.

She held it by his red beard and soared up into the air, just as the first light of the sun broke through the trees and cast a red glow on the whole battlefield.

The moment Eir saw the other Valkyrie carrying Stranholf’s skull, she gave an ear-splitting shriek of victory. It was loud enough to capture everyone’s attention, and then she shouted the news to everyone who couldn’t see the Hylmrek warrior’s decapitated head.

“Stranholf is dead!” Eir cried as she soared back and forth over the river. “Your warlord is dead, Hylmrek! Throw down your weapons, or face the same fate!”

Nora gripped Stranholf’s scalped skull like a crystal ball as she flew right behind Eir. They looked like terrifying Grim Reapers as they flew along the river, with one of them crying death and the other bearing Stranholf’s head as proof of Hylmrek’s defeat.

I didn’t think Hylmrek would actually stop fighting, though. It wasn’t like Stranholf was their chieftain, so they weren’t under any obligation to follow whoever killed him. But as Eir and Nora made their way up and down the lines of battle, my clansmen stepped back from our enemies, and one Hylmrek warrior after another sheathed their weapons and raised their hands.

The fact that two fearsome Valkyries were calling for their surrender probably didn’t hurt, but then again, I doubted any of Eir’s former kinsmen expected to ever see Stranholf’s head separated from his body.

While the Hylmrek clansmen slowly stopped fighting and started looking around at each other like they were trying to figure out what to do next, I glanced at the number of dead in the early morning light. The water all around me was crimson with blood, and the red sunrise deepened this color until it looked like I was standing on a summit above a river of blood.

That was when I remembered Eleni’s prophecy.

She had seen red above red, and she had warned me that I had to reach the summit in order to open up more paths. I had killed Stranholf on the summit of this rocky ledge, and between his beard, blood-soaked body, the river, and the sunrise, there was a whole lot of “red” going on.

The sky elf had been right again, and I hadn’t even realized it until the fight was over.

After everyone stopped fighting, Eir and Nora both landed beside me on the ledge. Their eyes had already almost lost all of their whites, and in spite of the fact that they had gone to Valhalla before, my heart still stuttered in my chest at the thought that they were about to disappear. They both turned their faces toward the sky as their eyes became completely inked-out, and their wings spread wide to catch the red sunlight filtering through the woods.

Nora handed me Stranholf’s skull without looking at me, and I glanced around the river until I spotted Igrid with her wings spread wide about a dozen feet away from me. Her face was turned up toward the sky just like my other Valkyries, but Anakol and Thyrri had formed a protective ring around her to make sure none of the Hylmrek clansmen tried anything sneaky.

“Find Enki,” Eir whispered, but her voice was strangely high-pitched like she wasn’t quite fully in her body.

Then the whole river seemed to glow blue.

One wisp of blue smoke after another rose from the corpses scattered along the cold river. At first glance, it looked like mist rising off the frigid water in the early morning sunlight, but it only took a second to realize all the glowing blue wisps came from individual bodies, and both Clan Briggs and Hylmrek were represented among the blue smoke rising from the dead.

All three of my Valkyries slowly beat their wings to rise into the air. Igrid might not have mastered flying consciously yet, but she didn’t seem to have any trouble rising up alongside Eir and Nora now. Their faces remained fixed on the morning sky, their wings beat the air with a low thunder, and then they each gave a death-like wail as the blue souls rose up after them.

More than a few of the Hylmrek warriors fell to their knees when they saw Eir and the others flying up like winged demons, or maybe it was just because a host of blue wisps were following them. The Valkyries beat their wings against the air until they were a dozen feet above me, and then they shot off like rockets up into the pale blue sky.

The blue souls all rose up after them, and my gaze followed them up to where all three sets of wings were visible high above me. For just a second, I could have sworn there were four sets of wings, and I froze at the memory of the other part of Eleni’s prophecy, about how many wings she saw in my future and how I had to beware of wings that shed.

But when I blinked, I only saw three sets of wings again, and now the Valkyries looked like distant ravens followed by a wispy cloud of blue smoke. The last I could see of them, they were headed north, but then the tiny specks vanished completely.

I figured they had just flown so far that my eyes couldn’t track them anymore, but part of me wondered if there was anything more to it. Maybe they had just flown so high and far that I couldn’t see them, but maybe they had disappeared from this world completely. Nobody had any idea where this Valhalla tomb was supposed to be anyway, and for all I knew, it could be in a whole different world.

I had come here from another world myself, so this wasn’t exactly outside the realm of possibility.

I dropped my gaze back from the morning sky and found that almost everyone else still had their eyes fixed on the distant northern horizon, even my clansmen who had seen the Valkyries work their magic before. I needed to figure out next steps though, because I still had to find and kill the Hylmrek chieftain in order to officially take over their clan. If I didn’t move fast, the Hylmrek warriors might decide they had surrendered too quickly.

“I am the chieftain of Clan Briggs!” I shouted, and my voice carried across the silence of the battlefield. “I am the husband of the three Valkyries who guide the dead to their next resting place! I am the man who conquered Dalir, Illska, Óhreinn, and soon Hylmrek!”

Every warrior left on the battlefield turned to face me, and my eye immediately found Anakol and Thyrri again. They were covered in blood with satisfied grins on their bruised faces, but at least both my warlords seemed to still be in one piece.

“Stranholf is dead at my hands, and if your chieftain does not surrender, then he will soon meet the same fate,” I said. “Join my clan now, and you will be shown mercy. Resist, and we will make the river run red with your blood, too.”

A handful of Hylmrek clansmen reached for their weapons when they heard this threat, but the Briggs warriors around them slit their throats before they could even get a grip on their axes. The rest of the enemy clan kept their hands raised, and more than a few of them glanced at Stranholf’s head, which was still leaking blood as I held it high.

“The rest of you have chosen wisely!” I shouted. “Soon, the entire Red Forest will be under my command, and you will all be the most powerful Farthegns this world has ever seen.”

I could almost feel Vegvisir’s eyes rolling from all the way back in Dalir, but fuck it. When I first fell through whatever portal had landed me here, I might not have intended to take over multiple clans of berserker Viking warriors. It just worked out that way, since I refused to be a slave, and since I had wanted more than anything to provide a home for the breathtaking Nordic goddess who had tried to kill me before I won her over. But ever since I had committed to this path and decided to kill the former chieftain of Dalir, there were really only two ways forward: go all out, or die trying.

Vegvisir might have scoffed if he could hear me, but the rest of the Farthegns seemed interested. The Hylmrek clansmen glanced around the river, and some of them seemed to realize for the first time that they were surrounded by the furs of three different clans. Then they looked back up at me, at the three different animal furs I wore, and at the white scar burned into my chest that was only slowly cooling down.

My own clansmen began to collect the battle axes from the Hylmrek warriors, and as they made their way around the battlefield, I figured the best way forward was to figure out what Eir had meant just before she flew off to Valhalla.

“Now!” I shouted. “Who can tell me where to find Enki?”

There was a slight movement along the western shore of the river, and then a burly man with a blond ponytail stepped up from where Bruka had forced him to his knees. His eyes were the same pale green as Eir’s, but he was only as tall as the petite Bruka. Still, what he lacked in height, he made up for in girth. The man looked like a fucking bodybuilder.

“That would be me,” he announced. “I’m Enki.”

I nodded, climbed down from the rock, and quickly moved to Anakol and Thyrri first.

“Keep collecting Hylmrek’s weapons,” I said. “We’ll need to move out soon so we can find and kill their chieftain, but Eir said to talk to Enki first. Maybe he knows where the chieftain is, but while I take care of that, tell Brynhild to send the gargorm scouts out again. See if they can find any trace of where our drekkadyr herd went or any signs of the Hylmrek chieftain.”

“It will be done,” Anakol said.

“We can ride the rest of the gargorms once we know where we’re headed,” Thyrri added.

“Good,” I agreed. “Oh, and while you’re keeping an eye on everyone, get a headcount of both sides, injured and dead. We’ll also need to organize the wounded according to how bad off they are, and we can figure out treatment from there.”

“Yes, I understand, but one of us should go with you while you speak to Enki,” Anakol pointed out.

“I’ll be fine.” I waved off his concerns. “Eir wouldn’t have told me to find him without a good reason.”

Anakol muttered something to himself, but Thyrri just chuckled and prodded him forward to go carry out my orders.

When I reached the blond bodybuilder, Bruka had her own battle axe gripped tightly and ready to take the man out at the knees if he even looked at her wrong.

“Thank you, Bruka,” I said, but the busty Illskan woman stayed exactly where she was without even looking at me, and I smiled at how fierce her devotion to me was.

“So, you’re Enki,” I said as I looked down at the shorter man. “You don’t happen to know Eir, do you? Used to be Eir of Hylmrek, then Eir of Dalir, and now Eir of Briggs?”

“Eir’s my cousin,” the burly man said with a grin. “Even though last time I saw her, she didn’t have a pair of black wings growing out of her spine, so that’s a bit new.”

“Yeah, that was a surprise to her, too,” I chuckled.

“She seems to know her way around those wings now,” Enki said. “But hold on, did you say she became Dalirian before she became a member of your clan? That woman has switched allegiances more times than I’ve scratched my nuts today.”

“She only switched allegiances once,” I explained. “She joined Dalir when I claimed her.”

“But you’re the Briggs chieftain, not the Dalir chieftain,” Enki argued.

“I was the Dalir chieftain when I claimed her,” I said. “It was only after that, when I conquered Illska and Óhreinn, that we became Clan Briggs.”

“So Clan Briggs isn’t a long-lost clan of the Red Forest?” Enki crossed his muscled arms over his chest. “I was hoping we’d found some long-lost cousins to the south.”

“Don’t you think you’d know if there was another clan of Farthegns somewhere?” Bruka demanded.

“I just go where I’m told and kill when I’m told to.” Enki shrugged. “But the chief always has some secret meetings going on about the rest of the clans in the forest, so I’m sure there’s plenty of things that he doesn’t let the rest of the clan in on. He thinks nobody knows about his secret meetings, but we know.”

“What kind of secret meetings?” I asked. “What are they about?”

“Oh, I don’t know what they talk about,” the burly blond said with a dopey smile. “I just know they have them, that’s all. The chief and Stranholf mostly, at least before you cut his head off.”

I could see that Enki might not be the brightest crayon in the box, but his dopey smile was hard to be irritated with. He kind of looked like a muscular golden retriever, and he just stood there waiting for me to give him orders or a treat.

“Well, Enki,” I said. “Is there any reason you can think of why Eir would tell me to find you before she flew off?”

“Oh!” Enki grinned and puffed his chest out. “That’s probably because I’m one of Hylmrek’s warlords. If you want somebody to help you get all these Farthegns in order, then I’m your man.”

“You’re a warlord?” I repeated, and I started to do the mental gymnastics of whether or not I would have to kill this man and how pissed Eir would be if I ended up killing her cousin.

“I’m not part of the inner circle or anything,” the blond bodybuilder said quickly. “Otherwise, I’d know what they were talking about at their secret meetings. But I saved the chieftain’s life a couple times, saved Eir’s life once or twice, and was one of the few people who didn’t piss off Stranholf just by breathing. So, the chief felt like he didn’t have much choice except to make me a warlord.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “I really should have taken a crash course in Farthegn politics when I first got here.”

“What did you crash into?” Enki asked without blinking.

“Sorry, what?” I demanded.

“You said you wished you’d taken a crash.” Enki’s forehead wrinkled. “The drekkadyr look like they could throw you and cause a bad crash, but I don’t suppose that would be any worse than getting thrown by a heillhaust. Although, why you’d want to be thrown at all is beyond me, but I guess they say everybody’s got their individual tastes. And since you’ve got three wives with wings, I figure you probably have some tastes most of us aren’t used to, especially since you don’t speak Farthegn. But it’s not for me to judge anybody based on where they’re from or what they like to do.”

“Uhh…” I tried to think of some way to interrupt the man’s monologue, but that was as far as I got.

“I’m a magnificent fighter,” Enki continued. “I am magnificently strong, and I have crushed many men’s skulls with my bare hands.”

“That’s true,” Bruka said quickly. “He took down so many of our clansmen before I was able to catch him off guard.”

“But in my heart, I’m really more of a lover,” Enki sighed. “It is very against Farthegn ways, but then again, you now lead multiple clans and aren’t a Farthegn by blood. So, who knows what is possible?”

“Right,” I said with a nod. “Uh, it’s good to meet you, anyway. And if Eir trusts you, then so do I. Now, tell me if you can help me find your chieftain.”

“That puts me in a bit of a tricky spot,” the burly blond admitted. “Stranholf often serves as a kind of stand-in chieftain on the battlefield, and since he’s dead now, I should owe all my allegiance to you, right? But the real chieftain is technically still alive, and that means technically, I owe him my loyalty until he dies or surrenders to you.”

“But neither of those things can happen if we don’t know where your chieftain is,” Bruka pointed out.

“Also very true,” Enki agreed. “And to be honest with you, I’d prefer to put my faith in a man who commands three clans in battle, who has winged women for wives, and who actually managed to claim my untamable cousin.”

“So, where does that leave us?” I sighed.

“I can’t tell you where to find the chieftain,” Enki replied. “But I can tell you that there’s been a lot of activity due east of here. If anybody were to just keep going in that direction, they’d probably find something interesting by the time the sun went down.”

“Something interesting like your chieftain and the remaining members of your clan?” I demanded.

“You didn’t hear it from me,” Enki chuckled, but then he leaned forward to whisper. “Oh, but maybe you could tell Eir that you heard it from me? She’d be really disappointed if she thought I didn’t help you. We made a promise to each other as kids to always be loyal to each other, even more than we were to the clan, and I wouldn’t want her to think I forgot that.”

“I’ll be sure to tell her,” I said with a smirk.

“Oh, but don’t tell the rest of the clansmen,” Enki said quickly. “Eir is pretty sentimental for a Farthegn, but I doubt everybody else would like knowing that we put our bond as cousins above our bond as clansmen.”

I couldn’t help but laugh at the thought of my fierce, bowhunting wife being called ‘sentimental’ by anyone, but I got my shit together a moment later and agreed to Enki’s terms.

“As soon as we take care of the dead and wounded, we’ll move east,” I said. “Enki, I want you to start getting your clansmen to wrap their heads around the fact that they belong to a new clan now. Meeting your chieftain and accepting his death or surrender is just a formality at this point.”

“Understood,” the burly blond replied.

“Bruka, you go with him,” I instructed.

The golden-haired Illskan woman nodded and escorted Eir’s cousin away, and I turned to make my way back across the river to check in with Anakol and Thyrri again.

“The losses on both sides are not as bad as I would have guessed,” Thyrri said cheerfully.

“Only because our chieftain killed Stranholf before the rest of us all killed each other,” Anakol said, but then my usually serious warlord gave a little smirk. “Of course, it probably helped that we set a bunch of Hylmrek clansmen on fire. I think our runed weapons made us pretty evenly matched.”

“That was the goal,” I chuckled. “What’s the final count?”

“As best we can tell, Hylmrek rode into battle with four hundred and fifty warriors versus our six hundredish,” Thyrri answered. “About a hundred and fifty Hylmrek clansmen are dead, and just under a hundred Briggs clansmen are dead.”

“That’s still more dead than I would have liked, but it’s definitely not as bad as it could have been,” I said. “We’ll need to take care of the bodies.”

“We can pull them out of the river so they do not poison the waters,” Anakol said. “Their corpses will not last long when the predators of the Red Forest sniff them out. The skulraeths alone would be enough to consume them.”

“Do you really think I’m going to leave any of our warriors out for the skulraeths to devour and then piss on their bones?” I raised my eyebrows. “Even our enemies deserve a better send-off than that. I saw blue souls leave corpses from both sides, not just Clan Briggs.”

“I understand that you are sentimental when it comes to corpses, my chief,” Anakol said as he lowered his dark gaze. “But it will take us all day to dig graves for all of the dead, especially since we will need to carry them deeper into the Red Forest. If they are buried too close to the river, the next flood will dislodge them all from their graves.”

“So you’re telling me that before I came along, you always just let the dead get devoured by whatever animals came across the area?” I sighed.

“Yes,” Anakol replied with a puzzled look. “Once a Farthegn is dead, they are dead. There is no point in doing anything further with them.”

“Except you know that’s not true,” I said. “What about the blue souls the Valkyries keep taking to Valhalla?”

“That is something I do not understand, my chief,” Anakol sighed.

“That is because you are too stubborn and thick-headed to try and understand,” Thyrri told her husband, even though she said it affectionately. “The women of Dalir have always tried to take care of our dead, and we always sensed there had to be something that lasted after a body died. We buried too many children who were lost to starvation or wars to think that this life was all there is.”

“Then I want you to take charge of the dead, Thyrri,” I said. “Anakol is right that we don’t have time to bury them all, but the least we can do is burn them in full honor.”

“There is a good spot for bonfires on the northwest riverbank,” Thyrri replied. “We will build enough to burn the bodies quickly, although it may still take several hours to make sure the flames don’t go out while the bodies are still burning.”

“We can use enchanted flames,” I said. “A little kindling can help get the fires started, but it shouldn’t really need any wood to feed on since it’s enchanted fire. We just need to have all the bodies spread out where they can burn safely without burning down the Red Forest.”

“What about the smoke?” Anakol asked. “Won’t that alert Hylmrek’s chieftain where we are?”

“Let him see it.” I shrugged. “He’ll know that I’m coming for him sooner or later. It might as well be sooner.”

“Yes, my chief,” Thyrri said. “I’ll begin building bonfires as soon as we’re done here.”

“Good,” I said. “Now that we’ve figured out what we’re doing with the dead, tell me about the number of wounded.”

“Everyone has minor injuries, and there are several dozen moderately severe injuries on both sides,” Anakol replied. “We should be able to use Amaeda’s supplies on them and get them ready to move out within an hour, though.”

“What about serious injuries?” I asked.

“Eleven critical injuries of our own warriors, plus twenty-two critical injuries on their side,” Anakol answered. “Should I send them back to Dalir so Amaeda can take care of them?”

“Do you think they’ll make the trip?” I asked.

“They have a better chance of survival if they go back than if they stay here.” Anakol shrugged. “They’re getting patched up now as good as we can manage, and as long as they don’t have to walk back, they might make it.”

“Go ahead and get them ready to leave,” I said. “If we can’t get any drekkadyr back in time, they can ride the gargorms back to Dalir.”

“The gargorms have found no trace of the drekkadyr yet,” Thyrri said. “But I will check in with Brynhild again, and if they are still missing, I will have her ready enough gargorms to transport the critically injured.”

“Perfect,” I said with a glance at the steadily rising sun. “Eir has a cousin who told me where the Hylmrek chieftain should be. I want us to be ready to move out an hour or two from now, depending on how long it takes to take care of the dead, and I’ll help with the wounded to make sure we meet our deadline.”

“My chief, it is not your place to help with the wounded!” Anakol scoffed. “We will take care of that since there are no slaves present to help–”

“My place is wherever my clansmen are,” I said with a shrug. “And if they’re injured, then my place is by their sickbed. Would you rather me not have stayed by Bragi’s side while he was recovering from his amputation?”

“No, my chief.” Anakol lowered his gaze.

“Exactly,” I said. “Now, find out if the gargorm scouts have come back yet, and if not, get some serpents ready to take the wounded back to Dalir. I’m hoping that the chieftain will have some common sense and surrender when we show up, but if he proves to be a little more resistant, then we might have another battle ahead of us.”

“We have crushed them once,” Thyrri said. “We can crush them again.”

“Of course we can,” Anakol said proudly, but then he paused and scratched his head. “But just for argument’s sake, what are we going to do with all these Hylmrek clansmen until you kill their chieftain or force him to surrender?”

“They have to come with us,” I sighed. “We can’t just leave them here.”

“Yes, but they are still our enemies, aren’t they?” Thyrri asked. “Until you are officially their chieftain, they could turn on us all at any moment. If we escort them right back to their chieftain, then they might join whatever forces are with him and attack us again.”

“That’s all very true,” I said. “But we don’t have a lot of other options. I trust that Eir’s cousin is doing his best to convince his clansmen to support me since I killed Stranholf, but it’ll be uncertain until I face their chieftain.”

“If scouts stay ahead of us the whole time, they could let us know exactly when and where the chieftain and the remaining Hylmrek clansmen are,” Thyrri suggested. “Then once we know we’re close, most of Clan Briggs could stay behind and guard the Hylmrek warriors, but you could go on ahead with a small force and convince the chieftain to surrender or be killed.”

“That’s a good idea, Thyrri,” I agreed. “Eir said that Hylmrek has at least five hundred warriors total, maybe more. So if four hundred and fifty showed up here with Stranholf, that means only fifty-ish would be left.”

“And if the chieftain is east of here, there is no guarantee that those remaining warriors are even with him,” Anakol said. “The Hylmrek stronghold is south of here, not east, and I doubt either Stranholf or the chieftain would have left the stronghold completely unprotected.”

“Which makes me wonder exactly what the chieftain is doing east of here with possibly only a handful of warriors around him,” I muttered.

“You can ask him before you kill him,” Anakol said matter-of-factly.

“I will,” I snickered. “I just hope the Valkyries are back by the time we reach him. I think seeing Eir would go a long way in convincing the chieftain to surrender instead of leading a final last-stand against me.”

Thyrri looked up as if she expected my winged wives to spiral back down just because I mentioned them, but then she sighed and looked back down. “They will return as soon as they can, my chief. And even though we might not know what the warriors in this Valhalla tomb are waiting for, at least you know that many more of them were added this morning, and they are all loyal to you now.”

I nodded to try and reassure my warlords, but I kept my concerns to myself. I knew the dead warriors always swore loyalty after the Valkyries escorted them into the tomb, and they promised to answer whenever they were summoned in the future. But I still wasn’t completely convinced who they were pledging loyalty to or what they would be summoned for one day.

My Valkyries, my warlords, and even Vegvisir would probably all say the answer was me, but I wasn’t sure how I felt about that. It was one thing to be in charge of hundreds of Farthegns, but it was a whole different ball game to be in charge of a bunch of dead ones, too.

Still, nobody said I had to do anything about Valhalla yet.

Today, I just had to finish conquering Hylmrek. Then Clan Briggs would be four clans strong, and even Svelgard’s stealthy, terrifying warriors would be no match for four clans of Farthegns all swarming north.

At least, that was the plan.

I left Anakol and Thyrri to take care of the additional orders I’d given them, and I started to move around the battlefield and check on all my wounded. Amaeda had given us as many supplies as possible, and my clansmen had already put them to good use by the time I began making my rounds. I saw tourniquets all over the place to help stop wounded warriors from hemorrhaging to death, and there were a number of broken bones that had already been roughly splinted.

“Don’t worry,” I told one of my huntresses with her broken arm in a sling. “Amaeda will get you healed in no time, and you’ll probably only be out of commission for a few days. You can go back with the severely wounded so she can treat you as soon as possible.”

“I will not, my chief!” the huntress gasped. “I will not leave your side until Hylmrek is officially yours!”

“I appreciate that, but--”

“But you are my chieftain!” she interrupted. “Please, do not send me away when I can still serve you in battle.”

“How are you going to shoot a bow with only one arm?” I pointed out.

“I do not need a bow to fight for you,” the huntress insisted. “I have a tomahawk, a cutlass, and if all else fails, I still have my fists and teeth. If any of the Hylmrek warriors try to make a move against you, I will be there to stop them. So, please do not send me away.”

“Alright, if that’s what you want,” I chuckled. “As long as you’re fit for travel, I’ll allow it.”

The huntress gave me a relieved smile and then immediately started tending to another wounded woman beside her, like she was trying to prove that she was still more than capable of traveling with me and fighting for me.

Her loyalty was almost overwhelming.

I checked on one injured clansman after another, and almost everyone who was still conscious insisted on riding with me to meet the Hylmrek chieftain. I thought about ordering them all to return to Dalir, but I realized that would be a shit way to reward their hard work and their loyalty. As long as it wouldn’t endanger their lives, I agreed to let them all come with me. Only the unconscious warriors and the clansmen with gaping holes in their stomachs or half-severed limbs would be sent back to Dalir, and that included warriors from Hylmrek.

I did have to convince a few dozen of my warriors to ride back with the wounded, though. The injured were in no shape to get themselves all the way back to my village, and even though it took a little persuasion, I finally got enough able-bodied clansmen to agree to act as escorts.

Between the gargorm scouts and Dyggur, about half of our drekkadyr herd were quickly rounded up to serve as rides for the wounded. I would have sent them back on gargorms if I had to, but the drekkadyr were definitely the better option. It would be a smoother ride, and it would also be easier to strap the injured down on their backs instead of on the slippery gargorms.

By the time the severely injured were secured to the drekkadyr, Thyrri informed me that the dead were ready to be burned. I waited until we had sent off the wounded and their escort of clansmen, and then I turned the attention of the rest of the several hundred warriors toward the corpses assembled on the northwest bank.

“Your clansmen fought well,” I called from beside the bodies. “Know that they died as true Farthegns, and their loss will be mourned.”

To my surprise, the clansmen on both sides kept a respectful silence, and a few of them even bowed their heads or raised them to the sky with their eyes closed. I stepped forward with my runed cutlass, and then I channeled fire through my blade like it was Vegvisir’s staff.

Enchanted orange flames rippled down the length of the blade and then shot out straight toward the first bonfire Thyrri had set up. The tongues of fire fell on the kindling and corpses like a burning rain, and as the flames roared up to engulf the first set of corpses, I turned and sent more pulses of fire into each of the other bonfires.

There were so many dead that the smell was overwhelming at first. Smoke billowed up into the clear winter sky, but the flames ate through the bodies much more quickly than regular fire would have. After a few minutes, the smell stopped being quite so strong now that most of the flesh had been burned off the bodies. I made sure the flames were still burning high enough that the dead would be burned completely through except for their bones, and I figured we could collect their bones on the way back to Dalir and then bury them back home.

Just as I was about to turn and order the final preparations we needed to move out, the whisper of wings sounded from the thick billowing smoke, and the three Valkyries suddenly spiraled down through the plumes and landed right beside me.
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Chapter 30

I had full confidence that my wives would return, but a wave of relief still washed over me and untied the knot that had formed in my stomach. They turned their backs to the river and joined me without a word as we watched the flames devour the dead for a few more minutes, and when I glanced over my shoulder once, I saw that all the clansmen were torn between watching the flames devour their kin and watching my wives’ wings where they were tucked neatly behind their backs.

Not that I could blame them.

My Valkyries were a stunning sight normally, but Nora was still missing her clothes from when she’d transformed into her seal form. It was all I could do to remember I was here to honor the dead, not to get distracted by the perfect curves of my Selkie wife. At least her wings covered most of her ass from the view of my clansmen, but we would have to get her some clothes before we rode east, or everyone would fall off their mounts in awe when they caught a glimpse of her perfect body.

Once the flames had devoured most of the bodies, I turned to my wives and finally spoke.

“Did everything go okay with the tomb?” I asked.

“It was the same as usual,” Nora replied.

“The souls who were already there were a little more solid this time than last time,” Eir said. “And they all held up their hands when we left.”

“You said it looked like there was some kind of scar on their hands last time, right?” I asked. “Could you see that any more clearly?”

“No,” Igrid replied. “The dead souls might be a little more solid, but they still look like ghosts. It’s not exactly easy to see any details on them.”

“That’s okay,” I said. “I’m glad you made it there and back safely. Did they all swear loyalty again?”

“The same as always,” Nora confirmed with a nod. “They promised to wait until we summoned them forth one day in the future, and they all seemed perfectly content to wait together. None of the clansmen fought with each other or said anything about the fact that Hylmrek warriors are now mixed in with all the others.”

“That is interesting,” I muttered. “I wonder if they still even see themselves as Farthegns now that they’re dead.”

“Based on how eager they are to be summoned forth one day, I’d say probably,” Igrid chuckled. “Only Farthegns are that excited to be summoned to a fight.”

“We still don’t know for sure that when they’re summoned, it will be to fight,” I said.

“Of course it will be,” Igrid replied. “Unless it’s to summon them to a feast, but Farthegns would also be very excited about that, too.”

I laughed and shook my head before I turned away from the enchanted bonfires. The rune fire would do the rest of the work while we rode east, but an hour had already passed since the end of the battle, and I didn’t want to waste any more time before we left to find the Hylmrek chieftain.

“Oh! Did you find Enki?” Eir asked.

“I did,” I said with a nod to the burly blond on the other side of the river. “You didn’t tell me you had a cousin.”

“I left all bonds behind me when you claimed me,” Eir said. “But I am glad he will be part of Clan Briggs now, too. He is a magnificent fighter.”

“So he told me,” I said with a smirk.

Before I waved Enki over to join us, I helped Nora find enough clothes to cover herself. We had brought some strips of fabric with us to help bind any wounds, and Igrid and Eir helped wrap one strip securely around Nora’s tits and another few around her hips like a sort of cloth bikini.

After Nora was covered enough for the rest of our journey, I signaled for Eir’s cousin to come join us. I thought they might have a sweet reunion where they hugged or something, but I shouldn’t have been surprised when the blond bodybuilder just trotted right up to Eir and then punched her in the shoulder in true Farthegn style. The hit spun her halfway backward, but before I could say anything, Eir punched his shoulder right back, and it was actually hard enough to make the short, muscular man spin backward, too.

“It’s good to be part of the same clan again,” Eir chuckled.

“Almost,” Enki reminded her. “But I doubt the chieftain will want to fight the man who killed Stranholf and claimed you.”

“It would definitely have been easier if Stórolf had just ridden into battle with the rest of the clan,” I muttered. “Eir, I know Enki felt a little disloyal saying too much about where the chieftain is, but now that you’re back, do you have any idea what he might be doing due east of here? Especially since almost all of Hylmrek’s warriors are here instead of with him?”

“Due east?” Eir tilted her head to the side. “I can’t say for sure, but it probably has something to do with the other two clans of the Red Forest.”

“The other clans?”

“You know about them,” Eir assured me. “There were seven clans in the Red Forest, remember? Dalir, Illska, Óhreinn, Hylmrek, and Svelgard are just the ones that have the most interactions together. Relatively speaking, at least.”

“I know you said there were seven clans,” I said, “but I kind of figured the other two must be pretty small and unimportant, since nobody ever talks about them.”

“Nobody talks about them because Hylmrek is the only clan who has ever really had to deal with them,” Eir replied. “They only share their borders with them.”

“Shit,” I groaned. “So does that mean they’re not small and unimportant?”

“Definitely not,” Eir chuckled. “But there is no reason to look so concerned. Daganeyrr and Raudhaugr are mighty, but they will fall at your feet just like all the other clans of the Red Forest.”

“If you say so,” I muttered. “I’m still gonna need you to explain a little more about who they are, though. I need numbers, locations, weapons, all those kinds of details.”

“I can tell you what I know, but Stórolf would know more,” Eir answered. “My understanding is that both Daganeyrr and Raudhaugr are so powerful that Hylmrek never wanted to engage them in a full-on war. Stórolf preferred a more subtle approach, and this is part of why he was training me and others to be stealth assassins.”

“I have so many questions.” I tugged on my beard. “Let’s hope Stórolf decides to surrender to me so I can ask him questions like a civilized person.”

“We can always torture him for information,” Nora said.

“Information that comes from torture is rarely accurate,” I replied. “But I appreciate the thought.”

I would have to ask more questions later, though. We’d already lost enough of the morning just by trying to take care of the dead and injured, and Anakol informed me that most of the drekkadyr had been rounded up and returned to us by now. Eir tasked Dyggur to hunt down the rest of them and sheepdog them all back to Dalir, and even though the heillhaust was disappointed to leave his mistress again, he obeyed her orders.

Brynhild’s gargorm scouts also returned just as we were all getting settled on the drekkadyr, and they confirmed that a man wearing chieftain furs was spotted due east from here outside a slave village. Two dozen warriors were with him, but no slaves had been spotted outside the village walls.

I didn’t know what Stórolf was doing, but I figured I’d find out soon enough.

With the drekkadyr, the gargorms, and a number of the heillhausts, there were enough mounts for all of the remaining warriors of Clan Briggs and Hylmrek. We still had to double or even triple up sometimes, but at least we would all be able to reach the slave village at the same time.

We headed out a few hours after sunrise, and any fatigue I’d felt disappeared as the cold winter air rushed across my face. It had been a long night of riding, followed by an exhausting battle, but the wind was invigorating.

Then again, maybe it was just the prospect that I was about to be the chieftain of four clans.

We rode for hours, but we took more breaks than usual. So many of the injured had insisted on riding with us that I wanted to make sure they had enough food and water, and it didn’t hurt to make sure I was fueled up too, just in case I had to fight Stórolf before the day was over. We also replaced bandages as best we could each time we stopped, and I felt like Amaeda would have been proud of our medic work.

It was late afternoon when a gargorm scout slithered down from an ashen tree right in front of us and almost scared the life out of my drekkadyr.

The fanged serpent poked his head around the side of the trunk, and my mount reared up with a panicked bray, but I patted his shoulders and got him to calm down, even though my own heart was pounding.

Apparently, gargorms could climb trees as easily as they could swim.

The creature’s unblinking eyes were unsettling, or maybe it was just the way its long body wrapped all the way up the tree trunk like a scaly ribbon. I gave an uneasy glance upward, as if a dozen more gargorms might suddenly curl down around the trunks of the Red Forest, but no one else appeared except for the scout strapped to the gargorm’s back.

When the scout’s feet hit the ground, she immediately straightened up and stepped forward.

“The slave village is five miles east of you,” she said. “If you wanted to leave the Hylmrek clansmen here while you go find the chieftain, this would probably be a good spot.”

“Thank you,” I replied. “You’ve done outstanding work today.”

The dark-haired woman blushed and gave me a dimpled smile. “Thank you, my chief.”

The first thing I did was order all the Hylmrek clansmen to dismount. They were already without their weapons, but now I had them all stand together while the gargorms surrounded them like a circular cage of vipers. Now, even if they wanted to try and mount the drekkadyr, chase after me, and fight Clan Briggs in Stórolf’s name, they would have to go through a hissing pack of fanged serpents first.

Oh, and also through most of my clansmen.

I knew Ulrik, Bruka, and Brynhild could look after things for me. This let me take my warlords and my Valkyries, along with fifty of my other warriors. It should be more than enough to handle Stórolf and the two dozen Hylmrek clansmen with him, especially since I hoped he had more common sense than Stranholf.

He was the chieftain of the most revered territory in the Red Forest, after all. At least, before I came along. The man also had the sense to train women like Eir up for some genuinely clever work, so I had to believe he was more than just a dumb, fat, and greedy bastard like the other chieftains I’d fought.

Especially if he’d been waging wars with multiple clans at once for years.

I led the smaller party forward on our drekkadyr until we were only a mile away from the slave village. We left our mounts where they were but didn’t tie them up just in case any skulraeths came around while we were gone. Then we traveled on foot the rest of the way to the village.

We saw the Hylmrek chieftain and his clansmen before they spotted us, but only by a few seconds.

They were all talking together outside the village walls, and each clansman seemed to be smeared with blood. Stórolf was as big as I remembered from seeing him during Dalir’s raid on one of the Hylmrek slave villages, and his stark red hair looked caked in so much blood that I couldn’t tell how much was his own and how much was from the twenty or thirty corpses on the ground around him. The dead men were all spread out in front of the locked slave village gates, but they were all wearing Farthegn furs.

I could also see that the dark red furs didn’t belong to any clan that I’d run into before.

One of the Hylmrek clansmen suddenly spotted us, but before he could even get a word out, I beat him to the punch.

“Stórolf!” I shouted as I stepped forward. “I come bearing gifts!”

The moment the Hylmrek chieftain turned around with one hand on an axe and one hand on the hilt of a broadsword, I rolled Stranholf’s head like a bowling ball across the distance between us. As it bounced along, I stepped forward with all my warlords and wives right beside me, and I made sure Eir would be front and center in the chieftain’s view.

When Stranholf’s scalped skull came to a stop right in front of the brawny chieftain’s feet, he looked down at his brother’s face and just stared at it. I half-expected him to immediately pull out his weapons and charge toward us with a vengeful yell. Instead, while all his clansmen stood frozen around him, Stórolf just looked at it for a few seconds, looked up at me, looked back down at his brother, and then looked back up at Eir. This sequence must have happened five times in a row, but nobody said a word the whole time.

Then the red-haired chieftain started laughing.

His clansmen looked at each other nervously, and I couldn’t blame them. The barrel-chested chief had his hands on his thighs now as he kept laughing, and I was beginning to think he was cracking up from the sight of his brother’s decapitated head. I glanced at Eir in confusion, but her gaze was fixed on her former chieftain. Her entire body was one long line of tension, as if one wrong move from the enemy would send her into a battle fury and leave every last one of Stórolf’s men stuck full of arrows.

I was going to have to order an attack before the Hylmrek clansmen could take advantage of their chieftain’s temporary insanity and get the jump on us. But just as I was getting ready to give the word, Stórolf straightened up, wiped the tears of laughter from his eyes, and then wiped his eyes again when he left smudges there from all the blood on his hands.

“I told that fool we should find out more about you before he attacked,” Stórolf chuckled, and then he bent down to one of the dead men clothed in dark red fur.

He ripped a clean strip of fabric free from the corpse’s shirt and used it to wipe the blood and tears from his eyes. Then the Hylmrek chieftain glanced at his brother’s skull again. He actually looked a little sad this time, but he only allowed himself one heavy sigh before he turned his gaze back toward me.

The Hylmrek warriors behind him all had tight grips on their weapons, but the moment they took a step toward us, Stórolf thundered a single word in Farthegn. They all immediately took a step backward. Then he muttered a few more words, and they released their grip on their battle axes.

“He told them if they didn’t want to end up like Stranholf by his own hands instead of yours, they should step back,” Eir whispered. “That’s as close of a translation as I can give you, anyway.”

“I’m confused,” I told the Hylmrek chieftain. “Aren’t you upset about your brother? Aren’t you concerned that I just defeated almost every warrior in your clan that your brother led into battle?”

Stórolf glanced at the uneasy clansmen behind him and then folded his massive arms over his chest.

“We should talk,” he announced. “That’s what you want, isn’t it? Otherwise, Eir could have filled us all with arrows before you even showed your face. By the way, you look well, Eir. The wings are new, but you look good.”

“Nice to see you too, Stórolf,” Eir said with a little wave.

I glanced sideways at my wife as I realized all the malice she’d harbored toward Stranholf didn’t seem to apply to her former chieftain. She simply seemed willing to address the situation any way I chose, and I nodded to myself as I caught on to one important factor: Eir had some respect for this man.

Which meant my hopes for him being somewhat sane were probably well-founded.

“Yeah,” I sighed. “We should talk.”

“Let’s go inside the slave village,” Stórolf said. “We can have a private discussion while our warriors keep watch outside the walls.”

“Yeah, about that…” I trailed off as I glanced at the corpses wearing dark red fur. “What exactly will they be keeping watch for?”

“Enemies,” Stórolf grunted. “I will tell you more inside.”

“My chief?” Thyrri whispered. “May we have a word?”

I held up my hand to Stórolf and then turned toward my warlords and wives. The rest of my warriors held themselves just as tensely as Eir, and even though they didn’t have a grip on their weapons, they looked ready to snatch them up in under a second if they needed to.

“Stórolf seems relieved,” Eir said quietly. “I am not sure why, but it is an odd reaction to seeing his brother’s head.”

“That’s because this is clearly a trap,” Anakol muttered. “It is not natural for a Farthegn chieftain to call for a talk instead of just trying to kill you. Especially not when you killed his brother and defeated his warriors.”

“I agree that it’s a little strange,” I told my braided warlord. “But if he’s willing to negotiate or surrender, then I have to try.”

“Besides,” Igrid added, “we will be with him the whole time, right?”

“Well, I--”

“I’d like to see anybody try to get through us,” Igrid cut me off. “Nora would bite his face off, Anakol would rip open his stomach, Eir would puncture both his eyeballs, Thyrri would slit his throat, and I would beat him so hard that his brain leaked out his ears.”

“Alright,” I said with a smirk. “If you’re all so determined to come with me, then you can come while I talk to Stórolf. But that means he gets to bring a small number of warriors with him, too.”

“So sorry to interrupt,” Stórolf said. “But since I can actually hear you, I might as well tell you that I don’t feel it necessary to bring any of my own warriors with me. You didn’t kill me right away, and that leads me to believe that you really do mean to talk. Besides, Eir stands at your side, and I would still trust her with my life.”

Then the red-haired chieftain promptly took off his battle axe from where it was strapped to his back and set it down gently at his feet. He did the same thing with the two broadswords that were sheathed on his belt, and then he folded his arms over his chest again.

This was almost too much. I was beginning to think Anakol’s paranoia wasn’t far off, but I had to admit that I was curious about what Stórolf had to say. Plus, I wasn’t actually a Farthegn, and that meant I wasn’t going to attack an unarmed chieftain. So if he wanted to talk first before we figured out if he would surrender or if I’d have to kill him, then fuck it. I’d let the man talk.

“Eir, Nora, lead the way,” I said. “Check things out inside the slave village before we go in.”

Both winged women launched into the air and spiraled down on the other side of the slave village gates. Igrid’s wings twitched along her spine, and she beat them a few times like she might follow the other Valkyries, but when she couldn’t quite get them to work in unison, she huffed and simply tucked them against her back instead.

Eir flew back over the walls a few minutes later and landed softly beside me.

“There is no ambush,” she announced. “And the slaves have now prepared a place for us to talk privately.”

“You all stay out here with the Hylmrek warriors,” I told my clansmen. “Keep an eye on each other, but do not make a move unless they strike first.”

Stórolf told his warriors the same thing, and I noticed that he told them in English so I would understand him. Then Anakol and Thyrri removed the massive bar locking the slave village shut, and I led the way inside once the giant gates were open.

The village looked like the other one I’d seen Dalir raid what seemed like a lifetime ago now. Different shops and booths were in every direction I looked, but all of the slaves seemed to be hiding, and only every now and then did I see a head poke out from behind a column, but the slaves always disappeared again immediately.

All the slaves’ stations were laid out in a circle. There was a large clearing in the middle of the village, and Nora stood there beside a low, round table carved from a tree trunk.

I waited until Stórolf seated himself on a stool beside the table, and then I sat down across from him. Eir and Igrid moved to join Nora where she stood at my left, and Anakol and Thyrri stood shoulder to shoulder on my right.

“Well?” I leaned forward on the stool. “You wanted to talk. So, talk.”

The red-haired chieftain glanced at Eir’s wings again, and I realized the least I could do was introduce everyone else. Since the man seemed to be cooperating, I didn’t have to be a dick about it.

“You already know Eir,” I said. “Meet my other wives, Nora and Igrid. Igrid is also one of my warlords, and my other two warlords are Anakol and Thyrri.”

“Women as warlords,” Stórolf chuckled. “Now I have seen everything, but I guess I shouldn’t be surprised. I’ve heard you are different, chieftain of Dalir.”

“And Illska and Óhreinn,” Thyrri added firmly. “Together, we fight as Clan Briggs under our chieftain’s command.”

The red-haired chief glanced at all my furs and nodded. “I see. But wait, did you say your other wives? Then that means--”

“The chieftain of Clan Briggs claimed Nora and Igrid after he had already claimed me for himself,” Eir said proudly.

“Women warlords and three wives,” Stórolf said so quietly that it almost sounded like he was just talking to himself, but then he shook himself and met my gaze again. “You must be a powerful man if you managed to claim Eir. I know how valuable she is.”

“You should,” Eir replied. “You were the one who set my price when I was still of Hylmrek.”

“I should have set it higher,” Stórolf muttered as he scruffed his thick beard, and he actually looked worn out all of a sudden, despite his bulging muscles and sharp eyes. “I didn’t think that anyone would ever be able to pay three thousand skulls for her, or at least not for a very long time.”

“Hold on…” I narrowed my eyes. “Are you telling me you didn’t want your brother to buy Eir?”

“Of course not, I’m not a fool,” the red-haired man snorted. “Eir was far more valuable to me as the stealth assassin I trained her to be than she would have been as Stranholf’s wife. If he wanted to claim her, then I wouldn’t argue, but I thought it would take him much longer so she could be my assassin for years before she birthed strong children for the clan.”

“Then you should have set her price higher,” I pointed out.

“I realized that too late,” Stórolf said. “But it was my brother. I couldn’t go back on my word when I figured out how close Stranholf was to meeting the price. Even if it didn’t matter in the end anyway, since you claimed her before he could.”

“And also gave me these beautiful wings,” Eir said as she sent me a sly smile.

“We can talk about that later,” I said firmly, before the green-eyed beauty launched into a detailed play by play of how exactly I’d given her those wings.

The barrel-chested Hylmrek chieftain narrowed his eyes like he had about a dozen follow-up questions, but he took a deep breath and rested his callused and bloody hands on the tree trunk table instead.

“You seem surprisingly patient for a Farthegn,” Nora said in her lilting accent. “I would not have expected this from the chieftain of Hylmrek.”

“He was patient enough to train Eir as an assassin,” Thyrri pointed out. “Most Farthegns don’t have the patience to be assassins, much less train others to be.”

“That’s because it is better for your enemy to see you coming,” Anakol muttered. “Then you can see the fear in his eyes before his intestines spill onto your feet.”

“See what I mean?” Thyrri chuckled.

“I might be patient for a Farthegn,” Stórolf agreed. “But I can plainly see that you, chieftain of Clan Briggs, are not a Farthegn at all.”

“Did my language give it away?” I smirked.

“Among other things,” the red-haired man replied. “Like how you wanted to talk first before you simply killed me and claimed my clan for yourself.”

“I’ll still kill you if I have to,” I warned. “I just wanted the opportunity to talk this out first and see if you’ll surrender your clan to me instead.”

“You would trust me if I surrendered to you?” Stórolf raised an eyebrow.

“Only if you swear whatever oath Eir thinks would be appropriate,” I said. “Clan Briggs is made up of three different clans, four once you die or surrender to me. It has taken some work, but I trust all my clansmen. They are loyal to me because they know I am loyal to them and will always do whatever is best for them. And because they know what will happen if they cross me.”

“Interesting,” the red-haired chieftain grunted. “You must have great ambitions if you would rather unite the clans than kill all of your enemies.”

“I do,” I said. “I have a big picture in mind, and trust me, it’s a lot bigger than any clan rivalries in the Red Forest.”

“Then that’s just more proof that you’re not a Farthegn,” Stórolf said with a crooked grin that showed off a few missing teeth. “In case you haven’t noticed, most Farthegns are like my brother. Short-sighted, only interested in killing and looting, and all too willing to let their personal problems override whatever is best for the clan.”

I nodded as I made a mental note of the man’s accuracy. It was a point of view I wouldn’t even expect of most Farthegns, so I added this to my list of reasons to think this man was different from the other chieftains.

“You said you told Stranholf to wait before he attacked Clan Briggs,” I led. “Is that why? Because you thought waiting would be better for the clan?”

“Yes,” the red-haired man replied as he folded his arms over his broad chest again. “When Stranholf figured out Eir was with Dalir instead of Svelgard, he wouldn’t rest until he had roused the whole clan to follow him into battle to try and destroy you.”

“But you’re the chieftain,” Igrid said. “Why did you let him?”

“I might be the chieftain,” Stórolf said. “But the peace between my brother and me was always… tense.”

“You thought he would kill you and take control of the clan for himself,” I concluded.

“Yes,” Stórolf agreed without pause. “I allowed him to take most of the clan into battle and hoped most of them would come back in one piece. There were rumors that Dalir and Illska had united together, and those were confirmed when Stranholf found your warriors riding drekkadyr in Dalirian territory. I didn’t know about Óhreinn, or I might have resisted his plans.”

“Then what happened here?” I demanded. “Who are the dead clansmen in dark red fur? And if you knew they were a threat, why did you let your brother take almost all of your warriors?”

“They are Daganeyrr,” Stórolf answered. “The clan to the east. I received word that they were sending scouts into my territory, and I came to kill them before they could send any word back to their chieftain. If their chieftain found out that Stranholf had led most of the clan to the west, we would have been overrun.”

“Are they that powerful?” I asked.

“Without a doubt,” the red-haired man snorted, and he spat a wad of phlegm into the dirt.

“And what about the other clan?” I asked. “Raudhaugr?”

“I pushed them back across our southern border last week,” Stórolf replied with another tired scruff of his beard. “It was a gamble to leave the south unprotected, but I knew it was more important to push back Daganeyrr, anyway.”

“It sounds like you’ve had your hands full,” I said.

“Daganeyrr and Raudhaugr have been hounding Hylmrek for years.” Stórolf shrugged. “Another reason why I advised Stranholf to wait to attack Dalir until we knew more about its new chieftain. But as I said, my brother was too short-sighted to think logically about this sort of thing. He could only see that you had insulted him, and the idea of another man claiming Eir… Well, it seemed to have driven him a bit mad. More mad than usual. He was determined to punish you immediately. He refused to stop and think about the bigger issues.”

“He stopped fighting Svelgard long enough to attack Clan Briggs,” I pointed out.

“A temporary truce,” Stórolf said as he waved his huge, callused hand. “Svelgard agreed to call off their attack when Stranholf realized they did not have Eir, but he had insulted them so much by that point that I am sure they plan to finish the war my brother started. I imagine they retreated so they could regroup, make their final war plans, and summon the twins to battle.”

“Did you say twins?” Eir gulped.

“Ah, I forget there are things you did not learn before you left Hylmrek,” Stórolf said with an almost fatherly smile in Eir’s direction. “I would have taught you much, much more, had you stayed. But…”

The chieftain trailed off as another worn-out look crossed his weathered face, and I glanced at Eir to see she’d dropped her gaze toward the ground.

“It is no matter,” Stórolf grunted and swiftly returned to business. “The chieftain of Svelgard has twin daughters. They are his pride and joy since they are both fearsome and bloodthirsty warriors, and he has often sent only the two of them to eliminate his enemies.”

“Ummm,” I said as my knees went slightly numb. “Does one have crazy blue eyes and one have super dark eyes?”

“Yes, but how do you know that?” Stórolf demanded. “Are you already conquering Svelgard as well?”

“No… we, uh… killed them,” I replied a little awkwardly. “We were in the north, and they attacked us, so we killed them. I didn’t know who they were.”

The red-haired chieftain just stared at me for a long moment. No one spoke, and I kept my face as calm as possible, even as I realized how royally pissed off Svelgard would be with me. I’d known it was bad to kill a Farthegn woman outside of battle, but I’d gone and killed a chieftain’s prized daughters.

Son of a bitch.

Finally, Stórolf broke the heavy silence by placing one hand on his chest and bowing his head to me. “Then I am at your service.”

“Seriously?” I narrowed my eyes.

Stórolf sent me another crooked grin. “You killed Stranholf and the Svelgard twins, you have three wives with wings, and you lead three clans. I do not know how or why, but you must be meant to lead all the clans of the Red Forest.”

I glanced at Eir, but she simply nodded approvingly at her former chieftain’s decision.

“Even if your work is cut out for you,” Stórolf chuckled. “Svelgard will never surrender to you now that you killed the twins, and while you might think Hylmrek is the fiercest clan in the Red Forest, you would be wrong. Svelgard is even deadlier, as much as it pains me to admit such a thing. But they mostly keep to themselves, so the other clans don’t realize this. Hylmrek has battled Svelgard enough times to understand how ferocious they are, but we seem to be the only ones who know what they are truly capable of.”

“Shit,” I muttered. “I guess I just inherited three new enemy clans.”

“They will come to see reason eventually,” Stórolf said with another dismissive wave of his huge hand.

“Or they won’t, and we’ll just kill them,” Igrid added, and the man grinned in appreciation.

“The woman warlord speaks sense, but perhaps you can convince them that something bigger and better exists besides the constant fighting in the Red Forest,” Stórolf said.

“Like what?” I asked.

“I have no doubt that you already know what I mean,” the barrel-chested man said with a raised eyebrow. “A man doesn’t set out to conquer every clan in the Red Forest only to sit inside the border of the woods and watch the outside world pass him by. You have ambition, and you clearly have some secret means of carrying out that ambition. It’s the only thing that explains the wings or how you’ve managed to get a bunch of Farthegns to work together as one united clan.”

“Fair enough,” I said with a smirk. “What do you know about what’s outside the Red Forest?”

“I know enough,” Stórolf grunted.

“That is not an answer,” Anakol warned.

“And you won’t get an answer until you tell me whether you will accept my surrender or not,” Stórolf growled. “If you only wanted to get information from me before you killed me, then I request you to make my death fast since I was so cooperative, but I won’t tell you every piece of knowledge I have only to die at your hands anyway. And if you’re not planning to slit my throat, then accept my surrender, and allow me to serve you as your newest clansman.”

“Eir, what do you think?” I asked. “You know Stórolf better than any of us. Should we trust him or not?”

“Would you swear on your red hair?” Eir demanded.

I cocked an eyebrow at how deathly serious she sounded when phrasing such a bizarre question, but her former chieftain was as stoic as ever when he replied.

“May it turn gray overnight if I am lying,” Stórolf answered.

“Would you swear on your own blood?” Eir asked.

“May it pour from every orifice until I am drained dry if I am lying,” Stórolf replied.

“Would you swear on your connection to the Red Forest?” Eir asked quietly.

“May it burn to ash if I am lying,” Stórolf said as his expression turned grave with this oath.

The two held their gaze with one another for a long moment, and the same fatherly expression seemed to appear on the man’s weathered face while he waited for Eir’s decision. I saw nothing but patience and respect in the scarred planes of his battle-beaten skin, and I realized without a doubt that this guy really had known how valuable Eir was when he’d set her price.

And he really did regret that the price had been met.

“I believe you may trust him, my chief,” Eir announced. “His red hair, his blood, and his connection to the forest are the three things most sacred to Stórolf. It is where his strength comes from.”

It was an interesting superstition, but I could explore that later. The only thing I cared about at the moment was the fact that Eir thought I could trust him. If it was good enough for her, then it was good enough for me.

I immediately stood up and walked around to the other side of the low tree trunk table. Without a word, Stórolf slipped off his stool and knelt in front of me, and I handed him a knife.

“I don’t know if you’re familiar with Óhreinn customs,” I said. “But I need you to take a blood oath to me.”

“I’m not familiar with their customs,” the red-haired man replied. “But I know what you mean, anyway.”

Stórolf grasped the knife and immediately sliced open his palm. The cut was so deep that it instantly started to spit up blood, and the man wiped smears of blood onto his hair, his chest, and the ground at my feet before he wiped more on my boots themselves.

“By my hair, my blood, my life, and by the Red Forest, I surrender Hylmrek to you and swear to serve you as my chieftain until you release me from your service,” Stórolf vowed.

I noticed he didn’t say until death, but the point of the vow was the same anyway, and I would take it.

“I accept your surrender and your vow,” I told him. “Thank you, Stórolf. You saved a lot of your clansmen by surrendering, and now we can focus on more important things.”

“Thank you,” Stórolf said, and then he gave such a heavy sigh that his chest caved forward a little. “You have no idea how happy that makes me to hear.”

“You seem relieved,” I said as I studied him more closely.

“I am.” The red-haired man grinned in earnest, and it took years off his appearance. “Hylmrek’s borders have been getting more and more dangerous, and the clans to the south, east, and north have all been pushing in more and more. I have done my best, but I believe Hylmrek will be safer in your hands. You can stand up to Daganeyrr and Raudhaugr, my chief, just like you can stand up to Svelgard.”

“Uhh.. yeah…” For a second, I felt like I might have just stepped into a giant pile of dog shit since Stórolf seemed so damn relieved not to be the chieftain anymore. There were still three clans in the Red Forest left to conquer, and apparently, Hylmrek had been at the top of each of their shit lists.

That meant Clan Briggs was now, too.

“What exactly did you mean when you said that Daganeyrr would have overrun you if their scouts returned to their chieftain?” I asked. “I don’t know anything about the clans on your eastern and southern borders, and Eir says she doesn’t know much, either.”

“That’s because I have kept that information to myself as much as possible,” Stórolf said as he pushed himself up to stand in front of me. “Otherwise, Stranholf and the rest of the clan would have been charging south and east all the time and getting themselves killed. We’re no match for Daganeyrr or Raudhaugr, and that’s why I’ve been trying to take them out as slowly and safely as I can.”

“Why are they so dangerous?” I demanded. “Is it their size, their weapons, or what?”

“The clansmen of Raudhaugr are beast-tamers,” Stórolf replied. “They have tamed the most ferocious predators in their territory, and they often send them into battle on their own. If they do not trample you into a bloody pulp, then they will tear you apart with their teeth and claws, or they will cripple you and leave your broken bodies to be mutilated by the clansmen themselves.”

“Fuck,” I muttered. “What about Daganeyrr?”

“Daganeyrr is a clan of archers,” Stórolf explained. “Think of how incredible Eir is with a bow. Think of how easily she can track and kill a man. Then imagine an entire clan of warriors like her.”

“Shit,” I groaned. “This is gonna be a bumpy ride.”

“No one will be able to stand against you, my love,” Eir said with fierce determination.

“If they try to stand, we will knock them to their knees,” Anakol growled.

“They will all fall when they lead their armies against you,” Thyrri added with a proud nod.

“Oh, they’re not going to lead their armies against us,” I said with a smirk.

“What do you mean?” Nora asked.

“I’m definitely not waiting around for them to attack first,” I explained. “We’re going to bring the fight to them, in whatever order makes the most sense, and they will all either die or become part of Clan Briggs.”

Anakol started cackling and rubbing his hands together like a maniac, but his unsettling laugh was infectious. With these people as my right hands, I knew the rest of the Farthegns in the forest didn’t stand a chance.

We would conquer Svelgard, Daganeyrr, and Raudhaugr.

Four clans had already fallen to me, and I had no doubt that the last three would, too. I already knew firsthand how stealthy and badass Svelgard was, but so what if they were even more batshit insane in a fight than I realized? And sure, maybe Raudhaugr tamed beasts as their own personal army, and maybe Daganeyrr was a clan of crazy good archers who would fill us with arrows before we could even get close.

But I had Dalir, a clan brimming with skilled warriors and ferocious huntresses. I also had the strength and loyalty of Illska and their drekkadyr mounts, and I had total command over the western ocean through Óhreinn’s ships. I even had total control of the Red Forest’s waterways now that I had the gargorms under my command, and I’d be lying if I said the sea serpents and úfavens weren’t a helpful addition to the raid-hungry Óhreinn Farthegns with their maces and whips.

The last three clans wouldn’t stand a chance.

Soon, the entire Red Forest would be mine, and then anything would be possible. I would find the answers I needed about the mark on my chest and the wings I’d given my wives. I would learn more about the fire demon legends and see if they had any connection to the myths of Ragnarok back home, and I would discover if this world had any gods.

I would even find out if I might be one of them.

I would go wherever I had to in order to find out this information, and I would fight anyone who stood in my way.

If I needed to, I would conquer this whole world.

End of Book 3
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End Notes

Hello! I hope you loved Viking Rune Smith 3! Make sure you leave a review

If you aren’t in my Facebook group, you should be.

You should also check out my Patreon, where fans like you are supporting the Tamer Visual Audiobook as well as erotic paintings done every month!
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