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Chapter 1
At what point does a man become a god?
Is it after he’s crafted the most powerful weapons the world has ever seen?
Is it after he’s destroyed or subjugated every enemy in his path?
Is it after he’s enslaved every single living soul to his cause, or taken the most superior women as his wives?
Is it after the number of women in his harem outnumbers the minutes of the year, or is it after he’s conceived thousands of offspring who honor his legacy and seek only to follow in his footsteps?
At what point does a man transcend death and live forever?
“Perhaps now,” I said to myself, but the act of speaking broke my meditation, and I opened my eyes to the elaborate expanse of my throne room.
The hall I ruled from was certainly a fitting place for a god.
My throne was crafted of petrified dragon bone that was harvested, carved, and assembled by the most highly coveted craftsmen of the dwarven race, and it had been given to me after I first came to rule over their kind. The structure rose some forty feet behind me like a massive pair of dragon wings, but they were poised mid-spread, so it looked like they might unfurl at any moment to carry my seat to the heavens.
The long stairway leading up to the dais where my throne sat was made of polished ebony soul-stone, and each stout brick held the enslaved spirits of the treacherous hellspawn who were the only remaining threat to my domain. These hideous souls were what gave a slight vermillion glow to the blackened stairway that stretched from my seat to the main floor of the throne room below.
The rest of the grand hall was lined with five gold columns on either side, and each one was inlaid with the corpses of giant elder treants. They were a gift sent from the High Coven of the Elves to signify their loyalty to my reign, and the exquisitely detailed designs had taken their artists thousands of hours to craft for me. Each of the columns still bore the screaming faces of the treants as they were caught in their death throes, but their tortured expressions were all upturned toward the stained glass roof of my hall.
The beast-people spent years blowing and inlaying the multi-colored glassworks that comprised the entire ceiling, and the final product depicted each of their races with me at the center as their king. Their master artists had crafted my likeness fully-suited in my death plate armor, and I carried a branding iron in one hand with my spear in the other. An endless drove of kneeling beast-kin surrounded me in every shade of glass imaginable, and each creature had their hands, hooves, and paws raised so I could lay my enslavement rune upon them.
The kaleidoscope of morning light that fell through the stained glass roof danced across the many tapestries lining the marble walls of the throne room, and half of the fabric artworks were made by the elusive dark elves. Very few in this world ever ventured anywhere near their kind before I took their Grand Queen as my wife, but after accepting my rule, the dark elves used the silk of their spider minions to weave one masterpiece after another to grace my halls.
The other half of my tapestries were a collection of pixie and nymph works, and while the worm-silk the nymphs exported wasn’t quite as elegant as the dark elves’ spider-silk, the pixie weavers used it to craft more colorful scenes that depicted my benevolent deeds.
One of my favorites of theirs was a piece the pixies weaved to pay homage to my wedding ceremony with their Nature Maiden, and the delicate scene portrayed our lovemaking in their Blessed Glen. I personally preferred these kinds of designs a little more than the violent conquests the dark elves chose to honor, but I could appreciate their admiration all the same.
These grimmer pieces of the dark elves showed my most grotesque battles and violent deeds, like the eradication of the bone-giants in the east. In this masterpiece, the valleys of Igradona ran red in a sea of blood against a blackened sky, and even the intestines of the dead could be seen in magnificent detail all around the border.
Now, my eyes trailed along each tapestry, both violent and elegant, while I considered how much I’d lived through up to this point. As my gaze settled on the vaulted, thirty foot tall doors at the other end of the hall, the great iron entrance opened.
Then eighty of my elite guard marched in, and my royal skald, Bragi, led the procession with an easy grin on his dark tan face. My friend was dressed in his usual black leather armor with a swath of blueish-black fur secured across one shoulder, and his brown eyes glinted with energy as he strode forward to the stairs.
For many years, Bragi and I had fought side by side, but no matter which of my armies I led, my loyal skald always wore the garb of his beloved clan in the north, and I always grinned a bit to see the familiar fur.
Bragi’s dark brown dreadlocks fell forward over his shoulders as he bowed low at the foot of the stairs, and he began ascending the soul-stone steps to meet with me.
“Good morning, God King!” Bragi called with a light laugh and a wide smile. “I hope we have not interrupted your morning contemplation?”
“Not at all, Bragi,” I assured him. “What’s on my agenda for the day?”
“Brynhild has asked me to ensure you save time for her before your afternoon meal,” he said. “She is fertile and requests another child from you, but she also wishes to discuss the training of your eighth legion. Will you permit her some time?”
“I always have time for Brynhild,” I chuckled as my warrior wife’s devious smile sprang to my mind.
“This evening, Kára has asked if you would join her in the Ayarus Valley,” Bragi continued. “She intends to tame more pegasi and would like you to join in on her efforts.”
“Let her know I’ll be there,” I said with a nod, but I smirked a little at the idea.
Taming beasts always riled Kára up, and I knew damn well I’d be rolling through the grasses of Ayarus with her long before the moon even rose over the valley.
“Other than your morning selection, there is nothing else that demands your immediate attention,” Bragi said as he shifted his dreads back over his shoulders. “For now, at least. I expect to hear from the Necromancers’ Coven within the next few hours, so I’ve intentionally left your schedule open. I trust you’ll spend the rest of your day crafting the new weapons for your legions?”
“Most likely,” I replied, and I scruffed my black beard while I considered the more recent developments among my many armies. “I’ve been considering a new rune design, actually. I think I’ll focus on that for a while first.”
“A new rune?” My skald’s brown eyes glinted with intrigue. “What inspired this?”
“A memory,” I admitted. “A very old one from another time.”
“Ahh, yes.” Bragi’s expression sobered a little, but as always, he knew better than to speak too openly about my background with so many guards around.
Very few knew I’d come to this place from another world, and I preferred to keep it that way.
“Well, God King,” Bragi continued, and he gestured toward the iron doors. “With important studies ahead of you, perhaps we should begin your selection for the day. I have some interesting choices for you. I think you will approve.”
“Yeah, bring them in,” I chuckled, and I rose from my throne while Bragi promptly clapped his hands.
Then the vaulted doors parted again, and five white-robed women entered the long hall.
They seemed to almost float across the marble to the soul-stone steps, and once they reached the base, they knelt while I looked down from my dais. Then the five women placed their foreheads upon the polished stones, and Bragi clapped again to send them rising to their feet.
“We seek only to serve the God King,” the women announced in unison.
Bragi nodded in approval, and I descended the steps with my skald at my side.
As I approached the five women, they moved as one and untied the belts securing their thin robes, and they each let the silk garments slip from their shoulders so their naked bodies were revealed to me. The act of having the women in my domain offer their bodies to me always heated my blood a bit, and it didn’t matter that I’d selected thousands of mates before.
Each one proved to be exactly to my liking in their own ways, and ever since I’d conquered and enslaved this world, my breeding partners were hand-selected each morning. Thanks to Bragi’s strict standards, I always found something to enjoy about each of the offerings, but I still took care in making my decision.
My Valkyrie wives were undeniably superior to all others, and a place in their legion was a difficult thing to achieve, so I rarely expected so much of my offerings. I still required my breeding partners to meet my personal requirements for a mate though, because not only was I the God King, but I’d gotten worn out on mediocre lays lifetimes ago.
“The five of you have been chosen as offerings to the God King,” Bragi announced as he did every day. “The God King owns all, and all will serve the God King.”
“We seek only to serve the God King,” the women repeated as they stared at me with adoration.
“The God King will now make his selection,” Bragi announced. “You will only be chosen as a mate if you are fit to bear his offspring. Should he choose to take you, you will be expected to birth many powerful children. Those who are deemed worthy of more esteem will become Valkyrie wives, and ride with our king into battle when Ragnarok begins.”
“We seek only to serve the God King,” the women repeated again with one voice.
“Let the selection begin,” the skald finished, and he bowed his head to me.
Then I turned my gaze to the woman on the left as I considered her features, and I noted first thing that she was a human. Like all women presented to me, she was absolutely beautiful as well, and her long obsidian-black hair fell down to her lower back in thick, shiny waves. Her oval face framed her ice-blue eyes, pert nose, and plump red lips, and the woman’s full breasts rose high on her chest with pink nipples proudly erect. Her ribs narrowed sharply to a tiny waist before sloping out to full hips, and my eyes followed her lean thighs and long calves down to her delicate bare feet. She had a high instep like a dancer’s, and porcelain skin that practically glowed under the colored light of the stained-glass roof, but her pale cheeks began to flush red the longer I looked over her magnificent body.
“What is your name?” I asked as I met her blue eyes.
“Acona,” she managed in a breathless tone. “I pray I suit you, God King. I have dreamed of this moment all my life. Your presence is even more divine than I imagined, and I have journeyed far from the realm of Binata with hopes that you will take me as a mate so I may give you many powerful children.”
“What is your expertise?” I asked.
“I am a sorceress,” she almost whispered. “Deep root magic. I can see both above and below. I read the future in the leaves, and feel the present in the roots, and I can call both to me. I will pass these gifts on to our children if you honor me by blessing my fertile womb with your seed.”
“How long have you worn my rune?” I asked as I looked down at the mark she bore on the back of her hand.
“From the moment I was born, as all in your world do,” she quickly assured me. “I am only eighteen, God King, and I live to serve you. I… I know you can feel my adoration through the rune that binds me to you.”
“I can.” I gave her a smile. “Thank you.”
Then I turned to the next woman in line.
The second offering was an elven woman, with long hair as well, but it poured down her back like a smooth sherry-red wine from a glass. The elf’s face was diamond-shaped with pointed ears extended out a few inches more than a human’s, and her gray-green eyes were like large, piercing almonds. Her lips were full and downturned in a sultry pout, and while her skin was the color of light-green moss, her figure looked to be cut from mahogany. Every muscle on the elf’s lithe frame was edged with strength and grace, and the fine network of her veins danced prominently under her tight skin. Her breasts were mouth-sized, and her nipples were a darker shade of green than her natural skin tone, and my eyes naturally trailed down her washboard abs to her narrow waist and athletic hips.
Then I crouched down as I studied the elf’s lean legs a little closer, and they were corded with running muscles while a few lighter shades of scars flecked her outer thighs. As I studied her legs, I noticed the small lips of her pussy were wet with arousal, and I realized her body had started trembling a bit, despite the obvious power her muscles possessed.
I stood up again to study her face next, and a distant memory came into my mind like a light breeze as her gray-green eyes met mine.
“You’re a wood elf?” I checked.
“Yes, God King,” she nervously answered, but the words came out more like a whimper. “I am from the forests of Istana, nearly on the other side of this world, and I have traveled for three months to offer myself to you this morning.”
“I know you’re nervous, but there’s no need to be,” I assured her in a gentle tone. “Your body is pleasing to me, but you look familiar. Why is that?”
“You honor me with your memory, God King,” the elf murmured as she bowed her head, and her wine-red hair poured over her bare shoulder. “I was selected as an offering three years ago.”
“Ahh.” I nodded. “I didn’t choose you.”
The elf bit her plump bottom lip, and she looked down at the marble under her bare feet. “I returned to my distant home grief stricken, God King. I vowed to improve myself in case I ever got a chance to come before you again, and I have spent every day since training with my bow and spear as a huntress. I am now unmatched in my realm. When your elite guards came through my forest to gather more women to bear your offspring, I begged for them to take me to you once more. I was ashamed of my desperation at first, but once I explained how hard I’ve worked to improve myself, the elite guards must have taken pity on me, for now I am here before you a second time. I was told a chance like this almost never happens.”
“No, it does not,” I admitted. “I only have so many hours in the day, and only so much sperm to give. I can only choose the most superior women offered to me each day to impregnate.”
“I understand,” she whispered even softer than before, but then she turned her eyes up to me, and I could see the steel in them. “That is why you should choose me today, God King.”
I chuckled in admiration of her boldness. “What is your name?”
“Zetal,” the elf answered as she stood up straight and proud again. “Master Huntress of the Istana Tribes.”
“Well, Zetal, I am a hunter myself--”
“God King!” Acona suddenly gasped. “I… There… Something is coming!”
“What?” I growled as I turned toward the beautiful obsidian-haired woman beside Zetal.
“It’s…” The sorceress’ eyes were blazing bright blue now, but then they rolled back into her skull as her magical vision consumed her. “I sense a great evil below! It comes now, for you!”
A dark shadow seemed to engulf my fortress at her words, and the light coming down from the stained-glass roof turned the color of ash.
Then I saw three shimmers of red light appear in the middle of my throne room, and they steadily built into twenty-foot circles that emitted a low and ominous drone.
“The demons!” Bragi gasped.
“Guards!” I shouted, but the elite warriors around the throne room had already pulled out their swords and raised their shields.
Then I caught two of the naked women to move them behind me, and the rest sprinted to join them on the soul-stone steps at my back.
“This is the second time in a week the demons have broken through,” Bragi growled while he pulled a sword from his hip, and he steadied his stance in preparation for the fight. “Could Ragnarok have finally begun?”
“Perhaps,” I muttered, and I summoned my armor, spear, and shield into being.
Blue and gold lightning cascaded through the throne room as my death plate armor sealed itself around my form, and my tower shield appeared in my left hand while my enchanted spear materialized in my right. The spear’s blade was slender and leaf-shaped like the others my legions carried, but more runes of power were etched into this one strip of steel than any weapon I’d crafted, and each of the runes was a story of study, discovery, and acquisition.
No man in this world had embarked on the journey I had to progress from apprentice rune smith, to Master smith, and beyond, but after decades of effort, I’d become the God King.
And the culmination of all I’d accomplished in this life tied me to one destiny alone: to defend this world from the demons that promised to bring Ragnarok.
Now, those demons had finally started tearing through the divide between their dimension and my own.
The land of the demons was a realm of lava oceans and unquenchable hellfire, and the creatures who inhabited this burning dimension would stop at nothing to flood my world in an ocean of destruction. They sought to bring an end to all that existed here, but this entire world belonged to me, and I’d been preparing for this fight a long ass time.
I drew a steady breath while my warriors and I stood at the ready, and the first of the three portals had almost fully formed while its blazing red outline solidified to show the hellscape that lurked beyond. I braced myself against the heat billowing out from its depths, but my chest was blazing just as much with white-hot resolve, and I locked my gaze on a demon the size of three bulls that charged toward the flaming gates.
The horned and scaled beast hefted a four-bladed cross-axe as large as myself over its head, but before it could break through the portal gates and cleave me in two, I hurled my spear forward, and the magical weapon ripped a three foot wide hole in the center of the monster’s chest.
Then the spear tore its way out the other side, and black ichor exploded from the back of the demon as it wailed its way toward an oozing death.
With a flick of my hand, the enchanted spear reappeared in my grip again, and I chuckled with pride that my handcrafted runes proved effective beyond measure.
Especially against the hellspawn of Ragnarok.
Then I saw the shadows of more movement through the red portal, and I realized there were dozens of demons poised to charge through the fiery gates and into my throne room.
My guards were already shouting as two demons emerged from the other portals, and I threw my spear to fell the next demon ahead of me while I left the rest to my loyal warriors.
The men I’d hand-selected to guard this room were nowhere near as powerful as my Valkyrie wives, and they didn’t have my strength, but they were still some of the most skilled fighters I’d ever known, and they each bore impenetrable armor and enchanted weapons that I’d crafted solely for them.
I knew the eighty of them could handle the other two portals, and Bragi and I could damn well take care of the one nearest to my throne.
We’d been doing shit like this together for years.
“Take the one on the left!” I ordered my skald as two demons broke through the portal.
“Yes, God King!” Bragi bellowed above the snarls of the beasts, and he didn’t hesitate to barrel headlong toward his opponent with his runed cutlass raised.
The demon on the left was only a few feet shorter than the larger one on the right, but both of the monsters carried twin curved swords in each hand, and the hilts joined together with a long length of chain.
At first, I considered hurling my spear at the beast I faced, but he kept shifting farther from the portal, and without a burning abyss at his back, I couldn’t risk striking one of my own warriors.
Which meant I’d just have to handle this one the old fashioned way.
Through muscle and mettle.
I darted toward the demon right as he raised both of his swords and screamed a garbled curse, but he was a good nine feet taller than me, so I twisted my tower shield sideways and ducked under it just as he brought his blades down toward my head.
Both of the swords struck my shield with a thunderous blow, but I knew they’d never break through it, no matter how strong my opponent was. My tower shield was as runed as my death plate armor and spear, but this huge bastard never expected this, so I took advantage of the demon’s confusion. I shoved my shield up and forced his swords aside, and then I swiftly thrust my spear forward. The perilous tip tore straight through the leg of the demon right at his knee joint.
The monster bellowed a grating growl as it collapsed to one side, but it still attempted to swing both its swords to try and topple me, and I raised my shield once more.
The blades collided with the metal without making a dent, but this time, the demon was furious, and he continued thrashing the shield while the impact sent shockwaves down my arms that I could feel all the way to my boots.
Still, I held firm against the thundering onslaught because I was more than strong enough to withstand the strength of a demon these days.
I was practically a god.
But when I made to shove the shield aside and go for another strike, the demon anticipated the maneuver, and he halted his hammering just long enough to flip his sword chain under the lip of the metal to stall my effort.
I smirked because it was an interesting tactic, but he obviously didn’t know who he was really fighting.
I was the God King, and I’d fought hundreds of battles in my days. A cop-out strategy like this would never be enough to best the All-Father, even on a bad day, but more importantly, I’d been two steps ahead of this bastard, and now I knew without a doubt that I’d come out the victor against his disgusting kind today.
Then I’d keep on fighting until every last demon was beaten down and piled at my feet.
I let the snarling demon yank his swords away and pull my shield free from my grip like I figured he would, and the wide, wrenching movement left his lower body completely exposed as I swiftly clamped both of my hands around my spear.
I watched his demon eyes bulge wide as he realized his mistake too late, but I was right in position to take this fucker down, and once I shoved the spear up into his groin, I forced it deeper to impale him lengthwise like a skewer through a cooking sausage.
The shriek the dying demon let out as my runed weapon scrambled his insides shook the walls of the great hall, but while its black ichor gushed from its gaping wound, my gaze caught a quick movement directly to my left.
Then Bragi belted out to me.
“God King!” the skald warned as he attempted to keep his demon from reaching me.
I’d already flicked my hand to summon my shield back to me, and I blocked the demon’s powerful swing just in time to spare my skull. The strike rang out above the screams that were ricocheting around my throne room, but the impact still didn’t break my shield, and the moment I blocked the demon’s blow, Bragi leapt at the opportunity.
His cutlass streaked through the air in a flash of silver, and the blade sliced through the monster’s inner thigh while it staggered between the two of us. This was only one of many gaping wounds Bragi had delivered with his runed blade so far, but now, his opponent’s leg twisted under it, and as black sludge oozed from the gash, the demon’s bone snapped and broke through the torn flesh.
The hellish beast roared toward the glass ceiling as it finally crumbled forward like a rotted tree, and I summoned my spear back to my hand to deliver a death blow straight through the demon’s mottled skull.
Sweat poured down my face from the searing heat of the fiery demons, but another monstrous giant was already preparing to charge the gates of its portal, and as Bragi readied himself for the next attack, I did a quick survey of the throne room.
Red blood and black ichor coated the floors, tapestries, and columns around me, but my guards were feverishly fighting the last three demons that had emerged from their two portals. It was impossible for me to get an accurate headcount on my warriors from just a quick glance, but it looked like around five or so had fallen to the demons.
Then I heard a sound emanating from the portal in front of me that I never expected to hear, and I whipped back around as the emerging demon locked its fiery yellow eyes with mine.
“Aaronnnn,” he snarled in a rattling, low pitch, and I froze where I stood.
It had been a long time since anyone but my wives called me by my real name.
And never once had my most brutal enemies ever known what it was.
“Aaroooonnnnn!” the demon growled again, and he raised a long fire whip that had to have been as thick as an anchor’s chain. “We are coming for youuuu!”
My chest billowed with heat at the words as I sized up the fiery bastard, and even with half his body still within the portal, I could tell he was bigger than any of the others I’d fought so far. His scales were thicker with a sheen of greenish-black staining the jagged ridges too, and his shoulders had spiked bones jutting out of them with molten lava still dripping from the tips.
I readied my shield as a smirk came to my face. This had to be the ringleader of the vanguard band that stormed my fortress, and soon, he would become my most gruesome victim.
“About time,” I said with a slightly greedy grin, but right as the demon fully emerged and made to strike his flaming whip down on me, the light in his gleaming yellow gaze was swallowed in darkness.
“Allataricaaa!” I heard a woman shriek from the soul-stone steps, and I recognized the voice as Acona’s.
Then a black swarm of maggoty roots began spilling from the demon’s eyes, and in a matter of seconds, his face started sinking inward wherever the nest of roots spread. The demon was shrieking and stumbling blindly, and while Bragi and I lunged out of range of his flailing whip, the last of my warriors shouted to one another in their attempts to save each other.
That’s when I realized the porcelain sorceress behind me had hexed my enemy’s eyes, and he was locked in a shroud of maggoty darkness.
Which was just fine by me.
“Take his right leg!” I ordered Bragi as we both darted apart to block in our confused opponent.
The lead monster’s scaled armor was much tougher than his followers’ had been, and it would take more than any standard, mortal blade to penetrate it, but my skald and I were always armed with my own designs, and we exchanged deadly grins as we both raised our runed weapons.
I thrust my spear forward just as Bragi swiped hard with his cutlass, and our steel cleaved through the jagged scales like butter as I felt the creature’s bone sunder from the force of my blow.
Then the lead demon let out a deafening screech that sounded like metal on glass, and my gaze shot upward just in time to see the wide swing of his fiery whip. It was coursing around the whole throne room and ready to strike Bragi, and at the same moment I summoned my spear, three arrows pierced the creature’s shoulder right where its scales met its spiked bones.
This was enough to send its blind attack off course by a few feet, and the heat of the flames whipped right over our heads in a flash of red.
“Finish him!” I bellowed to Bragi, and we both raised our runed weapons once more.
This time, neither of us paused our strikes for a moment, and we impaled the demon’s torso with one unrelenting blow after another as we coordinated our attacks as seamlessly as we always did.
The demon stumbled back in pain while we tore through his scales until my muscles burned, and another volley of arrows buried themselves in the demon’s mottled neck at the same moment my spear struck its shrieking maw.
That’s when the billowing red portals slammed shut, and the snarling of the lead demon reached an ear-splitting pitch as the beast writhed in pain.
My warriors scattered toward the outer walls while the demon crashed backward, and the whole hall shook from the weight of him hitting the throne room floor.
I didn’t waste any time lunging forward and climbing straight up and over its oozing chest, and just as I raised my spear for the final strike, the maggoty blindness faded from the demon’s burning eyes.
“You ugly fucks are gonna have to try a lot harder than that,” I growled as I looked him straight in the eyes.
Then I drove the perilous tip of my spear through his skull and let the runes scramble his brains while his massive body jolted violently in response. It was only another minute before he laid lifeless under my boots, and I nodded to myself while I swiped the sweat from my brow and summoned my spear to my hand one last time.
“Shit…” Bragi panted as he climbed up to stand on the beast’s chest beside me. “Tough bastard, wasn’t he?”
“Not tough enough,” I muttered, and I looked away from the oozing corpse to survey the throne room.
The rest of the demons were dead, and my warriors were moving into position around me so they could address any other threats. The runes I used to preserve my fortress proved strong enough to survive the fire whip and the crushing weight of the demons’ forms, and a quick count of bodies on the bloody floor told me we’d killed a total of eight demons. We lost six warriors though, and while my heart ached to lose my people, I was relieved we’d been able to hold out on our own with no warning.
My guards and I also managed to take care of the onslaught without disturbing the peace outside my fortress, but after seeing one of the lead demons for myself today, I knew it wouldn’t be long until that peace ended entirely.
I rifled my sweaty hair from my eyes as Bragi’s sober look assured me he was thinking the same thing, but then I glanced back at the stairs where I’d shuttled the five naked women to.
Acona stood straight and proud with her black hair billowing down her bare back as she waited for me, and the wood elf, Zetal, held a metal bow in her hand that I recognized from my own guards.
I realized the young woman must have grabbed it from one of the fallen warriors in time to assist my efforts, but the other three naked women cowered together further up the steps, and two of them were weeping over the carnage that had unfolded before their eyes.
Before I could address any of the naked beauties, the door to my throne room burst open with a thundering boom, and I whipped back around to see my eldest son storming in with forty warriors marching behind him.
“Father!” he cried out in a deep timber, and sparks of lightning tumbled from his eyes and mouth as he heaved his hammer up into the air.
“I’m fine!” I shouted back, and I jumped down from the dead demon’s oozing chest.
Then I quickly dismissed my armor, shield, and spear with a subtle turn of my hand, and I closed the gap between myself and the muscular man across the room before I locked him in a firm embrace.
“I’m fine,” I assured my son once more. “Calm yourself.”
He nodded a few times as I released him, and I smirked a bit while I watched the lightning slowly fade from his features, but his tense expression stayed in place.
“We came as soon as we heard the attack,” my son told me. “We should have gotten here sooner, father.”
“No, you shouldn’t have,” I countered. “As you can see, the threat has been managed.”
My son scratched at his blond hair as he considered the bloody pools on the floor. “The Valkyries are heading here en masse. The alert’s been sent out only minutes ago, and I’m sure mother will be especially anxious about--”
“Eir is fine,” I chuckled. “I can already sense her. Your mother’s more anxious about missing out on a slaughter than she is about my safety. She knows better than to worry about me so much as yourself. The Valkyries will arrive any second, though. Go meet them at the door and tell them I’ll debrief them later tonight. Right now, you and I have much to discuss. Dismiss your men and return to me once the Valkyries are settled.”
“Yes, father,” my son agreed with a stern nod, and he promptly made for the door of the throne room with long, purposeful strides.
The marching of my son’s armored soldiers faded away as I beckoned for Bragi to follow me back to the soul-stone steps, and the three cowering women had mostly composed themselves.
It didn’t matter to me what they did now. I only had eyes for Acona and Zetal.
“You both have proven yourselves exceptional and worthy of being my mates,” I announced as I joined the two naked beauties. “Bragi will show you to the baths so you can cleanse yourselves for me. I’ll take both of you tonight and fill your wombs with my seed, and you will continue to bear me children for as long as your bodies are fertile.”
“Thank you, God King,” Acona gasped as she bowed her head. “I… I am overcome with joy. You honor me entirely, and I will bear you wise and gifted children who you can be proud of.”
“I’m sure you will,” I agreed, and the porcelain sorceress blushed with pride as I openly admired her form. Then I took another look at the sultry wood elf beside her. “I want you both to know that I’m already pleased with what I’ve seen of you, but if you continue to impress me with your skills, you stand a good chance of becoming more than my mates. I’d like to see you join the legion of the Valkyries one of these days, but only your actions can prove whether you’re fit to be my wives.”
“My deepest hopes have been fulfilled,” Zetal choked out, and she fell to her knees before me in gratitude. “I will wait in anticipation for this night, God King, for I have dreamed of accepting your blessed seed into my eager body for many years. I swear to bear powerful half-elf children for you, God King, and they will serve you as proud and skillful warriors for all of their days.”
I nodded in approval while I stooped to offer the elf my hand, and she looked at me with worshipping eyes as she rose again with taut nipples and trembling lips.
“What of the other three offerings?” Bragi asked as his voice echoed around the bloody hall.
I spared half a glance toward the sniveling women. “You know I have no use for weak women, Bragi. Send them back to their homes. I am pleased with the new mates I’ve selected.”
“Certainly, God King.” Bragi bowed his head to me before he summoned the servants to do my bidding, and I gestured for Acona and Zetal to follow my skald and be on their way.
Then I turned around to see my eldest son just returning from the outer hall, and his bulky muscles were still tensed while his stern brow stayed firmly knitted.
“I promised your wives you’d discuss things later tonight,” he assured me. “They weren’t happy, father. They say…”
I raised an eyebrow as I imagined the affronted looks my wives must have given my son.
“What did the Valkyries have to say?” I asked.
The blond young man glanced over at the warriors who were cutting up the remains of the demons to haul them away, and he lowered his voice as he leaned in closer to me.
“They say it has started,” he muttered. “They say the End Times are drawing near. Is it true?”
“Perhaps,” I sighed as I scruffed my beard. “That’s why I’m here, though. We knew this day would come, and I’ve been preparing for it longer than you’ve walked this land. Ever since I began my life here.”
My son’s blond eyebrows finally unbunched at the words, and I recognized his boyish intrigue. He’d grown into a chiseled warrior years ago, and proven time and time again the sheer strength and fortitude he harbored as a man, but while he looked at me closely now, I saw the same curious boy I’d raised close to my side from the moment he was born.
My eldest son was my likeness in build and drive with his mother’s power and striking blond hair, but while he was more than equipped to follow me into any battle I’d waged so far, the ones ahead of us would be different.
I knew it, and he knew it as well.
But there were still some things I’d never shared with him, and I could sense the questions burning in his mind now.
The mark he bore on his hand bound him to me like all the rest in this world, and he was silently asking the same questions he’d been hanging onto for years and years, but even more than this curiosity, I could sense his unrest.
This was what I couldn’t abide by.
I knew too well what confusion like this felt like. I’d been plagued by the same grappling for truth from the moment I left my last world and entered into this one, and with the threat of Ragnarok looming directly ahead of us, I knew it was time my son learned the truth of my past.
“Come, walk with me,” I sighed as I clapped him on his broad shoulder. “I can sense what you want to know.”
“Truly, father?” my son instantly asked. “You will tell me at last?”
“Yes, it’s time,” I said, and I gestured for him to follow me to the rear entrance of the throne room. “We should find your brother, too. I want you both to hear this.”
“I can find him for you, if you--”
“I know where he is,” I chuckled, and my son smirked with some embarrassment. “Do you think I’ve suddenly lost my connection with my own rune?”
“No, father,” he laughed. “But, can I ask… will you be telling us about your studies as a rune smith, or…”
I cocked an eyebrow in his direction while my servants opened the door for us, but before I responded, I exited the fortress and headed into the overgrown wilderness for a ways.
“Go on, say it,” I muttered. “You’ve been dying to ask me outright for years.”
“Did you truly come here from another world?” my son blurted out all at once. “I know you’d rather not speak of your oldest past, and that you always say the present is the only time to live in, but no one else ever answers my questions, not even mother and the Valkyries. I respect your wishes, of course, father, but I feel I must know all if I’m to enter into this unholy war with clear intentions, and I do not see how I can comprehend your reign fully, or understand how it is you’ve come to stand at the head of this fight, if I don’t know where you began, or what--”
“Yes,” I calmly cut in. “The answer is yes, I came here from another world.”
I could feel my eldest son’s green eyes burning into the side of my face now, and I smirked a little as I sensed his heart racing in anticipation. Then I carried on strolling into the rugged valley of my fortress grounds, and I kept half my attention on tracking the presence of my other son up ahead while I continued.
“My first world was called Earth,” I explained, “and my homeland there was a northern wilderness called Alaska. To be more specific, my home was in a small town called Talkeetna, but let’s find your brother before I continue. I don’t want to tell this story twice, since it’s a very, very long one. But you are correct. If you’re to fight beside me to the end of Ragnarok, you should know how it is that I came to enslave every living creature in this world. But more importantly, you should understand why.”








Chapter 2
My name is Aaron Briggs, and in my first life, I didn’t have anyone I needed to take care of except for myself.
I was an Alaskan, and I loved my home state as much as my small town of Talkeetna where I was born and raised.
I’d only ever left Talkeetna to study at the university in Juneau, and once I graduated, I moved right back. Growing up, I learned to trap and hunt most of my food and forage when the season and weather allowed for it. As an adult, if I wasn’t working, I was either skinning something, hiking somewhere, or reading about people who skinned things and hiked somewhere.
Occasionally, I was out cruising at an altitude of thirteen hundred feet in my buddy’s old Cessna 180, though.
Jimmy’s dad had left him the plane years ago, and as soon as he got his pilot’s license, our hunting excursions expanded to every corner of Alaska. Of course, we could always hitch a ride with people from work before that, but Jimmy liked to belt System of a Down lyrics whenever he was heading back to his campsite, and not many people could stand the habit.
Only I knew it was his way of making sure he never got caught by a grizzly like his old man, and I could respect the inclination. A couple girls we brought along sometimes thought it was hilarious, so Jimmy played into this like he had a goofy side, but I knew he was scared shitless of getting eaten by a bear.
It was incredibly rare for something like that to happen, but once you knew someone it happened to, you got a little louder after quartering game and drove a little faster to get back to where you came from.
I was Jimmy’s main hunting buddy, and during my last December in Alaska, we were just getting back from another trip to his cabin out at Lake Louise. Jimmy never failed to suggest the same celebration for either of our birthdays, and I would never turn down the invitation. Even if it was always snowing for his birthday, our long weekends out at the hunting cabin had sort of become a tradition, and it was just within the cutoff for caribou hunting season, too.
“Did you see those three Arctic Cats?” Jimmy asked through the intercom, and I craned my neck in the direction he pointed. “That’s the High Country Limited I told you about. Those are probably the same idiots who piled up last week. Look at those jumps they’re taking.”
“Could be,” I sighed as I eyed the snow machines far below.
“Rich assholes,” Jimmy muttered. “Those fucking High Countries are $17,000 apiece, and their daddy got them three.”
“They’ll pile up by the time we get back from Nelchina,” I snorted, and Jimmy sent me a broad grin of agreement.
We both worked for the Alaska Department of Fish & Game, and we were heading out on an assignment first thing tomorrow in the Nelchina Public Use area. That meant two weeks living at our frigid campsite, but this was only the first trip of a two-year long research study taking place deep in the heart of the Unit 13 Intensive Management Area.
A few months ago, the Board of Game approved aerial wolf hunting in Unit 13 for the first time in over thirty years, and given the recent outcry from the public, our team would have their hands full trying to make sure our findings were as thorough as possible.
I got assigned to head of our research team, and we were lined up to work in stages tracking wolf movement, moose population growth, and any violation of hunting regulations in the area.
Personally, I’d never had a problem with the wolf harvest, and I didn’t know many hunters who did, so long as it was kept on the local level. My grandfather and I had taken part in both the hunting and trapping seasons ever since I was eight, and I was raised to respect the need for a delicate balance of predator and prey in the arctic. That was part of why I went to college to get a job with the ADFG, but instead of becoming a game warden like I intended, I ended up as a wildlife biologist instead.
Enforcing codes in the field felt less involved than tracking the population density of species and the effect on the environment, but now that Unit 13 was reopened to aerial hunting, complaints were coming in from a specific point of view.
From where I sat right now, I was looking down on the Nelchina basin area, and I saw three different packs roaming around within thirty minutes. Two of them I recognized on sight because the leading male in one pack had a distinct blue tinge in his tail, and the other was one of the largest groups I’d seen since I got the job.
Last winter, that pack reached twenty-nine timber wolves in all, with only two of them being elders, and their hunting party was always the most extensive in their region. Why the leader and the warriors were all out on the move at this time of day, I wasn’t sure, but since the rest of their pack weren’t among them, I guessed they were looking for a safer spot to settle in for a while.
“There’s the Susitna pack!” Jimmy said as he nudged me a few times.
“Yeah, I see ‘em,” I confirmed. “Sixteen moving north.”
“Still at maximum capacity,” he mused, and he let out a whistle of approval. “Bet they outrank the rest come spring, just like last year. Those puppies are hardy as hell!”
Jimmy whooped so loud, my headphones cut out, and I chuckled in response.
Part of me hoped the Susitna pack lucked out this season since their size had always impressed me, but I knew there was a good chance they’d be ten or twelve wolves short by spring time. Then again, they’d held out this long, and packs as strong as theirs were part of the reason aerial hunting came back to the table.
The Department of Fish & Game was charged with ensuring the moose population was kept at optimum levels in this area to accommodate the hunters, but from my own research, it sounded like aerial hunting hadn’t strictly been proven to achieve the best results in the past. Sometimes, the population of ungulates boomed, and sometimes it dropped through the ground the next season. Too many elements came into play in surroundings as harsh and diverse as these, and really, the wolves weren’t the only factor to consider.
Bears were the most likely to prey on moose calves, but there were also cruel winters, disease, and migration to consider, and all of these contributed to the balance. The wolves were commonly singled out, given their population was estimated to reach as much as eleven thousand across the state sometimes. So the wolf harvest made sense on the local scale because there were more Alaskans relying on wild game than the environment produced naturally. With wolves nowhere near a risk of endangerment here, we needed to even out the playing field to accommodate all the predators.
According to a pretty vocal locality, aerial hunting was taking it too far. Not to mention, every wolf brought in its own bounty, and the added cost of a hide in trapping season was a big draw.
“Hey, I’m heading to Latitude as soon as I get all this meat handled,” Jimmy told me through his intercom. “You coming out?”
“No, not tonight,” I answered.
Jimmy shook his head, but Talkeetna airport was coming up, and he was too busy checking in with air traffic control to complain yet. Then he took us around to the north, circled east, and brought us down on the one-eight airstrip, and I smirked as I caught sight of my black GMC parked over at Jimmy’s tie-down spot. Then I snorted to myself because I didn’t even see his white pickup over there at first, and it really was a miracle it hadn’t been flattened yet.
There was a good foot of snow on both, but my baby stuck out like a sore thumb, and I could have picked her out in a lineup of twenty others if I had to. It was the same pickup I’d been driving since high school, and her rear bumper was warped on the right side. She also had three dents on the left front fender from the blacktail I hit when I was seventeen, but I hadn’t hit anything since then.
I didn’t know if it was because Jimmy’s truck was white, but he must have hit at least four blacktails in the last year alone. Luckily, he was a better pilot than he was a driver, at least.
We even managed to beat the snow here by a matter of minutes, so I owed him a hundred bucks, but he didn’t seem to remember the bet as he cut the engine. He just tore his headset off and knocked me hard on the arm.
“Come on, man, this birthday isn’t over!” Jimmy insisted. “Shawna said she’d be at the bar, so you know Vicky will be, too.”
I didn’t have to look over to know he was waggling his eyebrows at me, but I didn’t feel like explaining to him yet again that Vicky wasn’t much of a draw anymore. Her only interests were drinking and plastering on too much makeup, and not surprisingly, conversation with her got old real quick. Maybe I was too picky, but I couldn’t help hoping sex would be better with a woman who could string a few sentences together without saying “like” ten times. Or, you know… did anything interesting in bed at all.
I set my headset aside and opened the door, and when I came around to the other side of the Cessna, Jimmy had a stubborn look on his face while he blocked the door to the cargo pod.
“It doesn’t matter who’s there,” I told him. “I’m not going out tonight. I’ve got stuff to do.”
Jimmy stared at me while the snowflakes piled up on his hat. “But you love Vicky!”
“I do not love Vicky, I fuck Vicky,” I clarified, and I crouched to open the cargo pod myself.
“Same thing,” Jimmy snorted.
I shook my head as we both hauled a couple game bags out of the pod, and I chucked them into the snowy bed of my truck while Jimmy did the same with his own set.
“Dude, we’ve been out at the lake for days with no warm bodies around,” he groaned on the way back to the Cessna. “How can you shut yourself up in your cabin on our last night of freedom before we head out on assignment?”
“Easily,” I muttered. “I’ve gotta close up my place before tomorrow morning, get this meat squared away with Larry, get my gear set for Nelchina, and enjoy a decent night’s sleep without you snoring loud enough to hear you through the walls.”
Jimmy rolled his brown eyes as he grabbed two more game bags to cart over, and even though I’d spent three days with him in honor of his birthday, I still felt kind of bad for taking a pass on drinks at Latitude. Not too bad, because he knew everyone in the whole damn bar, but a little bad on account of how whiny Vicky would be.
He’d be stuck listening to her bitch about where I was for half the night.
“Besides,” I casually continued as I dropped another couple game bags in my truck, “if I go to the bar, I’ll end up leaving with Vicky, and it’s your birthday, not mine.”
“Shawna’s always down to clown anyways,” Jimmy said with a shrug.
“Exactly,” I chuckled, “but you know Vicky hates being left out of a celebration, and there’s only one way to shut her up about it.”
Jimmy’s expression went slack as I closed up the cargo pod and climbed in through the pilot’s door, and he was still shell-shocked when I finished hauling my cooler out from behind the seats. Even when I shoved it into his arms and went back for my fishing gear and rifle, Jimmy hadn’t moved a muscle, and I got the impression he was imagining the glory moment where he walked out of Latitude with a woman on each arm.
Eventually, I just stacked my survival kit on the cooler and grabbed it back from him.
“Y-You don’t think,” Jimmy finally stammered as he clutched at his heart. “I mean, the two of them wouldn’t… not with me. With you, maybe, but I’m just--”
“Just the birthday boy,” I pointed out.
“But I’ve never… I-I don’t even know what I’d do with two women,” Jimmy admitted while I closed up my tailgate, and I headed for the hood as he dogged behind. “Twice as many women to handle? W-What if I get confused? Or tired? I’m fucking tired already! But an opportunity like this doesn’t come along too often in a man’s life, and it won’t be my birthday again until next December. That’s a whole year of regret.”
“True,” I agreed, and I stooped to unplug my engine block heater and wrap it up so I could head home. The snow was coming down in fat flakes now that clung to my black Carhartt and hair, but to look at Jimmy, you’d think nothing in the world existed except two sets of tits in his hands at once.
He was slack-jawed and staring off across the airstrip the whole time I cleared the snow off my windows, but when I dropped into the driver’s seat, he suddenly grabbed the door before I could get it closed.
“How do I even approach the topic?” Jimmy asked with wide eyes. “Have you ever been with two women at once?”
“Nope,” I sighed, and I started the engine to get her warmed up before I dusted the snow off my beard. “Why don’t you just relax and see what direction the night goes, alright? Worst case scenario, you sleep with Shawna, and Vicky calls you an asshole for suggesting a three-way.”
“You have to go to Latitude tonight,” Jimmy decided. “At least help me steer the conversation in the right direction. It’ll pique their interest more if you bring it up, and Vicky’s way less annoying when you’re there. Then you can say you need to take off, and I’ll slide up to the plate and make it all better.”
I smirked and shook my head. “Listen, make sure you’re not out all night over this. We’ve gotta meet the team in Nelchina by nine in the morning.”
“You sure you’re driving?” Jimmy checked. “I don’t mind flying you out to Glennallen. It’d save you a couple hours.”
“That’s alright, it’s a good drive,” I said with a shrug.
Jimmy cocked an eyebrow. “You know your truck doesn’t miss you when you’re gone, right?”
I ignored the statement.
“Suit yourself,” he muttered. “I’ll meet you there at nine. Well, not at nine. I’ll definitely be late, but I’ll be there.”
“Right,” I snorted. “Hey, take care of that blade, too. Don’t think I didn’t notice you never wiped it off after those trout this morning.”
“Shit, I forgot,” he mumbled as he glanced down at the hunting knife on his belt, and a few crusty chunks of fish guts were lumped at the top of the sheath. “I really appreciate it, honestly. I know you don’t make many these days, but this is a banging blade! I’m not bothering with my other one from here on out.”
“Glad you like it,” I replied. “Happy birthday. I better get going, though. It doesn’t look like this snow’s letting up anytime soon.”
“Drive safe, man,” Jimmy sighed, “and thanks again for coming along, and the knife.”
“Good luck tonight,” I chuckled, and when I finally got my door shut, Jimmy grimaced through the glass like he’d already been shot down by the two women.
Still, in all likelihood, he stood a decent chance of succeeding. He wasn’t the most well-spoken guy, and he tended to get less charming the more beers he drank, but compared to a lot of other regulars at Latitude, he was a promising option.
I sent him a final nod through the frosted window as I cranked the heater up, and I backed out from the tie-down area while Jimmy headed off to get his plane covered. At this point, I felt like I’d had a chill for the last three days after holding up in his drafty cabin at the lake, but taking a break to hunt and ice fish for a few days was always worth it.
Between the two of us, we caught thirty lake trout there, and both of us bagged our yearly caribou on our first day out. This haul would fill out the last of my freezers at home too, so I’d be well-stocked until summer came around.
Still, I had a limit for how long I could listen to Jimmy belt every song on Mesmerize above the drone of his snow machine, and three days put me past that limit. Tomorrow morning, we’d both be heading out with our field team, and then it’d be two straight weeks of tracking collared wolves with six other guys who snored even louder than Jimmy.
Shutting myself up at my own cabin was all I wanted to do right now, and I was looking forward to a night of genuine warmth and quiet again.
It was only three in the afternoon, but the sun was setting now, and it wouldn’t rise again until a little after ten in the morning. I had a long dark evening ahead of me once I made it home, but unlike some of the locals I knew, I was grinning at the prospect.
I had about eighty pounds of deboned meat to hand off to my neighbor so it could age a bit while I was gone, and I hated leaving town without reorganizing my hunting shed for the next trip out. Plus, I was only a hundred and fifty pages shy of finishing the book I’d been working on before we left for Lake Louise, and I had every intention of addressing this tonight.
I stopped at the liquor store on the south end of Talkeetna on my way home, and after I unloaded a few trout for the clerk to bring to his wife, I dropped my twelve-pack beside my cooler and headed down to the winding and icy lane that led to my grandfather’s old cabin.
It wasn’t much compared to a lot of the places in this area, and it wasn’t the kind of accommodations a woman would swoon over. There was no heater, and the black bears roamed through the yard regularly, but it was more than enough for me.
The A-frame cabin had been in my family for a few generations, and it was the only place I’d ever called home. The open living area took up the entire first level with the kitchen along the back wall and the bathroom through a door on the right, and since the loft I slept in was only closed in by a railing, the wood stove heated the whole cabin in under an hour. Even on the coldest days, I never had to bundle up in the place, and from my bed, I could see the Aurora Borealis, or northern lights, through the skylight despite the forest that encroached on all sides.
But the biggest draw was the smokehouse I’d built out back last summer. There was officially no limit to the amounts and kinds of jerky I could create now, and while Vicky had rolled her eyes at the news, Jimmy was just as stoked as me when I showed him the completed project. I practically lived on salmon jerky that summer, but this year, I intended to break the mold a bit. I’d heard good things about alpaca jerky from a guy I met at the airfield in Anchorage, and musk ox jerky would be on the menu as well.
My stomach growled at the thought as I parked my truck in the darkened forest outside the cabin, and the moonlight through the clouds was just enough to see by as I stomped up the snowy steps of my front deck. As soon as I got beyond the entryway, I took a deep breath in, and the musty smell of old cigar smoke made me smile on my way to the wood stove.
It would smell like cigars in here for the next hundred years, but the way the scent played off the smoke from the stove was one of the better things about coming home. I got a fire raging first thing so it wouldn’t be forty degrees in here by the time I finished up outside, and then I turned on the floodlights and headed back to the yard.
Only minutes after the lights turned on, I heard my nearest neighbor start his snow machine, and I was just lining my fishing pole up beside the other five I owned when his headlights flashed on the shed door.
Then there was a loud crack, and I grimaced as I recognized the tinny clang of my rear bumper getting plowed into by the old guy.
Again.








Chapter 3
“Aaron, where are you at?” Larry rasped, and the effort of raising his voice sent him into a coughing fit.
“I’m over in the shed, Larry!” I hollered back.
I could hear the old guy hacking his way across the yard, and he was wheezing as he dropped his spent cigarette in the snow outside the shed. His bulky coat looked like it weighed more than he did these days, and he wore his pom-pom hat so low that his wiry eyebrows hung down over his eyes. He reminded me of a rugged Einstein, but it didn’t matter how old or ornery he got, he still had the same toothy smile under his bushy moustache.
“How’d it go at the lake?” Larry coughed.
“Not bad.” I grinned. “I’ve got a caribou I need you to hang up and butcher in about a week. You want some trout?”
“I’ll take a few, sure,” he said with a hoarse chuckle. “Wish I coulda gone out with you boys. Been too long.”
“It has,” I agreed, and I led the way to the truck while Larry shuffled behind. “How are you holding up?”
“God damn cold’s gettin’ to my lungs real bad,” the old man rasped as he pulled out a fresh cigarette.
I eyed the bud as he lit it. “Oh, yeah? Does this mean you’re taking your son’s offer to move down to Florida and--”
“Shit, no!” Larry coughed. “The hell am I gonna do in a swamp?”
I smirked at the scolding look on the man’s wrinkly face, and I grabbed the cooler from the truck and let him bring his cloud of smoke along with me to my entryway. We passed my grandfather’s shop along the way, and I knew what was coming next before Larry even finished his next coughing fit.
“You know, you don’t wanna let that equipment sit and go all to hell in there,” he rasped. “Burt didn’t teach you everything he knows just so you could build a damn smokehouse and let his equipment go all to hell. Them two boys you sold the store to are alright, they’ll do him proud, but you always had the special knack for the work. Burt knew it, too. Said it all the time. He’d come over and say you had the special knack for it. You leave all that equipment untouched, and it’ll go all to he--”
“I’ve been working on a couple things,” I interrupted, and I dropped the cooler beside one of my freezers so I could unpack the wrapped trout I’d brought back.
Larry raised his wiry eyebrows. “You have?”
“Sure, I made Jimmy a hunting knife for his birthday. He’s been complaining about how bulky the blade is on his other one.”
“Yeah, that Rambo shit doesn’t serve no purpose,” Larry snickered as he wiped the snow from his moustache. “I told him that when he bought it too, but he wanted to look like a jackass. What kinda steel did you go for?”
“S30V,” I said with a shrug. “Eight and half inches with a drop point. Put a gut hook further back on the spine, elk antler handle.”
“Antler?” Larry scoffed. “Boy, you know that handle’s got no grip on it. Once all the skinnin’ starts, he’ll be dropping the damn thing all over the snow.”
“I know, I know,” I chuckled. “I didn’t intend for it to be his only hunting knife or anything. It’s just a gift. Thought he’d appreciate it, but he didn’t have any trouble with it slipping while we were out at the lake.”
Larry nodded, and his eyes dropped to the bone-handled knife on my belt. Of anyone in this area, he knew I always carried the same knife my grandfather made fifty years ago, and when I handed over an armful of wrapped trout, Larry jolted in surprise and tore his eyes off the knife.
He looked even older all of a sudden as he propped his cigarette between his teeth and took the packs in his arms, and I clapped him lightly on the shoulder before I led the way back to his snow machine.
Larry and my grandfather had grown up here in Talkeetna together, and sometimes I really did wonder if he missed Burt even more than I did. He talked about him every chance he got whereas I preferred to move on, but there were twenty other old guys exactly like him in these woods who did the same thing every time they saw me.
They asked about the shop, reminded me how much Burt taught me, and tossed a dash of guilt on the conversation to make sure I didn’t miss the point that I fucked up by selling his business.
“You need help getting all this back home?” I asked as I dragged a couple game bags out of the truck bed.
“Nah, I’m good,” Larry coughed. “Throw it on the rack back there. I’ll let him cure about eight days, how’s that sound?”
“That’d be great, thanks,” I replied. “Why don’t you just hang onto it all once he’s cut up? I’ve got plenty stored away.”
“No shit?” the old guy asked in disbelief. “That’s a lot of meat… you boys done all the work out there.”
“We like to work,” I said with a grin. “Do you need some more wood before I leave town?”
“Should be alright for a while,” Larry sighed.
“Well, there’s three cords out back if you need any,” I assured him, but when I looked over, Larry was pulling out a fresh cigarette with another one still propped between his teeth.
“Uh… Larry,” I muttered, and I pointed to the lit bud.
“Damnit,” he snickered. “There it is, thought I dropped the damn thing.”
Larry took a few relieved puffs as he stowed the fresh cigarette, and he sent me a nod of thanks before he climbed onto his snow machine and restarted the engine. Then he reversed from my bumper and drove off in the wrong direction, and I chuckled as I watched him realize this too late and narrowly miss a line of logs. Eventually, he got back on track and whizzed by with a determined glower under his bushy brow, and I was still keeping an eye on his headlights when his cigarette went flying from his mouth over a bump.
Larry’s stream of raspy curses didn’t end until he made it to the floodlights of his cabin, and I guessed he’d gotten a fresh cigarette out by then.
I sighed as I grabbed my rifle and engine block heater from the truck, and after I popped the hood, I plugged it in and set the timer for around four in the morning. That’d be plenty of time to warm her up before I left for Nelchina at six, and I gave the black truck a pat on the fender on my way to the twelve-pack I’d bought.
Once I locked up my hunting shed, I trudged up my deck steps again, and I finished packing the last of my trout in the freezer before I stored my grandfather’s Remington 700 on the shelf above.
The snow was coming down hard outside, but inside the cabin it was the perfect temperature by now, and even though I’d emptied out my fridge for Nelchina, I was set for the evening. I had a variety of salted jerkies still stashed in the cupboards, and beer and jerky always hit the spot in my opinion.
I let out a heavy sigh as I dropped into my armchair and popped open a beer, and I was fully prepared to embrace the peace and quiet tonight before I roughed it for the next couple weeks. Six swigs in, I laid my head back and let my eyes fall shut, but after about one minute of nothing but crackling flames filling the air, I sat up again.
I didn’t know what it was, but the same sinking feeling always seemed to show up in the center of my chest whenever I settled in lately. Not when I was working, or hunting, or listening to Vicky say nothing worth hearing, but the second I really paused to rest, the sinking feeling would start up again.
I used to sit around for hours in the winter and not feel restless for a single minute, but now that it was only me way out here in the cabin, it was like I couldn’t sit still. There had to be something for me to do, or at least some project I should focus on. Something forgotten that left the center of my chest hollowed out.
But this was horse shit. I had everything I needed and no inclination to change a thing about the place. I’d gotten along just fine out here my whole life, and while some people couldn’t make it through half an Alaskan winter without losing their minds, I never had a problem with the season.
It was cold and dark and fucking quiet. What’s not to like?
I ground my jaw at the question while I got up, and I strolled past a rack of hatchets and knives on my way to the lofty bookshelf on the southern wall. Then I grabbed the book I wanted to finish before I drained the rest of my beer in three long swigs, and after I got a fresh one from the fridge, I decided to sit in a different armchair, just for a change of scenery.
A cloud of dust wafted up from my grandfather’s timber wolf hide along with the smell of cigars, and I coughed through my grin as I opened the book. Two hours later, I was six beers and one tub of venison jerky in with only two chapters left to go, and the sinking feeling was mostly gone.
The guy I was reading about had finally managed to trap the tiger who’d been hunting him through the jungle for three weeks, but the words blurred on the page as I started to doze off before the end.
I didn’t feel like climbing the ladder to my loft tonight, so I let the book fall shut as I groped around to turn off the table lamp, and I must have passed out immediately after because I didn’t even remember to set my last beer aside.
Somewhere between that moment and the next morning, I had a dream for the first time in longer than I could remember. I saw my brother walking ahead of me, and he didn’t turn around, but I guessed it was him because he had his fatigues on.
We had identical gaits when we walked though, and his hair wasn’t cropped anymore. He wore it in the same shaggy black way I always did, so for a minute, I wondered if it was me wearing the fatigues this time. This made absolutely no sense to me since the Army was his thing, not mine, but then Brandon told me to watch my step, and I knew it was him I was following.
It wasn’t long before gunfire surrounded the two of us as we strolled across a stormy battlefield, and just as I registered how many fallen soldiers littered the ground, I reached out to grab his shoulder.
Then a bullet struck my brother’s back, and he dropped down and vanished on the spot.
That’s when I woke up, and my hand shot to my phone so fast, I dropped the half-empty beer can on the floor. I didn’t bother picking it up as I desperately checked the time, and I just tried to even out my heartrate while my palms stayed cold and clammy.
It was only five in the morning, and I didn’t need to leave for Nelchina yet, but I had my truck cleaned off, loaded up, and driving back down the snowy lane within ten minutes.
I didn’t register anything while I made my way north to grab a coffee before I left town, and I wouldn’t have been surprised if I ended up in Fairbanks without noticing. My eyes were stuck wide, and my jaw was locked tight while I white-knuckled the steering wheel, but at least I was reliable in autopilot because eventually, I was staring at the snow through a shop window instead of a windshield.
“Here’s your coffee, Aaron.”
I blinked and turned around, and the tiny barista had bright red cheeks as she giggled up at me. I couldn’t remember her name, but I was pretty sure she was someone’s little sister. She was also wearing a pair of purple slippers with her apron, but she did have a shitty shift to work.
“Thanks,” I mumbled.
“I hope you have fun with the wolves,” the barista said as she awkwardly tugged on the sleeves of her sweatshirt. “Vicky says you got the lead position for the study out in Unit 13.”
“Oh,” I said as I reconsidered the chipmunk quality of her cheeks, and I realized the blushy girl was Vicky’s younger, teenage sister. “Yeah. Thanks for the coffee.”
“I’m sorry about Jimmy,” the girl tried just as I turned away, and I furrowed my brow as I stopped in my tracks.
“What happened?” I asked. “Is he alright?”
The barista giggled again and covered her mouth like she was embarrassed, but I could tell she wasn’t. She was just like her sister, and her blue eyes crinkled the same way whenever she was trying to cause trouble.
“Sorry, I thought you knew,” the girl muttered. “It’s just… Vicky spent the night at Jimmy’s place. Her car was still there with Shawna’s when I left for work.”
“Is that right?” An instant grin spread across my face at the news, and a throaty chuckle slipped out along with it. “Well, that’s pretty cool.”
“What?” the barista snorted.
I didn’t bother elaborating. I just left the shop and climbed back in my truck, and I’d already pulled out of the parking lot before I realized Vicky’s sister had put about a pound of sugar in my black coffee.
“God damnit,” I spluttered as I let it all stream back into the cup.
Then I left the coffee in the cupholder for the next hour and a half instead, and I ended up stopping off in Palmer to get a fresh one. By now, my eyes were burning from how tired I was, and the snow picked up again ten minutes outside the town to make matters more difficult. Luckily, there was nobody out on highway one except me and my truck, and after chugging most of my coffee, I felt clear-headed again. My grip on the wheel relaxed, and I finally unclenched my jaw, but I was still glaring at the halo of my headlights.
Then I took another swig of coffee, and I wondered if I should have gone out and fucked Vicky last night.
I really had no problem with beer at Latitude or mindless sex. Both got the job done to some extent, but I’d just been worn out on her for ages. Unless she was moaning under me, there wasn’t much to do with a woman like her, and even that part wasn’t as entertaining as I would have liked.
But I was proud of Jimmy, and part of me knew I made the right call skipping drinks last night. There was always that flicker of disappointment whenever I woke up with Vicky anyways, and for months, I’d actually been sneaking out of her apartment a few minutes after she passed out. The disappointment was still there, but it didn’t smell like a toxic level of perfume, at least.
So her and I had been done for a while now, and Jimmy would always remember this birthday with pride. It was for the best, and hunting for a new girl to pass the time might keep my mind preoccupied for a while.
Hopefully.
A couple girls I knew in college were easier to be around, but nothing really stood out as a reason to call them up these days. And damn it if I wasn’t always on top with every one of them.
Honestly, even if the sex was boring, I’d be happy if I could just take a decent girl out hunting for once and not have her complain through the entire field dressing process. I happened to enjoy all aspects of the hunt, and how some of these women expected to snap their fingers and have moose steaks appear was beyond me.
Still, I had to figure out some way to get by for the time being because it looked like this winter might finally be the one that broke me.
I hadn’t thought about my brother in years, and I damn sure didn’t want to dream about him getting shot down in the middle of the night. I’d imagined it enough times ever since we got word he’d been killed in action, and at this point, I’d be willing to waste countless nights on women like Vicky if it meant I could sleep more soundly.
For now, I had work to distract me.
I was always curious what might come from my next assignment, and as cut and dried as tracking our collared breeding pairs was, something unexpected usually came up with my job. That was why I enjoyed it so much, especially this time of year. The conditions were rougher, and being out and working in the elements was fundamentally invigorating. It didn’t matter if we were flying to observe individual prey kills, or darting recently established breeding pairs for new packs, the environment was almost always ready to throw us a wild card.
Hunting in the tundra or fishing the lakes was invigorating too, but my job completed the picture. It gave me the opportunity to study the balance between all the predator and ungulate species on a larger scale, and weighing this against their impact on the habitat put things in a different perspective for me.
This was partly why I didn’t feel guilty about avoiding my grandfather’s shop. Burt always respected that my brother and I had our own directions we wanted to go. The eight-inch buck knife I made Jimmy was actually the first one I worked on in over a year, but I had to admit, it felt good to get back in the swing of things again.
Halfway through carving the bone handle, I decided I’d make a new hatchet when I got back from this next assignment, and if this went over alright, I wouldn’t mind making a few custom skinning blades to add to my collection, too. With all that could lead to, I’d end up spending more time in the shop than I did by the smokehouse, and I already knew I’d basically mapped out my next three months.
“Plus, women like Vicky,” I sighed to myself, and I was mid eye roll when my phone rang.
I was so startled I slammed my coffee cup into the wrong holder, and the sugary mess I’d spit out in Talkeetna got knocked to the passenger floor. I cursed as I clamped the phone between my shoulder and ear so I could try and reach it, but there was no chance at this range.
“Yeah?” I growled into the phone, and the connection cut out repeatedly while Jimmy’s voice barely made it through. “I’m already driving along the Matanuska, and I can’t hear a damn thing you’re saying, man.”
More garbled words followed, and I caught the phrase “two hours late” but not much more than that.
“I’ll let them know!” I hollered. “Proud of you!”
Then I hung up so I could lurch sideways and get the coffee cup, but it was just out of reach while it steadily gurgled onto my truck floor. I cursed a few more times and tore my seatbelt off, and I checked the snowy road real quick before I half-dived to snatch the cup. When I finally got hold of it, I sat back up with my hand drenched in syrupy coffee, and it dribbled into the sleeve of my jacket while the stench of sweetener filled the cab.
I didn’t give a flying fuck though, because my entire body went numb in a millisecond from the sight of what laid ahead.
The moose standing in the road was a good seven feet tall and had to weigh fourteen hundred pounds, and I was going sixty miles an hour when I swerved hard. I managed to miss the moose, but the ridge I hit on the roadside sent me crashing back the other way, and the studs on my tires did nothing to stop me from spinning out.
“Son of a bitch!” I growled while I tried to regain control of the truck, but the road was too slick, and I hit the guard rail so hard that I flipped over the edge.
After that, I lost track of how many rolls I took into the valley, and all the windows shattered while my body smashed around inside the cab. I regained some sense of what was happening once I was thrown from the window, and I caught a few boulders to the back before I suddenly dropped over a cliff.
Then everything was cold and silent, and while I spiraled in the snowy air, I had a fleeting thought that no one would ever find my remains down here. The frozen Matanuska river was getting larger every time I turned, and I could have sworn I saw my battered truck falling after me along with a sheet of snow.
Then the world around me seemed to fade into black as the frigid air continued rushing past, and I landed with a sickening crunch.








Chapter 4
There were no hazy visions or bloody brothers coming to me this time.
I was out cold like the dead, so I had no way of knowing how long it was before I got my eyes open by a tiny sliver. The fact that they opened at all was a big enough shock, but as I drew in a ragged breath, I was abruptly aware of how little pain I was in.
I knew I’d busted a few bones before I got thrown from the shattered window, and the boulders I hit on my way to the cliff gouged my back open right through my jacket, but somehow, I’d survived the drop down hundreds of feet to the frozen river. Now, I was lying here with only a stiffness in my muscles and a dull ache at the center of my chest. But my boots shifted slightly, and I could clench my hands into fists, so I wasn’t even paralyzed.
Then I realized I wasn’t freezing my ass off either, and I forced my eyes to open a little more.
The day was light again, but I wasn’t lying shattered on the banks of the Matanuska. I was actually surrounded by a thick forest of red trees, and none of them had a foot of snow piled on the boughs.
“What the hell?” I wheezed, and I strained to sit up as I clutched at my aching chest.
The woods around me were like nothing I’d ever seen in Alaska, and while the trees almost resembled pines, they were huge and gnarled like ancient oaks and bore hefty clusters of scarlet needles. The bark was a strange ashy gray that broke apart here and there, and wherever it split, the wood peeled back and turned black like charred paper. The air out here was crisp and damp in a way that reminded me of fall mornings near the southeast coast, and as I twisted my neck around to look up, scarlet needles and winding branches formed a dim, glowing blanket above me. Under me, there was a soft bed of rusty dry needles everywhere, and angry-looking brambles with glossy black stems and thorns grew around the base of the red trees.
Overall, it wasn’t a very welcoming scene, and I briefly wondered if I’d gone colorblind during my fall. When I looked down, I was still wearing the same dark blue jeans and black boots, and my Carhartt was black as well with no sign of wear or tear on it. Then I unzipped it, and my shirt was the same shade of slate-gray it had been during my tumble down the cliff.
I wasn’t imagining the striking sight surrounding me.
I craned my neck above the closest thorny hedge to find the foreign wilderness stretched out endlessly as far as I could see, and there was nothing but ashen trunks twice as wide as I was tall, and angry brambles beneath a blanket of red. Then my gaze landed on a dull brown creature that would have been a weasel if it didn’t have pincers for teeth.
Its beady little orange eyes stared back at me while the pincers snipped together a few times, but then the creature suddenly whipped his head around and scuttled off under a bramble bush. A moment later, I heard it viciously attacking something that gurgled its way toward death, and I nodded slowly at the thrashing thorns before I dragged myself up onto my feet.
“Where… the fuck is my truck?” I mumbled as I turned full circle.
I was half-sure I’d died, but I was positive I wasn’t alone when it happened. My baby died right along with me, and she’d tumbled over the snowy cliff moments after I did. She had to be here somewhere, but the forest floor was sparse enough between the trees to give me a decent scope, and no battered GMCs were in sight.
“Come on, baby, stay with me,” I muttered as I began searching the area for any sign of her.
I knew I’d never be able to revive her after a fall like that, but everything I needed was in that truck. My phone was probably long gone after all those rolls, but my survival kit was locked down in the bed along with my camping gear, and I also stowed a heaping tub of moose jerky back there. The two thousand dollars’ worth of tracking equipment wouldn’t do me much good, but if by some miracle I was alive, everything else my baby carried with her was essential.
Including my last six beers and the Remington 700 I never left home without.
I circled a hundred yards around the spot where I’d woken up, but after multiple passes, I didn’t find so much as a scrap of fender. No broken glass, no studded tires, nothing. I was completely alone, and I rifled my hair as I paused to consider this.
Then I checked my belt, and my grandfather’s knife was still in place beside my Leatherman tool. When I dug into the inside pocket of my jacket, my six-inch sharpening stone was in there as well, and just under it, I found my fire striker.
“Well, that’ll do,” I sighed.
I had my jacket for warmth, a more than decent blade, and the ability to make a fire, so I knew I wouldn’t die out here.
If I hadn’t died already.
Either way, I just needed to locate a water source, and given how damp the air felt, I figured one couldn’t be too far off. I found a spot within sight of where the creepy weasel guy was still gnashing through his meal, and I sat down with my back against a tree that didn’t have a bunch of thorns around it.
I’d learned a while ago not to waste my energy wandering around without a plan of action, and if the weasel and his prey were out here, there would be other wildlife in the area. The trick was not to startle them away before I could find out which direction they were headed, and I sat silently as I scanned the strange forest around me.
I couldn’t hear any water flowing, and it was just as quiet in these woods as in most of the places I spent my time in, but I could hear the distant squawking of birds and the occasional rustle of brambles. I didn’t have to wait long before a large bird flew overhead, and I eyed the speckled brown feathers that lined its three foot wingspan. It sort of resembled a hawk with a sharp hooked beak and inch-long talons, but it flew on silent wings like the great horned owls we had near Talkeetna.
I noted the direction of its flight as it kept a steady course, and within a few minutes, two others of a similar species, but smaller, followed the same path.
Once the weasel followed suit as well, I got up and set off behind him and the birds, and I kept my ears and eyes alert for any other creatures along the way. Based on the weasel, I had a feeling the wildlife in this area wouldn’t be very similar to the sort I was used to, and while seeking out food was one of my top priorities, so was identifying the predators I might be dealing with.
I’d worry about where I was and how the hell I got here after I handled the more immediate concerns.
I kept my path direct while I passed by one massive ashy trunk after another, but within an hour, the landscape began to change a little. The same red blanket of needles seemed to cover the whole region out here, and the glossy black brambles grew denser with stouter thorns the longer I walked, but the terrain got more rugged, too.
Instead of only a flat bed of needles underfoot, stark white sheets of stone jutted up through the turf, and they got larger and more numerous within another half hour. What struck me most about the landscape was that nothing else seemed to grow in this area. Only the brambles and the ashen trees flourished, but the sunlight wasn’t so diluted to warrant the barren wilderness. The soil around the white stones was moist and a rich dark brown, but the air was crisp like fall weather, so that could have had something to do with it.
Unfortunately, there weren’t many herbivores in the area from what I could tell. Based on the placement of the eyes I saw in the rodents who scurried away from me, they seemed to all be of a predatory nature. The creepy weasels were the most abundant species I saw, but whatever they were hunting lived deep inside the glossy brambles where I never got a good look at them. There were also creatures who looked like a cross between a honey badger and a crested porcupine, but these guys weighed about fifty pounds, and they were the ones hunting the weasels.
Aside from these three species, I only saw birds during the walk, and the majority of them were hawkish, which didn’t bode too well for my hunting prospects. I wasn’t about to start eating carnivores without knowing anything about what kinds of diseases or parasites this forest was abundant in, but so far, it looked like I might be roughing it foodwise.
Things started looking up soon, and I heard the call of a bird up ahead that was more like a songbird than a hawk, and the call was answered by a few others just like it. I started walking more lightly as I slowed my pace so they wouldn’t fly off before I could get a look at them, but as I got closer to the sound, the ground began to rumble under my boots.
It was a subtle vibration at first, but it was rapidly building into a shudder, and when a roar suddenly split the air to my right, I lunged onto the nearest shard of white stone. Then I took note of a couple geographical points so I wouldn’t lose track of which direction I was heading, and I caught hold of an ashen branch to haul myself up out of range. I climbed a few more limbs until I was about thirty feet into the red boughs, and the whole time I climbed, the roaring drew closer as the needles on the ground bounced around like little pins.
I kept my eyes scanning the surrounding forest floor, and whatever birds had been calling to one another were silent now. I heard their wings flapping frantically within another few seconds, and I’d just crouched down on a two foot wide branch when a flash of white streaked through the forest below.
The white creature was so swift that I hardly got a look at it, and it could have been as large as a horse, but it didn’t seem to make a sound. I guessed it was the prey, given the ground was hardly disturbed by it, and only a moment later, this guess was confirmed.
The beast who barreled past next was twice the size of a grizzly with thick gray fur that was striped with black, and its shaggy paws had to be as large as my torso was wide. The black claws tore the ground up while the beast pounced clear over a fifteen-foot shard of stone, and after two more bounds, I heard a pained screech.
Then the mauling started, and the ground shook from the force of the prey being caught and thrown against the soil repeatedly. I listened for a while until the beast finally let up, and as its low growl rippled through the forest with every juicy bite, I carefully turned and began making my way along the branch.
My heart was slamming into my ribs like I’d just drank a gallon of Vicky’s sister’s sugar-coffee. Every scrap of common sense I had was screaming for me to stay where I was and not even breathe until this animal moved on, but I needed to know what I was up against. I’d only seen the beast from a top view, and based on that, I couldn’t decide if it was more like a bear or a wild cat.
Which would change a lot about where I set up camp out here.
I worked my way inward toward the trunk as quietly as I could, and I climbed from one sturdy branch to the next as the sound of ripping flesh continued nearby. Once I reached a point where the branches of the next tree sprawled into this one, I slowly headed out along the thickest limb I could find, and I willed myself not to lose my balance as the bough bobbed under me with each step. I made it into the next tree without falling, and as I headed inward toward the trunk, I caught a glimpse of the gray-and-black fur beyond a shard of stone.
There was blood splattering every nearby rock, so the white stones dripped with splashes of red, and even the upper branches around me had a few sprays on them. An actual pool of blood was spilled across the forest floor, and I noticed long strands of hair like a horse’s mane tangled in a wad of torn flesh.
I had to kneel down at this point, because as soon as I had a full view of the beast, I lost all feeling in my legs. It was even bigger than I’d thought before, and it must have been twenty feet long from nose to rump. Its tail added an extra seven feet, but it was crouched and tearing into its prey, so I couldn’t tell how tall it was upright. Its head was twice as large as any grizzly I’d ever seen, but the structure of the face resembled a lynx’s more than anything else. Thick tufts of black fur plumed from the pointed ears, and its bloody maws had eight-inch long canines in them.
Definitely not something I ever thought I’d find myself looking down on.
I swallowed hard while I watched the cat tear through bones and sinews one chomping bite after another, and as I considered the utter carnage surrounding it, I wondered if this species actually enjoyed the mauling process. Usually, predators were as swift and to the point as possible about the take down, but there was no way its prey required this much of a thrashing to be killed. Whole limbs were torn off and chucked ten feet away, and the head had been wrenched from the shoulders before it landed on a bloody stone. There were sheets of flesh strewn all over the place too, and in the middle of the bloodbath, the beast prowled around gnawing on its kill as a low growl gurgled in its chest.
I decided not to move a damn muscle from here on out, and I gathered any information I could from the scene while I tried to ignore the hint of fear in my gut. The severed head was one of the last things the beast ate, so I was able to confirm his prey was most likely an herbivore, or an omnivore at the very least. Its lower jaw had snapped open on impact, and I could tell its teeth were broad and flat rather than pointed. Its blank blue eyes were placed far apart on either side of the head as well, and while it did have a long white and silky mane, the face structure reminded me more of a young cow.
I took this as a good sign that I might be able to get by on some decent game here, but then the beast devoured the severed head in one bite, and I let out a shaky breath.
This was the only noise I made in all the time I’d been observing him, but one small exhale was enough to send the beast’s yellow eyes darting straight to me, and his piercing stare made my stomach drop.
Then the beast lunged, and I nearly tipped off the limb I was crouched on as his bloody jaws parted. His massive paws caught the limb ten feet below me, and despite how thick it was, it snapped like a twig under his weight. The tree shook from the force as the cat crashed down hard, and I shot up to grab onto the trunk and steady myself.
“Holy shit,” I panted as he flipped back around, and his yellow eyes flashed when they found me again.
The whole scarlet tree shuddered from the force of his next pounce, and this time, his claws swiped the branch I was on before he dropped through two limbs and landed on the ground.
That’s when I started climbing my ass off, and I didn’t look back down as the cat’s growls got more vicious with every attempt to catch me. His claws tore limbs apart below me while I lurched and tried to keep hold of the tree, and every time he crashed to the ground, I’d hustle upwards through as many branches as I could before his next pounce.
He was prowling circles around the base while I tried to get out of view, but it wasn’t until I was eighty feet above the ground that he finally stopped tearing the tree apart. My breath grated in my throat while I clung to the upper limb and stared down through the red boughs, and I could see the flashing yellow eyes still glued to my position.
The cat paced back and forth over the chunks of ashen wood as it glared up at me, and for a while I thought he’d keep me stuck up here all day. Then he circled around the trunk, and when his eyes found me again, the massive cat lifted its hind leg.
It sounded like he was pissing a waterfall at the base of the tree, and he looked me straight in the eye without blinking the entire time.
“Asshole,” I snorted, but a full minute passed before he was finally all out, and I knew there had to be a pond of urine down there by now.
Then the cat licked its bloody lips with an enormous black tongue, and he prowled back through the forest the way he came.
I collapsed against the limb I was clinging to.
“Fuck you, too,” I sighed.
I spent the next five minutes right where I was while I worked on getting the feeling back in my extremities, but after that, I still didn’t move for another ten minutes because once the cat was out of my line of sight, I didn’t hear a damn thing down there.
The massive beast had made the whole forest shudder when it pursued its prey before, but walking, it was as quiet as the creature it mangled near the rocks, and there was no way in hell I’d risk letting him have another go at me.
Unfortunately, the stench of his piss was so acrid that my nose burned when it started wafting up to me, and my eyes watered painfully as blood began dripping from my nostrils.
Even the beast’s piss was lethal.
On the plus side, I could see a glimmer of water from up here, and it looked like a river wasn’t too far off. I couldn’t stomach the idea of getting any closer to the acrid urine below, so I took my next best option, and I mopped my eyes a few times while I carefully inched my way to the branches of the next tree. I spat a dozen times along the way to get the stench off my tongue, and my throat burned almost as badly as my nose did.
Eventually, I was seven trees away, and while I could still smell the wild cat’s urine, it didn’t have as strong of an effect on me at this distance. I took a moment to pinch the bridge of my nose and get it to stop bleeding like a sieve, and then I climbed down through the branches and dropped onto the ground.
From what I could see, not a single creature was in the area now, but I walked at a faster pace than I had been earlier as I beelined for the river. The closer I got, the more I could hear the songbirds singing again, and I just hoped my luck was turning around.
That wild cat was like nothing I’d ever heard of or encountered, but I had no means of turning the tables on a predator that size right now. Hell, my rifle would probably burn through three magazines without bringing him down, and the thought made me check over my shoulder a few more times as I scaled a ridge of stark white stone.
Then I was looking down on a clear river that flowed through the forest from my left side, and the banks were far enough apart that I could see the sky without any red boughs obstructing the view.
Or at least, I would have been able to if it wasn’t a cloudy day, but still, it was nice to get a break from the constant blanket of red I’d been under for hours. I didn’t waste any time before I climbed down the other side of the stones to the riverside, and I crossed the rocky shore before I knelt to scoop up a handful of fresh, cold water.
I was so relieved to find a good water source that I was tempted to gulp down a dozen more handfuls in quick succession, but I held off for now. I needed to find out if I was gonna get sick as hell from this water first, but I did dunk my whole head into the current. When I came up for air, I worked on scrubbing the blood from my beard and moustache, and then I took one more dunk just to regroup. The cold water made my scalp tingle as a shiver rippled through me, but I was grinning when I resurfaced again feeling like a new man.
Then I chuckled and shoved my dripping wet hair out of my eyes, and as I heard the soft call of a bird, I turned my head to find I wasn’t alone.
The banks of the river were made up of all-white and rugged stone piled up in various heights, so I hadn’t noticed the dozens of creatures sitting around on them. Now, it took me a moment to decide what I was even looking at.
They looked like arctic rabbits, but they had no black or gray shading in their coats, and even their irises were almost pure white. The very slight hint of blue in their eyes was what initially caught my attention, but not for long, because one of the rabbits spread its snow-white wings soon after. Then it took flight, and it let out the call I’d mistaken for a songbird’s while a few others answered back and followed him.
“What the hell?” I muttered under my breath.
I stared as a flock of five flew gracefully to the opposite bank and landed on a stark white slab, and the moment their wings folded, I lost sight of them again. With their backs to me, I could hardly make them out at all, and I shook my head in disbelief as I tried to tally up how many of the winged rabbits were gathered over here.
I’d counted thirty-seven when I abruptly halted.
Someone had spoken nearby.
It was a man’s voice, and as I listened more closely, it sounded like he was coming directly toward the river from behind me.
Relief washed through my veins as I realized I wasn’t completely alone in this crazy ass wilderness, which meant I might not be left to fend off those wild cats by myself, either. I could even figure out where I was, and how I could try to get back to Talkeetna from here.
I got up on my feet as I turned around to pinpoint where the voice was coming from, but the person wasn’t speaking anymore. I waited another minute while I tried to decide if I should call out to them, but I was hesitant to make my whereabouts known so soon.
The voice had been drawing closer at first, but now I couldn’t hear anything above the rushing water and the soft calls of the animals around me, so I narrowed my eyes as I scanned the high white ridges closing me in along the riverbank.
Something was off. Then again, everything was “off” about this forest. I wanted to at least get a visual of this person before I strolled up with all my cards on the table, but right now, I was anything but hidden. My black jacket and hair would draw attention in a heartbeat on the stark white shore, so I quickly found a ragged stack of stones nearby.
Then I moved as quietly as I could while I ducked behind and squeezed in deeper between two white slabs, and while I had a view of both banks of the river from here, I couldn’t watch the ridge I’d come down. Still, it was better than wandering around in the open without knowing what to expect, and I waited for someone to appear.
No one did at first, but then an arrow soared down and struck a winged rabbit, and before I could blink, three more were killed. The creatures were taking off in one huge, white flock now, but the bowhunter caught several more mid-flight, and as another batch fell from the sky farther down the bank, I fought the urge to let out a low whistle.
The bodies of the rabbits had all been pierced right through the chest regardless of the angle the hunter shot from, and I decided this was someone I should get to know as I counted the number of bloody rabbits by the shore.
There were at least twenty-five from what I could tell, but I thought I saw one drop into the river as well, and all of them had been taken down in under a minute.
I craned my neck to get a clearer view of the bank while I waited to see who had the stellar bow skills, but then my brow furrowed severely as a fucking Viking walked to the riverside.
That was the only way I could have described him: a Viking.
He was as tall as me, but shredded like a pro wrestler, and his bare arms were covered with strange black markings that must have been drawn on with coal. His dark brown hair hung down in a messy nest around his shoulders and blended into a bushy, unkempt beard, and a broadsword was sheathed on his belt.
I honestly didn’t know where to look next while I questioned my sanity, but another Viking much like him came over with identical markings on his arms, and I just gawked at the pair.
I knew there were some enthusiastic cosplayers in the world, but this was the most extreme getup I’d ever seen, and the pair even wore striped fur hides slung across one shoulder like a sash. Bundles of dead animals were strung to their leather belts, and they both knelt to wash off a pair of bloody daggers in the water.
Between all of this and their rough-hewn vambraces and vests, these guys looked like they’d walked straight out of thirteenth century Iceland. I couldn’t even close my gaping mouth while I stared at the men, but the longer I studied them, the more confused I got.
I recognized the pelts across their shoulders, and they actually matched the massive wild cat to a tee. That’s when I realized the broadswords they were carrying weren’t some novelty replicas. They were the real deal, and the blood the men were washing off their daggers had to have been real, too. Whether it was from the animals on their belts, I didn’t know, but their swords both had dried blood lining the blades.
Then one man turned a half-rotted grin to the other, and I raised my eyebrows at the weathered lines creasing his face above his shaggy beard. Only the most rugged outdoorsmen in Alaska looked as leathery as this guy, and the crazed glint in his eyes gave the impression he’d seen some dark shit in his day.
When a third burly man joined the pair though, I decided it would be best if I hung back from this group.
Because the third Viking dropped a dead man’s body on the rocks.
Just the body. The head had been removed.
The other two men chuckled as he knelt to rinse off his bloody two-bit axe, but as I took stock of how many weapons they all carried among them, I realized no one in this group wielded a bow.
I couldn’t be sure who was responsible for taking down so many of the winged rabbits, but I was mostly too unnerved to care at this point.
Vikings. I was looking at actual Vikings right now.
Ones who apparently beheaded people and could take down the twenty foot wild cat that liked to shred its prey to a pulp.
I shook my head in disbelief as I watched the men finish cleaning their blades, and they spoke in low voices to one another while they worked. I couldn’t tell what language they were using, and I was still trying to catch even a word of the conversation when the whole world just about stopped turning.
The three men had a woman with them, and I actually forgot to take my next breath when she strolled onto the banks of the river.
Her back was to me, but this gave me a full view of her half-packed quiver of arrows, and she was slinging a longbow across her chest as she came to join the others. Then she shifted her blonde hair over her shoulder, and the dense crop of braids and dreadlocks tumbled all the way down to her bare waist.
She wore the same fur and leather as the men, but her vest was cropped short, and she carried only a rugged-looking dagger on her belt. Her vambraces were as well-worn as the others, and she had a few dead rabbits already strung in place.
Then the woman gripped the fur of the hulking man with the axe, and she hauled him up and shoved him toward the dead rabbits with a surprising amount of strength. The other two men swiftly got to work without needing the same treatment, and once the Viking woman was sure they were focused, she stepped over the dead guy to join them.
After that, I just tried not to blink, because she dropped into a splayed squat when she pulled her dagger out, and this only accentuated the ratio between her cinched waist and flawless ass.
She sliced the wings off her kill and severed their heads in just two quick swipes, and each time she finished, she’d deftly string them to her belt and let the blood drip down her leather-clad legs. Then she’d squat down to retrieve another catch, and every time, my eyes dropped to the two little dimples above her perfectly sculpted back end.
The Viking chick also managed to string the bulk of the rabbits up faster than the three men finished ten, so I was practically drooling all over my beard by the time she trudged into the river up to her thighs.
I silently prayed she’d turn in my direction and give me a glimpse of her face, but the woman’s thick blonde braids fell forward to block the view as she bent and snatched a drenched rabbit from the river bottom. Then she wrenched the arrow free, propped it under her arm, and handily clipped the rabbit’s wings and head.
Once she tossed the scraps onto the rocky shore, she stooped to rinse her arrowhead off, and I was admiring the feline shape of her pose when she abruptly halted her work. The honed muscles in her arms tensed beneath the fur sash while she slowly straightened up, and she turned her head ever so slightly to the side.
I could at least catch her profile from this angle, and she may as well have been a Nordic goddess.
The woman’s pale cheekbones were high and sharp, and her jaw was set firm while her lips puckered naturally in a soft pink. Her blonde hair was coiled in small, tight braids against her scalp on the sides near her temples, and where she piled the top half into a messy knot, I could tell some kind of animal bone was holding it all in place. My gaze was just drifting down the slope of her long neck when I noticed her nose twitch a little, and I wondered if this Viking chick was actually sniffing something out.
Only a split second later, her bow was in hand with the arrow strung, and she flipped to take aim at me.
I ducked back just in time, but I didn’t know if she’d still caught sight of me. I could hear the men’s swords unsheathing as the woman trudged back to the bank, and she spoke so quietly to them, I could barely make out the murmur of her voice.
Then the group suddenly fell silent, and my heart pounded heavy in my chest while I shifted to hide myself deeper out of sight.
I couldn’t believe this woman had just sniffed me out from thirty feet away when all I could smell was river water and crisp pines, but that arrow had zeroed in right on the cropping of rocks I was hiding inside of.
Whether or not she would have loosed the arrow if she’d seen me, I didn’t know, but considering her lethal aim and the decapitated man on the rocks, I wasn’t willing to take a chance to find out.
No one made a sound on the riverbank for several minutes, and I waited a painful amount of time for the band of four to close in on me. Any second now, an arrow or a blade could slice through the opening in front of me, but more and more time passed without anything happening. I must have stood stock-still in the rocks for nearly thirty minutes before I finally inched forward again, and I tried not to dislodge any stones under my boots along the way.
When I reached the edge of the stone slab, I slowly tilted my head so I could get just a sliver of a view, and what I could see of the riverside was deserted. I crept out another few steps while my hand slid to the bone handle of my knife, but then I came around the side of the stone, and I froze on the spot.
No one was out on the stark white bank anymore, and the upper ridge was as deserted as it had been when I arrived.
But the decapitated body was propped up against a pile of stones to face me, and every severed rabbit skull that had been discarded was now neatly arranged in a trail leading to my hideout.
The eyes were gouged out of the soft white skulls now, so a line of hollow, bloody orbs stared up at me, and right where my boots stopped, someone had written the word “run” in blood.








Chapter 5
I didn’t run at first.
I wanted to after the sick sight of their little message, but considering the aim that Viking woman had with her bow, no amount of running would save me if I bolted now.
I also wasn’t sure if this was a warning that I’d shown up at the wrong part of the river. All I guessed was that those bastards knew exactly where I’d been hiding, and they didn’t bother attacking me yet.
I just hoped I hadn’t stumbled into some kind of twisted game, and I turned away from the decapitated body to get the hell out of there. I crept through the deepest crags of the stony banks first while I periodically checked the upper ridge and the path behind me, and I kept working my way downstream for another ten minutes. Then I scaled the ridge as fast as I could while I stayed low amongst the shards of rock, and once I reached the top of the stacks, I had a clearer visual of the area.
There was still no one in sight.
Nothing but blank white stone and clear water stretched out below me, and as I crossed over the ridge, I could see the dim forest under the red pines was deserted. The lowest, winding branches only had scarlet needles clustered across them, and the tangled black thorns didn’t shift even the slightest bit.
I finally bolted like my ass was on fire.
I stayed within earshot of the river as I sprinted between ashen trunks without stopping once, and I expected to die any minute the whole time I ran. I ignored the stitches in my sides and the burning of my lungs while I forced my legs to keep pumping at full bore, but eventually, I had to stop around the four-mile mark from how heavily I was breathing.
I snuck over the rocky ridge and back down toward the river again, and after sticking to a path between two massive white stones, I dropped to my knees at the river’s edge. My stomach wasn’t acting up at all from the one drink I’d taken earlier, and my throat was burning to be quenched, so I gulped down about half a gallon of water. I dunked my head in the river to cool myself off as well, and when I resurfaced, I decided I’d keep running for another few miles just to make sure there was plenty of distance between me and the guy with the axe.
Then I turned around and stopped short.
A single decapitated rabbit head was perched on the slab behind me, and it had to be fresh because stark red blood was seeping from its hollow eye sockets and severed neck.
“Are you fucking kidding me?” I muttered as my adrenaline shot up, and I didn’t bother sneaking through the stones this time.
I lunged to the top of the rocks and crested the ridge, and when I didn’t see anyone around, I barreled down the other side and straight into the forest. I knew the terrain would open up more the further I got from the river, but this would at least give me a better visual of my stalkers.
Now that I knew where the river was, I could risk wandering off the path a bit if it meant my neck was saved, and I was used to keeping mental tabs on my coordinates in the wilderness. I ran all-out for a mile before I turned left and kept on running, and I constantly checked my back for any sign of the Vikings.
When I got too tired to keep running, I climbed a tree and took up a post deep between the thickest boughs, and I waited to see if the band of four appeared. Several minutes passed with only weasels showing up, and by then, I’d recovered enough to sprint for a ways more.
I jumped down, checked the area, and took off again, and I switched my direction every few minutes while I timed the change ups. I must have run ten or twelve miles before I started making my way back toward the river, and I only took two breaks in the treetops along the way.
No severed bunny heads showed up again, but I was running out of steam, and I knew my best bet would be to cross the river if these stalking assholes had some kind of claim on this region.
I forced my legs to keep up a decent pace while I followed a roundabout path through the woods, and when I arrived back by the stark white ridge of stone, I didn’t waste a second before climbing up and over.
Then I waded into the river, and the water only reached my chest at its highest point. The current wasn’t too strong to swim across, either, so I made good time while I let the water drag me downstream a bit. I took drinks along the way before I came out on the opposite bank, and once I quickly climbed the ridge, I headed deeper into the woods again.
The plant life was more of the same on this side, but the shards of stone were closer to gray in the area, and the terrain rose and fell more ruggedly, too. When I came to a slope that led up to a gray embankment, I scaled it to see how secluded the area below was, and I ended up looking down on a sea of glossy black brambles.
I decided a spot like this would be as close to camouflage as I’d get in these woods.
Unfortunately, the daylight looked like it would be starting to dim soon, and I’d have to get some food ASAP if I didn’t want to draw attention with a fire tonight. I was tempted to skip it, but after all the running I’d been doing, my blood sugar had tanked, and I didn’t want to risk being more vulnerable than I already was.
Especially if more of these twisted Viking fucks were lurking around the woods.
I immediately set to work finding a straight enough stick to make a knife spear out of, but the task was surprisingly difficult given the sparse and gnarled plant life. Eventually, I found an ashen tree that looked like another wild cat had torn it up, and I was able to find a sturdy stick with a two-inch diameter in the wreckage.
The tree must have been shredded a while ago, because the debris was well dried, and I brought an armful of firewood back to the thorny sea at the base of the embankment.
All this time, I kept a close watch on the forest around me, but no more bloody rabbit heads showed up, and I didn’t hear anyone in the vicinity, either. It looked like I’d finally shook my trackers off my trail, and I tore my way deep into the glossy black brambles before I used my hunting knife to cut a small clearing out.
My jacket and jeans spared me from most of the thorns, but not all of them, and after taking dozens of inch-long spikes to my thighs, I knew this was an ideal place to hole up in.
I cleared the ground in the space I’d cut out so I could work directly on the dark soil, and then I promptly got to work on my spear. I split the tip of the stick I found down the center for about seven inches first, and I broke off half the split to make a shelf before I cut a long strip of fabric from the bottom of my shirt. Then I laid the handle of my knife along the breakage with the base of the hilt resting flush on the shelf, and I wrapped the fabric around several times to make sure it was tightly secured.
A couple minutes later, I was heading back toward the river, but I scouted the place much more carefully this time without crossing over the top of the ridge. It took a moment to identify the winged rabbits against the wash of white, but as soon as I spotted one that looked to be five pounds, I angled myself lower against the back side of the ridge.
Luckily, my grandfather had let me get my own atlatl when I was twelve and in my “primitive is best” phase.
I came to my senses and switched back to my compound bow after a while, but I spent that full summer practicing with the atlatl on old baked bean cans in his woods. By fall, I took down my first blacktail buck with the thing, and the head was still mounted on the wall in Burt’s shop. Unfortunately, it had been four years since I last took out my atlatl, and I didn’t want to break the tip of my knife on the stone.
I’d have to make sure I struck the rabbit straight from the side, and I took a deep breath while I steadied my aim for a moment. Then I threw the knife spear, and the blade pierced my target through the ribs as the whole flock took off in a flutter of white wings.
I waited where I was once the banks had cleared to be sure no one else would be arriving after the commotion, and then I swiftly jumped down the ridge and retrieved my kill. I tucked four larger rocks into my jacket while I was down there, but then I hustled to get back to my camp and start cooking.
The day was fading slowly at least, and I was able to use the dried needles from the forest floor as kindling. The old wood I brought from the tree was as dry as I expected too, so it didn’t smoke too bad, and when I had a small fire going in my clearing, I clipped the rabbit’s wings and severed the head before I cut a hole near his armpit.
Then I peeled the coat off in a few pulls, and I was glad to find he was a meaty little guy. The backstrap and rear quarters looked like they’d be plenty of sustenance for the time being, and I quickly sliced the meat away and laid it out on the inner side of his pelt. I shaved the thorns off a few sturdy bramble stems to make some skewers, and I cut the meat into one-inch chunks so they’d cook as quickly as possible. Then I stacked the four stones from the river on either side of the fire, and I laid the loaded skewers across them to let the meat cook.
I was enclosed in a mass of black brambles that rose about two feet above my head here, and the embankment began ten feet behind me and reached about twenty feet into the air. The sky was only just starting to turn duskish, so I figured this was as good as I could get in terms of concealment, and I finally let myself sit back for the first time in hours.
I had no idea if the four Vikings I’d seen at the river would keep trying to track me now that I’d shaken them, but the thought of getting my head axed off was enough to make it impossible to let my guard down completely.
I’d cut plenty of heads off game in my life, so the bunnies were only mildly disturbing, but I’d honestly never seen a decapitated man before. That was a new one. I’d also never been deliberately stalked and toyed with in the middle of the wilderness by bodybuilder Vikings, and these were only a few elements of the ridiculous day I’d had.
Waking up uninjured in a scarlet forest without my truck around would have been weird enough, but add in the massive wild cat, the creepy weasels, and the flying rabbits, and I didn’t even know what to think. Apparently, legitimate Vikings still existed too, with access to steroids or something, and they wanted to catch me without knowing who I was or where I’d come from.
So… I had to ask myself once again… what the fuck?
I stared at the flames as I considered all this, and I slowly rotated the skewers to keep my nerves steady. Eventually, I realized all of these factors pointed to an alarming notion.
I couldn’t disregard the reality that I would have died at the Matanuska after a crash like that. There was no doubt in my mind I’d fallen to my death out there, but I didn’t remember the exact moment it happened.
I remembered the cold drop, and I remembered seeing everything above and below me. My life wasn’t flashing before my eyes, either, so I was completely present, but the moment before I landed was a blur. It sounded too impossible, but the world had faded to black like I’d dropped into a tunnel or something, so was it actually possible I’d been reborn, or transported to another world?
I couldn’t help snorting at the thought because it was the kind of crazy shit Brandon would have brought up. My brother was always devouring stories about interdimensional travel, alien warfare, and shit about riding dinosaurs, and if he was in my position, he probably would have jumped to this conclusion hours ago with an eager grin on his face.
And maybe he’d be onto something.
This wilderness was like nothing I’d ever seen or heard of on Earth, and I was never one to live under a rock. I might have spent my whole life in Alaska, but I’d read enough books and spent enough time online to have a broader scope of things than most of the people I worked with, and with all I’d learned, I couldn’t think of another explanation for how I would have ended up in a place like this.
On the other hand, I was sitting here as the exact same Aaron I’d been before, and I didn’t feel dead or reborn at all. Sure, I was miraculously unscathed from my tumble over the cliff, and I only had a stubborn and dull ache in my chest to show for it, but I was as hungry and worn out as a living man, and my thighs bled from the thorns like a living man’s would.
When I’d seen that Viking chick at the river, I felt pretty fucking alive too, and just the thought of her knotted braids tumbling over her bow and quiver made my blood heat up all over again.
Then I smirked at the flames, because the fact a woman like her even existed seemed like the best proof I’d landed in an alternate universe, and it might not be the worst thing.
I’d never known a woman who could handle a bow like that, especially not a simple longbow against flying targets, and she was even built like a goddess. Blonde hair, pink lips, and a perfect ass, but to top it all off, she seemed to have the primal senses of a wild animal.
So, yeah, to say I was intrigued would be a gross understatement. Half the reason I wasn’t panicking right now was because those splayed-leg squats kept replaying themselves in slow motion through my mind, and I couldn’t deny, I wouldn’t mind crossing paths with her again.
Not that I usually thought with my dick, but at this point, I was beginning to feel like I could almost afford to.
If I really was in a different world, then I hardly had anything to lose.
Well, aside from my life, but in all likelihood, I could survive out here. I had plenty of experience getting by in harsher terrain than this one, and I had all the tools I needed to live. The weather was mild, and I’d learned a decent amount about the area today, so I could already work on avoiding the primary predators.
One of my bigger issues was the hulking dudes with swords and axes, but if I figured out what spots to avoid, that could end up being less of a concern as well.
Why the hell something like this was a concern, I couldn’t be sure yet, but overall, I never would have gotten to witness a woman like that firsthand if the issue didn’t come up, so it was kind of worth it.
Then I remembered the sight of the eyeless bunny heads all staring up at me, and my focus abruptly shifted back to the issue of the decapitated body.
Maybe the Viking chick hadn’t been the one to do the deed, but she didn’t seem rattled about being in the dead body’s company. Hot or not, she could still be batshit crazy for all I knew, and she ran around with some burly ass men. Just recalling the way my blood turned to ice when I came out of hiding sent a fresh dose of anxiety through my limbs, and a hundred unsettling questions popped into my head all at once.
I took a deep breath as I rotated the skewers again, and I decided I’d focus on one thing at a time until I figured out what the hell had happened to me. Namely, I would avoid the area where the bunny incident occurred, even if the badass blonde might be nearby. Tomorrow, I’d work more on getting my bearings in the forest, and I’d see what I could do about figuring out which way I should head next.
Preferably, away from the guy with the bloody two-bit axe.
For now, I was set, and the meat was finished cooking just in time for the day to turn blue around me. The firewood was almost burned up, and I started in on my skewered dinner as soon as it cooled down a bit.
I was relieved to find the flying rabbit meat was absolutely delicious, but it didn’t taste like any rabbit I’d had before. It was closer to dove in both flavor and texture, but it was damn good, and I devoured all of it by the time my fire was down to embers. Then I tamped out the last of the coals with my boot before I stirred the soil up, and I quietly waited where I was for a while as I listened to the forest around me.
There was still no sign of anything bigger than the rodents I’d seen earlier, and I didn’t want to attract larger creatures to my spot while I slept, so I stood up, gathered the rabbit pelt and scraps, and brought it all toward the river. I dropped them near the base of the ridge for the scavengers to take care of, and then I climbed up to scan the darkened banks of white stone.
Now that it was decently dark, my attire helped me out more, and I quietly climbed over the ridge and stayed between shadowy crags to reach the water’s edge. I got my knife cleaned up and sheathed first thing, drank my fill of water for the night, took a piss, and glanced toward the sky. It didn’t smell like rain, but the sky was heavy with gray clouds, and a breeze had picked up that was coming downstream. I could tell the weather might take a turn soon, but more creatures were still coming out and squawking in the forest on either side of the river.
I headed back to my campsite before many more could start prowling around, and only a couple minutes later, a flicker of lightning flashed above the boughs. The wind picked up a bit as well, but it was several beats before a low rumble of thunder followed, and I zipped my jacket up against the fresh chill in the air.
It wasn’t too difficult finding my way in the dark. There was no moonlight, but the sparse terrain was easy to navigate, and the bit of lightning that came through the thick branches above provided a little extra visibility now and then. Mostly, I was just glad I finally blended in out here, and the notion relieved the last of my tension. At this point, my stomach was full, I’d recovered from my day of hauling ass, and I could sleep in the trees without having to worry about too much.
I focused on listening to the wildlife as I wove between the ashen trunks, but it was hard to gauge how many animals might be out there since even the huge wild cat I met earlier was capable of being deadly quiet. I could hear more clearly once the rushing river was farther away, and it sounded like most of the nearby creatures were of the bird variety. I assumed there must be a wider array of nocturnal rodents here than diurnal ones, and I was almost to the embankment when I registered something more distinct than I’d been hearing so far.
I slowed my pace as I squinted around at the darkened wilderness, and it still looked pretty barren between the large shadowy trunks. I couldn’t see well enough to distinguish between the thorny bushes or the stones, but from what I heard, there was definitely something traveling along a similar path as mine.
A few paces later, I realized the sound of steady footfalls was coming from two different points.
My concern heightened as I gauged that the two creatures were flanking me about fifteen feet away on either side, but when I heard something scrape against a trunk directly behind me, I knew I was being hunted.
I pulled my knife from its sheath as I scaled the slope of the embankment, and I decided my best bet would be to get lost in the sea of thorns below. Whatever was after me would most likely prefer prey they didn’t have to get cut up to catch, but before I could make it to the edge of the stones, I heard a low chuckle straight ahead.
“Hope you enjoyed your last meal, slave,” a woman murmured in a strange accent, and I halted as I realized the four Vikings already had me surrounded.








Chapter 6
I knew the woman was somewhere in front of me, but I had no idea why she called me a slave.
My heart slammed in my throat as I glanced around at the wash of darkness, and when another flicker of lightning sifted through the boughs, I could still only make out the tree trunks and shrubs closing me in.
“Okay, hear me out,” I tried, and I squinted to try and find the woman’s figure amongst the stones. “I don’t know who you are, or who you think I am, but I’m definitely not a slave. I’m just trying to get by, sooo… if you all own this land or something, point me in the right direction, and I’ll get gone. You’ll never see me again.”
A sword unsheathed in response, and I whipped around toward the sound as my grip tightened on my knife. At first, only trees were in view when the next flash of lightning illuminated the area, but another quick flicker came soon after, and I caught a glint of steel beside a shadowy trunk.
“Again, I don’t know who the fuck you are,” I reiterated through clenched teeth, “so why you’re trying to attack me is--”
I didn’t get another word in as a hulking shadow shifted from behind the trunk, and two more Vikings closed in on either side of me before a sword struck out at my left arm.
I jumped aside in time to dodge the blow, but the air whooshing past my ear alerted me to the axe on my right. Then I dove down before the double bit could swing back around for another try, and I rolled and caught one of the men’s legs.
He nearly cut my arm off twice while he wrestled to get free, but I managed to bury my knife in his inner thigh, and his pained roar split the air with a vengeance. Then I wrenched the blade downward, and he crashed onto me in a yowling heap. He must have weighed about two-fifty, but I dislodged myself in time to dodge the axe again, and a sword jabbed straight down at my head a split second later.
All I could do was trip to the side while I struggled to get my bearings in the dark, and the lightning was all I had to reorient myself. Every flash caught on a raised axe or a swiping sword, and I quickly realized both standing men held a dagger in their other hand, too. The man I’d taken down was up on one knee and hacking toward my legs as well, and my palm began to sweat around the hilt of my hunting knife as blades kept striking out at me from all angles.
I was at a complete disadvantage while the Vikings’ weapons gave them a better striking range than me, and the notion made my adrenaline spike as I ducked and stumbled in the pitch black to find any opening.
The storm had built above the trees, and the constant flashes of lightning spared me an axe to the head by a matter of inches. Then I dove to try and take another of the men’s legs out, but they were ready for this move. As soon as I dropped down, a heavy axe buried itself in the soil just beside my thigh, and I shot to my feet as a sword caught my hood instead of my back.
I tried to flee, but the man on the ground hooked my boot with his own, and as I crashed into a knot of thorns, I heard the woman’s taunting chuckle again.
Apparently, she’d just been standing around all this time while these assholes jumped me, and fury ignited in my chest, until I remembered she didn’t have a sword on her by the river.
I clambered through the inch-long thorns, but as a blade sliced across my forearm, I flipped around to jab my knife into my attacker’s wrist.
The man roared in pain and planted his boot in my stomach for it, and the force crushed me deeper into the thorns, but my panic was overriding my pain right now anyways. I just kept rolling across the brambles and came out lower on the embankment, and I dodged another swing of the axe and wove between the other two Vikings.
Then I tried to catch one of them in the gut with my knife, but his thick hide and leather armor blocked my attempt. The maneuver still got me over to the ridge of the embankment though, and as soon as the lightning gave away the woman’s blonde hair, I switched my knife to my left hand and lunged for her.
I already knew she carried one dagger on her right hip, so my hand grasped the hilt before she could get to it, and in seconds, I had her caught against my front with my hunting knife wedged against her ribs and her own dagger taut at her throat.
“Come any closer, and I’ll kill her,” I growled to the hulking shadows below us.
The woman went rigid while her breasts strained against my arm with every breath.
Then another flash of lightning revealed the cryptic sneers on the men’s ragged faces, and they let out filthy chuckles as two Vikings kept prowling forward.
“Do it, slave,” one of them goaded in a gravelly voice. “Your bounty’ll triple for it.”
The woman in my arms shrieked in fury, and she exploded in a heated rant that I couldn’t understand any of. She violently fought to free herself, and her words grated in her throat, but the men only laughed harder at her beratement.
I was honestly too bewildered to move for a second. I never thought these idiots would pull a stunt like this given how skilled she clearly was, but their reaction pissed me off almost as much as it did the woman, and I locked my jaw as I made a snap decision.
I couldn’t fight these fuckers off tonight, but I damn sure wasn’t about to kill a woman like her over their bullshit.
The woman gasped in shock as I threw her aside, and I heard her tumbling into the thorns as the two men dove at me. My heart beat wildly in my chest as I dipped and dodged all of their blades at once, but I managed to drive the woman’s dagger deep into one of their shoulders. I left it buried in him up to the hilt, but the man kept relentlessly swinging his axe with the other arm, and I did my best to stay out of range while I stuck closer to the man with the sword.
The next flash of lightning gave him a clear target, and I didn’t bother lunging aside this time. I twisted at the last second instead and let the blade of his sword tear across my injured arm, and I cried out louder than necessary as I clutched my gut and stumbled backward.
Then I dropped over the embankment, and I braced myself for the thorny landing.
All the air was knocked out of me from the twenty foot drop, and I barely managed to keep from groaning as a shot of pain wrenched through my entire back. The brambles were dense enough to save me from the ground at least, but now the thorns were buried in my flesh, and I struggled to draw a breath while I forced myself to stay completely still.
Warm blood filled my jacket sleeve while I stared up at the darkened ridge above me, but the embankment curved outward enough to block the lightning from illuminating my face. The storm had picked up a fierce gale during my scuffle with the three men, and water was pouring from the thick boughs now. All of this only made it more difficult to tell what was going on up there, but I guessed all the grunting I heard was the men trying to haul their comrade up so they could get him tended to.
I’d definitely torn the shit out of his thigh with that first hit, and I knew he’d been stuck fighting on his knees ever since.
For a minute, I laid there thinking I’d played the final strike off well, and that the Vikings would leave thinking I was dead, but then the three hulking figures appeared at the top of the ridge.
I had to acknowledge these Vikings were rugged as hell.
I stared wide-eyed as one of them wrenched the woman’s dagger out of his shoulder without a flinch, and the man whose leg I shredded only swayed a little on his feet as he looked down into the brambles. The three men chuckled to one another as they exchanged words in the same strange language the woman had used, but when the axe was passed over to the guy I took down, my blood turned to ice.
These bastards weren’t going to just let my body rot down here. They wanted to chop my fucking head off too, and one of them was already limping along the embankment to climb down.
I tried to decide if I should make a break for it and hope axe throwing wasn’t on their agenda, but then the limping man suddenly jolted to a stop, and the axe thunked to the ground. I couldn’t tell what was happening in the dark, but a few seconds later, I saw him keel backward, and this time, neither of the other men tried to haul him up.
Instead, they spoke frantically to each other as they tripped back and stowed their weapons, and they almost flattened one another as they abruptly turned to run. The fleeing men hollered to each other for a ways while their tones betrayed their terror, but their voices faded under a deep rumble of thunder.
I held my breath while I waited to see if the fallen man would reappear, but I had a sinking feeling things were about to get a whole lot worse for me. I couldn’t imagine what would cause such a ruthless pair to take off like frightened deer, but there was a lot of blood out here now, and I just hoped another stealth predator hadn’t shown up to join the party.
Then the Viking woman slowly emerged from the shadows on the left.
She wrenched an arrow from the dead man’s body and swiftly restrung it in her bow, and against a backdrop of lightning, I saw her look down into the sea of brambles. Luckily, the woman only scanned the darkness for a few beats before she turned her head in the directions the others had gone, and then she silently stalked off with her loaded bow still in hand.
It took me all of five seconds to make up my mind about what to do next. I already knew I didn’t have much of a choice at this point. It was dark, the wind was ripping through the trees along with the thunder, and this might be the best chance I had for getting some answers.
Come morning, I’d be an easy target again, and I’d still have no idea where I was or where I should be heading.
I gritted my teeth against the pain throbbing in most of my limbs, and I wrestled to get myself out of the brambles. When I was finally free of the massive thorns, I climbed back up to the embankment, and I dropped to my knees in the dirt as I tore my jacket off.
My entire left sleeve was drenched with blood from the two strikes I’d taken, and I cut the fabric off at the shoulder before I tossed it aside. Then I did the same to my right sleeve, but I split the clean fabric in half down the middle, and I quickly wrapped both of the wounds to slow the bleeding for now.
Once my jacket was back on, I jogged over to the dead Viking on the ridge, and I wrestled to get his sword belt off him as fast as I could. The last thing I wanted was to come up against more of these guys with only a hunting knife to defend myself with, and the dead man had a broadsword and a dagger to offer, so I pulled the dead animals off his belt and strapped the leather below my own.
Then I took off in the direction I’d seen the Viking woman head.
I didn’t doubt she was stalking the last two men for double-crossing her, and I had no intention of interrupting her work. I just needed to get her alone once she was finished so I could find out what the hell this was all about.
I knew the men’s voices had faded further inland from the river, and they’d also torn a few thorns apart while they fled to escape. One of their wrists was bleeding all over the place too, so I was able to gauge the start of their course pretty easily, but the woman couldn’t be far ahead of me, and she would probably fire an arrow into my ass if she so much as caught a glimpse of me.
Luckily, the wind funneled through the sparse forest from my left, and in the direction she headed, I could stay downwind of her. Lightning flashed every ten seconds or so, and the storm was making plenty of noise to help me stay undetected, but I also had decades worth of experience stalking my own prey in the dark days and nights of Alaska.
Now that I knew that was the game, I could use every advantage to my favor.
I clutched the hilt of the sword to keep the steel from rattling as I ran at a clipped pace, and I stuck close to the trunks while I scanned the sodden terrain. I followed every streak of blood on the trunks that I could find, and I figured at least one of the men wouldn’t make it far fast. He seemed to be stumbling into everything he came across, and I ended up only running for a few more minutes before I heard someone hollering up ahead.
Then I slowed my pace and shifted my track to stay downwind of the commotion, and while I swiftly crept along a shadowy path, I finally caught sight of a set of broad, leather-clad shoulders between the trees.
The wounded Viking was staggering several paces behind the other, and he yelled to his comrade while they both barreled through the woods. Not thirty feet behind them, a flash of blonde hair shifted into view, and I didn’t miss the slight smirk on the Viking woman’s lips.
She was in line with me now, so I ducked back to get a ways behind her instead, and I kept a wide berth between us while I tracked her movements. The woman was drenched with rain and quietly jogging between the shadows like I’d been doing, but she didn’t bother quickening her pace to catch up with her victims. She just slowed down to a steady stride as she took aim with her bow, and without pausing, she loosed the first arrow.
I grinned to myself as the asshole who’d sliced my arm up took an arrow to the back of the skull, and he crashed down hard while the other Viking leapt clear over a hedge of thorns. This one was dead in another five paces, and I stifled a chuckle when he flailed in the air and dropped out of view with an arrow in his back.
Then the Viking woman calmly looped her bow across her chest, and she approached her first victim while I crept further along and stayed hidden behind the crops of thorns. She tore the arrow from the man’s skull first, and once it was back in her quiver, she grabbed him by the boot and dragged him around so he was facing the opposite way.
I furrowed my brow when she pulled his own dagger out, but after she plunged the blade into his head where the arrow had struck, I realized she was staging the scene. Then she wiped the blade off and returned the dagger to its sheath, and she did the same with the second man, except he took a sword to his bloody back.
After that, the woman swiped the rain from her forehead and shifted her blonde hair back over her shoulder, and she didn’t spare the dead men another glance. She walked off in the same direction they’d been running when she killed them, and I couldn’t help staring at the sway of her hips while she strolled into the night like nothing had just transpired out here.
This Viking chick was only getting more and more intriguing, and at this point, I was beyond glad I didn’t kill her back at that embankment. Still, I had my own business to take care of now, and she didn’t have any axe-toting buddies around anymore. So I reminded myself this was my one opening, and I dragged my eyes off her ass as I carefully proceeded to track her through the forest.
I switched up my path a few times while I tried to check if she reclaimed her dagger on the ridge, but once I was sure her sheath was empty, I started to gradually move in. I kept to the shadows at her right flank while the wind blew in from her left, and I could tell by her careless stride that she had no idea I was within fifteen feet of her. As long as she didn’t grab hold of her bow, I had a chance of catching her, and I rolled the bottoms of my boots across the ground with every step so I wouldn’t make a sound.
I was within seven feet of her right arm when I heard more voices nearby, and I immediately ducked back a few feet as I caught a flicker of flames through the trees. Then my pulse quickened, and I realized the walls of a stronghold were directly ahead.
Now, several things occurred to me at once, but the most prominent one was I’d only put myself closer to this woman’s fortress when I crossed the river to shake her off my trail today.
The second was I had about four minutes before the guards on the ramparts would be able to see her in the forest, which meant there was no room for error.
I fell back by a few more paces as I silently undid the sword belt from my waist, and I carefully placed it down behind a shard of stone. I couldn’t risk this woman arming herself any better than she already was, but now that I only had my knife on me, I unsheathed it and moved in again.
In a few seconds, I was directly behind her, and just as she whipped her head to the side, I caught her from behind and clamped my hand over her mouth.
The woman struggled hard in my hold as I leveled my blade against her throat, but I kept her locked against me as I dragged her back from the fortress. Then I pinned her front against a tree to make sure she couldn’t escape, and the woman finally stopped fighting me.
“Why are you trying to kill me?” I growled in her ear.
I felt every muscle in her body tense at the words, and she turned her head as best as she could. It was too dark to make out her features, but I could see her eyes flare when she recognized me, and I nodded as her breaths quickened.
“Answer the question, and I’ll release you,” I murmured. “But if you scream, you and I are gonna have a problem.”
I could have sworn I heard her chuckle beneath my hand, but the woman nodded once, and I uncovered her mouth while I prepared to gag her again if need be.
“You know why,” the Viking woman seethed with a murderous glare. “No enemy crosses Hylmrek and lives.”
Then I got an elbow embedded in my diaphragm, and as I doubled over, the woman managed to shove me back and catch me in a neck lock.
I countered her attempt to throw me as I grabbed her by the thigh, and I had her flipped under me on the ground in one swift motion. I blocked my balls from her knee just in time and pinned her chest down with my forearm, but unfortunately, the woman was strong enough to roll me.
As soon as she did, she bolted toward the stronghold while she pulled her bow off her back, and three steps later, she flipped around and took aim.
I tackled her by the hips to bring her down hard as the arrow whizzed right over my head, and after two punches and an elbow to my neck, I finally got her bow out of her hands. I threw it far into the woods while she scratched me across the face and tried to strangle me too, but I managed to drag her up onto her feet once I knocked her elbows down.
Then I slammed her back against a tree to knock the wind out of her, and the woman gasped in pain as I got my hunting knife at her throat once more.
Still, she never screamed, and judging by the fury in her eyes, I guessed screaming like a damsel wasn’t really her thing. I didn’t doubt she could probably figure out a way to kill me even now, so I cut to the chase real quick while I worked to catch my breath.
“I’m not your enemy,” I panted.
“The slave of our enemy is still an enemy of Hylmrek,” the woman hissed.
“I’ve never even heard of Hylmrek!” I shot back. “Back at the river was the first time I’ve ever seen anyone like you. I’m only passing through here.”
“And yet you speak the language of the slaves!” she countered through heaving breaths.
I furrowed my brow in confusion, and as another flash of lightning fell across us, I got a quick glimpse of the disgust etched across her drenched face.
“Alright, I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about, but do I look like any slaves you’ve seen?” I demanded.
I obviously had no idea what slaves looked like around here, but I stuck to my gut instinct on this one, because I doubted there were many Carhartts floating around in a forest of Vikings. Based on her own attire, I had to be centuries away from qualifying, and I kept her firmly in place while I waited for a response.
The woman strained her neck to the side as she eyed my jacket and jeans, and after a long, rainy moment, she finally shook her head.
“I do not recognize this garb,” the woman admitted. “I have never seen a slave wield a hunting spear, either, and I do not believe a slave would spare a warrior’s life as you have done. However, you bear no fur of the clans, so you are a trespasser nonetheless, and all trespassers--”
“Not intentionally,” I cut in, but I narrowed my eyes a second later. “Wait, you were watching me hunt with that spear earlier? How long have you known where I was?”
Even in the dark, I could tell she was sending me a smug look, and I ground my teeth together at the snort she let out. She and her band had been waiting around all evening to catch me in that pitch-black deathmatch, and the notion made my irritation heighten even further.
Then the woman spoke again, and her tone was less hostile this time.
“Where did you come from?” she asked.
I was so struck by how pleasing her voice was that I forgot half my irritation, and her natural tone was softer and lower than I expected compared to her grating shrieks toward the men earlier. Her strange accent made her words flick across her tongue with a slight trill too, and it was much more charming now that she wasn’t threatening me.
I tried to ignore all of this while I kept my blade in place, because I knew this woman could still kill me if she had the chance.
“North, I think,” I answered. “To be honest, I’m not really sure at the moment because I don’t know where I am.”
“Where are you heading to?”
“No idea,” I admitted. “I just need to find a safe place to set up camp without your group hunting me anymore.”
“You don’t know where you are from or going to, and yet you expect me to help you?” she scoffed, and she bucked hard against my hold.
Then her nails lashed out at my arms while she fought to get free, and I winced as she tore at the sword wound on my upper arm. Still, I just pinned her more firmly so her quiver dug into her spine, and I pressed the blade harder against her throat.
“Woman, you know I don’t want to kill you,” I told her in a stern voice as I held her gaze, and she stopped fighting me at once. “I get that this all sounds confusing, but I’m not asking for a lot here. Just tell me where I am and point me in a direction I can head safely.”
“You are in the middle of Raudfýri,” the woman growled as she bared her teeth.
“Raudfýri?” I repeated, and the foreign word didn’t ring a single bell in my mind.
“This is the Red Forest,” she hissed. “No clan will allow a stranger of your tongue to trespass here. You will either be killed, or enslaved. That is your only choice now. Choose carefully. I have no other assistance to offer.”
I stared at her for a moment, but I could tell by her steely gaze that this wasn’t an exaggeration. She meant every word.
“How do I get out of the Red Forest?” I asked.
“Two hundred miles north to where the river flows from the mountains,” the woman answered as she tilted her head in the right direction. “Three hundred east, three-fifty west, or five hundred south. The seven clans own every parcel of land you will cross in any direction, which you surely must know, seeing as you’ve traveled this far. How you have lived this long, I cannot imagine.”
“God damnit,” I sighed as I processed how screwed I was, but then I nodded in understanding. “Look, I have no intention of harming your people. Like I said, I don’t know anything about your clans, and I’m just trying to survive until I figure out what’s going on. What would happen if you brought me to your clan? Would they allow me safe crossing through your territory if you explained--”
“Do you listen to nothing?” the Viking woman demanded. “Two choices. Death or enslavement, and given you have killed three of our warriors, I can assure you Hylmrek will believe nothing of what you have to say.”
“I… what?” I scoffed. “You killed those assholes! I watched you do it.”
“Oh, I doubt that,” she murmured in a deadly tone. “All of Hylmrek know I never bother with blades, and we warned the chieftain about your presence hours ago. He knows you are armed, and that you are capable of evading capture. It is unfortunate you murdered those men as we left to close in on you, but when I return alone and tell my chief you slayed the last of my guards as well, he will ask me what it is I did about all this.”
“And what will you tell him?” I checked.
“I would have told him I avenged my own, but you have chosen to hold me hostage here, so your fate is sealed,” the woman growled.
“Hey, I’m only looking for answers,” I clarified. “You and your men are the ones who tried to kill me back there.”
“You trespass,” she countered firmly. “It is our place to defend our territory, but you have disarmed me and kept me from my stronghold against my will. The man who owns me will kill you for it. The night guards will cross through here soon, and if they find my bow, he will have you skinned by sunrise. There is no other choice for you within the bounds of Hylmrek.”
My pulse quickened as I looked toward the iron gate beyond the trees, and the torchlight cast shadows of burly men pacing the base of the ramparts with axes on their backs. The walls were thirty feet high, so the stronghold had to be extensive enough to house at least a hundred more, and my concern mounted as I briefly considered the breasts I had crushed under my arm right now.
I’d skin a man for this too, if she was my woman. In a heartbeat.
I promptly released her and backed up with my arms held out to the sides, and the blonde woman shifted uncomfortably from the pain in her back as she glanced down at my clothes again.
“You had better hope I find my bow,” she said in a coarse tone. “And if you wish to live, I suggest you leave and never return to Hylmrek. The hunt will begin soon.”
I continued backing away as I heard the iron gate of the stronghold being raised, and a line of eight burly Vikings emerged with axes crossing their broad chests. I could have sworn I heard another low chuckle slip from the woman’s lips as she warned me to run, but I was already bolting in the opposite direction.
The only time I stopped running was to grab the sword belt I’d discarded, and I didn’t slow down again until I reached the river. Even then, I lunged into the water and swam fast for the opposite bank, and after I scaled the ridge, I kept on running upstream. The rain continued pelting my face while my lungs burned with cold night air, but I didn’t let myself stop heading north until my legs were finally tapped out for the day.
Then I staggered to the water’s edge and gulped down another dose of water, and I still hadn’t caught my breath when I found a low branch a ways back from the bank. My hands and boots slipped on the drenched branches while I hauled myself higher into the boughs, and I ignored the birds who squawked and dove at me with their talons bared. Once I found a wide enough branch, I finally settled in with my back against the trunk, and my sides cramped painfully as I eyed the eighty foot drop to the ground.
This was about as safe as I could be in the Red Forest, and I shifted to get more comfortable while my left arm throbbed where my wounds continued to bleed.
I propped my elbow up on my knee to keep it above my heart for now, but then I sighed as I looked around at the stout needles encircling me. The lightning flickering through them cast an eerie red glow all around, but the storm had started to ease back to a steady downpour, so I’d at least pass an easy night out here.
The woman’s advice was still echoing in my ears though, and as I considered the hundreds of miles of woods spanning out around me, I was acutely aware of how many crazy Viking fucks there must be out here.
Seven clans just like hers owned every parcel of land in the Red Forest, and here I was, stuck smack dab in the middle with the wrong language on my tongue.
I shook my head at the thought while I rifled my wet hair out of my face, and I decided I’d just have to get plenty of rest tonight. Tomorrow, I could deal with this headache, but either way, I’d need all the energy I could muster.
Because I had a lot of bullshit ahead of me if I was going to make it out of the Red Forest alive.
I closed my eyes as the rain kept dripping down through the needles above me, but only a few minutes later, they popped open wide again as I sat up.
A deep, throaty growl was circling the base of the trunk, and I recognized the wild cat’s timbre the second I heard it.
“Shit,” I muttered under my breath, and my head dropped back against the trunk. “You better not piss down there, man. I am not in the fucking mood.”








Chapter 7
I managed to get a decent sleep that night despite the lurker on the forest floor, and when I woke up, there was no acrid stench scalding my respiratory system. I was initially confused by the wall of red needles surrounding me, but then I glanced down at the eighty foot drop between me and the ground.
Everything came rushing back to me as I took stock of the throbbing in my left arm, and my muscles were so stiff I wheezed as I sat up straighter. The rain had stopped sometime while I slept, and the sun must have just risen because the woods were tinged with a dim blue light. No birds were chirping in the trees, but I could hear the soft call of the rabbits near the river, and I tried to stretch my limbs back to life without falling right off the branch.
I immediately regretted moving my left arm, and warm blood oozed into the wrappings as the pain doubled. The dull ache in my chest was finally gone at least, so that was something, and I decided I’d take care of these sword wounds first thing.
Now that my adrenaline wasn’t through the roof, my back and left arm were searing with pain, and I had hundreds of miles ahead of me if I was going to escape the Red Forest. I probably wouldn’t fare too well out here with only one good arm, and I needed to find something to eat so I’d be able to keep up a brisk pace for most of the day.
I started climbing back down the tree while I scouted the area along the way. I had no idea where the boundaries of Hylmrek were, but with a set of ramparts that big, their clan would have plenty of warriors to patrol their lands. Plus, there was the issue of the bow I chucked into the woods outside the stronghold.
If that Viking chick didn’t find it before the night guards, then I’d have even more of Hylmrek’s warriors to worry about than I already did, but I couldn’t muster much irritation over this. I was the one who threw the damn thing, and after my first run-in with those hulking Vikings, I could understand where the woman was coming from.
Sort of.
I was confused about most of what she’d said last night, but her clan didn’t strike me as the most forgiving type of people, and I could imagine what might happen to her if the chieftain found out she murdered her own clansmen and let the trespasser live. On the other hand, those guys were quick to advise me to kill her myself, and I shook my head as I struggled to grasp what kind of laws these Vikings operated under.
Either way, I got the answers I needed out of the woman, and I knew my best bet was to head two hundred miles upriver until I made it into the northern mountains. I seriously doubted those mountains would be the Alaska Range, but if they were even remotely similar, and not infested with Vikings, then that was good enough for me.
Right now, I wasn’t sure how far I was from Hylmrek’s stronghold, which was my more immediate issue. I guessed I may have run about seven miles after I crossed the river last night, but this wasn’t nearly as far away as I wanted to be, so I hustled to get going on my day as quickly as possible.
The process of climbing down to the ground took longer than it should have since my left arm was inflamed from the effort, and I couldn’t seem to utilize the muscles properly, either. After I scouted the riverbank, I snuck down the ridge and positioned myself behind the steepest outcropping of stone I could find, and I glanced toward the cloudy sky.
The day was lightening up quickly, so I’d be a lot easier to spot pretty soon, and I didn’t waste any time as I pulled my jacket off and knelt at the water’s edge.
My entire left arm was crusted with blood, and the fabric I used to wrap my wounds was drenched all the way around. I pulled my shirt off before I cut the wrappings away with my knife, and I laid flat on my stomach to ease my whole arm into the river. The cold water countered the pain by a few degrees while I stayed where I was for several minutes, and I carefully rubbed the blood away as I tried not to piss off the wounds even more. Then I pulled my arm back out, and I sat up as I took stock of the damage.
My forearm was sliced near my outer elbow, but my jacket kept the blade from cutting too deep on this one. It was a clean cut, without too much reddening, so I figured it would heal alright, but the last strike I’d taken to my upper arm was much worse.
The sword actually hadn’t torn my bicep, but it slashed across the brachialis muscle on my outer arm, and every time I shifted the muscle, the gaping wound separated over an inch deep.
“Son of a bitch,” I sighed as a fresh stream of blood seeped out, and I let my arm go limp in my lap.
I had no means of stitching the wound up out here, but keeping enough blood in me would be an issue real soon if I wanted to get any use out of my arm today. This meant I needed to shift my priorities around, and I decided I’d skip breakfast. Once I was fixed up a little and a few miles farther from Hylmrek, I’d find something to eat, but for now, I gulped down plenty of water and grabbed my things from the riverbank.
Then something unexpected caught my attention as I stood up, and I narrowed my eyes as I looked down at the marking on my bare chest.
“What the hell?” I muttered.
Right at the center, there was a perfectly circular scar that spanned about seven inches in diameter, and three interlocking triangles were positioned inside the ring. I’d never seen the mark before in my life, but it looked like it had been carved into my skin ages ago, and an uneasy feeling settled in my gut as I traced my fingertips across the ancient scar tissue.
I’d assumed the dull ache I had in my chest yesterday was from the crash at the Matanuska, but this symbol was placed above the same spot, and I couldn’t imagine how something so distinct could have gotten there. The lines were centimeters thick and should have been bloody or scabbed if they were carved out around the time I arrived in the Red Forest, but they were already pale and fully healed.
I retraced the strange scarring a few times while I tried to make any sense of the mark, but my arm was dripping blood all over the stones now, and I knew I couldn’t risk lingering on the open riverbank any longer than I needed to.
Every second I stayed in this spot could mean I’d end up in another deathmatch come nightfall, and I tried to regroup while I swiftly crept up the ridge to duck back beneath the tree line. Then I headed deeper into the forest, and I decided not to look back at my chest. The clock was ticking on this day already, and I could only address one disturbing factor at a time.
I dropped my jacket and shirt at the base of a gnarled tree, and I double-checked the area while I pulled my knife from my belt. Then I knelt down to study one of the black breaks on the ashen trunk.
Most trees had sap in them, but these ones resembled pines to some degree, and I could see a few beads of crystalized sap embedded at the center of the breaks. I took this as an indicator I could harvest some resin from the red trees, and I used the tip of my knife to pick a couple of the beads off before I popped them between my fingertips.
Then I grinned as fresh resin burst out, and it smelled almost exactly like the pine sap back home. The scent was a little sweeter than I was used to, but when I dabbed some of the sap on the tip of my tongue, it tasted almost the same as pine too, and I nodded before I started slicing into the bark in a thin V shape.
I only needed to collect enough sap to seal my upper wound since I couldn’t stitch it, but pine resin was also a natural antiseptic and anti-inflammatory, and the last thing I needed out here was for this larger gouge to get infected.
Once I had a V-shape cut half an inch deep in the tree, I sheathed my blade and pulled out my Leatherman tool, and I used the pliers to peel the bark back until I exposed a swatch of wood underneath. The tree was already beginning to bleed fresh sap, and I swiped some onto my finger before I held it up toward the light in the boughs.
The resin was a lighter amber color than pine, but it was completely clear without any impurities in it, and I sighed with relief as I began dabbing the sap at the corner of my deepest wound.
It stung like hell, but I kept harvesting more from the tree as I fed it into the wound, and the bleeding slowed within minutes of sealing half the gouge. Then I packed more in to finish it off, and I started on the cut on my forearm since the tree had plenty more resin pooling at the base of the V.
By the time I finished, I was able to apply an extra layer on my upper arm, and I made sure it covered the skin surrounding the gash so it would hold more firmly while I ran. I still couldn’t move my arm too much without reopening the muscles, but the bleeding had stopped, and I regathered my things to clean the residual blood off my arm real quick.
I ended up dunking my coat sleeve in the river too, just so I wouldn’t be trailing so strong a stench of blood along with me, and I ignored the mark on my chest while I carefully pulled my shirt back on. Then I hitched my jacket in the crook of my arm, and I started running north just as the clouds finished lightening to a bright gray.
I stuck within a quarter mile of the riverbank along the way, and I kept up a steady pace and a constant scan of the forest around me. I was never a cross country running type, and the sword belt I took from the dead Viking weighed me down more than usual, but I hiked regularly at higher elevations than this. Granted, my back twinged painfully with every step from the drop I’d taken off the ridge, but the flat terrain had my muscles protesting a lot less than they could have, and I was able to keep going without any breaks for over an hour.
At that point, I only stopped long enough to get water and catch my breath for a few minutes, and I continued heading north until I made it about twenty miles from where I started. I finally slowed to a walk around then while I started looking for another stick I could use to make a spear, and I found one not too long after. Then I settled in on the forest floor, and I sliced another bit of fabric from the bottom of my shirt.
My upper arm was bleeding a little, but it didn’t hurt half as much as it had before, and the topmost layer of sap was solidifying well thanks to the chilly breeze. I left it alone for now as I built another knife spear for myself, and in twenty minutes, I was hunkered down in a cluster of thorns and clipping the wings off two rabbits.
Once the meat was skewered and roasting over a small fire, I pulled out my sharpening stone, and I started sharpening the dagger I stole from the dead Viking since it needed it badly.
The trees here were more of the same, of course, but the air felt damper and a little colder, and the thorns had gotten less abundant over the last five miles or so. A new plant species started to appear that actually seemed to like growing farther from the riverbank, and it reminded me of ivy, but with large, deep-purple leaves that had eight prongs on them. The vines didn’t only climb up the ashen trunks, they sprawled across the forest floor in smaller, spindly crops as well, and the flying rabbits who congregated on the white stones ventured into the woods to feed on the leaves and stems.
The rabbits were much more skittish when they weren’t camouflaged near the river, so they scattered in the air whenever I got within five yards of the purple plants, but I hoped this was a sign my diet would be more varied soon. I wouldn’t be able to sustain myself on one type of meat for weeks on end, especially one as lean as rabbit, but this notion only reminded me I still had no idea what I was doing here, or how long I’d be in this world.
I switched to sharpening the sword as my brow knitted at the thought.
During the miles of running this morning, I’d mulled over many things, and I was almost convinced I wasn’t on Earth anymore. I couldn’t be certain just yet, but my talk with the Viking woman last night hadn’t reassured me of much in this department, and the fact that I’d probably never see her again made the idea of sticking around in a new world way less intriguing.
The jury was still out on where exactly the Red Forest was, and the term she’d used to name the place in her language was completely foreign to me, but this wasn’t all I’d thought about during my run.
I’d also considered the situation with the mark on my chest, and ultimately, I came to the conclusion there wasn’t much to be done about it. I had no idea where the strange symbol had come from, and I didn’t recognize it from anywhere. This was unsettling, but it was literally carved into my skin now, and as far as I could tell, there wasn’t anything I could do to change that. Maybe it would lead me to a few answers down the line once I made it out of the forest, but random scars on my body were low on my list of priorities for now.
I focused on sharpening my small collection of blades while I kept half an eye on the woods, and I was so hungry and exhausted that I scalded my mouth devouring the cooked meat before it had cooled. I had no regrets, though. These flying rabbits were delicious, and I’d run farther in the last two days than I had in the last year.
But I still had hundreds of miles to go, and I didn’t want to sit around my cooking spot any longer than I had to. I wanted to be well beyond the bounds of Hylmrek before I slept tonight, and as soon as I finished eating, I tamped out the last of the flames. Then I pocketed the fabric I used for my spear, sheathed my knife, and eased my injured arm back into my jacket.
I cringed for the first ten minutes of my journey, but eventually, my muscles loosened up again, and I was able to fall into an easy rhythm that was only a little slower than before. I didn’t run into any more Vikings all morning, and even the wild cats didn’t make an appearance. The view in the forest was so unchanging I mostly checked out after another hour of running nonstop, but about an hour and a half past that, I had to start walking instead.
My hips ached from lugging my boots around all this time, and my back had given up on life hours ago. It was just a flaming knot back there now, and I was seeing spots in my vision after breathing hard for hours on end. I guessed that all in all, I was around thirty-five, maybe forty miles from Hylmrek’s stronghold, but I couldn’t be sure since my pace had started to lag a couple hours ago. I knew I couldn’t keep running all day long if I wanted my legs to still be functioning tomorrow, so I resigned myself to walking as far as I could make it by sundown.
Despite the haul I had ahead of me, knowing I wouldn’t be facing any more of Hylmrek’s warriors almost put a smile on my face.
Seeing a wider variety of wildlife perked me up too, and I started keeping tabs on the creatures more than I scanned for Vikings. The beasts were heartier upriver while the plants got less coarse, and the purple ivy outnumbered the thorns tenfold in this part of the Red Forest. Black lichen blooms dotted the white stones and covered whole slabs in some cases, and I found a new species of bird that resembled a magpie, but was twice as large, nesting in dirt burrows near the riverside. They were hunting both the flying rabbits and the creepy weasels, but I saw less and less of the latter as I walked on.
Instead, the badger hybrids predominated up here along with something that yipped like a fox and never came out of hiding, and I wondered what it was about this area that attracted a more abundant ecosystem. The temperature was ten degrees colder in these parts and dropping, but three new hawk-like birds crossed my path with their sharp eyes scanning the forest floor for prey, and I decided I’d made the right decision by heading north.
Less Vikings and more hunting was exactly what I needed.
Then I saw a wall of wood standing on end through the trees ahead, and a stream of curses cycled through my mind as I realized I was coming up to another stronghold.
It took me half a second to dive behind the cover of an ancient tree, and my first thought was I was probably being watched by a band of Vikings already. Hell, they could have been trailing me for miles while I wandered aimlessly into their territory, and it was too light outside for me to find any kind of easy cover.
I was also too worn out to take off on another ten mile loop-de-loop, so I scanned the forest for the lowest branch I could find, and I ducked close to the ground while I bolted over. Then I hauled myself up as I tried not to use my left arm more than necessary, but it was still throbbing as much as my back by the time I steadied myself against the trunk to climb a little higher.
I checked everywhere every few seconds as I slowly worked my way upward, and once I was sure I couldn’t be reached by any stealthy means, I looked toward the ramparts once again.
Now that I had a clearer view, I noticed the defensive walls couldn’t have been more than fifteen feet high, and they were made of scraggly bundles of branches instead of whole trunks like I’d seen at Hylmrek. There were no burly guards pacing the outer perimeter either, but three lookout platforms were mounted around the interior of the walls. Luckily, two of them were unoccupied, and whoever was guarding the third had his back turned to me while he sat down low with his head dropped to the side.
I craned my neck to check that no one else was on patrol, and then I started the trek along the sturdier branches from one tree to the next.
I was getting so used to traversing the treetops that I made it four trees over in half the time despite my injured arm, and the closer I came to the scraggly wall, the more curious I got. I could hear the bustle of a busy day taking place on the other side, but the smell of roasting meat and hot iron lured me in more than anything else.
Then I got my first glimpse of a genuine village within the Red Forest, and I crouched down low in the branches while I studied the humble, triangular huts.
They weren’t much more than branches covered over with heaps of forest debris, but the huts varied in size, and the oldest ones were grown over with deep-purple vines. Others were just being built over ash-covered clearings, and dozens of these huts were crammed together on either side of dark dirt lanes. Large water troughs were placed every twenty feet or so along the lanes, and they looked to be used for gathering rainwater while smaller troughs were placed beside huts to catch the runoff from the roofs.
For a space no larger than half a city block, the enclosed village was overrun with inhabitants, and any hut that had a small yard out front had no less than five people occupying it.
More importantly, the villagers didn’t look like Vikings at all.
None of them were armed, they were all dressed in what may as well have been rags, and half of them didn’t have anything on their bare feet. Every threadbare shawl was stained with layers of dirt, food, and possibly blood, and some of the villagers sat straight in the water troughs to wash themselves with their rags still on. The majority were toiling in the yards or hunched at tables under lean-tos, and that’s when I realized half of these huts were actually makeshift shops.
There were tanneries with hides tied up on scraping beams to be fleshed, and five stooped old men seemed to have a whole carpentry shop set up in their muddy yard. A boy who couldn’t have been six was struggling to roll a loaded barrel three-times his size down a lane, and he was headed to a large hut that had a dozen more barrels lined up outside already.
Then I noticed a group of dwarves working a trio of forges under an open-air shelter.
I leaned a bit in curiosity.
Their workspace was the sturdiest out of all the ones I saw, and they had hatches above their forges so they could open them while they worked. Stacks of smithing tools were laid out on their worktables along with actual sheets of what looked like steel, and I blinked a few times while I wondered if I was imagining all this.
Then my attention drifted to an elderly woman nearby with long, pointed ears, and my eyes went wide.
“The fuck?” I whispered to myself.
The closer I looked at the villagers in the lanes, the more I found people with ears just as pointed as hers, and as it dawned on me some of these occupants were actually elves, my fingers began to tingle in shock.
“Yeah, this… this isn’t Earth,” I muttered as I watched an elven man spin a small blue orb of light several inches above his palm. “Holy shit.”
The realization should have hit me like a train wreck, but I was too in awe of everything I was seeing to fully absorb the fact.
Bearded and soot-faced dwarves were forging broadswords by the dozens in this village, and an elderly man kept his spinning wheel turning with a twirl of his finger from three feet away. Elven women tapped on flower pods to make them bloom in seconds despite the cold weather, and a man who looked to be half-goat was using his hooves to mix a vat of fresh clay just inside his hut entrance.
My gaze landed on a pale and gaunt woman in a tattered purple gown next, and her palms were raised toward a hive of bees while she sat alone in her yard on a weathered chair. She had the features of a regular human from where I stood, but as she slowly shifted her hands to the side, a swarm of honeybees drifted where she directed them like they were under a spell. Then the bees landed in a wild little patch of flowers that grew in a trough beside her, and the woman yawned while the swarm began pollinating the blooms.
I shook my head in disbelief as the haggard woman conducted her swarm back and forth between the flowers and the hive a few times over, but my attention eventually drifted to her face.
The woman in the purple dress had dark bags under her drooping eyes, and I expected her to pass out any second, but she kept dragging her eyelids open while she worked. On closer inspection, I realized even the bees seemed too tired to fly, and I glanced up the road to the boy with the enormous barrel.
He’d gotten his foot crushed under the wood when the barrel rolled back on him, and only one man in a torn-up tunic shuffled over to help him. I could tell from one glance the man was too old and shaky to do much, and he had to have been as worn out as Larry at his age. Then he hollered for another man to give him a hand, and as I heard him speak in English, clarity came crashing over me.
His accent was closer to someone from the UK, if a little rougher around the edges, but the Viking woman at Hylmrek said I spoke the language of the slaves, and I considered the closed-in and humble village before I looked back at the guarded entrance.
The iron doors of the village were barred from the outside, like the occupants weren’t allowed to leave, and I had only just pieced the ragged scene together when frantic screams rose up somewhere in the dirt lanes.
The sleeping guard shot to his feet on his platform a second later, but it was already too late.
An onslaught of Vikings were dropping over the scraggly ramparts on the far side of the slave village, and the guard turned to grab something from the floor of his station as two huts caught fire. Then a flock of blood-red birds shot into the sky in a streak of feathers, and I lost track of how much was happening as the one guard in the village dove from the wall and ran into the forest to save himself.
Whole rows of shops were in flames already while slaves of all ages tried to escape, but the entrance wouldn’t budge, and the incoming Vikings were faster than any of them.
These warriors weren’t wearing the same garb of Hylmrek though, and I furrowed my brow at the deep, bluish-black sashes the Vikings wore.
I didn’t recognize the pelts, but this clan wore charcoal markings that differed in design from the four I’d met so far, and their black leather armor was studded with spikes along the shoulders. All of them wielded nothing but broadswords as they swarmed the streets, but when I looked more closely, I could tell they weren’t striking out at the inhabitants.
Half of the Vikings were only trying to terrify everyone into a frenzy as they threw torches into huts and threatened to slice off the limbs of everyone they chased down, but the other half were rounding up as many slaves as they could catch.
Whichever clan these guys were from, they were here to raid the village of both goods and people, and they threw bundles of wool and half-roasted game over the ramparts.
Then the woman who’d been enchanting the bees shrieked as she was thrown from one Viking to another like a bag of rice, and the hive she tended was thrown along with her as she was dragged screaming through the lane. My grip on the branch above me tightened to a vise as I watched her captor try and throw her over the ramparts, but the jagged prongs of the wooden wall caught her halfway, and she wailed as someone outside yanked her to the ground on the other side.
There had to have been at least sixty Vikings plundering the place by now, and everywhere I looked, scrappy bodies were being dragged, kicked, and thrown around the village. Every instinct I had told me I should do something to help the slaves, but the entrance was blocked by fifteen warriors now, and I knew I was no match for a troop like this alone.
Blood-curdling screams filled the air while the smoke of the charring huts permeated the forest around me, and all I could do was watch while old and young peasants of every race were beaten and driven to the ramparts en masse. More than half the slaves had been rounded up, but the raid continued in a fiery blur, and I lost track of how much time passed while the Vikings’ onslaught seemed to have no end.
Then I felt the tree shuddering under my boots, and for a second, I thought another of the mauling cats had arrived just to turn this whole thing into a genuine bloodbath.
But when I squinted through the smoky haze, I realized it was worse than that.
Only scraps of the wild cat’s pelt streaked past on my right, along with leather armor and battle axes, and whatever beasts the warriors of Hylmrek were riding thundered straight through the barred entrance of the village.








Chapter 8
The two iron doors broke off their hinges as ten scaly beasts stampeded into the village, and they flattened slaves and Vikings alike while whole flaming huts were crushed under their hooves.
There was something horse-like about them, but they were at least nine feet high at the shoulder, and they were covered in deep-brown scales all over that reminded me of dragons. Jagged red spines protruded from their necks and jutted out of their rear hocks, and they let out ear-splitting roars as they reared up and trampled anything in their path.
The rest of the herd were being reined in just outside the walls with twenty Vikings of Hylmrek mounted on their backs, but no matter where they stopped, every warrior lunged from their steeds with a battle axe held high.
Then war cries filled the air as the raiding Vikings were overrun, and in under a minute, the chaos in the slave village turned into an all-out massacre.
My eyes bulged from my head as I watched battle axes impale chest cavities, sever legs, and split skulls down the middle, and compared to the raiders, Hylmrek looked like a pack of lions taking down a bunch of half-starved hyenas.
Both men and women warriors dragged their victims through the mud to hack them into pieces, and they left them half-dead and twitching in the lanes as they pounced onto the next. Some of them worked with an axe in one hand and a sword in the other as they lashed out at everyone they passed, and a few bodies were already pinned to the ramparts by a giant axe that had been hurled into their backs.
The raiding Vikings barely stood a chance of surviving against their hulking opponents as it was, but to make matters worse, the blades of their broadswords were shattering as they collided with the battle axes.
I clutched my hair as this happened to damn near every one of them, and whoever was forging these blades couldn’t have known shit about tempering properly.
The entire band of invaders was trapped in the burning village with no decent weapons and stampeding beasts running them down, and wherever they fled to, their path was intercepted by a bloody axe.
I knew they deserved what they got, but I honestly didn’t know who to root for at this point, because the carnage that Hylmrek brought with them was so fucking ruthless.
Two men in particular were the most brutal fighters out there, and I guessed one of them had to be the chieftain of Hylmrek. The brawny man wore a striped pelt bigger than anyone else’s cloaking his bulky shoulders, and two broadswords were sheathed on his belt, but he was sticking with an axe and a hatchet for this attack.
His stark red hair flew around him as he impaled his hatchet into raiders’ shoulders like a fishhook, and he tore them off the walls before he hacked both their legs off with a crazed and gravelly laugh. Then he left them bleeding out as he moved onto the next, and in about a minute, he’d delivered this punishment to seven men before he started decapitating them instead.
The man closest to him was even bigger, but he wore the same garb as the rest, and his stark red beard was the only hair he had on him. Even at this distance, I could see dozens of jagged scars marring his face, arms, and shaved head, and he looked like a warlord from hell as he bared his teeth and used his axe to scalp his victims in one swipe. Then he left them in the lane with their stomachs butchered into pulp from his hatchet, and I watched these two slaughter their way along the ramparts until I was too nauseous to keep up.
I would have hoped the slaves at least survived the massacre, but most of the ones I saw were already trampled or cut down by swinging blades, and I took a steadying breath as I tried to decide what my next move was.
I’d run my ass off all morning, and Hylmrek was right here with me.
My legs were spent, my arm was throbbing, and my back could hardly hold me upright, but about thirty of Hylmrek’s hulking warriors had flooded the area, and if they decided to stick around for a while to restore the village, I’d be stuck up in this tree for who knew how long.
I couldn’t be sure whether anyone else in this clan had senses as acute as the woman I’d met, but based on the unbridled pursuit that was going on in the bloody village, I knew even hiding up in a tree wouldn’t save me.
Then I eyed the herd of scaly beasts within fifteen feet of me, and I considered how fast they’d gotten here.
I hadn’t seen anything like them in the woods so far, but they were clearly tamed and had leather reins secured to their snouts, and on a mount like these, I could make it out of the Red Forest within a few days. Snatching one while the entire band of Hylmrek’s warriors were busy butchering might be my only chance to obtain one too, so I scanned the battle in the village again.
At the rate these raiders were dying, I probably had about ten minutes before Hylmrek won out, and I promptly turned back to the trunk. Then I worked on climbing down as fast as I could with one arm, but I slipped on the last branch and ended up crashing down on my ass in a crop of vines.
I wheezed from the impact while a few of the scaly beasts reared up in fright, but they didn’t run off as I dragged myself to my feet and looked around. The screams and battle cries in the village were still continuing nonstop, and no warriors were outside the defensive walls.
So I slowly approached the nearest beast, and from ground-level they seemed twice as tall. They were barebacked, and I had no idea how to get up on one, but I focused on keeping my nerves steady so the creature wouldn’t get spooked by my own unease. I was within seven feet of my target when the beast began to snarl, and his black eyes tracked my every movement as I slowed my pace even more.
“Easy, buddy,” I muttered, and I carefully raised my right hand toward him. “I just need a ride, alright? I’m not gonna hurt you.”
The beast snarled some more as it tipped its giant snout closer to my hand, but it didn’t rear up, and I took a few deep breaths as the hot air from his nostrils heated my fingertips. His head was a good four feet above mine even when he stooped to get a better whiff of me, but as my palm grazed his scaly snout, the beast stopped snarling and snuffled his nostrils on my jacket sleeve instead.
“Let’s all be real calm about this,” I continued in a steady tone. “I’m gonna climb up on your back, and you’re gonna not trample me. Deal?”
The creature’s black eyes held mine while I inched closer to his side, and as I trailed my palm along his shoulder, I could feel heat radiating through his scales. Still, he didn’t show any signs of hostility as I slowly crossed under his neck so I could mount on the other side with my good arm, and the beast next to him snarled as I slid between the two.
Both of them shifted restlessly now, but I kept on talking to the pair in as even a tone as I could manage, and I got my boot hitched on the creature’s elbow before I tried to decide how I could reach his spine at the same time.
Then a blade unsheathed close by, and the guard who had fled when the attack began lunged into the herd.
“Shit!” I gasped as the beasts flanking me bucked at once, and they let out startled roars while the guard fought to reach me.
He was belting at me in his language while the entire herd became riled up, and I was knocked hard to the ground under their hooves before I could find an escape route. Then I rolled and blocked my head as three beasts took off running, and I barely made it out of range before the scaly giants started biting into each other and kicking like pissed off mules.
The ground shook from the weight of their hooves as they crashed into one another and roared even louder, but the guard who’d caught sight of me made it out of the herd too, and he was already crossing the threshold of the village as he hollered the whole way.
“Fucking bastard,” I growled, and I bolted into the trees.
My legs ached from the effort while I forced them to get moving, and I headed beyond the western walls of the village so I’d be out of sight of the entrance. I only made it fifty yards before I heard a band of Vikings not far behind me, and I knew I’d never outrun them now. I had no time to scale a tree, and the sparse forest provided no means of hiding.
The Vikings would have me surrounded in minutes no matter how hard I ran, and then one blade after another would be jabbing at me from all sides just like last night, except this time, I was already injured and worn out.
“God damnit,” I cursed through gritted teeth, and I stumbled to a stop.
Then a ruthless chuckle closed in at my back, and I turned to find four of Hylmrek’s warriors strolling up with the guard beside them.
“Five against one?” I panted. “Really?”
“Come now, slave,” one of the Vikings goaded with a rotted grin. “Looks like you stole yourself a nice little sword and everything. Let us see how long you can last with it.”
“We’ll even give you the first strike,” another assured me in a patronizing tone. “Just so you can feel like a real man once before you die.”
I ground my jaw as I eyed the sneering men blocking me in, and fury began to burn in my chest while I considered their tactics.
They had a village of raiders to take care of, and they thought I was a fucking slave, but they still wanted to turn this into a twisted game rather than cut to the chase.
All of them held a bloody battle axe in hand, and I didn’t know anything about wielding a sword with actual skill, but I wasn’t in bad shape as far as builds went. The Vikings were still chiseled beyond belief, but as I scanned the leather garb strapped over their black tunics, I started to see them in a different light.
I’d cut up a lot of animals in my life, and I knew a thing or two about muscle structure and arteries. Maybe I’d never quartered a human before, but I’d quartered enough big game to know how I’d do it if I had to.
And right now, I could see three exposed spots on every one of these men that would cripple them within seconds of taking a deeper slash. The fourth and fifth spots would bleed them unconscious within thirty seconds, so I just needed to time my strikes carefully between the five of them.
Which sounded like an impossibility after last night, but it was broad daylight this time, and I’d learned the fighting style of these Vikings was pretty much just hacking away at their victims at random.
They were thrill killers who wanted a bloodbath more than anything, but precision killing was sort of my specialty, and my chest burned a few degrees hotter as I solidified my points of attack.
“Go on, slave,” one of them growled as he spat at my boots. “You got yourself all the way out here. Show us how much you are willing to fight for your freedom.”
I nodded as I pulled the broadsword from my belt, but I left the dagger in its sheath for now so I could swap my sword for an axe at the first opportunity.
Two of the Vikings chuckled in amusement while I eyed the leather vambraces around me, but I focused on which hand each man held his axe in before I took note of their stances.
Then I shifted my weight for a second while my chest continued to burn, and as soon as another chuckle came from my right, I slashed my sword hard across the man’s thigh to sever his quadricep just above the knee. His leg gave out as I sliced across his elbow joint to cut his ligaments next, and I used the momentum of this strike to whip around and deliver the same two hits to the man on my left.
Neither of the assholes could stand or lift their axes now, but I had another axe spiraling at me already, and as I ducked, I swapped my sword into my left hand and grabbed an axe off the ground. Then I impaled the guard’s gut with it to shatter his abdominal walls, and I severed both his quads before I needed to dodge the next incoming axe.
I dragged my sword across the joint of the man’s elbow as he pulled back for another hit, and when the axe dropped to the dirt, I took out his left leg for him, too.
Now, I had four men down, and I leapt over an axe that tried to hitch my calf while the fifth Viking lunged to catch me. Then I circled back to incapacitate both of his arms in two swift blows, and I was still circling him when he threw his head back and yowled in pain. I took the opportunity to pull out my dagger, and I dragged it through his carotid as warm blood spewed across my hand.
Then I dodged another strike from a downed Viking, sent my dagger spiraling into his chest, and by the time he wrenched it out, I was in position to kick him back across the ground. Once I pinned his wrist down with my boot, I plunged my hunting knife into his inner arm before he could wrestle out of my hold, and I wrenched down along the brachial artery as his blood spurted like a broken sieve across my jacket.
The Viking was unconscious in thirty seconds, but by then, I was already done delivering the same death blow to the man beside him, and then I shook the blood from my hand on my way to another crippled man.
He had one bum leg dragging behind him while he tried to crawl off on his elbows, and I pinned him down with my boot as I wrenched his head back by his matted hair.
Once his carotid was bleeding out, I finally decided to put the bastard guard out of his misery, but he probably got the most efficient death out of anyone.
I strolled over to the last twitching man as I took stock of his bleeding thighs and the axe buried in his gut, and then I sent him a quick grin before I wrenched the axe free and dropped it through his skull instead.
Part of me could hardly believe I pulled it off as I looked around at the dead Vikings bleeding out at my feet, and while I’d intended to be as precise as possible, I hadn’t expected to be quite so efficient at full-on murder.
I hadn’t even thought twice about it once I’d started, and I’d gotten in the zone so seamlessly that I kind of wished I’d timed the attack so I could tell how quickly I’d pulled it off.
Either I was the luckiest guy in the world, or I’d seriously underestimated my abilities up to this point, but either way, I couldn’t help chuckling as I looked around at the five dead Vikings.
The forest floor was pooling with blood while the warriors laid strewn around where they’d dropped, and I was sheathing my sword and hunting knife when I heard a knot of thorns rustle behind me.
My heart nearly seized in my chest as I whipped around, but a sixth Viking already had his spear raised from ten yards away, and the murderous cast in his brown eyes made my veins ice over.
At that moment, I knew without question that I had no way out of this, and all the air left my lungs at once as the Viking drew his arm back to fire.
But before he released the spear, the man jerked forward, and I jumped in shock as I saw his eyes suddenly go blank. Then he dropped and landed with a heavy thunk on the forest floor, and I stared at the arrow embedded in the back of his skull.
I drew a ragged breath of relief as I staggered on my feet, but when the blonde woman from Hylmrek emerged from behind a wall of purple ivy, all I could do was blink like a deer caught in the headlights.
I’d never really seen her up close in the daytime yet, but within a millisecond of my first full glimpse, I was lost in her eyes.
They were the lightest shade of green I’d ever seen, like a bright sea green, and they were so distinct that they glowed in the red and purple landscape. The charcoal markings striping her temples made the green stand out even more, and she had two black smudges stacked on each other between her sandy-blonde eyebrows.
She was just as much of a Nordic goddess as I’d guessed too, with splatters of fresh blood dotting her fur sash and arms, and a few of her longer braids were stained red from the battle taking place in the village behind her.
I was practically comatose while I struggled to process all these factors at once, but then the green-eyed beauty tore her arrow out of the dead Viking’s skull, and she stormed over as her expression darkened to a deadly one.
“I told you to leave Hylmrek!” the woman seethed.
“I thought I did?” I muttered.
Her eyes rolled in irritation as she looped her bow across her chest. “Of course, you have not! This is one of our slave villages!”
“One of them?” I clarified, but then the warrior woman grabbed my arm, and she dragged me along with her for a few paces before she ran deeper into the trees.
I tried not to groan as my back threatened to shatter on the spot, but I was so glad to see her flawless ass again that I bottled up the pain and kept up while the woman led me farther out of range of the village.
It turned out every inch of her was enough to make me forget about everything else, anyways.
The woman’s blonde dreadlocks and braids flew behind her while she wove between the trees with her bow in hand, and she hardly made a sound aside from the rustle of arrows in her quiver. She was also half-dressed by Alaskan standards, and something about the sight of a rough-honed dagger against her bare hip made my heart pound heavier than the running did.
But none of this was as distracting as the burning need I had to get another glimpse at her strange green eyes again, so when she snatched my arm to pull me behind a trunk, I let her drag me anywhere she wanted while I kept my gaze glued on her face.
Then she turned her head to the side as she listened to the sounds of the Red Forest, and I waited through the painfully long moment while I settled for staring at her high cheekbones and soft pink lips instead.
Eventually, she sighed and turned to me, and her light-green eyes were just as mesmerizing as they’d been at first glance. More so, actually. She was only a couple feet away this time, and I actually had to remind myself to blink once I realized I was full-on gawking at her.
Then the woman set her jaw firm.
“You are an imbecile,” she told me flat out.
I nodded blankly. “What’s your name?”
“Eir of Hylmrek,” the woman stiffly replied, “and whoever you are, you will be--”
“Aaron,” I interrupted.
“What?” Eir asked as her eyebrows furrowed.
“My name’s Aaron,” I clarified. “Aaron Briggs.”
“Well, Aaron Briggs, you will be dead within the hour if you do not get out of Hylmrek territory immediately,” Eir informed me in her strange lilting accent. “Those warriors you killed are highly valued by our chieftain, and their deaths will not be taken lightly.”
“Right,” I said with a slow nod, but then I smirked a little. “So… wouldn’t the guy who owns you have something to say about this, then? You just killed one of those men to defend a trespasser. There’s still an arrow wound in his skull.”
The woman bristled as her grip tightened on the string of her bow, and she leveled me with a stern finger as she took a step closer.
“I care nothing of what that man has to say,” she growled. “He bought me, that is all, and he has yet to claim me. Until the full moon, I do and act as I please.”
My eyebrows shot up at the conviction in her tone, but I was mostly stunned while I tried to process her words and look her in the eyes at the same time.
“Why do you keep staring at me like that?” Eir suddenly snapped.
“No reason,” I quickly replied. “I’m just… surprised a woman like you can be bought. You… are… impressive.”
Now, Eir was the one who looked confused, and she narrowed those beautiful green eyes before she replied.
“You truly know nothing of the Red Forest?” she asked in disbelief, and I shook my head. “Well… I cannot imagine how that could be, but these are the codes of the clans. It has always been this way. If the chieftain’s price is met, any woman can be claimed.”
“And this guy met the price?”
“Three thousand skulls,” Eir confirmed with a nod.
My jaw fully unhinged. “Three… thousand? Three thousand skulls? As in human skulls? He killed three thousand people to buy you?”
My gaze raked down her honed frame while I processed this, but when I got back to her mesmerizing eyes, Eir was smirking with amusement.
“I assure you I am worth the price,” the green-eyed beauty murmured, but then her expression shifted to a less guarded one. “I didn’t expect his brother to achieve it so soon, though. It was meant to be a greater feat. I thought it might take him a few years more, but I underestimated his impatience to claim me.”
I nodded as I registered how displeased she actually was with the arrangement, but in the blink of an eye, Eir straightened her posture and looked like a hardened warrior again.
“Whose brother bought you?” I asked.
“My chieftain’s, of course,” Eir replied. “No one but Stranholf could have met a price like this.”
“Hold on,” I tried as I furrowed my brow. “Your chieftain has red hair, right?”
“He does.”
“Is Stranholf the guy with the red beard and the scars?” I checked. “The huuuge one?”
“Yes, and none of this is relevant at the moment,” Eir sighed. “You must leave, Aaron Briggs, I cannot keep protecting you, and if you carry on--”
“I don’t need protecting,” I cut in. “If that last guy didn’t have a fucking spear, I would’ve handled him just fine. Who brings a spear to an axe fight?”
Eir’s lips twitched like she was trying not to smile, and her eyes glittered while my vision tunneled at the sight.
“You do fight more admirably than I expected after our first meeting,” the woman allowed. “I must admit, I was impressed.”
“Yeah, well, I knew what to expect this time,” I chuckled. “Makes it easier to hold my own.”
Eir sobered again. “You won’t last like this in the Red Forest. Not alone. Eventually, you will either die or be--”
“Enslaved, I know,” I sighed. “Which I have no intention of putting up with. I’m nobody’s workhorse. There has to be a better solution to surviving in this place.”
“There is none,” Eir assured me. “A man who is not born of the clans must still live by the codes of the Red Forest, and unless you intend to kill a chieftain and claim his place, you must--”
“Wait, that’s it?” I asked. “If I kill a chieftain, I get his clan? His warriors wouldn’t rise up to avenge him?”
“Do not speak so lightly of this,” Eir said with a warning look. “Chieftains gain their place for a reason. Our fiercest warriors are our leaders, and they have spent their lives honing their skills. Most are highly respected among their people, and even those who degrade the honor of their title will not fall so easily. The men of the Red Forest are true barbarians, all of them, and one man alone could never take a chieftain down. Especially not some wanderling who knows nothing of where he is going or coming from.”
“But if I did kill one,” I led, “all his clansmen would pledge themselves to me. That’s what you’re saying.”
“Yes, but it does not matter!” Eir gave an irritated sigh. “This is a fool’s errand! Why can you not understand me? It is infuriating how boldly you speak when you do not comprehend the dangers you face!”
“I do understand you,” I assured her while I considered how tense her posture was. “I fully comprehend the dangers. But to be honest, I don’t know why you’re infuriated with me. Why do you care if I’m too bold and get my ass killed?”
“I’m… not infuriated,” Eir muttered as her expression cleared, and she straightened up like she hadn’t realized how much she was leaning toward me. “I do not care if you die. I only noticed the warriors chasing you and thought I would see what came of it. You lived. Now, I know.”
“I lived because you saved my life,” I reminded her. “You didn’t hesitate to kill your own clansman for me back there. That’s not a careless gesture.”
Eir offered an unconvincing shrug as she adjusted her bow. “Yesterday, you spared my life when my clansmen betrayed me. We are even now.”
I grinned when the beautiful woman strictly avoided my gaze, and as I studied the flawless planes of her face, the words came tumbling out of my mouth before I could think twice.
“Would you join with a clan of mine?” I asked her outright. “If I lived long enough to take one, that is.”
Eir blinked a few times in surprise, and she looked wholly caught off guard as she took a small step back and bumped into an ashen trunk. Then she glanced through the trees in the direction of the slave village, and when she considered me again, her bright green eyes were wide.
“I-I was born of Hylmrek,” Eir stammered. “And I am owned by Stranholf.”
“You don’t want to be,” I pointed out. “You said he hasn’t claimed you yet, right? Sooo, leave?”
“Aaron Briggs, nothing is so simple as you seem to think it is,” Eir sighed.
“Explain it to me, then,” I suggested.
The woman fidgeted with one of her bloody braids while she eyed me for a moment.
“Stranholf is already prepared to claim me at the full moon,” the woman finally replied. “If I betrayed him now, he would hunt me. I’d be dead in a matter of days.”
“Why not leave the forest?” I asked, but I immediately regretted the question.
“You think I would be run from my own homeland like a gulli?” the woman challenged. “The Red Forest is my home, and without it, I have nothing. The strength our clans possess surpasses all others, and it is what determines our survival. I would never live a life against the clans, and you degrade yourself by shunning all we stand for.”
“I’m not shunning anything,” I calmly assured her. “I’m trying to understand your situation better. You clearly value the ways of your people, and I can respect that. But it sounds like there’s only this one… minor code standing in your way.”
“No code is a minor one, and I honor this one,” Eir said as she pursed her lips. “Perhaps I do not consider myself lucky in my fate, but I am not a coward, and no one would claim a woman after she has betrayed the man who bought her. I would be shunned for the rest of my life, and I could not bear the shame. I believe anyone of worth is capable of honoring the codes of the Red Forest.”
“Hey, if you want me to honor your codes, I’ll do whatever you want,” I clarified. “Within reason. The way I see it, you could use a way out of your predicament, and I could, too. Before your clan showed up here, I was heading to the mountains like you told me to. However, if you don’t want to spend your life with a scalping fuck like Stranholf, then I’m willing to adjust my plans. With a clan of my own, I could survive here without being enslaved, and you would have somewhere to go where you wouldn’t be shunned. You’d be protected.”
“And just like that, your mind is made up?” Eir scoffed, but when I nodded, she slumped back against the tree as she shook her head. “Aaron Briggs, your boldness is confusing. I don’t know how you survive this way.”
“I have my own methods,” I said with a grin. “So, how about it? Do you want me to kill a chieftain?”
Eir stared at me like I was nuts at first, but in a matter of seconds, I’d watched her bright green eyes flicker through a dozen different thoughts. More than a couple of them seemed pretty inclined toward the idea, but then she paled by several degrees, and I furrowed my brow when I realized how scared she looked.
“What you speak of is no easy thing,” Eir told me in earnest. “I won’t pretend I wish to deny your offer. I know so little of you, and yet you have shown me more loyalty than men I have fought beside all my life. I feel as if I should trust you, but I could not allow you to do any of this for me. You would risk your own life to attain a place for yourself, and in the end, any clan I ran to would be ravaged for it. I would never wish a rage like Stranholf’s on anyone. You cannot begin to imagine the kind of fury he is capable of.”
“I’m sure I could imagine,” I replied, “but I would never wish anything that guy has to offer on you.”
Eir blushed pink under my gaze, and I could hardly believe what I was seeing. She was splattered with the blood of her enemies, built like a Viking goddess, and we hardly knew each other, but here she was, blushing like a virgin for me.
I couldn’t believe how much I meant what I was saying, either, but Eir was like no woman I’d ever imagined, let alone seen. She’d even saved my life, and now she was within arm’s reach. Not a scrap of me wanted to escape the Red Forest if I had any chance of keeping Eir this close to me, and I could tell she didn’t exactly mind my offer.
I took a step closer to her, but then a pained groan echoed close by, and she laced an arrow before I could blink.
Six injured men from the raiding clan were stumbling through the woods as fast as they could, and they were only twenty yards away when Eir whipped around and took aim.
I lunged and caught her wrists before she could loose her first arrow, and she sent me a sharp glare as she tried to yank her arms free.
“What are you doing?” Eir hissed. “They are trespass--”
“Shh,” I ordered as I kept my gaze on the band of warriors. “Don’t make a sound.”
Eir immediately went still, and we stayed where we were out of the warriors’ line of sight while I kept her wrists in my grip just in case.
Seven more men came stumbling by within a minute, and I took note of all their injuries as they fled Hylmrek’s territory. They left a trail of blood behind them while the gaping axe wounds on their arms and legs oozed out, and a few of the men sent anxious looks over their shoulders as they struggled to pull their more injured comrades along.
Only a few more managed to escape the onslaught in the village, and considering the sixty or so who’d first arrived, I had a feeling this battle left their clan in a bad spot.
“Is that the direction of their territory?” I asked barely above a whisper, but when I turned, Eir looked like she’d been staring at me this whole time.
Her bright eyes were tracing my face while her lips parted absentmindedly, but once she realized what I’d asked, her gaze snapped to mine.
“Yes,” Eir answered. “They are fleeing back to their campsite. They hail from Dalir.”
I nodded as I released her wrists. Then I slid my hand behind her neck instead, and I half-expected her to jab her arrow in my ribs before my lips met hers, but she didn’t.
Eir let me delve my tongue into her mouth while my other hand locked her flush against me by the belt on her hips, and the fervent way she kissed me back made my entire spine tingle from how badly I wanted more.
She tasted so sweet for a woman with aim as lethal as hers, and the warrior woman didn’t even push me away when I pinned her to the ashen tree at her back. Then a small, hungry whimper slipped from Eir’s mouth as she clutched the front of my jacket.
Still, remembering the hulking scalper who paid three thousand skulls for her kept my manners mostly in check.
Eir was out of breath when our lips finally parted a minute later, and I let my forehead rest against hers as I kept her rooted in place.
My mind was doing tailspins at the moment. I’d never been so crazy about a woman after just one kiss before, not even after a hell of a lot more than a kiss, and my resolve solidified the second I realized this.
“When is the full moon?” I asked.
“Eight days,” Eir whispered as she blinked at me in a daze.
“I can work with that,” I muttered.
“You are insane, Aaron Briggs,” she said in an even softer whisper, and her eyes focused on my lips.
“I’m willing to be insane for the right cause. If I pull this off, we’ll both be safe. What do you say?”
“I…” she hesitated, but she didn’t move away from me.
Then I kissed the green-eyed beauty just one more time in case I did end up dying over this. I memorized the way Eir tasted and how plump her lips were while I let my hands roam around her bare hips, and I only released her once I was sure I’d never forget how fucking good I had it for a few minutes.
“Do whatever it takes to get away by the full moon.” I held her gaze as she searched mine. “I’ll be waiting for you in Dalir.”
Eir gaped when I let go of her and turned away, but I was glad she didn’t try to stop me as I headed in the direction Dalir’s clansmen had gone.
Maybe this meant she didn’t think I was too bold to survive after all, and I smirked a bit as I followed the trail of blood.
Time to steal a Viking clan.








Chapter 9
Tracking the wounded warriors of Dalir was one of the easier tasks I’d taken on since I woke up in the Red Forest, and their staggering pace gave my body the break it needed. I stayed to the south of their troop once I had the last few men in sight from about forty yards away, and I quietly trailed them for a few miles before we came to the first stream.
Winding tributaries crisscrossed the forest for several miles after that, and they ran faster and shallower than the river I’d followed north. They seemed to be sprawling down from the mountains and leading farther west, so I knew there would be a second more substantial river somewhere in this half of the forest, and I was glad I could avoid revisiting Hylmrek’s territory from here on out.
The tributaries in the west were nothing like the slate-white river though, and there were no flying rabbits flocking to the banks anymore. Instead, gritty gray boulders lined the rugged streams and jutted up from the waterbed, and deep-green blades of coarse grass grew along the banks. Groves of young red trees were more abundant in this area along with the purple vines, and a few species of brambles with soft green leaves on them offered a variety of berries in their thorny stems.
The whole forest filled out more with each shallow river I crossed, and I couldn’t keep track of how many different fish I saw rushing past in the crystal clear water. My stomach growled at the sight each time until I started salivating whenever the sound of flowing water came up ahead, but I was determined not to stop for anything.
All that mattered right now was that I made it to Dalir.
It would have been a lot easier if Eir was willing to flee the forest with me altogether, but apparently, the green-eyed beauty was a Viking to her core, and I couldn’t help admiring her grit. She was not only fine as hell, but she took pride in where she was from despite the rougher edges of the place.
I was an Alaskan, so I could definitely relate to some extent.
Sure, her people predominantly seemed like savage assholes from where I stood, but so far, I’d only gotten one side of the picture. Technically, half the tourists I came across from the lower forty-eight thought I was an asshole too, just because I skinned a few wolves each year.
Well… more than a few.
Either way, there was always something more to be known about an area and its inhabitants, and while hunting down and decapitating humans was a different ballgame than I was used to, I’d heard enough from Eir to become more curious about the ways of the clans.
There was some underlying balance taking place in the Red Forest, and all I had to do was get myself in a better position to find out how it worked. If I played my cards carefully, I might be able to survive here after all, but if I played my cards well, I could end up with the most gorgeous, bow hunting woman I’d ever met at my side.
There was this small window of opportunity available to me, and after indulging in only a brief taste of Eir, I knew I’d regret it for the rest of my life if I wandered north without trying to get her.
But that wasn’t the only hurdle.
Stranholf was a genuinely huge and impressive guy, and the real question was whether I could do what it took to keep Eir once she was mine.
I trudged onward while I tracked the wounded stragglers of Dalir, and I worked on a plan of action for how one man could take down a Viking chieftain.
Which wasn’t something I ever thought I’d be doing in my life, but for all I knew, this wasn’t even the same life anymore.
I’d seen actual magic being used back at that slave village, and races I’d only ever heard about in stories were walking around enchanting all manner of things with a wave of their hands. Beasts the size of busses were being tamed for steeds while mass slaughter just occurred at the drop of a hat, and I’d run over a marathon in the last two days, somehow killed five axe-toting Vikings, and made out with the woman of my dreams.
All things considered, murdering a chieftain of the Red Forest didn’t feel too insurmountable. None of the normal rules applied anymore, and this definitely wasn’t my world.
It was a fucking crazy one, and I could only imagine what else it had to offer.
My brother Brandon would have been able to prattle off a stock list of possibilities for me if he was here, but more importantly, he’d have said surviving long enough was the only way to find out what was in store.
And I had eight days until the full moon.
With that kind of time at my disposal, I could spend a couple days scouting the situation I was up against at Dalir, and by then, my arm would be better healed. In the meantime, I’d keep tabs on how frequent Dalir’s patrols were sent out, and I’d focus on analyzing what kind of security their stronghold had overall as well as where the chieftain resided.
I also needed to figure out what kind of men stayed close to him, because while Eir said a chieftain’s warriors wouldn’t rise up if his place was taken, I doubted that rule was ironclad where everyone was concerned.
Stranholf definitely looked like the kind of guy who would scalp anyone who murdered his chieftain brother, and a leader of an entire clan would most likely have some kind of personal guards or right-hand warriors around. If I did pull this stunt off, I didn’t want to worry about getting stabbed in the back by disgruntled Vikings down the line, but once I figured out who my primary group of targets was, I’d need to address the issue of weaponry.
I only had a sword and my hunting knife after I threw the dagger during the fight in Hylmrek, and while I’d held my own against the five Vikings, I wanted better odds for this next run-in. Logically, a stronghold of warriors would probably have a blacksmith in residence, and as long as he had some blades that were actually tempered properly, I could maybe weasel my way into stocking up once I breached the ramparts.
Unfortunately, at the pace I was traveling right now, I was starting to wonder if I’d ever get that far. The wounded warriors were stopping more frequently as the hours passed, and half of them were pale from blood loss while their clansmen had to drag them along. Within four hours, they were resting at every tributary they came to, but there was one less-injured man who refused to let them sit for long.
He was part of the band who brought up the rear the whole way while he supported another warrior by the waist, and whenever he caught up to the rest of his clansmen, he barked orders to keep them moving.
I never saw him take any breaks despite the blood slicking his own arms and back, and I took this to mean he was in some way a superior among his people, but I knew he couldn’t have been the chieftain.
The leader of Hylmrek was too distinctly built and dressed to be mistaken during that massacre, but this man wore the same garb as his companions. He had tanner skin than the others with most of his hair shaved off, and the clump left on top of his head was gathered into a thick brown braid that hung down to his shoulder blades. The warrior he supported looked a lot like him, but with long matted locks for hair, and he was bleeding so much that he could hardly hold his head up anymore.
It was pretty clear the two were brothers, and this was probably why the braided warrior refused to slow his pace. His ward had taken an axe to the thigh, and it looked like the blade had cut through half his leg and maybe part of the femur, so now it dangled in what must have been an excruciating way. A sword belt was strapped like a tourniquet above the wound while he braced the majority of his weight on the braided man and limped along, but eventually, his brother had to sling him over his back when he went unconscious.
These were some tough dudes for sure.
I honestly felt for the guy after watching him drag his companion for miles and miles without stopping, but as evening fell on the Red Forest, we finally arrived at Dalir’s stronghold.
Then my attention immediately diverted because Eir had been more accurate when she referred to it as a campsite.
It was a substantial one that could have passed for a small village, but there were no ramparts here, and not even defensive walls like the ones Hylmrek built for their slaves were in place. The collection of triangular huts I saw through the trees were sturdier than the others, but only a tributary enclosed the village on the east side, and a band of five guards waited at the river to help their warriors across.
No others seemed to be dispersed in the surrounding forest, and I hesitated on the banks of the river as I mentally revisited the plan I’d come up with on the way here.
Then I moved farther downstream and snuck across, and I silently approached the village to get a closer look since it was getting darker by the minute, and I was already this far anyway.
The southern edge of the village had three long, A-framed huts spanning its width, and these served as a blockade from the eastern tributary to another that flowed along the western end. The buildings were each supported with sturdy planks and had wooden doors at one end, but none of these larger structures had windows cut into the thatched roofing. Beyond here, a few small torches were staked in the lane, and they left plenty of shadow cover to cross between them.
Other than that, this side of the village both looked and sounded deserted, so I slipped into the shadows of the buildings with minimal effort.
Then I paused to reassess the situation because none of this boded well for my future plans at all, especially if I did end up having to worry about a guy like Stranholf. Dalir’s setup was the least protected option, but it was something to start with, and I scanned the deserted, needle-covered lane before I quietly made my way to the next one, and then the next.
I checked around every corner even though no one crossed my path, and I could see the greatest amount of torchlight was coming from the very center of the village. The structures became smaller and more numerous as I snuck deeper into the maze of triangular huts, but after a few more lanes, smoke seeped from a couple of the flues I passed. I began to see warriors crossing the lanes too, and I stuck to the eastern edge of the village once I realized most of the people were heading away from here.
Still, no guards were out to catch sight of my black jacket crossing from one strip of shadows to the next, and as I neared the sound of commotion in the central square, I realized this was on account of the fallout from their raid.
When I came to the edge of what looked like a carpenter’s hut, I hunkered down behind a stack of lumber, and there were maybe forty or so people walking around a muddy, circular clearing surrounded by more huts. Most of these structures were square, and a handful were illuminated with firelight from the inside. A few open-air hovels were interspersed among them as well, but it was too dark to tell what was stored inside them.
Torches lined the outer rim of the clearing while a large fire pit blazed in the center, and around it, everyone was busy moving slaves or wares into the different structures.
I assumed some of these were the clansmen who’d been waiting outside the slave village to haul everything away, but the handful of warriors I’d followed for the long trek back were laid out on the ground near a hut that must have been the healing area.
It didn’t look like they were doing too well, and I could tell two of them were already dead. A few could hardly swallow the water being offered to them in small clay bowls, and I couldn’t see the one with the partially attached leg anywhere, but I didn’t have a clear view of the entire area from where I hid.
Overall, it seemed like Dalir could have lost as much as half their warriors in the raid, and from the look of the wares, they didn’t gain too much for it. The slaves I saw being shoved around were all injured in one way or another, and most of them didn’t have anything with them from their shops in Hylmrek.
Unless Dalir had tools and everything else they needed for working, I doubted they would be of much use, but some stolen goods made the journey back. Mostly bundles of wool from what I could see, and some bags were being carted into nearby huts. The half-cooked meat was actually being brought to the central fire pit as well, but my stomach churned at the thought of how sick half these Vikings would probably get eating it. A couple dozen smaller skinned beasts were being cooked up too, and they’d been secured to stout branches that were braced in a teepee formation around the fire pit.
Then I saw three bloody men carting armfuls of broadswords, and I recognized the blades as the ones the dwarves were forging in the slave village.
My eyes trailed the three Vikings to an open-air hovel at the far west end of the clearing, and when they dropped them all down on a wooden table, a man who looked around my age shuffled out from the shadows of the shop.
I assumed he was the blacksmith because he had the arms of a working man despite the fact he was about fifty pounds underweight, and he was covered in soot with steel dust flecking his brown tunic. His greasy brown hair hung shaggy around his pale face while he eyed the broadswords without any interest, and he scratched at the scraggly goatee that barely covered his chin along the way.
As soon as he was within reach of the table, one of the Vikings caught him by the scruff of his ragged tunic, and the blacksmith slumped and glowered while the warrior shook him hard. Above the noise of the slaves and the clansmen in the clearing, I caught the phrase “useless piece of shit” and “castrate,” but no matter how much the blacksmith was screamed at, it didn’t seem to have any effect.
The gaunt man must have been used to this kind of treatment. He just let his tired eyes wander around the clearing of slaves through it all, but eventually, he said something in response, and the pissed off Viking planted his fist in the blacksmith’s face.
“Shit,” I croaked as the guy’s head snapped back, and he dropped like a rag behind the wooden table.
Then the Viking shoved every dwarven sword over the edge to bury him in them.
No one in the clearing paid any attention to the clattering of steel cascading down, and the three bloody Vikings walked off to drag some other slaves into a hut.
I stared at the deserted shop while I waited to find out if the blacksmith was alive anymore. I’d never seen a man’s neck snap back like that, but the Viking who punched him was at least a hundred pounds heavier, and the blacksmith was already slack in his grip when he took the punch. After several minutes passed, I finally saw a sooty hand reach up and grasp the wooden table, and it took some effort, but the blacksmith resurfaced.
His left eye was already swelling shut while blood gushed from his nose and down his chin, but as bad as I felt for him, I couldn’t help smirking. The gaunt man had the same unaffected glower plastered on his face as he looked around the clearing for a second, and he lazily grabbed a soot-covered rag from the table to cover his nose. Then he dragged himself up, staggered over the heap of swords, and disappeared into the shadows of his shop.
Yeah. I liked this guy. He was going to be useful.
By the time the blacksmith was out of sight, I’d made up my mind where I’d be heading as soon as I got the chance, but then I glanced around the village again.
No one had found me yet, and every clansman and woman I could see was preoccupied in the central clearing. The chieftain was nowhere in sight, either, and the blacksmith’s shop was far enough from the fire pit and the torches for the interior to be concealed in darkness. Night had fully fallen in the forest as well, and there was really nothing to delay my progress now that I’d gotten this far.
“Fuck it,” I muttered under my breath, and I ducked back, circled around the nearest hut, and darted across the next lane.
Then I kept on creeping between the huts while I dodged the few warriors who crossed my path, and in ten minutes, I was in the shadows on the opposite side of the central clearing.
The blacksmith’s shop was around the next corner, and from here, I could tell it was larger than it looked from my previous spot. The front side had no walls enclosing it, kind of like a market stand, but the back of the shop was lined with log walls, and there was a door left open to allow for the night air to pass through. No firelight illuminated the entrance, and I didn’t hear any conversations taking place inside, so I silently slipped along the wall as I pulled my knife from its sheath.
Then I took a deep breath and ducked into the shop door.
The first thing I noticed was the cold forge to my left, but I didn’t see the chair in front of me in time. I ended up tripping over the thing as soon as I got inside, and while I caught my fall on the forge, a stack of steel clattered to the ground.
My heartrate shot up as I held my breath, but then a shadowy figure on my right turned around. In the small bit of light coming from the front of the shop, I could see the blacksmith watching me as he sat slumped on a stool. I held my knife up in warning, but the gaunt man threw his arms up like he couldn’t care less.
“Great, go on,” the blacksmith snorted, and he had the same rough accent I’d heard from the old slave in Hylmrek. “Kill me, ye’ think I give a shit?”
I furrowed my brow, and I glanced toward the crowded clearing to make sure no one was approaching after the ruckus I’d made. Then I figured there wasn’t much point in threatening a guy who didn’t care whether he lived or died, but mostly, I had a feeling he wasn’t the kind of slave to alert his masters to the presence of an intruder.
Not after what I’d seen of him so far, at least.
I slowly moved to return my knife to its sheath, and the blacksmith leaned forward ever so slightly when it caught in the light.
“Hold on, what’s that?” he asked as he squinted through his good eye. “Is that authentic dragon bone?”
I blinked for a second. “No, it’s elk.”
“Elf?” he mused with a slight grimace. “Don’t see many of those around.”
“No, elk, not elf,” I muttered. “Never mind, just lower your voice a bit, alright?”
“Ahh, interloping, eh?” the man asked as he beckoned me over. “That’s more interesting than it could have been. Better stick to this side of the shop. Who are ye’, though?”
“Uh… no one,” I mumbled, and I shifted closer to the back table where the man was still slumped on his stool.
There was just enough dim light for me to see most of his tools were scattered around this area of the shop, but there were scraps of steel, iron, and wood all over as well, and the wall above his worktable was lined with rickety shelves that were mostly empty.
“You’re the blacksmith, right?” I asked when I came to a stop beside his stool.
“Unfortunately.” He mopped his nose with a rag. “The name’s Brokkr. If you and your lot came here to raid the place, you won’t find much worth taking. Dalir’s a shit hole. Trust me, I’ve been here for months.”
“I came alone,” I told him.
“Alone?” Brokkr parroted, and he lowered his bloody rag as he eyed my jacket. “What do you want, then?”
“I need some blades. Good ones, not the shit you’re passing out to the clansmen.”
Brokkr let out a long sigh as he chucked his rag aside, and he crossed his arms. “Everyone’s a fuckin’ critic. I’ll have you know the forge is broken, so what you see is what you get.”
“Good,” I replied. “I’ll take some of the dwarven blades you just got dumped on you.”
“Why?” Brokkr asked at once, and he didn’t sound so unconcerned anymore. “Got a nice enough sword on your belt there, don’t you? Clearly, not my handiwork.”
I was about to answer when someone slammed their hands against the wooden table out front, and I jumped about a foot while they roared Brokkr’s name into the shop.
The blacksmith groaned and got up onto his feet, and he pointed to the corner behind his stool before he shuffled toward the front. I promptly took his cue, but I was starting to worry I’d pushed my luck on this one. If the blacksmith turned me in now, I was too deep into the village to fight all these warriors off at once, and I eyed the open back door while my heartrate refused to lower again.
“The hell do you want?” Brokkr mumbled up front.
“To skin your ass, you little rat,” a Viking growled. “I warned you I wanted a blade worth its weight this time, and that piece of shit shattered the same as the last!”
“Well, it’s as I told ye’,” Brokkr drawled. “The forge is broken. Maybe if your lousy chieftain got off his drunken ass and--”
I cringed as Brokkr took another fist to the face and collapsed on the pile of swords, and from the sound of it, the Viking lunged over the table to drag him up for a second hit before he trudged off.
The blacksmith wheezed through his swollen nose for a while, but then I heard the swords scattering a bit, and he came crawling around the corner on all fours.
I caught his arm and pulled him onto his feet once he was back in the shadows, and the man swayed while I helped him over to his stool.
“Hasn’t anyone ever told you not to talk so much shit?” I muttered as I handed the bloody rag over.
“Yeah, I’ve got so much to lose, don’t I?” Brokkr slurred. “Better mind my manners. That’s what matters most.”
I smirked while the blacksmith shoved his rag under his nose and began rummaging around on the table with his other hand, and he pulled a glass bottle out from a pile of scrap metal. Then he caught the cork between his teeth to open it.
Whatever was inside smelled like pure ethanol even from a couple feet away, and as I watched Brokkr muscle his way through a few glugs, I decided I’d actually lucked out in this case.
The blacksmith clearly didn’t have a lot of shits to give, and so far, he didn’t seem to mind what language I spoke, either. I couldn’t help admiring the gall of him too, and as a man with no intention of becoming a slave, I could appreciate his current predicament. If anyone did capture me, I’d probably end up chained to a blacksmith’s shop same as Brokkr, and I’d be about as dedicated to the work as he seemed to be.
“Listen,” I said when he stopped drinking and gave a violent shudder, “I need some information about Dalir, and I could use your help.”
Brokkr slid the bottle over to me. “What do you want to know?”
“How many clansmen are here?” I asked.
“Yesterday, there was probably about one-sixty.” The blacksmith braced his elbow on the table to stay upright. “I’d wager there’s around eighty now. Maybe seventy.”
I nodded as I raised the bottle to my lips, but I underestimated how nasty it would be, and the gulp I took was so strong it felt like burning vapor as it scalded through my innards. I actually managed to keep it down, and I shoved the bottle back to the blacksmith while my eyes watered.
“How many guards patrol the territory?” I rasped, and Brokkr snorted as he corked the bottle.
“No patrol in Dalir these days,” he sighed. “No one’s really looking to invade the place, and the hunters can keep a lookout when they leave. At least, that’s what the chieftain has to say about it. Truth is, the slave huts are the first anyone would light up if they did show up to attack. They line the more exposed side of the village, so their screams would alert the rest to any issues. That’s what we call security in Dalir.”
I furrowed my brow. “The longer huts in the south are the slaves’ sleeping quarters?”
“That’s right,” Brokkr confirmed.
“Hmm.” I glanced toward the lighted end of the shop. “Have you been making the chieftain’s personal weapons?”
“No,” Brokkr chuckled. “Why, you fixin’ to kill the bastard?”
I nodded. “That’s the plan.”
The blacksmith’s sloppy grin dropped as he squinted at me, but he didn’t look upset at the news. He looked more skeptical than anything as he eyed me up and down.
“You are?” he clarified. “Just… you?”
“Yeah, I’m not a slave, if that’s what you’re getting at,” I replied.
“I know you’re not,” Brokkr assured me. “You sound nothin’ like one. But you’re not a Farthegn, either, so what are you killing a chieftain for?”
I had no idea what a Farthegn was, but I was relieved the slaves could at least see I wasn’t one of their own. Brokkr’s unruffled response was more encouraging than I expected, and I was slowly catching on that I could tell him pretty much anything, and he’d just roll with it.
So, I told him the truth again.
“For a woman,” I said with a shrug.
“Ahh.” Brokkr nodded without surprise. “Yeah, that’s one way to go about it. These Dalir women are a bit weathered, but better than nothing, I’d expect. You do know you will most likely die doing this, yeah?”
“I’m working on avoiding that,” I chuckled. “What kind of weapons does the chieftain carry?”
Brokkr let out another tired sigh as he rumpled his greasy hair, and he grabbed his bottle of terrible liquor to take a few glugs again. Once he finished shivering through the pain, he squinted up at me, and for a second, I worried the idea of helping someone murder the chieftain of Dalir was asking a bit much of the guy.
Then he shrugged and slid the bottle my way.
“Yeah, alright,” Brokkr muttered. “Why not? Might as well help the crazy fuck do crazy things. How much worse could it possibly get? Anyway, the chieftain’s got a broadsword, and a nice little dagger to go with it. He’s a violent man, but he’s sloppy in execution. Most effective when he’s drunk, which he usually is, so that isn’t to your advantage. Big… ish. More rotund than muscular. About your height.”
I smirked. “Where is he?”
“Probably on his way here,” Brokkr replied as he gestured for me to take a drink. “Not to do anything of great use, of course. Just to make sure he’s gotten what he wants from the raid in Hylmrek. Then he’ll return to his feasting quarters and drink for the rest of the night.”
I nodded as I took another swig, but I nearly spewed it all back up as the burning liquid tore its way into my gullet.
“He doesn’t drink this shit, right?” I rasped.
I’d only taken two swigs, and my knees were already buzzing from the effect, but Brokkr shook his head as he took the bottle back.
“No, he’s got the good stuff,” the blacksmith answered. “This is just something I made to take the edge off.”
I immediately decided I was done drinking whatever Brokkr had to offer, and I was about to ask another several questions I had when he held up a hand and gestured toward the front of the shop.
“Hear that?” Brokkr asked. “That’s the chieftain.”
I tilted my ear toward the sound as a deep chortle echoed outside, and I shifted a few inches to try and see if I could get a glimpse without being too far out in the open.
“This way,” the blacksmith offered.
He got up and tossed his bloody rag aside, and he headed for the back door of the shop. I followed him outside and around to the edge of the hut, and I scanned the darkened lanes around me, but no one was back here. When Brokkr stopped right at the edge of the wall, he pointed around the corner, and I came to his side as I peered along the slim space between his shop and the next.
The chieftain was easily recognizable thanks to his hefty fur wrappings, and while they were the same bluish-black hide as his warriors, he wore his like a vest with a strap of leather tying the fur in place around his torso. His broadsword was twice as wide as mine, and a few inches longer. It was definitely well-crafted, and the chieftain propped his meaty hand on the hilt as he strolled into the clearing with four Vikings behind him.
These four weren’t quite as hulking as the warriors from Hylmrek, but compared to the rest of the clansmen here, they were substantially better built, and they made their chieftain look portly by comparison.
He probably had a hundred and twenty pounds on me, but Brokkr hadn’t been wrong. The chieftain of Dalir was less muscle and more padding, which was both helpful and unhelpful for my purposes. He’d be slower, but potentially more difficult to take down in a few swipes. Still, despite his stature, he looked oddly young to be a chieftain of a clan, and his clean-shaven face bore a snide grin while he surveyed the slaves and warriors in the clearing.
“Who are the Vikings next to the chieftain?” I asked Brokkr under my breath. “His guards?”
“What’s a Viking?” Brokkr whispered back.
“The… all of these guys,” I said as I furrowed my brow. “You know, Vikings. All the clansmen.”
The blacksmith looked over at me without any understanding, and after a long moment, he furrowed his brow back. “Where are you from?”
“North, I think,” I muttered.
“Oh.” Brokkr nodded. “That’s helpful.”
“Don’t worry about where I’m from,” I shot back. “Just tell me who the hell these guys are. What do you call them?”
“Farthegns,” the blacksmith chuckled.
“And who are the Farthegns next to the chieftain?”
“His four warlords,” Brokkr answered. “Bunch of ruddy pricks, too. Sit around like kings eatin’ up all the wares. Then the chieftain orders another raid without bothering to send any of the bastards along to see the rest make it out alive. I’ve been with some shit clans before, but Dalir’s really a dung heap. Can’t do much with a chieftain like this one. Looks like this last raid was one of the worst. Ye’d think he wanted all his clansmen murdered pulling a stunt like that.”
“He knew Hylmrek would show up?” I clarified.
“Hylmrek always shows up,” Brokkr snorted. “No one raids on Hylmrek. We’re lucky there’s nothing worth raidin’ in these parts, or they’d slaughter us all by tomorrow. I guess it doesn’t really matter. Dalir will be out of warriors in another few weeks if you ask me.”
“What will happen to you and the other slaves?” I asked as I watched the chieftain tug down the tattered dress of a slave so he could get a look at her chest.
“More of the same,” Brokkr said with a shrug. “Some clan’ll come snatch us up by then, I’d imagine. Maybe Svelgard.”
“Why don’t you just leave the forest?” I asked the man.
“Right,” Brokkr chuckled quietly. “Let’s see… we could take our chances with Svelgard trapping us in the north, let Hylmrek skin us all in the east, or maybe waltz into Illska, yeah? I hear burnin’ at the stake is a real treat. Then there’s--”
The blacksmith went silent as someone in the clearing bellowed louder than the others, and the chieftain turned away from his prodding as his warlords fell in line beside him.
Then a warrior came into view, and it was the same man with the braid who I’d seen urging the rest of his clansmen onward. A woman warrior was trying to pull him back by his arm as he stormed toward the chieftain, and he went off on the man in his strange language while he pointed toward the injured warriors scattered near the healer’s hut. He gestured all over the place a few times as his anger only mounted, but the chieftain smirked through the man’s speech while his warlords chuckled.
Then the chieftain said one statement that made the warrior go rigid, and as he continued speaking, the braided man abruptly grabbed his woman’s arm and turned away. The chieftain caught her other elbow before they made it any farther, and Brokkr shook his head beside me while we watched the warrior argue in a much lower tone.
The braided man refused to release the woman’s arm while she stared up at him with a terrified expression on her face, but when one of the warlords raised the tip of his sword to the man’s neck, he finally let go.
The woman was roughly passed over to another warlord, and he dragged her away as the chieftain stood there smirking some more. Whatever he said next didn’t bring any remarks from the braided man this time, and after the leader took his time twisting the knife a bit, he strolled off and out of my line of sight with his warlords behind him.
“Where are they taking the woman?” I asked Brokkr.
“His quarters, of course,” the blacksmith muttered in a disgusted tone. “He’ll let her sit in there until she’s ready to tear her hair out, and once he’s finished drinking himself into a fury, he’ll… well. As I said, not much to do with a chieftain like this one.”
I clenched my jaw as I looked back at the braided warrior, and he hadn’t moved from where he stood. His expression was as hard as slate and spoke for itself while he stared straight ahead, and none of his own injuries had been tended yet. He was just as bloody as he’d been during the grueling trek to Dalir, and he mechanically turned away to head back in the direction he’d come from.
I could hear the warrior yelling at a few slaves a moment later, but his accent made the words too difficult to understand. Judging by his furious tone, no one responded as promptly as he would have liked.
“Who was that man with the braid?” I asked.
“Who cares?” Brokkr snorted. “He’s a prick as well. All of ‘em are. Right now, he’s telling the healers to get off their scabby asses and take care of the warriors who stole them from their last village. They won’t do anything, of course. Got nothing to work with and no incentive to work. Probably be dead within the week, but that’ll be a mercy of its own.”
Brokkr shrugged and turned back toward his shop, and I stayed and looked at the clearing for another minute.
I’d seen wild animals who cared for their packmates, even the wounded ones, better than this chieftain did. Any misgivings I might have had about murdering him were doused now that I’d gotten a firsthand look at his management style.
The trouble was, there were so many issues to be addressed here that I didn’t know where to start, and if I did take Dalir from this guy, I would have my work cut out for me. I’d hoped Dalir would be in bad enough shape after the raid that I could snatch it up more easily, but this was just a cluster fuck of poor resources, low security, shit leadership, and lack of morale.
The slaves wouldn’t even work to save themselves, and the new batch that arrived was too torn up to be set to work at all. For now, I figured Brokkr was right, and not many enemies would bother raiding Dalir on account of how little there was to gain from the effort.
Still, this clan occupied a territory, and that was enough to make the chance of attack a concern.
But there were some warriors left who could fight, and starting with anything was better than nothing. Unfortunately, everyone here looked worn out and disgruntled like no one I’d ever seen before, and I couldn’t blame them. The sixty who’d been lost at the raid were all members of their clan, and their own chieftain treated the loss like it was nothing.
I turned away from the clearing and returned to Brokkr’s shop, and when I joined the blacksmith at the back table, I casually removed the bottle from his hand.
“Alright,” I said as I corked it. “Grab a sword.”
“Why?” Brokkr slurred.
“We’re killing the chieftain. Tonight.”
“We?” the blacksmith clarified. “Hold a moment, there. I’m a slave. Not a swordsman.”
“You forge blades, so you should know how to use them,” I countered.
“Yes, because all my masters have so graciously allotted me the freedom,” Brokkr sarcastically tossed out. “More than anything, they want us slaves to learn how to utilize the deadly weapons I make.”
“What about knife throwing?” I asked.
“Well, yeah, that I can do,” the blacksmith allowed. “Takes the edge off.”
“It does,” I agreed. “And it can kill a man. How many daggers do you have in here?”
“Good ones?” he mused. “About… eight.”
“Perfect,” I said with a nod. “I’ll lead the attack and get their attention, you start throwing daggers once I’m in. Aim for the head, the neck, or the heart, but do not kill the chieftain. He’s mine. Feel free to take out his forearms though, if you have an opening. That’d help me out.”
Brokkr’s swollen eye followed me while I turned away and snuck toward the front of the shop, and I crawled along the shadowed floor to grab four dwarven swords from the heap near the wooden table. When I got back to the worktable, Brokkr was still in shock, and I handed him a sword.
“Just hack at their legs, alright?” I told him. “Right here, above the knee is best.”
“You’re serious,” the blacksmith realized as I took my Carhartt off and stashed it under his worktable. “You… you’re crazy, that’s what you are. The two of us against the chieftain and all four of his warlords?”
“Don’t worry, we’re picking someone up on the way,” I assured him, and I rummaged through his shelves until I found a spare sword sheath to hitch on my belt. “A couple people, actually. I’ll need you to do all the talking so my language doesn’t cause any trouble, and if you could steal me some fur, that’d help everything go more smoothly.”
I headed for the back door with a sword sheathed on each hip, and I had another two in hand while I checked to make sure the sap was holding firm on my upper arm. My other muscles were so sore that they mostly distracted me from the gouge at this point, but I had decent enough mobility to block a few hits, and none of the warlords I’d seen carried giant axes on them.
The odds weren’t great, but they were better than I’d expected on my way to Dalir, and every hour this chieftain lived could end up costing me resources.
I stopped on the threshold and turned around, and Brokkr was still looking down at the sword I’d given him. When he finally glanced up, the blacksmith stared at me from the darkened corner, and I sighed as I faced him more head-on.
“Right now, the clansmen are all pissed and have their hands full,” I pointed out. “They need someone to take over the situation out there, and the chieftain’s too cocky to watch his own back. It’s a prime time for him to die. Besides, you don’t give a shit if you get killed today, anyways. What have you got to lose?”
Brokkr let out a small groan as he got up, and he laid the sword down to pull a wooden box from the shadows behind his stool. Once he got it open, he put on his own belt, and he lined the many sheaths with his stash of daggers before he hitched the sword in place as well.
I ground my jaw when he paused to take another swig from his bottle, but then he belched and headed my way.
“Fuck it,” Brokkr sighed. “Let’s go.”
“That’s the spirit,” I chuckled.








Chapter 10
The torchlit lane was deserted as I crouched behind the tanner’s hut, and I scanned the area repeatedly while I waited for Brokkr to reemerge. I could hear the blacksmith cursing to himself as he fumbled through the empty shop in the dark, and when another metal item clanged against a table, I rifled my hair to keep my nerves in check.
After what felt like ages, Brokkr finally came around the side of the tannery, and he had a swatch of bluish-black fur hitched over his arm with a rumpled wool cloak wedged under his armpit.
“None of the clansmen are wearing cloaks,” I pointed out as he handed over the fur.
“The cloak’s for me,” Brokkr clarified. “Slaves aren’t permitted to carry blades, and if anyone sees me with this much steel on my belt, we won’t make it far. That fur goes on the other shoulder, too.”
“Right,” I mumbled, and I swapped the placement so I had the hide slung over my left shoulder instead.
Then the blacksmith handed me a long leather strap to secure it in place.
“Cross it in the front there,” he instructed. “No, with a twist. Just twist it. Not like that, they never do that. Ye’ gotta thread it under the arm… no, that’s not it, either.”
“Will you just tie the damn thing?” I sighed as I double-checked there was still no one in the lane.
Brokkr let out a drunken snort while he finished clasping his wool cloak at the neck, and then he got the leather strap tied properly with only a little fumbling.
“Should be right…” The blacksmith shrugged as he sized me up. “Couldn’t find any leather armor in there, and the hide’s not been trimmed yet, so it’s a bit too long across the chest.”
“What about the markings they wear on their faces?” I asked.
“Yeah, I thought about that as well,” the blacksmith admitted, “but with the raid, a lot of the warriors are a mess. You can probably pass as one for now so long as we keep to the shadows. Your beard’s appropriate, at least. Blood on your arms helps a bit, too.”
“Good enough,” I decided. “We need to get over to the healer’s hut by a back way. I think that’s where the guy with the braid is at. Lure him out to where I am, but do not tell him what this is about. I don’t want him raising any alarms before he’s had time to really consider the perks of the situation. Once we’ve got him, get us to the chieftain’s quarters without being spotted as quickly as you can. Then hightail it to wherever he and his warlords are at.”
“You sure you want me doin’ the luring?” Brokkr checked. “That braided fellow would rather slit my throat than follow me anywhere.”
“Well, you’re the only blacksmith in Dalir, so I’m banking on him not killing you,” I muttered.
“True,” the blacksmith agreed. “You’re thinkin’ like a Farthegn, now. The chieftain will be in his feasting hut. It’s not too far off from his sleeping quarters.”
Brokkr checked the sword on his belt was well-concealed before he turned away, and while the two of us crept between shadows to get back to the central clearing, I adjusted the thick swatch of fur so it would cover my shirt a little more. Then I grabbed a handful of dark dirt from the ground, and I muddied my face and arms in a couple places so it looked more like I’d come from the raid.
I probably looked as exhausted as I felt, and plenty of blood had dripped into my sleeves during my run-in with Hylmrek’s men. It was probably a mostly passable disguise, and I followed the blacksmith along a row of firelit huts that were silent inside before we stopped behind a thatched wall.
“This is it,” Brokkr whispered. “Better stay back in these shadows. I’ll see if I can get the warrior to come around to this side.”
I nodded in agreement, but the blacksmith nervously rumpled his greasy hair without proceeding. His face was still crusted with blood from the last Farthegn he’d talked to, and his battered eye was completely swollen shut now, but he didn’t hesitate for long. The blacksmith shrugged to himself and tiptoed along the edge of the healer’s hut while I leaned around the corner to keep an eye on his progress, and Brokkr stopped when he reached the front side of the structure.
Then he reached around to rap on the entrance, and the wooden door smacked against the inner wall a moment later like it had been thrown open.
Brokkr cleared his throat as he offered a half-hearted wave. “Evening…”
The blacksmith gasped as the braided man lunged into sight, and he already had his hands locked around Brokkr’s neck while he bared his teeth. Then the warrior slammed him against the side of the hut, and I cringed at the sound of Brokkr’s head smacking against the wood.
“I should skin you right here,” the man growled in a menacing tone.
The blacksmith choked in response, and he wrestled against his burly arms, but I could tell he was fucked.
I gave a sharp whistle before shit could get out of hand, and as soon as the warrior’s head whipped around to find me, I held out the dwarven sword and beckoned him over. I kept myself in the dark so only the fur and part of my hair was visible, but the braided man roughly released Brokkr to come and take the sword from me.
I could tell he recognized the craftsmanship while he admired the cross-guard and the bevel of the blade, and he nodded with approval as he said something to me in his language. It sounded like he asked a question, but I just motioned for him to be quiet and follow.
The braided warrior scowled in confusion, but then Brokkr tiptoed past to lead the way.
I turned on my heels before any more words could be said, and as the warrior hastened his pace to match mine, I made sure he couldn’t get directly beside me. Then Brokkr took a sharp turn ahead of us, and we silently followed the blacksmith farther into the maze of huts.
Now that I had both a clansman and a slave with me, I was less concerned about being spotted, but I still turned my head away from the warrior whenever the light of a torch came along. Fortunately, very few clansmen were around, and the ones we passed didn’t bother giving us a second glance. With my left shoulder closest to the braided man, he couldn’t see I was wearing a cut-up cotton shirt under these furs, either, so I kept a clipped pace while he followed close by my side.
Then Brokkr turned a corner and came to an abrupt stop, and I knew we’d arrived at the chieftain’s quarters because it was the most well-built structure I’d seen so far.
The A-framed hut was three times as large as the ones surrounding it, and the weathered wood framing of the structure was four inches thick all the way around. It looked like it had been bearing the elements for decades already, and the entrance side had two great antlers standing up on their prongs on both sides. I craned my neck for a moment as I studied the twelve foot antlers, but then I refocused on the wooden door with a rod of iron braced across it.
Brokkr had already posted himself near one antler to scan the west end of the lane, and when I found the braided man looking at me with a rigid stare, I gestured toward the door. Then I posted myself near the other edge of the hut to make sure no one approached from the east, but the warrior didn’t move.
He glanced all around at the dim lane while he clutched his hilt like someone might ambush him at any moment, but when I jutted the last spare sword toward the door more pointedly, the braided man met my gaze.
His brown eyes were so dark they looked black, and the markings on his face were smudged around with blood and sweat. He had a commanding look about him while he studied me carefully, and for a second, I thought he would realize I wasn’t a clansman. Instead, he swiftly moved to take the iron from the entrance, and I let out the breath I’d been holding as he slipped inside the chieftain’s hut.
I could hear his woman scolding him through the open door, and the two spoke hurriedly in their language for longer than I expected. I sent Brokkr a questioning glance, but he shrugged in response without concern.
The braided man reemerged with his woman in tow a minute later, and she’d gotten a black eye since the last time I saw her. Her lip was split as well, and the coal markings that striped her face were smeared away like she’d been crying, but her messy brown hair hung heavy around her cheeks, so I couldn’t tell if there was any more damage. My anger over the state of her heightened when her gaze darted around the lane like a frightened rabbit, but then she looked at me, and her eyes widened with alarm.
The braided man began muttering in her ear as he showed her the dwarven sword on his belt, and as soon as the brown-haired woman noticed Brokkr, her expression hardened at once.
I abandoned my post, handed her the last dwarven sword, and quickly nudged the blacksmith onward.
Brokkr didn’t have any trouble ignoring the glares he was getting as he continued down the lane to our right, and his relaxed posture gave me the impression he might be too liquored up to care about anything at the moment.
At least, this seemed like the most logical explanation. My own limbs were well-warmed from the few swigs I’d taken at his shop, and at this point, I was honestly grateful for the shitty liquor he’d shared with me. I had two members of Dalir at my back with dwarven swords at their disposal, and I was deep in the center of their village while I led them to assassinate their leader.
None of this plan coincided with my initial intentions, and my nerves wavered a bit as I realized how much I was pushing my luck.
But there was no backing out now, and my instincts had always been more inclined to rely on the fundamentals before anything else. In my experience, most creatures could only be pushed so far before they bit back, and when the chieftain took the braided warrior’s woman away, I’d seen it as clear as day on his face that he was at his limit.
It didn’t seem like this was the first time the chieftain had used this particular form of punishment, either, and I guessed the woman in question was far beyond her own limit as well. I had no idea how skilled she was with a blade, but she was as fit as anyone else I’d seen in the center of the village, and I just hoped the combined anger of the two warriors would hold out long enough to be put to good use.
Between the three of us with swords, and Brokkr with his daggers, I’d evened the playing field pretty well, and I focused on this while I followed directly behind the blacksmith.
Then Brokkr nudged my arm and ducked between two huts. When we came out on the other side, he pointed to a structure with smoke seeping from the flue.
The hut looked big enough to fit about ten of the larger Farthegns I’d seen, and the stench of ale permeated the shadows surrounding the place. The chortle of the chieftain drifted out from the woodwork along with the gravelly voices of his warlords, and as the blacksmith and I stooped down behind the back wall, the two warriors crouched to join us.
The braided man whispered hastily to me, but I motioned for him to be quiet again. Then I peered between the rivets in the wall, and the others all leaned forward to do the same.
Inside, the glow of a small fireplace illuminated five seated figures around a stout and short table, and the chieftain had his back to us while he guzzled ale from a well-worn horn. The other four Farthegns did the same as they spoke raucously in their own language, and the group picked chunks of meat from a giant platter on a squat table between them.
Brokkr’s words about the warlords living like kings had been accurate. It looked like they’d roasted a hundred pound boar all to themselves tonight, and there was probably enough meat on that platter to serve every warrior left in the village. The five men had a whole barrel of ale cracked open near the right wall too, and as one of the warlords stood for a refill, he let the ale slosh all over the floor while he filled his drinking horn to the brim.
The amount of gluttony I picked up on in the feasting hut was almost comical, but as I eyed the lavish hides lining the entire floor and soaking up wasted ale, I remembered how far the injured warriors had hobbled to get back to a rotted meal in a dirt clearing.
This made the scene less amusing.
These assholes would never be able to finish their entire feast, but something told me they wouldn’t bother handing the last of it to any of the other clansmen. I ground my jaw at the thought, and the same burning fury I’d felt when I was cornered by Hylmrek’s warriors began to kindle in my chest.
I wasn’t trapped in a deathmatch this time, and I could still walk away, but the only thing standing between me and my primary goal was this one hut full of gluttonous dumb-fuck bastards.
I could do this.
I had to do this.
I took note of their weapons as my adrenaline steadily increased, and I realized two warlords had placed their broadswords on the floor behind them. One of the chieftain’s sheaths was empty while his dagger impaled the roasted boar’s head, and the rest only had swords on them with no spare blades or axes in sight.
I didn’t get a chance to study anything else about the five men because the braided warrior yanked me back so I faced him, and he growled something under his breath while I worked to pry his grip off my furs. His woman was wide-eyed and silent as she crouched behind the man, but once I got him to release me, I sternly motioned for him to be quiet again.
Then I nodded to Brokkr, and he removed his cloak.
A mixture of realization and insult came to the braided man’s face the moment he saw all the blades the blacksmith had on him, but Brokkr promptly turned to sneak around the side of the hut before the warrior could do anything about it.
When I motioned for the other two to follow, the braided man shot to his feet and backed away instead, and I was about to reach for my sword when the woman suddenly grabbed his hand.
She hadn’t moved from where she crouched beside me, and she didn’t say anything while the guttural laughter inside the feasting hut continued. The woman just exchanged a long and silent look with the braided man, and his expression gradually shifted to a murderous one.
My pulse thrummed in my ears while I prepared to fend both of them off at any second, but then the braided man sent me a single nod, and he unsheathed the sword I’d given him. The warrior woman stood and did the same, and as I quietly stepped around the hut, I noticed her pull out a well-worn skinning knife as well.
Brokkr was waiting for us at the entrance with a dagger clutched in each hand, and he looked much less calm as I leaned in toward his ear before the others could join us.
“Hang back at the entrance and take any opening you get,” I muttered. “Don’t waste a single dagger, and remember, if you can use the sword, aim right above their knees.”
“Aye,” Brokkr agreed with an anxious nod. “Nice knowin’ ye’.”
I sent the man a wry smirk as the two warriors flanked the entrance ahead of us, and then I took a steadying breath while they watched me and waited for a signal.
That’s when I realized that the risks of the attack I was about to launch didn’t weigh heavy on my nerves anymore. Any concerns I might have had about what would come afterward didn’t bother me, either, and even though I could feel beads of sweat trickling down my torso from the heat in my chest, I wasn’t anxious at all.
I was in the same single-minded state I existed in when I went out hunting.
The only thought I had now was bringing my plan to completion as efficiently as possible.
For some reason, this mindset made the center of my chest heat straight to the core, and the heat didn’t feel like fury. At first, I’d thought it did, but I was completely calm while it burned on and on, and as soon as I realized this, I recalled the placement of the scar I’d found carved into my skin this morning.
It was positioned where the burning continued to increase, but before I could dwell on this any longer, Brokkr abruptly dug his elbow into my side.
“Any day now,” the blacksmith mumbled, and the braided warrior narrowed his eyes toward me.
I instantly sent him a nod as I unsheathed my sword, and the moment he wrenched the door open, I lunged inside.
Then I caught the matted hair of the warlord seated directly in front of me before he could get to his feet, and by the time I tore my sword across his throat, every hulking man in the room had knocked the benches out from under them.
Their fumbling to grab their swords gave me just enough time to strike the Farthegn to my right across the arm, but then furious roars closed in around me, and the chieftain bellowed orders to his men.
Every clansman in the village had to have heard the cry, but my accomplices were already at my back, and I registered the grunts of the braided man and the furious shrieks of his woman nearby. The clanging of steel rang out in the feasting hut as the warlords’ swords clashed with ours, but there was nowhere for the chieftain to make an escape, because Brokkr was at the door.
The blacksmith sent a dagger spiraling into the leader’s leg for me first thing, and with the chieftain staggering near the back wall, and one warlord already dead, our numbers were evenly matched.
I sliced my opponent’s thigh open as I dodged his strike, and the warlord dropped down hard and took half the cutlery on the table with him. He still kept slashing at my legs as the barrel of ale toppled over behind him, and I leapt out of range of the Farthegn’s sword while blades swiped within inches of my back in the crowded hut. I managed to get a jab into my attacker’s leg before I had to dodge his next blow, but then he let out a gravelly roar as he grabbed the bench beside him.
Before I could find a clear opening, he hurled it at me with all his strength, and my sword dropped from my hand as the stout wood collided with my chest. I was thrown back from the force as the wind got knocked out of me, but I saw one of Brokkr’s daggers impale the man’s skull just before my own head smashed against the wall.
I crumpled onto the ale-soaked hides, and pain shot through my skull while my vision spun. I could barely draw a full breath with fresh pain searing through my back, and I knew I couldn’t take another hit like that and keep any kind of strength in me. I could hardly drag myself up over the bench now, but I saw the last two warlords still attacking with abandon, and shards of wood splintered from the angled walls with every strike.
My accomplices fought hard as they matched their attackers’ ferocity, and the braided man was in the far back corner of the hut while his opponent bled profusely down his left side.
Then my gaze zeroed in on the chieftain.
He’d managed to pull the dagger from his thigh, and he was staggering across the hut with his sword and dagger in hand.
The woman warrior battled with her attacker just ahead of him, and Brokkr didn’t have a clear path to strike, but as soon as I realized the chieftain was closing in on her from behind, I forced my legs to lunge forward as I drew my spare sword from my belt.
The chieftain struck his blade across her left ass cheek before I could reach him, and her shriek of pain cost her a slash to her sword arm before she was kicked backward by a boot to her chest. Then a dagger flew in and impaled her attacker in the shoulder, and I dodged the man’s swinging blade as I grabbed the nearest stool and hurled it at the chieftain.
An extra dose of pain shot through my spine from the effort, but the hefty man crumpled to the ground as the stool broke across his head, and he lost his sword in the fall as well.
The woman was already back on her feet while her attacker relentlessly came at her, and as she dove past me to get at his legs, I closed the gap between myself and the chieftain in three strides.
I raised my sword to plunge it into his back, but he rolled at the last second with his dagger poised, and he let out a gaping and throaty laugh as he jabbed the ten-inch blade up at my thigh.
I stumbled over his stout leg to spare my own as he cackled and jabbed at me repeatedly, and he caught my left calf before he punctured my boot. Luckily, he narrowly missed my big toe, but my leg seared from the previous hit, and my brief shock gave him an opening to stab at my left hand, too. My breath hitched as blood seeped from my palm, but the chieftain was so caught up in his stab-happy attack that he didn’t see my sword raised above his head.
Then he cackled again, and I drove the broadsword downward into his mouth.
The chubby fuck jolted and dropped his dagger as the blade pierced his throat, and he flailed in pain while I kept forcing the steel deeper into his gullet. Blood seeped from the corners of his mouth, but I just twisted the blade, and when his eyes bulged out of his head, I finally let go of the hilt. The chieftain was twitching violently as he dropped back across the drenched hides, but then I heard the braided warrior cry out in pain.
I whipped around to see my accomplice pinned against a wall with a hand at his throat, and a sword was already several inches into his hip. He’d lost his own sword in the fight, and his opponent had two of Brokkr’s daggers in his back, but this didn’t seem to faze him.
I picked up the chieftain’s fallen sword as I staggered over the tipped barrel to reach the braided man, and a split second later, the woman warrior hurled her skinning knife at her man’s attacker with her left hand. Even though she was still sparring with the other warlord, her blade met its mark directly in the bastard’s neck, and the braided warrior swiftly twisted the knife further in and shredded the tendons apart.
His attacker jerked uncontrollably, but he kept his own blade in my accomplice’s side, and I was at his back only seconds later. I drove my sword between his shoulder blades just as the braided man wrenched the skinning knife out, and then he plunged the blade into the warlord’s heart for good measure.
When the bloody warlord finally collapsed forward, I caught as much of his weight as I could so his sword couldn’t be forced deeper, and the braided warrior and I managed to haul the body off him without causing much more damage.
As soon as I tore the sword out of his hip, the man grabbed the hilt from me, and he didn’t skip a beat before shoving past me. The guy just clutched at his wound, joined the woman warrior, and together, they killed off the last hulking warlord in only four unrelenting blows. The woman even drove her sword into their victim’s eye socket and gave it a twist, and she grinned without remorse as the pair stumbled back from the final kill.
Then it was silent in the hut aside from our ragged breaths.
Blood and ale covered the hides and walls of the feasting hut, and shattered wood was strewn all around with the five dead bodies. Still, no warriors had arrived yet to flood the place, and it looked like none of the clansmen in the village had come to aid their chieftain when he called out.
Brokkr was out of daggers and standing dumbstruck in the doorway, and the two of us looked around at the aftermath without saying a word while I sheathed my sword.
My two accomplices were still on their feet despite the wealth of injuries they’d sustained during the fight, and the braided man chuckled at the woman as he tucked her under his arm. She was grinning from ear to ear beneath the blood that drenched her face, and I noticed the man she’d been up against bore more slashes on his body than any of the others.
“Damn,” I muttered with a tired nod of approval to the pair. “That was impressive.”
The braided warrior’s expression darkened at once, and I furrowed my brow as I saw his grip tighten on the hilt of his sword. Then his woman swiped the blood from her eyes to get a better look at me, and I realized the issue too late.
I had the wrong fucking language on my tongue.








Chapter 11
“Okay, hear me out,” I tried.
“You are a slave?” the braided man roared back, and his woman jumped from the sudden outburst.
“I’m not,” I quickly replied. “I’m just--”
“Open your Farthegn ears, ye’ half-wit,” Brokkr sighed from the doorway. “He don’t sound anything like a slave, but leave it to your lot to assume it’s all the fuckin’ same.”
“What did you say to me?” the warrior growled as he slowly turned around, and he left his bloody woman staring blankly at my attire.
“You heard me,” the blacksmith snorted. “Look at the man! He’s been eating better than you lot for years, I’d reckon, and he sure as hell knows how to take matters in hand better than your ass or mine.”
The braided warrior lunged at Brokkr before the last few words left his mouth, but his woman caught him by the strap of his fur before he made it over. Then she worked to wrestle the sword from his hand while he furiously berated her in their language, and Brokkr and I exchanged a tense glance while the pair fought between us.
She was a foot and a half shorter than the braided man, and I could tell he wasn’t fighting as hard as he could have against the injured woman’s assault, but he refused to release his sword no matter how much clawing she did. I tried not to snort when he easily raised his sword arm up out of her reach despite her grappling, and the whole time she tugged at him, he continued lecturing her until she kicked his knee out from under him.
Then the braided man dropped, and the woman snatched the sword away while he was busy clutching at the wounded hip he’d aggravated during the fall.
Whatever she said next involved a lot of lecturing of her own, but with a sword in each hand, she gestured all over the room and at me repeatedly. Eventually, the man strained to get back on his feet, and she took several steps back so he couldn’t get at his sword.
He didn’t seem to be listening to her at all anymore. The braided man kept his dark eyes narrowed on me as I registered the hatred in his expression, and before his woman could catch him again, he jumped over a dead warlord and came crashing into me.
I wheezed from the collision as the two of us tripped back over the chieftain’s corpse, and I blocked his first punch while I gritted my teeth against the pain wracking most of my body. I could tell I’d torn open the slice on my upper arm again, but the fresh stab wounds in my hand and leg were worse at the moment, and the man was pissed enough to ignore all his own bloody gouges.
“We don’t have time for this,” I growled, but then we tumbled backward over the squat table.
My back twisted from the pain of our crash-landing on the sodden floor, but the braided man got a solid punch in, and I returned the favor by planting my fist in his jaw. I managed to roll him before he slammed my head against the table’s edge, but then Brokkr and the woman tore us apart while I tried to sort my vision out.
I was panting and covered in both ale and blood when Brokkr hitched his arms under mine to pull me back to my feet, and I swayed in place.
Meanwhile, the woman vehemently scolded the warrior she had by the braid, and she was practically barking every word at him this time. She smacked his arm and dug the heel of her boot into the corpse next to her, and I couldn’t help smirking when she kicked the man’s injured hip like the deep puncture wound was nothing serious. Eventually, she seemed to have presented enough good points, because the man glanced my way with a slightly less hostile expression.
Then Brokkr flashed some kind of hand gesture that I assumed was rude, but I knocked the blacksmith’s arm down as fast as I could.
“That’s not helping,” I muttered as I limped over to the two warriors. “Look, you can be as pissed as you want, but I’m not a fucking slave. You all saw me kill the chieftain too, and according to the codes, that makes me your leader now.”
The woman nodded in eager agreement, and she dragged the other warrior up to his feet as she said something to him in their language. He didn’t attack me this time, but he looked over every inch of me while his woman pointed to my arms and the boots I was wearing. After a moment, he raised a hand to silence her.
“Speak again,” the braided man demanded of me.
“What am I supposed to say?” I sighed. “It’s pretty clear I don’t have the same accent as the slaves. I may know their language, but so do you. I’m not half-starved, I’m sure my clothing looks different than anything you’ve seen a slave wear, and I have my own weapons. How many slaves do you know who could say as much?”
I shifted my bloody fur aside to show the man the bone handle of the knife on my belt, and his dark eyes flared at the sight.
“Dragon bone?” he asked.
“Elf,” Brokkr answered for me.
I was about to correct him, but then the braided man raised his eyebrows, and he actually looked impressed to hear it, so I let the topic drop.
“You are not born of Dalir,” the warrior said in a more regular tone. “Who are you, then? Where are you from?”
“North,” Brokkr snorted.
The two warriors sent him a sharp look for speaking, but I held my hand out to them as I limped another few steps closer.
“My name’s Aaron Briggs. I’m from the mountains.”
“Thyrri of Dalir,” the woman responded, and she took my hand and bowed since her counterpart didn’t move a muscle. “My husband, Anakol.”
I gestured to the slash on her sword arm. “Are you alright?”
“I-I am,” Thyrri replied with some surprise. “Thank you, my chief.”
“As soon as the men from the raid are looked after, I’ll have your wounds assessed,” I assured her, and I turned to Anakol. “Is the man with the axed leg your brother?”
Anakol looked taken aback by the mention, but he nodded in the affirmative.
“We have to tend to him soon, or he won’t make it,” I told him honestly. “We’ll see he’s healed first thing, and then move on to the rest, but you’re a warlord now. Congratulations.”
The braided warrior could only blink in response, and his wife’s eyes lit up as she clutched his arm and looked at him. Then he glanced around at the murdered warlords around us, and his gaze landed on the former chieftain who still had my sword buried in his throat. The cast of his eyes darkened as he stared at the dead leader for a moment, but then he abruptly met my gaze as he locked his wife’s hand in his.
I didn’t miss the way he shifted her so she was slightly out of my line of sight now, but I could understand where he was coming from.
“Thank you, my chief,” Anakol muttered with a stiff bow. “I will do all I can to serve you with honor.”
“I’d expect nothing less,” I replied. “I offer the same.”
I turned to retrieve my sword from the former chieftain’s throat, and I sent Brokkr to gather the rest of the weapons. Thyrri was digging around in the bloody hair of a warlord before I even reached the chieftain, and when she yanked a tarnished silver medallion from his locks, she sent Anakol an eager smile.
I watched the pair as she limped back to him with the silver medallion in hand, and I realized the piece probably symbolized the rank of a warlord because she was glowing with pride under all that blood as she began threading the medallion into his braid.
Anakol smirked at her huge grin when she came back around to take his hand, but then he noticed me looking at the two of them, and he shifted her behind him again.
I sighed as I sheathed my sword and hobbled over to the squat table, but I didn’t bother making it clear I had no interest in his wife. I knew very little about the ways of the clans, but fucking my clansmen’s wives didn’t strike me as good management. I doubted the man would trust my word at face value just yet though, so I ignored the guarded glances he kept sending me while I limped around a dead warlord.
I figured he’d catch on to the kind of man I was after we got to know each other better, but if not, maybe he’d realize he didn’t have to keep staking his claim once I had my own woman around.
The notion made me slow to a stop as I reached the table, and my mind went blank for a second.
I’d been so caught up in the heat of the attack before, and then making sure my accomplices would attest to my claim on Dalir became my primary focus. I hadn’t really processed how much I’d just accomplished, but as I glanced over at the dead leader, a grin hitched at the corner of my mouth.
I was a chieftain of an entire clan now, and I’d taken Dalir less than a day after telling Eir I would.
If I got on top of the issues here immediately, I might be able to turn this clan around in time for the full moon, but ensuring my clansmen would stand behind me was my first priority.
“My chief,” Brokkr muttered as he laid all the blades on the table, and I nodded in approval before I turned to the others.
“This meat is still good, and there’s no blood on it,” I told the pair as I gestured to the roasted boar. “We’ll take it to the clansmen and throw out what you brought back from Hylmrek. The rest of what’s roasting on the fire can go to the slaves.”
Thyrri stared at me in shock as the last of Anakol’s scowl vanished, and I could feel Brokkr’s gaze on me from the corner of my eye while I waited for everyone to snap out of it.
“Again, we have to get the wounded healed as soon as possible,” I reiterated.
“Yes, my chief,” Anakol promptly replied, and he came forward to haul the boar away.
The braided man waved his wife back when she tried to assist him, but as he limped toward the door with the entire roasted boar in his arms, I pointed to the dead warlords.
“Gather the last of the medallions,” I told Thyrri. “Take one for yourself, as well. You’ve earned it.”
Anakol tripped and nearly dropped the boar at my words, and while Brokkr snorted at the man’s rocky recovery, Thyrri just gaped at me.
I sighed as the whole room came to a standstill again, but I figured the shock factor would just be a regular thing for the next few days. Clearly, Dalir didn’t know much about genuine leadership.
“I’ll meet both of you back at the healer’s hut,” I continued. “Make sure there’s a fresh basin of water on hand, and find clean wrappings.”
“Y-Yes, my chief,” Thyrri breathed as she hurried to do my bidding, and her husband bowed again while he struggled not to drop the boar.
As soon as Thyrri finished gathering the medallions, she threaded one in a lock of hair by her ear with trembling fingers, and she sent her husband a stunned nod on her way out the door.
Once the two warriors were gone from the hut, I turned back to Brokkr, but the blacksmith had a strange look on his battered face while he stood there in silence.
“What?” I asked after the awkward silence dragged on.
“Oh, um…” Brokkr muttered. “Slaves aren’t permitted to address the chieftain first. I was waiting for your order.”
“Okay, we’re tossing that rule aside,” I decided.
“We are?” the blacksmith checked. “You sure about that?”
“Yeah,” I chuckled. “Let’s get all these blades to your shop, but you can clean them up tomorrow. Right now, get yourself some food and take care of that eye.”
“Yes, my chief,” the blacksmith replied with a grin.
“Oh, and can you check on something for me?”
“I can do anything you tell me to,” Brokkr clarified. “I’m a slave.”
“Okay.” I furrowed my brow at the concept, but I continued. “There was a woman stolen from the slave village in Hylmrek. She had on a purple dress, and she could charm bees. Can you find out if she made it back? She was badly injured.”
The blacksmith cocked an eyebrow. “You… want me to check on a slave?”
“Yes,” I answered.
Then I began gathering some of the swords and daggers while I tried not to irritate my wounded hand, but Brokkr caught my arm to stop me.
“Don’t forget the furs,” he muttered.
“The what?”
“The chieftain’s hide,” Brokkr explained, and he took all the blades back from me. “Ye’ claimed his place, so ye’ don his hides. Shows the clan you’ve done the deed.”
“Right,” I said with a nod.
The blacksmith chuckled to himself as I headed over to the former chieftain, and I grimaced at his gawking dead face before I started untethering the leather straps that secured the bluish-black hide in place. It was covered in blood and ale, but the fur was dense enough that the skin underneath was still dry, and I wrestled with the guise I was already wearing until Brokkr was snickering too hard to be ignored.
“Just get the damn thing on,” I sighed. “I can’t do much with this hand.”
“Yeah, that doesn’t look good,” the blacksmith agreed as he came over. “Chieftains are supposed to be tended to before the others, you know.”
“It’s not a mortal wound,” I said with a shrug. “I’ll take care of it later.”
Brokkr raised his eyebrows while he finished securing the full vest of fur in place, and he nodded with approval as he stepped back to check his work.
“Can’t believe ye’ did it,” Brokkr snorted as he sent me a smirk. “A man who don’t even know what a Farthegn is.”
“Thanks,” I chuckled. “I appreciate the help, by the way. Really. Those daggers saved our asses a couple times.”
“Yeah, well…” the blacksmith mumbled dismissively. “Better get to your clan, my chief.”
“Blades, remember?” I said as I headed for the table, but he sighed heavily and caught my arm again.
“Slave, remember?” the blacksmith drawled. “Ye’ really don’t know anything about this job, do you?”
“I’ll get the hang of it,” I muttered.
Then I stepped aside, and as weird as I felt about leaving the gaunt man to haul everything alone, I let him do his thing before I led the way out to the darkened lanes.
“For future reference,” Brokkr huffed as he nearly dropped half the broadswords, “your clansmen won’t respect ye’ if they catch you talkin’ to me like a person. Especially given your language. You’ve gotta start out strong, yeah? If you command these Farthegns like you’re of the forest, they’ll probably heed your orders.”
“I don’t know about that,” I admitted, and I scanned the darkened lanes around me. “You saw what happened back at that feasting hut when I spoke to the others.”
“True, but they listened all the same,” Brokkr countered, “and your clansmen are eatin’ better tonight than they have in years, so that’s quite an impression to start with.”
“Years?” I stared at the blacksmith while we turned down another lane. “Is that an exaggeration?”
“Not at all,” Brokkr assured me. “The chieftain… former chieftain… uses the moorlin hawks for the warriors’ hunts. His warlords hunted their own fare in the western grounds, but those are off-limits to the rest of the clan, so most of ‘em live on the rodents and the smaller fish the moorlins catch. There’s a handful of plants along the river they boil up on the side most nights. That’s obviously not enough for all of them to live on, so they’ll eat the slaves when they die off. Thing is, the slaves are only fed every nine days or so, and there’s not much meat on them, either.”
“Jesus,” I sighed as I shook my head.
“What’s that mean?”
“Nothing,” I muttered.
There were so many things I wanted to comment on that it was better I just held my tongue and kept stepping, but I decided hunting practices would be addressed first thing in the morning. If wild boars like the one the former chieftain had lived in this region, there was no reason the clansmen and the slaves couldn’t all eat a well-rounded diet.
One that didn’t involve cannibalism.
Whatever vegetation the boars ate could probably be ingested by us as well, and where there were boars, there was bound to be other animals around with predominantly plant-based diets.
All of this meant I’d possibly landed myself a pretty nice slice of territory despite the poor living conditions, and the fact that my clansmen were living on rodents and starved humanoid meat before I arrived could work to my advantage.
If there was anything I was beyond qualified to offer as a chieftain of Dalir, it was some decent sustenance.
I wasn’t so sure this alone would be enough to distract from my language, but then Brokkr and I neared the central clearing, and my concern eased by several degrees.
Anakol and Thyrri were standing at the end of the lane waiting for me, and the clearing was twice as crowded now. What I assumed were the rest of my warriors had all congregated near the fire pit, and they had the boar laid out on a slab of stone while a few clansmen cut off chunks of meat to pass around.
There had to have been about eighty men and women warriors gathered for the meal, and most of them were stuffing lumps of boar meat into their mouths like they’d never tasted anything like it. Others just let their eyes roll back in their heads while they savored the flavor of every morsel, and the conversations taking place among them were more enthusiastic than they’d been when I first scouted out the place.
One weathered woman even dropped on her ass right in the middle of the crowd and shoved her whole helping in her mouth at once, but I could relate. Good meat was incomparable in most circumstances, but after eating rodents and humans for years, it would probably be life-altering.
I was glad to see the rotted fare from Hylmrek was already gone from the skewers of the pit, and a group of about forty slaves were huddled around in the dirt on the far edge of the clearing. A good portion of them were visibly injured while they crouched and gnawed on the cooked rodents, and they looked as undone by the humble meal as the clansmen did with their boar.
I still would have preferred they didn’t survive on rodents alone, but this was better than nothing for now.
Anakol and Thyrri bowed their heads to me as I joined them at the edge of the clearing, and I returned the gesture before I glanced at Brokkr.
“Get the blades stowed away and then join the others for the meal,” I told him.
“Yes, my chief,” the blacksmith said with a low bow, and since Anakol didn’t budge to let him pass, he inched around the edge of a hut to get by.
“Did you get the water and the wrappings?” I asked the braided man.
“Yes, everything is arranged,” he replied. “The healer is useless and says there is nothing else to work with there.”
“We’ll see what we can do,” I decided, and I motioned for him to lead the way to the healer’s hut.
Anakol helped his wife limp along while blood stained all down her left leg, and I could tell the former chieftain’s strike at her ass had cut pretty deeply, but I was impressed the woman didn’t make any complaints about the pain. Thyrri seemed determined to remain upright and unaffected, so I slowed my pace to hers while the pair led me across the clearing.
As soon as we were in view of the others, every warrior near the pit turned to face us.
A strained silence fell throughout the place as I looked over at the blank and weathered faces of the clansmen, and they eyed the furs I wore while a few of them nudged their neighbors and muttered under their breath. Anakol and Thyrri didn’t pay them any notice as they kept a steady stride, and when we reached the entrance of the healer’s hut, I glanced back to see every fire-lit face had turned to follow my trail.
The slaves were stock-still where they huddled in the far shadows, and I offered everyone a slight nod before I glanced down at the injured warriors around me.
The two dead clansmen were still laid beside them, but someone had thought to bring over a few helpings of boar at least, and it looked like they were holding out alright.
I headed into the hut, and I was shaking my head over the tense situation when I abruptly stopped in my tracks.
Anakol’s brother was still unconscious and covered with a sheen of sweat, and he’d been laid out on a bed of dried grass without anyone having tended to him. A large clay basin of water was laid out with a pile of cloth wrappings, and only a small fire lit the room from the corner of the dingy hut. There were stacks of woven baskets in all shapes and sizes lining the wall, and one old slave was huddled near the fire with blood staining her ragged cloak as she kept her back to us.
“It needs to be put back in place,” Anakol said while he knelt beside his brother. “I have seen wounds heal this way, but the slaves refuse to work.”
“We don’t have anything here that would hold it well enough,” I told him.
The slave healer shifted in her spot to look at me the moment I spoke, and the rattle of chains drew my attention. That’s when I realized she had iron shackles keeping her in place, but I focused on assessing the wound as I stepped around Thyrri to crouch down for a closer look.
The warrior’s axed leg was still partially attached, and the tourniquet was knotted tight above the wound while blood stained the grass under him. Unfortunately, it turned out the femur was completely separated midway down the thigh, and I doubted these Farthegns had the means of making synthetic or plaster casts. The wrappings beside the grass bed were only scraps of linen, and I eyed the wound more closely to see how damaged the remaining tissue was.
“In the best circumstances, a femur takes months, sometimes half a year to heal, and these aren’t the best circumstances,” I explained, and Anakol’s gaze snapped to mine. “The bone isn’t only fractured, it’s completely severed, and even if we had the materials we need to bind the wound properly, the chances of it healing well and leaving him without constant pain for the rest of his life are none.”
“You said we will heal him,” the braided man growled.
“Anakol,” Thyrri warned. “You address your chieftain.”
I was surprised to hear the warrior woman use my language even though she was speaking to her husband, but I appreciated the gesture, and I could tell I’d already earned her respect at least.
Anakol only ground his jaw as he waited for me to respond, and I tried to approach the situation carefully since I did need to maintain the support of both of my warlords if I could right now.
The trouble was, I knew he wouldn’t like the news I had for him.
“We can try to heal him, but there’s only so much we can do here,” I told the braided man. “He won’t be able to keep this leg.”
“He is of no use without a leg,” Anakol countered firmly.
“Yes, he is,” I assured him. “There’s plenty for him to do, but he’s lost a lot of blood. That’s the main concern. After that, we have to worry about the wound getting infected and poisoning his system.”
The man’s face went slack. “He will die?”
“I don’t know,” I admitted. “Let’s handle the amputation first and see if the situation turns around.”
I turned to the basin of fresh water as I pulled my hunting knife from its sheath, and I started washing the dried blood off it as I glanced over at Thyrri.
“We need to get a real table in here to keep him off the ground,” I told the woman. “Is there more of this dried grass stowed anywhere in the village?”
“Not at the moment,” the warrior woman replied. “The slaves have not been gathering more.”
I nodded. “Anakol, find some men to bring a table in, and Thyrri, get a couple of clean hides.”
The braided man quickly obeyed the command, and the two of them left the hut together as I finished cleaning my blade off. I waited until I was sure they wouldn’t double-back for anything, but then I rifled my hair and glanced at the axed leg beside me.
I didn’t want to have to cauterize it because the wound was too wet for the procedure to work properly, and even if it did, the excess of damaged tissue would only make him more likely to die from the infections that would come.
I looked over toward the fireplace, and I found the slave healer still peering at me from behind her tattered shawl. The pale irises of her eyes were a peculiar shade of gray I’d never seen before, and they roved over the fur vest I had tethered to me before she met my gaze. Based on her scrunched, wiry eyebrows, I figured my language was throwing her off as much as it did everyone else, but this was a good thing.
I hoped my language would mean I could get these slaves back in order much quicker than a Farthegn could, and this was mainly why I’d sent my two warlords away at the same time.
Whether or not I knew anything about owning slaves, I knew good help had to be healthy enough to do their jobs, and some incentive never hurt. It was obvious none of the slaves in Dalir had ever been considered more than vermin by their wards, and if the healers and the makers of my clan were all slaves, I needed to make sure they took their jobs as seriously as they should.
Especially in the case of Anakol’s brother.
So when I headed for the small fireplace, I offered the slave healer a nod, and I managed to kneel down beside her without wincing too much from the pain in my punctured leg. Then I started sterilizing my blade in the flames, even though I would have preferred boiling water, and the old slave kept her pale eyes locked on me while I worked.
I noted the chafing from her chains and the sharp bones of her wrists poking out, and she had to have been at least seventy years old judging by the papery texture of her skin.
“What supplies do you really have in here?” I asked the healer in a gentle tone. “I assume there isn’t enough to tend everyone, but you must have something.”
The old slave looked at me for a long moment while I rotated my blade in the flames, and she glanced over her shoulder before she leaned a little closer to me.
“Wrappings, some sutures,” the woman whispered.
Her voice was thin and wavering, but what struck me was that she spoke in a different way than Brokkr had. Her accent wasn’t like Eir’s either, but it was lilting and soft, and I nodded as I studied the slight upward tilt at the corners of her washed-out eyes.
“Nothing else?” I checked.
“No remedies, no tonics, some poultice,” the slave admitted. “Not much.”
“We’ll handle this all in the morning,” I told her, “but you are a trained healer?”
The old slave didn’t answer at first while she checked over her shoulder again, and when she leaned closer to me, she tapped lightly at the side of her cloaked head.
“No sunlight,” the healer whispered.
I furrowed my brow. “I don’t understand.”
Then the old slave adjusted her cloak ever so slightly to show me the pointed ears she’d hidden under the cloth and her silvery hair.
I was so bewildered at the sight that a surprised grin came to my face.
“You’re an elf?” I asked. “A real one?”
The slave sent me a tired smile and nodded. “No sunlight.”
“I’m sorry, but I still don’t understand what you mean by that,” I admitted. “Have you been chained in here for a while?”
“Yes.” She studied my face closely, but then she continued. “My magic cannot be sustained without sunlight.”
My skin prickled with shock as I remembered the elves I’d seen in the slave village, and I instinctively looked over at the unconscious man on the bed of grass. If I had magical beings in my village, my resources weren’t as scant as I thought, and who knew how many more there might be besides the healer?
Apparently, they couldn’t be utilized without the proper care, but as I looked back at the frail old elf, I found her watching me with a soft look on her face. I’d never had someone look at me quite like her before, but the hope I saw in her washed-out eyes made me realize that I was responsible for more than just myself now.
I had a village of people who desperately needed to be looked after, and a sense of purpose settled in my chest while I looked at the old healer.
She was sitting a little taller after only a short time with me, and her expression proved how devoted she’d already become to serving my needs.








Chapter 12
“What are the extent of your powers?” I asked the healer as I turned so I could face her more directly, and the old elf sent me a nervous smile.
“I cannot reclaim those who are gone,” the slave said in a wavering tone. “I cannot feed life into them when death has chosen to drain them, but I can counter poisons, and the plants can be magically infused. I increase their potency, make them interact in ways they wouldn’t otherwise. Many things… but I have no sunlight.”
“You need sunlight for your healing powers to work?” I clarified, and the healer nodded. “And you know how to tend to all manner of wounds, right? You mentioned sutures…”
“I do,” the old elf replied as she moved to look at my bleeding hand, but I shook my head.
“I’ll wrap this for now, but I need this warrior looked after,” I told the old slave.
“He is being drained.” The healer sent me a mournful look, and I was surprised to see how sad she was about the state of the injured man. “I can feel death has come to claim him.”
“He is being drained,” I agreed, “but he’s not dead yet. We can still try. This man did his duty to his clan, and his life shouldn’t be wasted without at least that much. If we get his wound sutured, and he lives through the night, would your powers be capable of countering infections he might develop while he recovers?”
“Perhaps, but the chieftain cannot go untended,” the old elf whispered, and her wrinkled face pinched with distress.
“Help me with this warrior, and you can tend to my own injuries afterward,” I said, “but tomorrow, I want you out in the sunlight for as long as necessary, alright?”
The healer looked at me with hazy pale eyes like she didn’t believe what I was saying. “I… can go outside?”
“Of course, you can,” I assured her, but then Anakol and a few men entered the hut, and the healer recoiled as she pulled her cloak tighter around herself.
“We have the table waiting outside,” Anakol said. “Where should it go?”
“Over here near the fire,” I replied.
The braided man sent a disgusted look toward the healer’s back, but when he turned to leave, the clansmen he’d brought with him were gawking at me in silence.
They didn’t look like they hadn’t expected my language though, and I realized the clan must have been informed about the situation. These few had probably come in here out of curiosity more than the drive to be helpful, and now they stared at me like they couldn’t decide what to make of me. None of them seemed inclined to jump me at least, and the flakes of boar meat clinging to their ruddy beards was most likely the reason.
I waited them out until Anakol cleared his throat, and he finally just pushed a couple of them along toward the door.
“Where are the keys for the healer’s chains?” I asked before he could leave, too.
“The keys?” Anakol scoffed. “We do not release the healer. She does not do her work, so she does not leave.”
I made a point of holding his affronted gaze without responding, and the man finally lowered his eyes.
“I will retrieve them, my chief.”
“Good,” I replied. “Get the table in here first, and then move your brother up onto it with his wound facing the light of the fire. The others can get the dead out of the clearing when they’re done.”
Then the warlord and the other three clansmen heaved a low, stout table into the hut, and even though it smelled like stale ale, it was better than trying to work in the dirt. By the time they had it situated, Thyrri had returned with two bundles of deep-brown fur, and we laid one of them out on the table before the men lifted the axed warrior up. I folded the furs back so his wound was on the woodwork for the time being, and once the hut was cleared of everyone but Thyrri and the healer, I knelt down to study the space where the leg was still attached.
I decided on the proper amount of tissue to leave behind first, but then I began cutting away at the muscle that held the last of his leg on. My knife made the work quick and clean, and after I left a large enough flap of skin to close up the amputation later, I cut off some of the more damaged tissue.
Then Thyrri removed the scraps and the severed limb from the hut without me having to ask her, and when I got up to wash my knife off, I found Anakol standing like a statue near the door. He looked nauseous, but he kept his jaw clamped firm as he forced a warrior’s scowl.
“You have the keys?” I asked.
The braided warrior nodded and handed over a rusty ring with a few keys on it, and I could tell all the teeth were identical.
“You don’t have to stay for this,” I said. “You can go eat and--”
“I will stay,” Anakol cut in.
“Alright, grab that last bundle of fur and prop it under his thigh to elevate the wound.”
The braided man did as I asked while I cleaned my knife, and as soon as I had it sheathed, I came over to unlock the shackles on the old healer. I could feel Anakol’s gaze boring into my skull when I offered her my good hand, and I helped her to her feet as several of her joints cracked along the way. The old woman couldn’t have weighed more than eighty pounds, and she shook while she tried to support her own weight, but then she offered me a shaky bow and turned to the stack of woven baskets near the wall.
Anakol narrowed his dark eyes and watched the old healer shift the empty baskets aside, and after a lot of trembling, she managed to pull out a small bundle of old rags from far beneath them. Then she slowly shuffled over to the table, and I helped her settle in near the amputated leg.
“Do you see this bloodier area here near the top?” I asked the healer as I pointed to the area in question, and the old elf bobbed her head a little. “That’s called an artery. It’s the femoral artery, and this is where most of the bleeding is coming from. I need you to suture it closed.”
“You are not burning the wound?” Anakol asked in confusion.
“No, that approach isn’t the safest with a wound like this,” I explained. “His chances of surviving are better if we seal the amputation with this flap of skin and allow it to heal shut, but we have to make sure the bleeding won’t continue inside the leg first. Then we’ll clean it up, close the wound, and wrap it.”
Anakol didn’t blink for several beats as he looked at me, but then the elf unwrapped her bundle, and his dark eyes shot to the neatly packed needles and what looked like horsehair that she’d hidden inside. I guessed the low string of words he muttered next were some kind of curse in his language, but I ignored him as I took the needle the elf selected and brought it to the fire for sterilizing. It looked like it was made of bone, but it was perfectly straight and had a dainty eyelet carved at one end, and the tip was sharp enough to get the job done neatly.
Then I returned to the elf’s side, and despite how shaky her hands were, she got the needle laced with her makeshift string easily.
“Hold on a moment,” I muttered as I grabbed some clean wrappings, and I sponged the excess blood away before I motioned for her to begin.
I was so focused on watching the slave work that I didn’t notice when Thyrri returned, but as the elf finished sealing off the femoral artery, I straightened my aching back to find both Anakol and Thyrri had come around to sit in a spot where they could watch from.
The braided warrior didn’t have any disgusted glances to send the healer anymore, and he stood up as soon as she tied off the stitching.
“What is next?” he asked.
“Well, we have to loosen the belt to see if the one suture is enough,” I told him. “If not, we have some more work to do, but keep an eye on the wound for me and let me know where the most blood is coming from if that’s the case.”
Anakol nodded as he took a seat again, and while I came around the edge of the table to loosen the tourniquet, his wife leaned closer to watch as well. It was tied incredibly well, but I got it unknotted with only a little difficulty, and I was about to loosen the belt when I noticed two figures peeking around the edge of the doorframe.
“What is it?” I asked.
Everyone looked over at the silent doorway, but then two lady slaves with sunken cheeks inched inside, and their eyes were wide as they stayed flattened against the wall.
The old elf looked over her shoulder at them for a moment, and I realized they were both staring at her wrists where the shackles had been. I didn’t say anything while the two slaves nervously came to the healers’ side, and they knelt beside her with expectant looks on their faces.
Then the healer raised a shaky hand toward the pile of clean wrapping near the water basin, and just like that, the two slaves retrieved the wrappings and left the hut. A moment later, I heard the injured warriors outside grumbling to each other, and I realized the slaves were finally tending to them.
When I looked down at the old elf, she didn’t make any acknowledgement to the situation. She just nodded toward the tourniquet, and I tried not to smirk since my warlords looked ready to kill the woman.
Then I loosened the belt, and to my relief, no blood oozed from the femoral artery. A few other areas began to bleed right away, but not too badly, and Anakol jumped forward to point two of them out.
“I see them,” I agreed as I secured the tourniquet again.
The elf pointed to three others I hadn’t been able to locate from my angle, and Thyrri sponged off the wound for her before she started stitching him up.
It was another hour before we were ready to seal up the wound completely, and by then, the other slaves had finished with the warriors outside. They’d tended to both Thyrri and Anakol’s wounds too, since I insisted they focus on them instead of me for now, but then I sent them to get us all a few helpings of boar as I worked on cleaning the wound off as best as we could.
After the old healer dug up a buried pouch of poultice from under the dirt floor, she applied all that she had in a thin layer over the entire area. Anakol ground his jaw as he stared at the ceiling through the entire process, but I just grinned while I finished my meal and watched the elf work. Eventually, she was stitching the last of the skin flap shut, and Thyrri helped her wrap up the wound with clean cloth.
I could hardly hold my eyes open anymore, and every inch of me ached from the day I’d had. It seemed like weeks since I’d woken up in a tree this morning and began running north, but I couldn’t deny, every hit I’d taken today was worth it.
I’d be spending tonight in my own hut, in my own village, with my own guards standing watch, and even though it seemed too wild to be true, I had the wounds to show for it all.
I dragged myself up from the floor of the healing hut as I tried to keep my back upright, and I beckoned the three clansmen Anakol had sent for to come inside.
“You said he can stay in your hut for now?” I checked as I gestured to the new amputee.
“Yes, we will look after him,” Thyrri answered.
“Do either of you know how to check for a heartbeat?” I asked next, and after a pause, Anakol nodded. “One of you should stay with him at all times for the time being, and let me know if he wakes up. The healer will come by to rewrap the wound tomorrow.”
“Yes, my chief,” Anakol mumbled, but his tone was tenser than it had been before.
I could definitely understand how he felt, so I left him staring down at his brother’s face while I turned to the clansmen.
“Help them carry him to their hut,” I ordered. “Keep the wound elevated above his heart along the way, and take your time.”
The band promptly did as I ordered as Anakol led them away, but Thyrri stayed behind while I started tossing the bloodied rags in the fire to help clean up.
“My chief,” the woman said as she eyed me with concern. “Your wounds. They have still not been tended to.”
“I’ll get to them,” I assured her.
“You need more to eat,” Thyrri added. “Some ale, perhaps?”
I sighed as I straightened up and looked over, and Thyrri had a stern look on her weathered face. I could tell she wasn’t going to leave until I gave some indication that I’d take care of myself, and the notion made me smirk.
“Water would be good, thank you,” I replied. “Food as well.”
“Yes, my chief,” Thyrri said with a bow, and she left me alone with the healer.
The old elf was cleaning and stowing her needles again, but her pale eyes trailed my every movement with just as much concern as Thyrri had, and I couldn’t help chuckling after this kept up the whole time I cleared the floor of the hut.
If being the chieftain meant I had a bunch of mother hens around, then it would definitely take some getting used to, but after the day I had, I honestly didn’t mind too much. It beat sleeping in a stormy tree while my arm steadily bled out, so I shuffled my tired ass over to the fire and winced as I finally sat down.
A content little smile came to the old elf’s face as she reached for her last bundle of wrappings, and when Thyrri returned to find me with my hand and leg bandaged, she bade me a good night and headed to her hut. The healer insisted on bandaging the sword wound on my upper arm too, and she apologized about five times for not having the proper poultice prepared for me.
“I will make you a tonic to help ease the pain in your back as well,” the old healer promised.
“My back?” I narrowed my eyes as I considered the throbbing pain that had been plaguing me all day. “I never mentioned anything about my back.”
The elf glanced toward the doorway before she lowered her already quiet voice. “The body responds to the world differently when it is in pain.”
“You can tell where the pain is coming from?”
“I feel the pain when I am near them, and I know what is hurting,” she explained.
I nodded groggily, but I was too tired to process how awesome this was.
The healer smiled knowingly as I shook my head to wake up a bit, but then she finished tying off my last bandage.
“Thank you,” I mumbled. “Here, this food is for you.”
I slid the platter of boar meat Thyrri had brought me over to the elf, and I set the bowl of water closer to her as well while I strained to stand up. The frail slave was shaking her head repeatedly when I got on my feet, but I waved her off as I grabbed the spare bundle of furs we’d used to elevate the axed man’s leg. Then I rolled the furs out for her to sleep on, and I grabbed the shackle keys so no one would be able to chain her up again before I woke up.
“Sunlight tomorrow,” I reminded the old healer on my way to the door. “I’ll come to make sure they let you out for as long as you need in the morning.”
The elf had tears streaming down her wrinkly face as she watched me from her spot beside the fire, and the same striking look in her pale eyes assured me I’d made all the right decisions today.
I sent her a grin before I closed the door behind me, and I took a deep breath of chilly night air as I looked around at my village through half-closed eyes. The clearing was almost deserted while the torches and the fire in the pit burned on, but one younger man had shot to his feet near the slab of stone with the boar on it and hurried over to me with a platter in hand.
“My chief,” the young man panted. “The warlords have instructed me to save the last of the feast for you.”
“Oh,” I mumbled as I took the platter, and there was enough for two meals piled on it. “Thanks.”
“It is an honor,” the young man assured me.
Then he bowed so low, I thought he’d tip forward into the dirt, and I chuckled as I waved him away for the night.
I was still chuckling as I took a few bites and turned toward the lane, but I was glad to see Dalir was made up of people who could appreciate the power of good meat. I could only imagine how much things around here would improve once they realized these feasts were going to become a regular thing, but then I neared the blacksmith’s shop, and I shuffled over to the back door.
After I rapped on the wood, I heard a pile of swords clatter to the ground, and Brokkr cursed about six times on his way to the door.
“The hell do you--” The battered blacksmith cut himself off when he realized it was me standing outside, and I snorted at the rumpled look of him.
He had a rag in one hand and a sword from the dead warlords in the other, and even though he reeked like his terrible bottle of spirits, I realized he’d started cleaning all the blades tonight instead of waiting for tomorrow.
“Did you check on that slave I mentioned?” I asked him. “The one with the bees.”
“Yeah, she’s dead,” Brokkr answered. “They left her not far outside the slave village.”
I glanced down at my boots as I nodded, and even though I’d half-expected that to be the case after the woman had been impaled by the jagged ramparts, I was still disappointed to have this confirmed. It probably shouldn’t have mattered so much, but after speaking with the old elf in the healing hut, I felt determined to restore everything I could here. The woman with the bees would have been under my care if she’d made it this far.
“Thanks for looking into it,” I muttered as I cleared my throat. “Can I get my jacket back?”
“Your what?”
“The black thing I was wearing before,” I said. “It’s under your worktable.”
“Oh! Yeah, comin’ right up, m’chief,” Brokkr slurred.
I smirked as he stumbled back into the shadows, and when he returned with my Carhartt, I traded him the platter of boar for it.
“What is…” the blacksmith slurred as he squinted through his swollen eye at the meat.
“It’s for you,” I told him.
Brokkr nodded slowly, and he checked the lane to make sure no one else was around before he responded.
“Okay, this relates to the ‘treating me like a person’ thing we discussed earlier,” the blacksmith informed me. “This here… this goes against routine.”
“I know it does,” I sighed, and I clapped the man on the shoulder before I continued limping my way down the lane.
I was sore all over, but the healer had tended to my wounds well considering how little she had to work with, and thanks to Brokkr, I already knew the way to my hut.
I slowly headed through the maze of shadowy footpaths, and I passed several structures with smoke sifting from their flues. Dalir was calm and quiet at this hour, and without the red boughs blanketing the village, I could see the sky directly above me. In Talkeetna, there were always billions of stars overhead, but somehow, it looked like there were even more visible in the sky out here.
Pale orange moonlight was coming through the trees east of the village where the moon had risen, and this subtle glimpse of it made me grin as I recalled the gaping look on Eir’s face when I left to follow Dalir’s clansmen.
I was already leagues closer to getting her than I’d been only hours ago, and this thought alone distracted me from most of the stabbing pain in my back as I limped toward my private quarters.
When I got closer to the place, I saw a dark figure sitting near one of the twelve foot antlers, and their burly arms were propped on their bent knees. Then Anakol shot up at the sight of me, and I cocked an eyebrow as I limped over.
“My chief,” the braided man said with a bow of his head.
“I thought you turned in for the night,” I replied.
“It is a custom in Dalir,” Anakol explained. “A warlord must ensure their chieftain returns unharmed in the evening. The night guard are posted along the rivers, and the slaves have been locked away for the night. We had fresh hides brought out for you, so your quarters are prepared. The fire is set as well, and a fresh basin of water has been collected.”
“Damn,” I muttered, and I glanced toward the firelight glinting from the planks of my door. “I appreciate it. I’m about ready to fall asleep standing up.”
“Then I will leave you to rest, my chief,” Anakol said and offered me another bow before he headed down the lane to the left.
I nodded with approval as I made to enter my private hut, but when I opened the wooden door, the warm glow from the fireplace at the far end almost made me collapse on the spot.
The hut was warm and dry, and there was a pile of hides waiting for me near the fire. A large clay basin of water was placed on a stout wooden table in the left corner, but I was too tired to admire anything else about the place tonight. All I wanted to do was sleep for days, and I wrestled to get the thick furs off me as I shuffled to the fire like a zombie.
Then I pulled my shirt off, eased my aching body down, and groaned with relief as I stretched out on the pile of hides.
“Fuuuuck yeah,” I sighed toward the ceiling.
I may as well have been sleeping on a cloud for how soft my bed was, but I didn’t have much time to revel in the moment. I didn’t even bother kicking my boots off.
I was passed out cold in my private hut within seconds.








Chapter 13
I didn’t know how long I slept that first night in Dalir, but when I woke up, I was in the exact same position I’d fallen asleep in. I let out a loud yawn as I tried to stretch my stiff muscles without aggravating my wounds, but then I opened my eyes, and for a second, I thought I had ended up back home in Talkeetna.
I was staring up at the familiar angled ceiling of an A-frame, but as I squinted around at the hut, I couldn’t help smiling a bit. Finding I was still in Dalir was a welcome sight at this point, and my private quarters were nothing to shake a finger at.
The chieftain’s hut was about twenty-five feet long from the entrance to the fireplace, and the lower four feet of the walls were built out of stone. From there, the A-framed roof was made of solid timber and vaulted fifteen feet above my head, and every few feet near the top, small strips had been cut out to allow the daylight in. I realized the Farthegns must have placed some kind of ledges over the openings, because there was no water damage marring the rafters inside, and the design allowed for just enough light to see in here.
From where I laid, well-worn furniture lined the walls on either side, and the stout corner table with the basin of water matched a long and low-lying table along the left wall. The tabletop had three rugged candles at the center, was made from a full trunk that had been quartered and sanded down, and just like the bulky wooden chairs in the far corners, it looked like it had been made generations ago.
The deep-black hides laid out on the chairs, along with the massive brown one beneath the table, were fresh, but I couldn’t tell what was on top of the cabinet that stood against the wall to my right.
It took a lot of grunting and wheezing to haul myself up off the hides, but once my muscles were back in order, I shuffled over to the water basin. Then I scooped several gulps into my mouth before I dunked my whole head in, and I let the water run all down my neck and chest to wake me up. It was another chilly day in the Red Forest, but I welcomed the refreshing bite in the air, and I rifled the water through my hair a few times to get my blood flowing.
Then I headed to the cabinet, and I found a thick comb that looked like it’d been carved from bone. A smaller one of a similar design was beside it, and I grinned as I grabbed it and started combing the mats out of my beard. These Farthegns were surprisingly on top of the smaller things in life, but when I noticed the blade rack beside the door, I remembered they were seriously lacking in some more important respects.
Two hatchets and one dagger were all the large rack had on it, and each blade was roughly forged and rusted over. I assumed they must have borne some significance to the clan if they were just sitting here wasting away in the chieftain’s hut, but I would definitely need to fill the rest of the rack out with some actual pieces of worth.
It was just the principle of the thing.
I was about to grab my bloody furs off the floor to head outside when someone rapped at the door, and I worked on taking steady strides on my injured leg rather than limping ones. Then I opened the door, and a warrior woman of Dalir was waiting on the other side.
At first, my eyes caught on the shards of animal bone pierced through her ears and both sides of her nostrils, and she was covered in smudges of dirt and soot that must have been there for weeks. Dried blood still flecked her neck from the raid yesterday, but the markings on her face were freshly drawn on, and she had her knotted brown hair tied in a huge, lopsided bun on top of her head. Between her bone jewelry and the studded, black leather armor she wore, she reminded me a little of a biker chick, except for the wood axe strapped to her back.
Most importantly, she carried a pile of fresh fur and clothes in her arms, and a steaming bowl of porridge was balanced on top.
Then I realized this woman looked deeply unnerved by the sight of me, and I followed the direction of her gaze downward.
Without my shirt on, the strange scarring on my chest was as plain as day, and this woman seemed just as astounded by the sight as I had been. She actually looked a little closer to concerned than I would have liked, but when her brown eyes flickered with fear, I finally cleared my throat to redirect her attention.
“Are those for me?” I gestured to the clothes and food in her arms.
“Y-Yes, my chief,” the woman stammered, and she thrust the load up for me while her gaze dropped to the mark again.
“Thanks,” I mumbled as I clutched the clothes against my chest.
I moved to close the door, but the woman jumped and called out to me, and when I backtracked, she held up a chunk of some black substance and gestured to my face and hers. I realized she was supposed to mark me up like the rest of the clan, and I stepped aside so she could come in. Once I dropped the clothes on the table with the porridge, she motioned toward one of the chairs in the corner, and I sat down so she could reach my face without having to stand on her tippy toes.
Then the warrior knelt and began drawing a line that curved across one cheekbone, over the bridge of my nose, and to the other side, and she added a small stripe underneath it on either side to match her own markings. She hesitated for a moment before she reached up to push my hair back from my forehead, but then she kept a studious look on her smudged face while she drew three small stripes coming down from the center of my hairline.
When she finished this, she glanced at my beard, and I noticed the thick stripe that lined her bottom lip and dropped down her chin.
“Nowhere to put that one,” I muttered. “There’s no way I’m shaving this off.”
The woman nodded in understanding, but then she narrowed her eyes a little. “You speak strangely, my chief. I was told your voice was different, but I didn’t expect it to sound like this.”
“Let me guess,” I replied. “You’re gonna say I sound like a slave.”
“No, my chief,” the woman answered. “I would not degrade you with the suggestion. I ate well last night, and I have you to thank for that. You have also slain the bastard who has been starving me for years. I heard you shredded his gullet. I like this.”
I raised my eyebrows at her blunt statement, and the bone-laden woman smirked as she awkwardly scratched at the thick knot of hair on her head.
“Forgive me, my chief,” she mumbled. “I speak my mind, but I don’t mean any disrespect by it.”
“I’m alright with that,” I assured her. “I prefer that women speak their minds. What’s your name?”
“Igrid of Dalir,” she answered, and she gestured for my arm. As soon as I shifted it toward her, she pursed her lips. “The healer has neglected your wounds?”
“I’m heading there first thing, don’t worry,” I chuckled.
The muscles in the woman’s jaw twitched with disapproval as she muttered something I didn’t understand, and I grinned while I mentally added Igrid to the list of women I’d have hovering around insisting I’m looked after. This woman seemed like the type to beat a slave’s ass for it though, and when I eyed her upper arms, I realized she could probably do a decent job of kicking my own ass if she wanted to.
Even though I was a foot and a half taller than her.
Once Igrid finished drawing two bands around my forearms, she gave a curt nod to show she was done, and she only lingered where she was long enough to glance at the scar on my chest one more time. But she didn’t speak her mind on this subject. After a few seconds, the warrior woman dipped her head and left without another word, and I couldn’t help but notice that her buckskin pants were lined with bones down the sides as well.
Now that I was alone again, I studied the substance she’d marked my arms with, and I couldn’t decide what these Farthegns were using to make them. When I rubbed at the bands, they didn’t smudge at all, so it couldn’t have been charcoal, and it had felt smooth like putty when she was drawing it on me.
Whatever the substance was, these marks didn’t look like they’d be coming off any time soon, but this was fine by me. I was the chieftain of Dalir now, after all, and I shrugged as I got up to wolf down my breakfast.
The porridge Igrid brought was less bland than I expected, and it had a generous helping of berries mixed throughout to sweeten it up. I was so desperate for anything but meat that I inhaled the helping without tasting much of it, and I was already feeling better by the time I set the empty clay bowl aside.
Then I went through the pile of clothes, and besides the fresh swatch of bluish-black fur, there was black leather armor like I’d seen the clansmen wearing. Steel studs lined the shoulders, and the vambraces followed a similar design with studs along the outer sides. A jet-black linen and sleeveless tunic was all there was to be worn under it all, but I shifted the buckskin pants aside. The jeans I was wearing had already lasted me two years without a single tear in them, and I was more inclined to get what I could out of them while they lasted.
I still pulled the clean tunic on, but I left the leather armor on the table for now. I honestly didn’t need layers of leather keeping my body temperature up when I already had to wear the chieftain’s fur, and I had a full schedule of running around to do if I was gonna get this place in proper shape.
I wrestled myself into my getup while my injured hand remained mostly useless, but I managed to get the bluish-black hide strapped in place around my shoulders after a few minutes. Then I grabbed my fire striker from my coat and slipped it into my pocket on my way out the door.
A crisp breeze blew through the lanes from the east today, and it felt like an October morning with gray tufts of clouds rolling by overhead. The sun shone through the little pockets between them every now and then, and as I started down the lane, I saw the torches that had burned down last night were already replaced with fresh ones for this evening.
The clansmen looked to be in higher spirits today, but I mentally noted once again that they were too lean and worn out for my liking. Still, they all bowed their heads in respect as I passed them going about their day, and most of the men and women I saw were rolling carts of chopped firewood along the footpaths and dumping stacks outside the huts. Others lugged felled trunks in crews of three while some had bundles of dried grass under their arms, but overall, the lanes were less occupied than I expected.
When I got to the central clearing, only about thirty or so clansmen were milling around and carting goods in and out of the main huts, and a few groups sat in the dirt while they bundled vines together to make more torches for another day.
Then I noticed Anakol posted at the door of the healing hut, and the man beelined for me when he saw me coming.
“My chief, the shackles have not been secured on the healer,” the braided man informed me. “She has been left free in there all evening, and we must keep the slave chained at all times, or she--”
“Or she’ll what?” I snorted as I kept my stride. “Hobble twenty feet from the door and die of exhaustion?”
Anakol didn’t have anything to say back, and I was already inside the hut before he’d formed any rebuttals.
Then I shut the door so he couldn’t follow, and I found the old elf huddled near the embers in the fire with her cloak pulled tight around her frail frame.
“Where is the bedding I laid out for you?” I asked as I looked around at the bare dirt floor.
The elf lowered her eyes with shame and raised a wavering hand toward the stack of empty baskets near the wall. I couldn’t help chuckling when I realized she’d hidden the hides so the clansmen wouldn’t confiscate them, and then I came over to help her up onto her feet.
“Come on,” I said with a sigh. “Sunlight today.”
“Your wrappings must be changed first,” the old elf insisted while she shook on her knobby legs.
“You’re out of fresh ones,” I pointed out.
“There will be some in the stores of the village,” she assured me. “If I have some, I can tend to you--”
“Later,” I gently cut in. “I promise the wounds have not been forgotten, but I have a lot of work to get to, and I’ll be fine for now. The bleeding has stopped. Let’s just find somewhere for you to rest outside, and I’ll make sure there’s fresh wrappings in here by tonight. Before then, you’ll need to stop by the amputee’s hut to change out his wrappings, too.”
I stooped to pick the old elf up into my arms before she could argue, and my heart sank as I realized she was closer to sixty pounds than the eighty I’d guessed yesterday. Her bony figure trembled as she curled up in my hold, and when I booted the door open enough for us to exit, Anakol’s jaw dropped.
“Nope,” I said before he could get a word in. “Trust me, if your brother lives, you’ll thank me for this.”
That clamped his mouth shut pretty fucking quick, and the braided man silently followed me east as I wove between a few huts. I gauged the direction the sun was moving between the clouds while I headed closer to the tributary, but when I found a low river rock that was situated in a spot without any huts around it, I carefully set the healer down.
“Will this be alright?” I asked her.
The old elf looked overwhelmed by everything around her, and her pale gray eyes welled with tears as she clutched her ragged cloak. Then she managed a shaky nod, and when I reached down to adjust her cloak so she’d be warmer, the old woman placed a trembling hand on my arm.
I could tell she was having trouble forming words, but the look on her face expressed enough gratitude, and I sent her a smile as I patted her hand.
“I’ll have a clansman bring you food and something to help keep you warmer,” I promised.
“Do not,” the healer refused as she dabbed at her eyes. “The air is wonderful, and I am not hungry, my chief.”
I crossed my arms as I straightened up, and I eyed the bony knees jutting against her cloak.
“You’ll eat,” I informed her. “Anakol, send for the same meal I had this morning and inform the others that no one is to remove the healer from this place until she’s prepared to do so.”
“Yes, my chief,” the braided man muttered stiffly, and I waited right where I was until he returned with a steaming bowl of porridge.
Anakol also brought two clansmen with him, and he ordered them around in his language before they settled in on either side of the rock. I didn’t bother mentioning how useless it was to guard a starved old lady, but I left the warriors in place for now.
Then I bade the teary healer a good day, and I headed back to the central clearing. My leg protested with every step, but it wasn’t so bad that I had to limp around at least, and Anakol fell in step with me as he gestured toward the center of the village.
“Do you wish to assess the clan’s reserves?” he asked. “All has been stowed from the raid yesterday, but we have some of our previous wares to offer.”
“Yeah, give me a rundown of what we’re working with here,” I replied.
“Certainly,” Anakol agreed, and the braided man brought me to one of the larger triangular huts before he gestured around the single room. “Honey along the top shelf, oats on the next. This barrel and the one beside it are salt. Spices would be to the left, but there are none. Barley in the bags in the corner, oats beside them, and rye and millet are on the opposite wall.”
“Perfect.” I nodded. “I’m guessing you have ovens?”
“Yes, they are not used often,” the braided man replied. “We have no fats to make the flours bind. Too little is on the beasts the moorlin hawks bring in.”
“Why not make flat breads, then?” I asked.
“It is rare to find chickens in a raid of the slave villages,” Anakol explained. “There are no eggs. Honey is scarce, as well, and what we have in here will have to last us through the winter. Half a bowl of porridge to each clansman in the morning is all we can allow at this time.”
“Okay,” I said as I considered the place. “You seem to have plenty of hides. Where are they all coming from?”
“The warlords bring them in,” Anakol answered.
“And the meat from those beasts goes where?” I checked.
“To them and the chieftain, of course.”
“But the fat,” I persisted. “The lard you need to bind the flour would come from the same beasts, so where were the warlords putting it all?”
“I do not know,” Anakol admitted with a shrug. “Perhaps in the chieftain’s private reserves, but I have never known the warlords to provide anything like this to the clan. We have raided some lard in the past, but not for several months now.”
“Fuck,” I muttered. “Okay, we’ll get working on the lard issue. What else is there?”
Anakol left the hut and led me into the next one, and I noted the three primitive ovens the warriors had built from river rocks. Grinding stones were stacked nearby with a line of empty jugs, and the air smelled stale in here, but sweet like jam.
“This is where we used to make bread,” the braided man announced. “The bowls and platters of the clansmen are stored on the upper shelves, but we do not use them often. Mostly, we eat off the bone. We use the large tubs on the floor there for boiling, and the berries we gather are kept in the ovens to keep the insects from them.”
“Are all of the berries near the river edible?” I asked.
“Black and blue, yes. The red are not. You will die within a day.”
“Good to know,” I snorted.
Then I followed the braided man through the next few huts, and he showed me the tool and rope storage, the tannery, the carpenter’s shop, and where the weaver would have worked. Apparently, the last four slaves they’d assigned to the task all starved and were eaten up, so the shop was dusty and deserted except for bundles of sheep’s wool that had been raided but left unspun. Spindles of threading lined the only shelf in the shop, and the weaving stand had a half-finished tunic still on it.
The two slaves in charge of working the carpentry area were nowhere to be found, but it looked like they weren’t in the middle of any projects. I did a double take when I met the tanner though, because unlike the tanners I’d seen in Hylmrek, this man was a burly clansman rather than a slave. There were only about four teeth in his mouth, and he didn’t offer more than a grin when I addressed him, but his work ethic seemed to be on point given the piles of tanned and untanned hides covering every surface of his shop.
I continued through the tour of the village for another thirty minutes while Anakol brought me by a few timber and chopping areas as well as the posts for Dalir’s night guard, but after a while, we ended up near the exposed southern end of the village I’d entered from last night.
“Now, explain the logic of this to me,” I said as I came to a stop. “Why the hell are there no defensive walls?”
“The longhouses for the slaves are here,” Anakol pointed out as if this was enough of an explanation. “The slaves spend most of their time refusing to come out, and it is the chieftain’s place to ensure they work, so you should visit this place soon.”
I ignored the irritated tone of the man, but I caught his arm before he could continue the tour. “That doesn’t answer my question. There are wild cats the size of three huts in this forest. How are the longhouses supposed to protect you all from them?”
“The skulraeth?” Anakol clarified. “Why should we worry? They do not hunt this far from the Oegyrian Fields.”
I blinked in confusion while the man headed onward, but I just hoped he knew what he was talking about. Regardless, this setup would have to be addressed within the next week, but I focused on absorbing all the information I could about Dalir for now.
“Why are only some of the slaves kept in the longhouses?” I asked the braided man. “Brokkr doesn’t seem to spend any time over there.”
Anakol cocked an eyebrow. “What is a Brokkr?”
“He’s the blacksmith,” I clarified.
“Oh, him,” he muttered as his lips twitched with disgust. “The blacksmith presents the same problem as the healer. He is meant to work in his craft, and he does not do it well, so he is not permitted the comfort of a bed. He is kept in his place until he works properly, and he may never leave unaccompanied.”
“But he’s not chained up like the elf,” I added.
“Yes, he is a man, to some degree.” Anakol shrugged. “We do not chain men. We beat them. This path will lead you to our training field.”
I furrowed my brow at his nonchalant tone, but he was already several paces ahead of me, and I continued following him through the village while we passed my own hut and several more on our way north. Then I caught sight of another tributary enclosing the westernmost huts, and I realized the extent of Dalir’s village existed between the east and west rivers. Where the two tributaries joined in the north, the huts ended, and a trampled field of dirt and grass stretched to the water’s edge.
It turned out, this was where the majority of my clansmen were at this hour, and they were in combat against one another with six-foot sticks rather than blades.
Every man and woman warrior fought without holding back in the slightest, and they didn’t hesitate to crack their sticks against the skulls of their opponents if they had an opening. Most of them were already bruised and bloody from their practice, but they fought without pause, and four of the women warriors I saw had broken their sticks in half from the force of their blows.
Igrid was among them, and she beat on her male counterpart with both halves at once, but then she took a stick to the head and ended up unconscious in the dirt.
Still, I was impressed to see that everyone out there was clearly quite skilled in swordplay, and based on the maneuvers they used, they weren’t just bludgeoning each other to a pulp. This meant they must have been practicing daily, so I guessed the only thing keeping them from being more successful in raids was the quality of their weapons. In my opinion, the chaotic tactics I’d seen in Hylmrek weren’t doing them any favors, either, not to mention they weren’t even half as strong as the enemy clans’ warriors, but all of this could easily be addressed on a daily basis.
I put the strength of my warriors toward the top of my priority list.
Anakol finished his tour of Dalir back in the central clearing where he went over the storage areas for shields, leather armor, and skinning knives, but I halted him there as I eyed the stacks of wooden shields.
“Why weren’t these utilized in the raid?” I clarified.
“Shields are for battle,” Anakol said, and he side-eyed me like this was obvious. “How do we raid with our hands full?”
I was about to express my issue with his logic, but then I noticed five smaller rectangular huts that were only about five feet tall, and beneath the gabled roofs, there were thin strips carved through the walls on each side to allow for air circulation.
“What are these smaller cabinets used for?” I asked.
“These are for the moorlin hawks to roost,” Anakol answered.
I crouched down to see how the huts were secured in place, and it looked like they’d been built with a simple wooden bottom and then set on the ground. A few air holes were carved around the bottom of the walls as well, but my first thought was that converting any of these designs into cabinet-style smokehouses wouldn’t be too much work. We’d need to give them a thorough cleaning since these were most likely covered in bird shit, but the design was good. One of the huts could probably fit two hanging boars in it at once, and I considered the chilled temperature in the air as I stood up again.
“You never showed me where you keep the preserved meat,” I pointed out.
“That is because we keep none,” Anakol answered. “Too many to feed, and not enough meat in the forest. We hunt each day, and then eat what we can gather by the evening.”
“Not enough?” I clarified, and when the braided man nodded, I narrowed my eyes. “You’re surrounded by tributaries, and that boar wasn’t even fully grown. Where did the warlords get it from?”
“The western grounds, I believe,” Anakol replied. “That portion of our territory is forbidden to the clansmen. Only warlords may hunt there. This is how it has been for years.”
“Okay,” I chuckled as I rubbed my palms together. “This is gonna be fun, then. We’ll scout the area for a few days and get a feel for the patterns these boars follow, but then, I’ll need you to gather about six for a hunting party. Man or woman, just so long as they can throw a spear. We also need to get these cabinets shifted aside and dig out--”
“My chief,” Anakol interrupted. “The men and women do not hunt in Dalir. The moorlin hawks do.”
“Right,” I muttered. “Are you a hawk?”
“What?” the braided man snorted.
“Are you a hawk?” I reiterated.
“No, I am not,” he said with a slight grin.
“Then you don’t have to eat like one,” I offered. “If you prefer rodents, by all means, stick with the hawk diet. Otherwise, I’ll expect you to be ready with plenty of spears and six others to join us in the next two days.”
Anakol’s grin widened. “Yes, my chief.”
“Boar will have to be a supplement to the general sustenance until we catch up on our supply,” I continued. “Each one will have to hang overnight, and ideally we’d cure the meat for about a week and a half before we smoke, but there’s no reason not to side-step that for the sake of sustenance. It’d be better to wait longer, but we have too much to make up for at the moment. Is the weather cooling down in these parts?”
“Yes…” Anakol said, and he sent me a suspicious glance.
“Just making sure,” I mumbled. “Uh… that’s ideal for the meat situation. Colder temperatures simplify meat preservation tenfold, but we shouldn’t have too much to worry about given the tributaries around here. For today, let’s get fishing traps set up first thing so we’re eating well until we start hunting some larger beasts. We’ll do two in each tributary, opposing sides, and we’ll need a shit-ton of larger rocks to get it done.”
“I will take you to gather the slaves,” Anakol decided.
“Nope, gather the clansmen,” I countered.
“But the slaves,” the braided man argued. “This is the work they should do.”
“The slaves can hardly support their own weight, let alone haul hundreds of rocks within the next hour,” I clarified. “If you want hard-working slaves, you’ve gotta make sure they get enough nutrients to build up any kind of muscle first. You’ve also gotta stop eating them in general, and while we’re on the subject, you’re all risking your lives to raid these slave villages. How does it seem logical to then not go the extra ten yards and secure the ones you have with a simple defensive wall?”
Anakol looked like he couldn’t argue with any of these concepts, and he reluctantly nodded his agreement.
“All of that aside,” I continued, “the clansmen need to bulk up. They’re getting slaughtered by warriors with three times their strength. So get about fifteen of them over here with ropes from the toolshed, and they can move all five of these cabinets aside. Release the hawks, too. We don’t need them. Then the clansmen can wash the life out of these cabinets and start digging five pits three feet deep where the huts stood. Another twenty clansmen can start hauling rocks into stacks beside the rivers, and I’ll be over there in an hour to show them what we’re doing with them.”
“Yes, my chief,” the braided man agreed, and he raised his voice to gather the clansmen from the clearing.
I waited as he addressed them all in his language, and he sent ten warriors to the western tributary before he got a band of men started on the new smokehouses. Once everything was arranged, he turned back to me.
“The western group will send warriors from the training field to begin gathering stones in the east,” Anakol reported.
“Excellent,” I said with a nod. “Now, how much do you know about the former chieftain’s reserves? You said he had some around here.”
“Yes, of course, but I know very little,” he admitted. “Only the warlords are permitted access to the chieftain’s stock.”
“But you know where it is?” I guessed.
“I do,” he confirmed, and I motioned for him to lead the way.
We crossed back through the clearing and headed down a central lane, but when we neared the feasting hut, I noticed a group of slaves gutting the place. There were piles of hides that reeked of blood and ale in the dirt outside, and they had one of the warlord’s dead bodies halfway out the door. It took four of the gangly slaves to move him only a few inches, and I derailed my path to come over to the group.
“Don’t bother,” I told them. “It’s a mess in there, and I’m not eating anything in a place with that much shit all over the floors.”
The slaves immediately dropped their hold on the dead man, and they hurried to form a line outside as they sent me apologetic bows.
“We’ll burn all of this,” I decided. “You can leave the hides and everything else inside, and then focus on gathering tubs of water instead. Leave them over here by the hut, and the clansmen will take care of the place.”
“Yes, my chief,” the slaves all replied at once, and Anakol narrowed his eyes at their eager nods before he followed me down the lane.
“Burn it?” the braided man asked once he caught up.
“Would you eat anything in that place after last night?” I muttered.
Anakol grimaced. “No, I would not.”
“Exactly,” I snorted. “We’ll drench the ground surrounding it before we light it up, but if we can get some of the warriors to dismantle the roofing, we can salvage it all. No reason to waste the lumber. Only the floors and the bodies really need to burn up.”
“I will arrange it,” Anakol assured me. “These are the chieftain’s reserves.”
I tilted my head a bit as we came to a stop beside a pair of wooden cellar doors, and they were mounted at an angle against a small, grassy hill. The wooden planks were overgrown with deep-purple ivy while the hinges were rusted through, and the cellar must have been around for generations of chieftains judging by the worn-out look of the entrance. For some reason, there was nothing around to signify how off-limits it was, and I looked around for any sign of a guard.
“No locks?” I asked as I glanced at Anakol.
“Certainly not.” The braided man shifted his weight and sent me a confused look. “It is against the codes to raid a chieftain’s reserves.”
“Hmm… And everyone just adheres to that?”
Anakol’s dark eyes flared at the suggestion, and I waved the question off as I reached past him to grab a torch from its iron mount. I’d have to find someone to fill me in on the codes of the Red Forest sometime, but Anakol didn’t strike me as the man to ask. He was one of only two warlords I had loyal to me at the moment, and raising too much suspicion from the guy didn’t seem like a good way to maintain that.
I pulled my fire striker from my pocket and braced the torch between my knees, and once it was flaming, I stooped to grab one of the iron rings on the cellar doors. Anakol grabbed the other, and as the double-door entrance creaked open, a smell I knew too well wafted up along with a chilly draft of air.
My heart leapt at the scent while I eyed the rocky steps leading into the dark, and I didn’t waste another second before I headed down with the torch held aloft.
Then I came to a quick stop as I found myself staring at five whole and curing boars.
They were hanging from old wooden rafters in the ceiling of the stone cellar, and among them were a few other creatures that resembled deer, but without the heads, I couldn’t be sure. A couple smaller carcasses were aging and still needed to be cured, but from what I could tell, it was cold and dry enough in the old cellar to provide the perfect conditions for preserving the meat.
More importantly, the cellar was at least a hundred square feet, and it had a lot more than just game in it.
Dozens of barrels of ale lined the walls on either side along with jugs of what I guessed was mead, and rolls of silk were bundled on shelves next to polished drinking horns. A mound of wooden shields inlaid with intricate crosses of steel were stowed in the far back corner, and a heaping trove of silver and gold trinkets was just piled opposite these like an afterthought.
“You greedy bastard,” I muttered to myself as I turned full circle.
There had to be enough ale in this cellar to last those five men a few years, if not more, and they’d hidden away twice as many sacks of oats and barley down here than the whole clan had to last them the winter.
Now, I was always one to think ahead where my personal stock was concerned, and this cellar was definitely a godsend, but at the moment, it just pissed me off to see it all.
Then I eyed the woolen bags in the front corner, and I brought the torch over before I pulled one of them open. Inside, a stash of wild onions was waiting for me, and they were still fresh. Three other woven baskets were filled with a variety of dense, leafy greens that couldn’t have been harvested more than a week ago, and that’s about the time that I realized the slaves weren’t just sitting around in their longhouses all day.
They were foraging for the leader and his warlords, and whether or not they did their work where the rest of the clan was concerned didn’t matter.
Meanwhile, the former chieftain made his warriors survive on little more than rodents, dead bodies, and boiled leaves while he had all of this at his disposal, and I couldn’t decide if I should shake my head or laugh at the situation. He’d implemented the strictest rules on his own clansmen to ensure he never went without, but what he expected to do once he was out of slaves and warriors to defend his territory was beyond me.
Fucking idiot. No one ever said every man was cut out for the long game frame of mind.
I reclosed a sack filled to the brim with nuts, and then I hollered out for Anakol to come down.
“You are certain you permit me?” the man called back.
“You’re a warlord, aren’t you?” I reminded him.
A moment later, the braided man slowly descended the steps, but when he stopped in his tracks, I decided to give him a minute to fully process everything.
The expression on his face shifted from shock to rage in seconds flat, and when he began growling a livid string of words I didn’t recognize, I nodded in agreement.
Then I cleared my throat. “We’ll need a few more hands down here to help us with transport later on.”
“You have not instated enough warlords,” Anakol muttered through gritted teeth. “Thyrri is occupied watching over my brother.”
“I’ll make an exception this time,” I sighed. “Two of these boars will be ready to butcher within the week, but those sacks of greens in the front corner are coming out tonight. Some ale, too.”
“Yes, my chief,” Anakol mumbled, and I clapped him on the shoulder as I headed back to the stairs.
The braided man was still standing as rigid as a rail with fury etched into his features by the time we returned to the clearing, and I figured he needed to work off some steam, so I sent him to get a crew together for tearing the former chieftain’s feasting hut down. When he agreed to the order, his tone was so tense, I almost chuckled in response.
I managed to keep a stoic demeanor until he’d stormed out of view, and then I turned toward the blacksmith’s shop.
Brokkr had all the blades from the attack last night laid out along the two wooden tables that enclosed the open-air side of his shop, and every dwarven broadsword from Hylmrek was arranged for me to look over, too. As I got closer, I realized none of them were identically forged, and each hilt had a different pommel with inlaid silver ornaments. Every well-forged blade offered a variety of cross-sections and bevels as well, and when I let out a low whistle, Brokkr sent me a broad grin beneath his black-and-green bruises.
“My chief,” the blacksmith said with a bow of his head. “There’s enough here for forty-eight warriors. The traditional blades of the chieftain are to your right.”
I nodded my approval and came around the edge of the table to get a closer look from inside the shop. The dagger of the chieftain was cut in a thickened diamond style, and the ridges of the blade were all razor-sharp. This explained why my wounds from last night were so clean despite his frenzied jabbing tactics, and I decided I’d definitely be putting this piece to good use in the future.
As I attached the sheath to my belt, my gaze landed on the chieftain’s sword nearby, and I furrowed my brow. It was nearly five feet long from cross guard to tip, and I guessed the former leader must have had a spare broadsword with him last night if this was his official weapon.
It was lucky for me he hadn’t been swinging this behemoth around in that hut, but I kind of wondered if the man could’ve even done much with the thing. It was too cumbersome to be convenient, and the polished blade didn’t look like it had seen many battles in its time.
“Not bad, eh?” Brokkr sighed. “You’ll be looking like a genuine chieftain with that one.”
“That’s alright, I think I’ll take the one by your right arm,” I decided as I pointed to the broadsword nearest to him.
“This one?” Brokkr scoffed. “It’s a foot and a half shorter! That one’s an authentic greatsword of the chieftains. You won’t find many of those around in the Red Forest, ye’ know.”
“Maybe, but I’m not looking to keep both hands stuck on the same hilt,” I told him. “Plus, the geometry of the blade is better on the dwarven piece.”
“Well, that’s true,” the blacksmith agreed. “They’ve gone with the double fuller for the cross section on this one. Ye’ never see something so intricate with these greatswords. It’s the taper that throws it off.”
I nodded in agreement, but now that I knew the blacksmith actually knew what he was talking about, I turned to face him while I crossed my arms.
“So, about this forge,” I led.
“It’s broken,” Brokkr said as he mopped fake sweat from his brow. “I tell ye’, I’ve tried for months and months to get these bastards to listen, but--”
“It’s not broken,” I cut in.
The blacksmith blinked. “Sure it is.”
“Brokkr,” I calmly replied, “you’re making shit swords on purpose. I’m guessing you’ve either been throwing off the heat treatment process, or quenching the blades improperly.”
Brokkr managed a nervous chuckle, but then he sobered as I held his gaze for a long, silent moment.
Eventually, he cleared his throat and rumpled his greasy hair.
“So… you know a thing or two about smithin’,” he realized.
“Yeah, I know a thing or two about smithing,” I informed him, and the blacksmith slumped as he shuffled straight for his bottle of terrible liquor.








Chapter 14
“Look,” I sighed while Brokkr shuddered through a swig, “I’m sure you’ve had a laugh sabotaging the entire clan like this, and I can appreciate the sentiment from your side. But it’s not convenient for my own purposes for my warriors to be wielding shitty swords, so you’re lighting that forge up, and you’re getting to work. Real work.”
“S’pose I’ll have to now,” Brokkr muttered after another involuntary shiver, and I declined the bottle he offered up to me. “In my defense, I thought they’d kill me sooner for it, or get a replacement, but… they just kept beatin’ the hell out of me instead, the bloody idiots.”
“Nothing would have improved if they did get a replacement,” I pointed out. “You’d end up in the same position somewhere else.”
“Hey, I was leaning toward death, alright?” he mumbled. “Figured I’d get in a good jab of my own along the way is all.”
“Brokkr, if they killed you, they would’ve just fucking eaten you,” I hissed. “How do you win in that scenario?”
“You’ve seen the shit I drink,” the blacksmith chuckled as he shook the bottle toward me. “Probably would’ve poisoned half of ‘em. If they sold me off instead, I might’ve at least ended up somewhere with better food. Maybe a chieftain who’s not full of shit.”
“Well, I’m not full of shit,” I said as I rifled my hair, and I leaned back against his worktable. “The food was good last night, right?”
Brokkr managed half a smirk as he glanced over. “I never knew food could taste like that. Truly. It almost ruined my week realizin’ it.”
“I have a proposition for you that might improve it again,” I told him.
The blacksmith narrowed his non-swollen eye, and he dropped onto his stool with his open bottle as he faced me head-on.
“Don’t you mean you have an order?” he corrected. “Slave, remember?”
“Not quite,” I admitted. “This one’s in your own hands. The truth is, I can respect your predicament, and I owe you for helping me take over this clan to begin with, so if you get off your ass and make some quality weapons, I’ll make you a clansman.”
Brokkr abruptly lowered the bottle as his glower cleared, and without a disgruntled look on his face, he looked a little like Jimmy, but with a less impressive crop of facial hair.
“You mean that?” the blacksmith asked after a moment. “I wouldn’t be a slave no more?”
“You have my word,” I assured him.
“With real food?” he clarified. “A bed, and all else… maybe even a woman if I earned her?”
“Genuine ale, too,” I confirmed. “In my opinion, a blacksmith’s an essential part of a society like this one. The work is worth a hell of a lot more than a slave’s lot, and I know it’s not easy work. We’ve got a lot of forging ahead of us too, but if you show me that I can rely on the quality of your work, you’ll be a proper member of Dalir.”
Brokkr’s good eye misted over a little as he just looked at me for a long moment. Then he slid his bottle aside and got to his feet, and he straightened his tunic and hair to recollect himself.
“I’ll do it,” the blacksmith said, and he extended a sooty hand to shake on the deal.
“Glad to hear it,” I replied as I delivered. “Now, what have you got to work with in here?”
“Pretty good supply, actually,” Brokkr admitted. “Didn’t want to leave the next slave in a bad way if they did kill me, so that worked out well. You were right about the quenching by the way. I’ve been using 1095 steel on the swords instead of the 5160 I’ve got. Then I rush the quench, put a miniscule chip in the edging, and there ye’ have it. Shit sword that’s too hard and shatters like nothin’ else. I wait until the day of the raids to ‘finish’ the work as well, so there’s no time for them to try ‘em out beforehand.”
I stared at the blacksmith, and he snickered without remorse at the look on my face.
“Sabotage is a bit of an art form when you know what you’re doin’.” Brokkr winked. “Although, I never did get to try--”
“Hold on,” I cut in, and I looked around at the stacks of steel he had all over the shop. “Where did you get all of this? 5160? 1095? What… what the hell are you doing with carbon and alloy steels? How do you even know what the SAE steel grades are?”
“Got it from the dwarves, of course,” Brokkr replied. “That’s where all the Farthegns get their supply.”
“Dwarves have 5160?” I blurted out. “What fucking year is this?”
“Three thousand somethin’ or other.” The blacksmith shrugged. “Don’t keep track, either. That over there’s the 1095 I was using on the swords. I’ve got it in rods and sheets as ye’ can see. Pretty nice bit of steel for daggers and such. Used the 5160 on a fun little axe I came up with not long ago. I’ve got it stowed over here somewhere…”
Brokkr moved to dig around in the corner beyond the forge, but I caught his ragged tunic before he could get there.
“Let me wrap my head around this,” I said while I tried to regroup. “You’re telling me that right now, in this world, with Viking-- I mean, Farthegn clans who have strongholds and slave villages, there are dwarves with such an advanced understanding of metallurgy that they’re not only accurately measuring their alloy compositions, but rolling and cutting sheets of the stuff?”
“Okay, I am only a slave,” Brokkr clarified. “So, most of what ye’ just said means nothin’ to me, but I think the answer is yes. The dwarves made all this. That’s what I can tell you.”
“Holy shit,” I laughed.
“Alright,” the blacksmith snorted. “So this is good news?”
“This is better than good, this is great,” I informed him. “I can work with this. Let’s make anything we can out of whatever we’ve got, and let me see this axe.”
Brokkr promptly got back to digging around, and my grin only spread wider as I watched him pull out about fifty pounds worth of bars with “5160” written in chalk on their sides. Then he rolled a pile of iron bars aside that had to have taken months for him to pound out, but behind all this, he finally found the axe he’d hidden.
It was more of a hatchet than an axe, but the head wasn’t a regular chopping bit. Instead, it dropped down in the style I’d always seen on tomahawks, and the back side had a slight bevel to it that would have made a mean pick if it was a couple inches longer.
“Damn,” I mused as he handed it up to me. “You said you came up with this design?”
“Sure did,” Brokkr said as he smugly bounced on his toes. “Not so fancy as some of these battle axes ye’ see, but easier to lug around. Effective in her own way.”
“You’re right about that, but you basically reinvented the tomahawk,” I informed him. “Have you ever thrown one of these? It’s fun as hell.”
“No, I never take her out,” Brokkr sighed. “Can’t have these Farthegns seein’ her and thinking I’d make them all… oh.”
I smirked as he realized I was looking at him, and then he nodded.
“But that was before, of course, and things have changed,” the blacksmith assured me. “Ye’ want some of these made up?”
“Yeah, about a hundred,” I chuckled. “Let’s shorten the stock on half of them for throwing and lengthen the others by four inches. Bulk up the head on the longer sets, but you want to thin them out on the shorter ones. It’ll make them more aerodynamic, and elongate this pick at the back, too. If you can switch to the 1095 back there, it’ll hold a real nice edge for you.”
Brokkr cocked an eyebrow. “You a blacksmith?”
“I wouldn’t consider myself a full-on blacksmith,” I muttered as I admired the tomahawk some more. “My experience is too limited.”
“Bladesmith?” he checked.
“More accurate,” I agreed. “Knifemaker, mostly. I work with a wider variety of steels than this, and some of them require a very specific heat treatment. These designs just work best with stock removal, but I forge my blades when the material allows for it. I always forge my hatchets and axes, obviously.”
Brokkr caught the edge of my hide to pull me farther from the open end of his shop, and I tripped over the pile of iron bars along the way.
“Are you tellin’ me you’re actually a slave?” the blacksmith hissed.
“No, we’ve been over this,” I sighed. “I’m not a slave, I’m just a guy from the mountains, alright? I did this kind of work as a hobby.”
“What the hell is a hobby?” Brokkr scoffed.
I considered the gaunt and battered slave for a moment, but then I decided it’d be best not to answer. “Honestly, you probably don’t want to know. Let’s just get going on these tomahawks. I’ll have someone distribute the rest of these broadswords, and we can go over designs for your own swords in the next couple of days. I need to borrow about ten of those 5160 sheets, too.”
“Anything you need, my chief,” the blacksmith said, and he sent me an easy grin.
“What are the iron bars for?” I asked.
“Ah.” Brokkr propped his hands on his hips. “Well, truth be told, the former chieftain wanted cages made up for the slaves since they weren’t obeying their orders. I’ve been takin’ my sweet time on the project, for obvious reasons.”
I ground my jaw, but I didn’t bother filling him in on my recent discovery about the slaves. Safe to say, there was a lot to remedy in the situation.
“Okay, I’ll get someone to haul them out to the fire pit,” I decided. “I can put them to better use, but that reminds me… have you eaten today?”
“Of course not.” Brokkr shrugged. “But I’m fine. Probably live for a month after that boar from last night.”
“Well… no, but we’ll address that later,” I muttered.
Then I swapped my bloody sword for the nicer one with the double fuller cross section, and I hollered to a few women warriors who were passing through the clearing. They were covered in sweat and dirt from their training, but they jogged over with alert eyes before they dipped their scraggly heads to me.
“Could you get these distributed to the clan?” I asked as I gestured to the table of swords. “I want you all practicing with heavier sticks from now on too, but everyone should remain armed around the village for the time being.”
“Yes, my chief,” one of the women answered. Then she sent a skeptical glance to the blacksmith behind me. “These are of a superior make than the last?”
“Dwarven made,” I vowed. “Take good care of those, they’re all we have for the time being, but I got the issue with the forge all sorted out. Took a while, but it’s fixed now, so you can expect some new pieces within the week.”
The two women smiled from ear to ear as they immediately began piling swords in their arms, and when I turned around, Brokkr offered an awkward nod of thanks as he handed over a stack of steel sheets.
I just sent him a grin while I took them and headed into the clearing, and then I joined the men who were working on the newly crafted smokehouses. Two warriors were hacking out pits in the dirt for each of the five I ordered, and a couple of the others were feverishly scrubbing down the interiors of the cabinets with an impressive supply of rags and rough soap. All the roosting bars and the bases of the huts were removed and chucked aside already, and a pair of men were just now wrestling with the last few moorlin hawks to get their leather hoods off. The creatures tore at the men’s hands with their talons and beaks before they shrieked their way into the sky, and I shook my head as I realized they weren’t half the size of the larger species I’d seen in the west.
No wonder the warriors were scrappy as hell and eating dead slaves.
“These pits are looking good,” I assured the clansmen as I dropped the sheets on the ground. “Once you finish releasing the birds and rinsing everything down, start installing this steel shelving in the three new smokehouses.”
“Yes, my chief,” one of the men panted while he dug out another load of dirt from the pit with his hands.
“I’ll be sending someone over with rocks to line the pits in a little while,” I told the group. “Then we’re stacking them around the top edges like a wall to raise the base of these first three huts two feet up. For the last two huts, you’ll be carving a slim trench about a foot deep that ends in that shady spot four feet back. Then build the stone base in that area instead.”
The fifteen men all nodded their understanding as they worked without pause, and I turned to make my way through the village toward the east river.
Despite how sore my leg was by now, I couldn’t help quickening my pace, because I’d never had so many workers at my disposal back in Alaska. Of course, I never needed anyone else to accomplish any upgrades at my cabin, but now, it was like the entire village was my cabin, and the prospect of making the whole place as sustainable as I preferred was like winning the lottery to me.
The resources were right here, and more of them than I expected, too. They just needed to be utilized properly, and so far, it looked like my clansmen were prepared to spend every ounce of their energy dedicated to their tasks.
They’d be worn through by the time I was done with them, but now that I’d stopped by my personal reserves, I had every intention of making it up to everyone with another feast this evening. Then a few more after that, because I had a gut feeling that all of Dalir was better off than these clansmen could have imagined.
Halfway to the river, I stopped to have a word with the old healer. She was perched on her rock with a soft smile on her thin lips, and she sat perfectly still with her eyes closed and her face turned up toward the sky. The two guards beside her sent me a couple bobs of the head when I came by, and I had to resist the urge to roll my eyes at how bored they looked.
“You don’t need to keep an eye on her,” I decided. “Get over to the blacksmith’s shop. There’s a load of iron bars that need to be brought out near the fire pit. Then dig up some spare wrappings for the healing hut and head to the western river to haul smaller rocks for the project taking place in the central clearing. If you hurry, you might run into a couple women handing out the new swords before they run out.”
“Good quality ones?” the older of the two clansmen asked.
“The dwarven swords you raided from Hylmrek,” I confirmed.
Both men perked up at the news, but then they sent a suspicious glance toward the frail healer, so I waved them down the lane to get their asses in gear.
Once their footsteps faded, the old elf opened her eyes, and I was surprised to find the irises weren’t a peculiar gray anymore. They were a light shade of yellow, and they sparkled a little at the bewildered look on my face.
“My chief,” the old elf said in a wavering voice, and she offered a shaky bow of her head.
“How are you feeling?” I asked.
“Much improved,” she assured me.
“Good,” I replied. “I have a question I’d like you to answer honestly.”
“As you wish, my chief,” the elf agreed.
“Are the slaves permitted in the western grounds?”
“Yes, two times each week, they are escorted there by the warlords,” the healer answered without hesitation. “They gather the food for the chieftain.”
“And are there no plants out there that you can use in your healing work,” I continued, “or are they intentionally not gathering them?”
The healer looked down at her frail hands, and when she spoke, I had to lean closer to hear her quiet voice.
“I told them not to behave this way,” the old elf murmured. “They knew the warriors would despise them regardless. Seven moons ago, I was chained within my hut when my powers failed me, and only four slaves from that time are still alive. The slaves are dying faster than they can be stolen, and then we are only fed to the clan, so the rest only do what they must to avoid the warlords’ chains until their time comes.”
I nodded as I rifled my hair. Then I tried to focus on the ways I could fix the situation rather than how much I’d like to bring the former chieftain back to life so I could kill him a few more times.
And maybe feed him to his own warlords.
“Thank you for your honesty,” I said after a moment. “You may stay here another two hours today, but then you’ll be going out with the clansmen to gather the substances you require from the western grounds. Bring any of the slaves along who can identify the plants to help you, but let me know if there’s anything more you need that you can’t find there. I want the healing hut well-stocked from now on.”
“As do I, my chief,” the healer murmured toward her hands.
After learning a little bit about her powers, I knew she genuinely meant this, and I offered the old elf a slight bow to show my appreciation. Then I continued toward the river, and I glanced up at the sun between the clouds to get an idea about the hour of the day.
It had to be well past noon in this world because the sun had already crossed into the western sky, which meant we still had a lot to address if we were going to eat tonight. Luckily, the group of ten warriors by the east river had done well gathering plenty of stone for the project, and when I arrived, they all came over with drenched arms and legs.
“Alright, we’re starting with the basics,” I announced.
Then I took them all through the importance of placing the weirs where the current wasn’t strong enough to carry the stones away, but shallow enough that our walls wouldn’t have to be four feet high to keep the fish from jumping over them. I sent half the group across the river and downstream to find an ideal location while I led the rest upstream on my side, and once we found a good spot of our own, I explained the fundamentals of a stone weir design.
The tributary was wide enough to allow for the double heart-shape design I preferred to use near Jimmy’s hunting cabin each summer, and I mapped out the setup for the warriors as I stood up to my knees in the river. Once I was sure they understood the importance of placing the only openings directly in the cleft of each heart, I waded across the river and let them carry on with the build.
By the time I finished explaining the same concept to the group downstream, the first two layers of stone for the upstream weir were in place, and I assured the group they had it all in hand before I called two of the warriors over to me.
“Take everything I just taught you and relay it to the group at the river on the west side of the village,” I ordered. “Then get back over here and help finish this up, but in about an hour, I’ll need the two of you to bring the healer to the slave houses. Let her gather a group of her own choosing, and then carry her and escort them all into the western grounds. Once the healer says they’ve harvested enough materials, carry her back to the healing hut with everything else. And be gentle about it.”
The two warriors stood silent for a long pause, but then one of them responded.
“The… western grounds?” he clarified. “This is forbidden.”
“Used to be forbidden,” I corrected. “I’ll scout out the area myself tomorrow, but today, take whatever daggers or axes you have with you in case you come across any dangers out there. I expect you to return every slave to the safety of the village unharmed before nightfall, and if the healer can’t walk at any point, you’ll carry her yourselves. That’s an order.”
“Yes, my chief,” the two men replied in unison, and they jogged down the lane without any more rebuttals.
I spent the next few hours tying up the loose ends with the various working crews, and I started with getting three of the smokehouses mounted above their pits. Once we had fires going below each of them, the men packed the spaces in the stonework with mud to make sure as much smoke as possible stayed locked inside, and the ventilation strips in the hut walls were plenty to keep up a steady burn. From the back side, there was a plank of wood shielding the inlet where more fuel could be fed in, and while the fires burned down to give us a starter supply of ash, I had the men seal off the top of the two slender trenches for our cold smokers next.
I borrowed some more steel from Brokkr to close these two pits as well, and we smoke tested the two houses in the shade to make sure the funnel system diverted enough smoke into the huts without heating them up.
After that, I settled in amongst the workers to go over the importance of maintaining the proper temperatures, and the group listened intently to every word while I explained the difference between cold and hot smoking. We would need to hold off on cold smoking until the temperature dropped another five or so degrees, but I still wanted to be sure they understood the methods.
Then I covered the basics of the smoke’s drying properties, and I stressed the importance of preventing bacterial growth on the meat we would be storing long-term through the fall. I even went over the salt curing process we’d use beforehand just so everyone understood the full cycle, and when I tried to describe the sweet scented and sapless burn we’d need to achieve, two of the men actually had suggestions for different types of wood in this area that would work.
Once I started describing the wonders the smoke would do for the flavor when it came to hot smoking, I was certain they were taking this seriously enough. I enjoyed the conversation so much, I ended up launching into a lecture about the value and diversity of jerky, but then I realized how hungry the warriors all looked, and I decided to wrap up the lesson for now.
I assured the men we’d be testing the smokehouses first thing tomorrow if the fishing weirs performed well enough, but when I said I’d have the slaves take over the process after that, the clansmen were quick to insist this didn’t sound like a slave’s work. Personally, I agreed, so I assigned the task of running Dalir’s smokehouses to the men who’d done the work to build it all, and I couldn’t help chuckling when a few of them exchanged eager grins at the idea.
Anything that got their minds on real meat rather than cannibalism was fine by me.
Then I ordered them all back to their feet and headed to the central fire pit, and we began the alterations I had in mind to keep our cooking time as efficient as possible each evening.
A three foot high stone ring surrounded the pit, and the iron bars Brokkr had forged for the slave cages were slightly longer than I needed to cross from one edge of the ring to the next. This didn’t affect the layout though, and we had enough bars to create a grill grating that covered three quarters of the large pit. The bars were laid out with inch-wide gaps between them, and we brought in another batch of stone to layer around the outer rim and pin them in place.
I made sure the non-grated portion was open enough for loading more wood into the fire as needed, and with the new grilling area completed, I sent the fifteen man crew away to help finish the weirs faster.
The sun had dropped below the red boughs that surrounded the village now, so I hoped most of the work there had already been completed. My leg was giving me a hell of a time by this point, and my left hand had been throbbing for hours, but I limped through it as I headed to check on the western tributary next.
Then I saw a billowing plume of smoke up ahead, and I slowed to a stop at the sight of the former feasting hut.
The reusable lumber had already been broken down and stacked far out of range, and the ground was soaked through for ten feet around what remained of the place. Only two men and Anakol were beside the blaze with axes in hand and ropes hitched over their shoulders, and I could hardly believe they’d gotten all the heavier work done by themselves.
I limped up beside my warlord, and the braided man was completely drenched in sweat as he stood with his arms crossed and his dark eyes locked on the flames.
The amount of cold-hearted satisfaction I saw on Anakol’s face assured me he had absolutely gotten this done with only a three-man crew, and he sent me a stoic nod when he noticed me beside him.
“Looks good,” I muttered.
“It does,” Anakol agreed, and a deadly grin curled at the corners of his lips as the two men beside him chuckled mirthlessly.
“As soon as this burns down, we need to start hauling a few things out of the cellar,” I told him.
“With pleasure, my chief,” the warlord replied.
Then I left Anakol to enjoy his revenge, and by the time I reached the western tributary, both of the fishing weirs had long since been finished. The warriors who’d done the work were grinning with pride as they stood along the banks and watched the fish being diverted straight into their traps, and I was grinning right along with them as I counted up the wares.
No less than fifteen fish were already swimming inside the stone walls, and every one of them was over seventeen inches long. They looked like a mix of breeds that I would have said I recognized if the fins weren’t lined with angry spikes, but for the most part, they resembled white bass and walleyes. A few of the larger catches looked a lot like mountain whitefish, and a deep sense of ease washed through me as I admired the crop.
With a supply like this coming downstream, we’d be more than set for a while in these parts, and if I set up a few weirs in the tributaries farther from the village, I’d have my entire clan of warriors and slaves handled until winter set in.
“Alright, two of you get a couple carts out here, and the rest of you start snatching them out,” I ordered. “Get them gutted, gilled, and over to the fire pit. We’ll grill them up tonight, but you’re all in charge of managing these two weirs from here on out. Let’s check and harvest them twice a day. The morning batch should be handed off to the men at the new smokehouses for the next few days, and the evening batch is what we’ll be eating that night until further notice.”
“Yes, my chief,” one of the women said with a diligent nod.
The warriors promptly branched off to get back to work as I limped toward my private reserves, but I was only halfway there when Igrid came jogging up to meet me.
“My chief, the healer has returned and is ready to tend to you,” the bone-laden woman panted. “Of course, she should have done so hours ago, but it’s not my place to assign her punishment. Unless you wish to entrust me with the handling of this issue… I have several ideas.”
I smirked at her pointed tone. “That’s alright, I’ll head there now. Will you join Anakol to pull a few things from my private reserves? We’ll need one of the satchels of greens and the wild onions brought over to the central pit, but you’ll probably need another clansman to help haul out a fresh barrel of ale.”
“Where will you be feasting this evening, my chief?” Igrid asked.
“Out here with you all,” I said with a shrug.
A crooked grin came to Igrid’s face. “Truly? You would dine among the clan?”
“Yeah,” I chuckled. “The old feasting hut’s burning to the ground right now along with your previous leader.”
Igrid’s grin twisted a little as she looked past me to the shaft of smoke a few lanes over, and she rubbed her callused hands together at the news.
“Did they axe his appendages beforehand?” the pierced woman checked.
“Why would they need to?”
“They would not need to,” Igrid admitted, “but I’d like it if they did.”
“Okay, well, you’ll have to check that with Anakol,” I snorted. “He’s running things over there. Make sure someone gets a few tubs filled for boiling too, and the fire in the central pit should be started. We’ll be cooking within the hour.”
“Yes, my chief.” Igrid offered a quick bow before she eagerly jogged off in the direction of the blaze, and I shook my head as I headed for the healer’s hut.
After working all day with the clansmen to improve their village, I’d almost forgotten I was leading a band of raiding barbarians. I was in a survival state of mind and wholly focused on making the most of every resource we had at our disposal, but to be honest, the notion of how violent these Farthegns were didn’t bother me anymore.
Well, aside from the cannibalism.
Mostly, I’d been surprised at every turn ever since I woke up in this world, and based on my limited experience, I could only hope all of my clansmen were as cold-blooded as Igrid seemed to be. They’d need to be that and more to serve my purposes now, but this wasn’t the only perspective I was laboring under where Dalir was concerned.
In only a day, I’d seen plenty to be impressed with among the warriors here, and their eagerness to improve made me more determined to see them thriving for their own sakes as well as mine. They seemed to honor rank above anything else too, which made my job a lot easier.
So, the way I saw it, my clansmen were just a group of individuals struggling to survive in harsh conditions, but they were willing to do whatever was necessary. With this kind of dedication, their potential was limitless, and this made them the best assets I could have found for myself in the Red Forest.
All they needed was the proper management, and Dalir would be more than a pack of cannibal thieves in no time. They’d be my own pack of ruthless killers, with the kind of loyalty and resilience I’d always admired in the wolves.
To top it off, there was a good chance the neglected slaves might be my best means of restoring Dalir as quickly as possible, and the moment I entered the healing hut, I was certain this was true.
I hardly recognized the place compared to this morning. Baskets and satchels of flora that had been gathered from our own territory covered the dirt floor, and four cloaked slaves worked with the elven healer who was sitting by the fire.
They’d gathered all kinds of sprigs, roots, and flowers I’d never seen in my life, but all five slaves worked in a deliberate way that proved they were as knowledgeable as I’d hoped. One slave was already stirring a watery concoction in an iron cauldron she’d placed directly on the flaming logs, and the sharp scent of warmed sap filled the air while the old elf mixed a small pot next to this. Piles of clean wrappings were being stowed by another slave as the woman beside her bundled various herbs together with twine, and the pair took turns hanging the finished products from a series of hooks on the wall.
The last woman in the hut was grinding and mixing plants into pulp on a small stone slab, but as soon as the healer heard me close the door, the slaves all halted their work. Then the frail woman at the grinding stone rose to her feet without a word, and she came over to me with tentative steps before she gently cupped my elbow.
I let her lead me to the fireside as she bowed repeatedly and looked up at me in awe, and seconds after I sat down, I was surrounded by every slave in the hut.
Then each woman began removing the bloody wrappings from all of my wounds, and my hand, upper arm, and calf were all tended to simultaneously while the old healer spooned some sap into a small dish.
I couldn’t keep track of how much was happening at once anymore, but I could hear the elf muttering some kind of incantation under her breath in her native language, and she used the mashed pulp and sap to mix two fresh poultices in separate little dishes. The others passed basins of water and cloth around to clean my bloody gouges, and when a bowl was filled with the brew from the cauldron, I dutifully swallowed the bitter tonic that was handed to me.
Then I drank down another dose as I nodded my thanks to the slave who’d offered it. By the time I was finished, the old healer had already begun dabbing one of her poultices into the puncture wound on my calf, but I couldn’t tell how she decided which remedy to use on each injury. She just diligently swapped them out while she worked her way from my leg up, and she muttered the whole time in a quiet, chanting cycle.
None of the mixtures irritated the jabs or slices I had in my flesh, and the elf had such a light touch that I barely noticed when she’d finished. Only the new linen being wrapped in place by the slaves alerted me to the fact that I was all fixed up now, and I raised my brow as I realized the pain in my back was completely gone.
I didn’t have a single ache in my entire body actually, but whatever ingredients had made up the healer’s tonic didn’t affect my mind at all. I was clear headed and almost fully renewed, and the old elf offered me a bow of her cloaked head as she returned to stirring her pot of sap.
“Have you tended to the amputee yet?” I asked as I studied the rhythmic way she turned her ladle strictly clockwise.
The old elf looked up from her work, and her eyes were a warm, sunny yellow when they met mine. “I have, my chief. He is still drifting in the inbetween.”
“What about his leg?”
“My magic is not fully restored, but his wound does not feel restless to me,” she replied. “He is healing. However, the woman tending to him is not well.”
“Thyrri?” I asked with a frown. “Is it the sword wounds from last night?”
“Yes, my chief,” she confirmed. “She is feverish, but we will return to her with remedies shortly.”
I nodded. “Thank you. Do anything you can to restore her. She’s a warlord, and a valuable one to me. Then rejoin the others in the longhouses when you’ve finished your work here. Your meal will be waiting for you.”
The slaves who were rewrapping my wounds paused at the words, and I found four pairs of wide and sunken eyes staring at me. Then I smiled and motioned for them to continue their work, and the healer dipped her head low to show her respect while more tears came to her yellow eyes.
When my injuries were fully addressed, all four slaves helped me to my feet, even though none of them were strong enough to really do it, but it didn’t matter. My leg felt like it had never been pierced at all, and the muscles in my body probably could have run me another thirty miles if I had the inclination. I still let the slaves bring me to the door since they murmured their thanks about ten times each, and then I gently unwound their arms from mine before I left the hut.
Outside, the sky had darkened to dusk while a fire raged in the central pit, and two large tubs of water were just being positioned on the new grating. Igrid and Anakol had delivered the satchels of greens and onions already, and two carts full of gilled and gutted fish were waiting beside the pit.
Another two carts were just rolling in from the eastern tributary when I joined a band of clansmen near the fire, but aside from this group, most of the clearing was occupied by worn-out warriors who’d been working and beating each other with sticks in the training field all day.
They kept their grimy and identically marked faces turned to me as I took stock of how much had been gathered for our evening meal, but when Anakol, Igrid, and two others hauled a fresh barrel of ale into the clearing, the sea of warriors parted as silence fell.
I could tell by the stunned looks I saw out there that a chieftain feasting with his clan went against routine in Dalir, but I kept my attention on portioning out the bounty so everyone would be well-rewarded for their efforts today.
“Let’s get the onions and the greens boiled up and salted, and fillet all these fish,” I told the men closest to the fire. “Each one has enough meat on them to serve four, so quarter and salt them, and then get them on the grill. Leave ten fish in the cart, though. They’re going to the slave houses.”
“Yes, my chief,” the men replied without hesitation, and I turned to the onlookers as Anakol and his crew righted the barrel of ale beside me.
“Tomorrow, we’ll begin constructing tables and benches so we’re not eating on the ground every night,” I announced. “There’s a lot more to be addressed as well, but you’ve all done plenty of work today, and it’s more than paid off. So gather the cutlery, and anyone who’s got a cup is drinking ale.”
“Anyone?” a rogue warrior blurted out, and a visible ripple of excitement washed through the scrappy crowd.
“Yeah, I’m only one man,” I chuckled. “I don’t need this much ale. Let’s get to it.”
Anakol had a broad grin on his face when I gestured for the barrel to be broken into, and Igrid pulled the axe off her back without a second thought. The moment she let the bit drop through the seal, cheers erupted from the clansmen, and I chuckled heartily as everyone moved at once to prepare for the feast.
After that, conversation continued nonstop throughout the clearing while the scent of grilled fish and ale wafted around on the cold night air. I got the sense this evening had turned into a celebration on my behalf rather than a show of my own appreciation, and I lost count of how many bows I received. The words “thank you, my chief” were repeated every time I passed by a group, and Anakol brought out a fresh drinking horn from my cellar that several weathered women kept refilling for me.
The clansmen weren’t at all greedy about their own helpings of ale, and they savored every sip while they sighed and laughed together or compared the differing blades on their new dwarven swords. The warriors who hadn’t gotten one groaned with envy as they shot a few glares toward Brokkr’s shop, but I was glad to hear the blacksmith hadn’t stopped hammering away in there since our conversation this morning.
The light from his forge glowed red-hot throughout the whole meal, and every time I glanced over, he was either pounding on some steel or already quenching another tomahawk head.
When the slaves left the healing hut to visit Thyrri, I sent a double portion of food along with them in case her ward had woken up yet, but then I brought the extra fish to the slaves myself to be sure it was delivered. I had to wade through a throng of grateful slaves to make it out of the last longhouse I stopped by, but when I told them all we’d be constructing a weir for their personal use soon, two of the half-starved slaves fainted on the spot.
I helped the others cart the unconscious men to their grassy bedding, and I stuck around a little longer to make sure the slaves had all they needed to cook up their own meals. Then I headed back to join the clansmen for the evening, and it was hours before the warriors cleared their empty plates and cups away to return to their huts.
By then, I was more than ready to do the same, and I had enough ale in me to sway on my feet after how many times my horn had been refilled without me asking. I couldn’t remember ever being the priority of so many people at once, but after all that, I could definitely do with some peace and quiet. I honestly wouldn’t have minded going another ten years without any handshakes or bows coming my way, either.
Still, my clan had gotten their fill of all they needed for once, and I was proud to see them strolling off with full bellies and exhausted grins on their faces. We’d only gone through a third of the barrel of ale too, and just as Anakol let out a satisfied sigh and moved to reseal it, I snagged another brimming hornful.
Then I bade the burly warlord a good night, and the last thing I did before I headed to my hut was stop off at Brokkr’s shop. Only then did the blacksmith finally stop pounding his hammer, and he was covered in sooty streams of sweat when he opened the back door.
I thought he’d collapse on the spot when I handed him the horn of ale, but Brokkr managed to stay upright as he clutched at his heart and took the offering.
“Tomorrow, I’m sending the healer over to take care of that face of yours,” I informed the blacksmith.
He gurgled some response, since he was already glugging his ale down, and I could hear him groaning through his gulps halfway down the lane.
After I shut myself up in my private quarters, I kicked off all my clothes and collapsed onto my hides beside the fire my clansmen had prepared for me. The ceiling was spinning a little as I drew a deep breath of victory, but for the first time since I’d crashed my truck at the Matanuska, not an inch of me was in pain, and I dozed off with only one thought in my mind.
Dalir would be as good as fixed within the week, and against all odds, this entire clan was officially mine.








Chapter 15
I addressed the issue with the defensive walls the morning of my second day in Dalir, and an hour after sunrise, I had half the clan start on the first section that would run along the southern edge from one tributary to the other.
There was enough felled timber stored in the village to make some good headway this week, but we didn’t have the size of stock we needed to span the rivers just yet. I had a few men begin tallying the lumber we’d need to get across and barricade the outer perimeter, and in the meantime, ten others were assigned the task of felling trunks long enough to make the stretch.
Everyone else was divided between the remaining tasks, and I assigned some to constructing tables and benches while others would be building more fishing weirs in the two tributaries beyond the nearest rivers.
A small group of warriors was sent downstream to begin on the weir I promised the slaves too, and then they’d be updating the fireplaces in the slave huts so they could cook for themselves more easily. I had four warriors assigned to lead all our slaves to and from the western grounds so they could forage for the clan, and the men in charge of the smokehouses assured me they would follow my instructions once the morning batch of fish was brought in.
Every member of the clan was prepared to work until sundown if that’s what it took to complete their tasks, and I made sure anyone who did finish would focus on training in the field for the remainder of the day.
Once all of that was in order, I visited the old healer again. My wounds felt like little more than bad bruises, but I let her fix me up anyways, and after the elf gave me another dose of tonic and fresh wrappings, I was all set with a clean slate for the day. Then I escorted her over to Brokkr’s shop to make sure he was restored as well, and I arranged for the healer to spend a few hours in the sun afterward to continue restoring her powers.
Then I headed straight into the western grounds with Anakol.
When I first arrived in this world near Hylmrek, the lack of resources in the barren forest had been more than impressionable, but the view just kept on improving once I traveled northwest. The region owned by Dalir was still a rugged forestscape, but compared to the south, it was luscious, and the prospect of discovering just how much I had at my disposal here lit a fire under my ass from the moment I woke up.
Now, I was determined to cover as much ground as I could while I had the time, and unlike my first couple of days in the Red Forest, I’d be crossing my own territory.
No enemy patrols, no mauling wild cats, and according to Anakol, there was roughly twenty-five miles of land surrounding the village with my name on it.
The braided man also informed me it was against the codes of Dalir for the chieftain to travel beyond the village without a warlord beside him, but I didn’t mind having Anakol along for the day. Neither of us knew enough about the territory we occupied, and I could tell the braided man was just as eager as I was to get a good look at what lay in the western grounds. He still looked like shit though, with dark shadows under his eyes, but I guessed this was on account of the fact that his brother still hadn’t woken up after his amputation.
Both of us kept a brisk and determined pace as we trudged right past the group of foraging slaves, and we each had a spear and a length of rope hitched across our backs.
These were only precautionary measures in case we ended up lucking out and getting some hunting time in, but as prepared as I thought I was, I ended up speechless within a half hour of starting our trek toward the southwest.
Beyond the first few tributaries, dozens of small streams branched off and sprawled all across the forest floor, and only the most ancient of the red trees still stood in this area. It looked like the people of Dalir had been systematically thinning out the woods for decades, and with more sunlight streaming through the gnarled red boughs, the western bounds of my territory teemed with foliage.
The terrain became hillier too, with rugged gray rocks jutting up regularly amongst the spindly grass, and the same purple ivy was abundant and covered every ashen trunk I saw. Between the trees, groves of dense greens and wild vegetables grew wherever the sun was strongest, and shrubs of berries lined the shallow streams.
I could tell right away that the slaves had been harvesting carefully from several different spots. Their foresight meant not one area was overharvested, and there were plenty of younger plants still growing to replace the ones that had been gathered. Since they’d only been taking a minimal amount for the former chieftain and his warlords, there was an excess of reserves available now.
The farther we headed toward the west, the more overgrown the landscape got, but there were some signs that the cold evenings were starting to take their toll on the less hardy plants. I guessed we had another month before the first frost set in, and then we’d have to begin altering our plans. I’d have a deeper understanding of just how much we could reap from this place by then, but so far, I was almost certain it’d be enough to sustain the clan through whatever kind of winter the Red Forest had in store for us.
The five miles we’d covered alone would provide plenty, and I pointed this out to Anakol as we began to make our way toward the north, but my warlord wasn’t quite of the same mind. Instead, he repeatedly insisted I should send for another raid as soon as we were able.
“This is our only chance of surviving through the winter,” the warlord pressed while we trudged through a crop of knee-high nettles. “Grains, oats, millet… none of this is accessible to us in Dalir, my chief. We must take what we need from the southern clans who grow more than enough for themselves.”
“Which clan is that?” I asked.
“Illska, of course,” Anakol replied. “Last winter, we even ran out of slaves to eat, and the--”
“This winter will be nothing like the last,” I cut in, but I mostly wanted to avoid imagining how gritty things had gotten here. “The rivers run fast, and the deeper tributaries won’t freeze for at least another month and a half, if not longer. As of right now, the clan is perfectly fine with what we can trap there. Once the temperatures drop, we’ll be in an ideal position to hunt without having to worry about spoilage, either. We know one boar will feed the whole clan, and as long as we put every scrap of the beasts to good use, we could even get by without supplementing our diets too much. Trust me, the Inuits survived on less than what we’re dealing with.”
“Who are the Inuits?” Anakol asked, and I smirked as we climbed over a ridge and began descending into a shadowy, grassy knoll.
“They’re a hardy people who inhabit an area that’s frozen ten months of the year,” I replied. “They live on a variety of animals all through that time, but they utilize every bit of them. The organs, the fat, the muscles, bones… all of this can sustain you if you’re conscious of the balance you ingest. Hell, eat the tongues and the snout. It’s all muscle, and muscle will make up for a lack of carbohydrates. Would this be a healthy solution long-term? No, but we aren’t in Alaska, so I doubt it’ll come to that.”
“Where is Alaska?” the warlord clarified. “I have never heard of this place.”
“It’s in the far north,” I said as I stooped to study a pile of scat that resembled a deer’s.
“And what is carba hydration?”
“Carbohydrates,” I corrected. “You get them from the oats and bread you eat. Starchier vegetation provides you with a decent amount of carbohydrates as well, but they basically help you store energy and protect your liver from being overwhelmed by a meat-heavy diet. With the grains we have in the clan’s storage, plus my private reserves, we should be able to make it alright for a few months. Right now, we’ll harvest all we can from this area while it’s still growing and ease up on the oats. Taking advantage of the seasonal supply is important, but this territory should be large enough to meet our hunting needs, so I’m not concerned about starving this winter. You shouldn’t be, either.”
Anakol didn’t respond as I stood up and carried on stepping along the larger rocks, and I tried not to trample the dense greens I recognized from our dinner last night. Then I glanced over my shoulder, and I saw the unease etched into the warlord’s stern brow, but I could understand his concern. Dalir had been living under strict and needless restraints with their last chieftain. Without knowing just how much was at his disposal, I couldn’t expect the warlord to suddenly feel comfortable with the state of things.
“Look at this,” I offered as I veered off toward a stream, and Anakol followed to crouch down beside me. “You see these beds of mud along the bank? They’re freshly churned, but they shouldn’t be. Naturally, they wouldn’t even be here because of how many river rocks are in this area. The rocks have been dug up and shoved aside, and this is a sign of wildlife. It’s actually a telltale sign of boars. They do what’s called wallowing. We’ve passed thirteen of these mud baths so far, and nine of those were freshly churned. Now, take a look over here.”
Anakol promptly trailed me to a patch of waxy stalks that I recognized as the wild onions the slaves had gathered, and I pointed to the upturned soil beneath the dried pine needles around them.
“This mess is called rooting,” I explained. “Another sign of wild boars. It makes them a nuisance in a lot of areas, and given how many people we have to feed, it’ll disrupt our own supply of vegetation. The best way to remedy that is to eat the boars who are doing it, and if you glance around, you’ll notice this whole area’s been rooted up to some extent.”
“This is good for us,” Anakol pointed out.
“It is,” I agreed. “It not only means boars have been through here recently, but that they’re abundant. The thing about wild pigs is they breed like crazy, and they’re hardy as hell. They’re a species of animal that can survive just fine through the winter, so as long as we get our fair share along with the other predators in the area, we’re already set. Luckily, they’re not our only chance of eating well. There’s other kinds of game hanging in my cellar too, and if they’re similar to the species I think they are, then there’s another reserve for us to draw from this winter. See this pile of droppings?”
I got up and brought the warlord to a pile of pellet-shaped scat, and Anakol furrowed his brow as he studied it more closely.
“Any time you see something resembling this, it most likely came from what’s called an ungulate,” I explained. “That’s anything with hooves, and we want to eat the beasts with hooves, alright? Now, these are too small to be a boar’s droppings, and they have a slight point at the ends. In my experience, this distinguishes them as something a deer-like creature would leave behind. Do you have deer in this part of the forest?”
“Yes, my chief.” Anakol nodded as his dark eyes roved over the forest floor surrounding us. “The eldradyr. I ate only a few helpings as a young boy, but I have seen their hides in the village since. Deep-brown with flecks of gold along the spine, and their antlers are what most of our dagger handles and cutlery are carved from.”
“Perfect,” I replied, and I was glad to see the braided man’s tense expression relaxing a few degrees. “We’ve got about eighty warriors back in the village, and around forty slaves, which is a lot to look after, but if even ten of the clansmen hunt bigger game out here daily, we’ll all be fine. I’ll be among them to make sure we get what we need, but I’ve also got a crew in charge of drying out meat that can supplement our diets if necessary. When the grain starts running low, we’ll revisit the idea of another raid, but for now, we need to focus on establishing a long-term strategy to survive on what we have right there. And trust me, we have a lot.”
I sent the man a reassuring grin before I continued hiking north, and after a few minutes, Anakol seemed less inclined to scowl at the abundant scenery around us. He was too busy scanning the ground and banks for more signs of the ungulates I’d taught him about, but he jogged to catch up with me after a while.
“Where did you learn these things, my chief?” the warlord asked. “How to read the animals by what they leave behind.”
“Hunting, mostly,” I answered. “There are a few fundamentals you’ll want to always keep in mind when you hunt, and the most important one is that ungulates’ senses are well-adapted to help them avoid their predators. This means they rarely make themselves noticeable when they’re roaming around. A deer has poor eyesight, but an excellent sense of hearing and smell, so you have to be stealthy when you’re stalking them, and stay out of sight as much as possible. As long as you don’t make too many unnatural noises, and they don’t see you, they probably won’t take off running. The warriors smell pretty rugged, and that’ll help us blend in with the surrounding scents. To get anywhere close to finding one though, you have to keep track of what signs they leave behind. This tells you if you’re even starting in the right area, how recently they may have passed by, that kind of thing.”
“And what of this adapting of the senses?” Anakol continued. “You know this from hunting?”
“Yeah, you can learn most of what you need to know about animals by observing them,” I allowed, “but I’ve spent years studying wildlife. My uh… predecessors taught me what they knew.”
The warlord looked intrigued by all this, but I didn’t want him asking too many questions related to where I’d come from, so I steered the conversation toward my own curiosity instead.
“Do you know much about the predators out here?” I asked.
“I do, my chief,” Anakol answered. “As I said, the skulraeth is of no concern, but--”
“What determines that?” I cut in. “The land is more abundant up here with more prey to offer. Logically, a cat that size could travel as far as it wanted for the sake of the hunt.”
Anakol chuckled behind me, and I turned to see an amused glint in his dark eyes. “You know of these ungulate creatures, but not of the skulraeth?”
“Yeah.” I cleared my throat and took a wild guess. “There aren’t any skulraeth in the mountains.”
“This is true,” the warlord agreed. “Well, my chief, the skulraeth only eat Farthegns and oegyrian mares. The oegyrian reside in their fields some hundred miles south of here. Their magic relies on it. A few mares will flee to the forest to escape their hunters, but I have only heard fables of oegyrians being spotted here. Mostly, it is the southern clans who the skulraeth stalks within the Red Forest. Hylmrek is five times our size, so the skulraeth are satisfied preying on their warriors without traveling too far north.”
“That works, I guess,” I snorted. “Given the open layout of our own village, I take it the predators in this region aren’t too bold?”
“No, my chief, they are bold,” Anakol warned. “The nóttmal hunt the forest at moonrise, and no beast as vicious has presided over the land of Dalir in the history of our clan. They alone hunt this territory alongside our people. This is in part why our night guard remains at the edge of the village.”
I slowed to a stop, and I turned to face the man. “Then how the fuck have you survived with no defensive walls?”
“The nóttmal only fear fire,” Anakol said with an unconcerned shrug. “We line the lanes with torches, and the smell of the smoke keeps them away.”
“What about when the torches burn down?”
“Stay in your hut,” the warlord chuckled, and I sent him a pointed look. “Do not worry, my chief. We have lost no one to the nóttmal in many seasons, and the last were only slaves we forgot were chained in the clearing. If it is a moonless night, there is no concern. Just remember to never venture out beneath the moon without a flame.”
“Noted,” I muttered. “What do the nóttmal look like?”
“It is their hide that we all wear,” Anakol told me as he gestured to the bluish-black pelt strapped across my chest. “I admit, I have never seen one of the beasts for myself, but it is the duty of the warlords to hunt the nóttmal on behalf of the clan, so I will do all I can to honor you with their hides.”
“Oh.” I managed a slow nod. “Well… for now, let’s not place too much importance on running off after apex predators, alright?”
Anakol sent me an affronted look. “But this is my duty. No clan may go without the pelts of their equals. Surely, you know what a degradation this would be.”
“I do,” I immediately agreed, “and I honor the tradition. I just meant we should approach the nóttmal situation with more knowledge under our belts. For the sake of living through the hunt.”
“Yes, this might be best,” the warlord muttered, and I smirked at his harried nod before I hiked onward.
The two of us turned into a denser part of the forest where the ground shifted to a steeper grade, and while the notion of the nóttmal had sobered me with regards to the land here, I was relieved to hear we had little else to worry about. One vicious species of predator was better than twenty hungry ones, and luckily, this meant the majority of the prey out here could be ours.
“You said you’ve eaten eldradyr as a child,” I led as I climbed up the wooded incline. “Has Dalir not always relied on the moorlin hawks for hunting?”
“No, our elders were not always led in this way,” Anakol answered. “The former chieftain earned his place thirteen years ago when he killed his father in his sleep, but he has carried on his legacy in a similar way. The western grounds have been forbidden to the clansmen for decades, but the food allowed to us was better once. My forebears hunted for themselves in the eastern grounds, and I remember doing so with them as a child, but not for a long time since then.”
I furrowed my brow. “Where are the children of the village? I haven’t seen any around.”
Anakol didn’t answer at first, and he busied himself with stepping around the thick shrubs to follow my path.
“I know what you mean to say, my chief,” the braided man finally replied in a low voice. “I assure you, we are not proud, but only the chieftain may make such a decision. We had no say in the matter, so Illska and Svelgard were given the last of them to expand our territory. One extra mile to the north and south.”
I stopped and turned around. “Your chieftain traded everyone’s kids for two miles of land?”
“As I said, we are not proud,” Anakol reiterated, and he kept his expression unreadable as he held my gaze. “Dalir has had leaders before who would never yield to such terms.”
“Why would Illska and Svelgard even want another clan’s kids?” I clarified.
“Same reason as always,” the braided man replied. “Anything is easier than forcing hostages to submit. A warrior’s pride in their clan is too strong to be shaken, but the young can be molded.”
I shook my head. “How old were they?”
“All ages, my chief.” Anakol shrugged. “Some were babies, others as old as ten. I was in my twentieth year when the last trade was made, but we no longer bear children if we can help it. Children are not safe in Dalir, and earning a woman is not as tempting as it once was. Very few choose to claim wives anymore.”
I cocked an eyebrow, but the warlord brushed past me to continue up the hill we were climbing, and I had a feeling I could guess where this was going. Still, I wanted to be certain I had all the facts straight now that I was the chieftain, and I took note of the wild garlic I saw growing beneath the shrubs before I quickened my pace to catch up with Anakol.
“Why not claim a wife?” I asked the man’s back. “You chose one, didn’t you?”
Anakol snorted at the question. “All wives of Dalir belong to the chieftain more than their husbands. I mean no disrespect, my chief, but I would not have claimed Thyrri if I knew the former chieftain would kill his father a week later. She deserved better.”
I raised my eyebrows as my suspicion was confirmed, but I tried to decide how I should respond before I said anything else.
I rarely found myself in a position of power back in Alaska, and the few times I had been for work, full reign over every married woman around me had never been on the table. Now that it was, the concept didn’t really appeal to me, especially after I’d seen the look on Anakol’s face the night his chieftain took Thyrri from him.
Again.
It sounded like this guy and his woman had put up with a hell of a lot, and I couldn’t imagine doing something like that to my own clansmen. They might have been part-time cannibal raiders, but they’d given me their loyalty and placed their livelihoods in my hands, and taking advantage of my title was the last thing I wanted to do.
Plus… it was impossible to entertain the idea of fucking the weathered women in my village when someone as sexy as Eir was prowling around with a bow in hand. I appreciated women like Thyrri and Igrid, but at the moment, I didn’t want them in the slightest.
Either way, I figured I probably had some alterations to make where Dalir’s codes were concerned, and this could end up being a good move for the sake of morale. Just because I didn’t want any of the warrior women in Dalir didn’t mean my clansmen shouldn’t get to have them, and the thought of them all avoiding sex for years on end was enough to make me miserable by proxy.
After seeing what kind of leader the previous chieftain was though, I could definitely understand their trepidation. If I knew getting a woman meant she’d have to put up with that asshole, I’d prefer to spare her, too.
Unfortunately, I didn’t get a chance to reopen the topic with Anakol because when I raised my sights up from the ground to address him, a glimpse of brown crossing through the trees caught my eye.
Then I quickly grabbed the braided warrior’s arm to stop him in his tracks, and when Anakol went rigid and locked eyes with me, I pointed to the set of antlers some seventy yards ahead of us. They were as full as a moose’s antlers without any velvet on them, and as we watched in silence, the creature emerged from behind a vine-covered trunk.
The eldradyr was built similarly to the black-tails I was used to, but its dense brown fur was much thicker than any I’d seen on a deer before. It filled out the shoulders and hindquarters to make the beast seem at least thirty pounds meatier than it probably was, but I could tell it would be enough to feed the whole clan for two nights if we utilized every scrap of it.
At the moment, I could only watch as the creature moved through the forest, because the dappled sunlight actually glistened on the gold flecks dotting its back. I’d never seen fur shimmer like this, but the way the deep-brown gleamed with patches of gold made it impossible not to admire the sight of the beast. Between the broad antlers and its strange, dense hide, the eldradyr looked more noble than any of the other creatures I’d come across in the Red Forest, and a sense of pride settled in my chest as I realized these were my own fauna now.
I didn’t know how many populated this area, but if they were within my territory, they belonged to Dalir.
I glanced sidelong at Anakol, and his own pride in the beast was clear while his dark eyes trailed the eldradyr’s steadfast stride. But I didn’t sit around staring at the deer for long before I nudged the warlord beside me and motioned toward the spear on his back.
“We hunt now?” Anakol whispered in confusion. “I thought we were only scouting today.”
I gestured for the man to lower his voice even more, and I did the same while I pulled him behind a tree and gauged the gentle breeze in the forest.
“The lard we need is on that deer, and you should never let an opportunity like this slip by,” I breathed after a moment. “We’ve got a clear broadside shot if we handle this right. Wind’s coming from the north, so we’re downwind, too. Cross to the west and stay downwind of him and out of sight. I’ll circle around his back to close him in. This one’s yours, so get up as close as you can without spooking him. Stop around thirty feet.”
“Me?” Anakol mouthed as he looked at me like I must be drunk.
I nodded. “If you can kill a man with a spear, you can kill a deer, and I don’t doubt you’ve killed a few warriors with these things.”
“Of course, I have,” the braided man muttered. “Hundreds.”
“Good, how’s your aim?”
“With thirty feet, I can pierce the socket of a warrior’s eye easily,” the man answered, and I blinked at him before I managed another nod.
“Okay, you’ll be fine,” I decided. “Aim for the spine directly behind the base of its skull.”
I didn’t wait for him to respond as I noiselessly crept around the trunk, and I ducked low among the shrubs while I kept a close watch on the eldradyr through the trees. The beast had stopped and swiveled its ears in our direction, but it didn’t seem to have a visual on me as I came within fifteen yards of its hindquarters. Then I continued north as I circled it to the east, and I paused when its right ear swiveled in my direction.
The eldradyr remained like a statue with sunlight glinting off its golden back, and I could tell by its posture that it knew exactly where I was. I didn’t move a muscle as I felt the wind sifting against the side of my face, and I scanned the forest beyond the deer for any sign of Anakol.
I couldn’t see the man anywhere, and no twigs seemed to be snapping under his boots, but at first, I worried the beast would bolt before he ever made it within striking distance. After a while, I started to wonder if he’d taken my directions at all after I left him farther south, but I had a decent opening from my own spot.
The eldradyr lost interest in me as the minutes ticked by, and the ears were no longer directed toward me at all. The beast even dipped its head to nibble on a patch of grass, so I silently pulled my spear from my back and prepared to strike, but just as the deer raised its head again, Anakol’s dark eyes shifted into view in the shrubs beyond it.
The braided man had gotten himself within twenty feet of the eldradyr’s left side without it noticing him at all, and my eyes went wide as I realized my warlord was just about as stealthy as Eir.
Well, almost as stealthy.
As soon as Anakol shot up from his cover, the deer jumped forward from the shock of his war cry. Then the warrior’s spear flew straight over the bolting deer’s back, but before the braided man even finished his first curse, my own spear impaled the eldradyr directly at the back of its neck.
It dropped to the forest floor mid-leap a second later.
The braided man did a double-take as a huge grin came to his face, and I chuckled while I pushed through the shrubs to reach the deer as quickly as possible.
“Help me drag it around,” I ordered as I tore my spear from the beast. “We need the head facing down that hill you came up.”
“Yes, my chief,” Anakol briskly replied.
The two of us hauled the deer fifteen feet around, and even though I was glad to find it was about two hundred and fifty pounds, I was not looking forward to lugging this guy back to the village.
“See this hollow space where the shoulder meets the throat?” I asked, and I pulled out my hunting knife as the warlord nodded. “Bleed anything you drop from there and let it run downhill first thing. If you have to, pump the chest to get more of it out. You want as little blood as possible in the tissue to help it keep.”
As soon as I finished cutting out a hole in the chest cavity, I stood up and let the blood seep out, and I found Anakol still grinning as he looked down on the felled beast.
“Better go find your spear,” I reminded him.
“Yes, but this was good!” the warlord admired. “This was easy!”
“This was lucky,” I corrected. “Very lucky. We could’ve sat out here all day and not had any of these deer stroll by. The wind helped us out a lot too, but next time, I want you to use as much stealth in your kill shot as you did stalking. The shock factor might work for enemies, but it’ll cost you your dinner with a deer. If you had struck it in the wrong spot just now, the thing would’ve only been wounded and left staggering around in an excruciating amount of pain for days before it died a wasted death somewhere.”
“Okay, but this was still good,” Anakol countered as his grin remained in place, and I chuckled back. “Why did you insist on the neck? The heart would have been an easier target, yes?”
“It would have,” I agreed, “and normally, I’d advise it, but at the moment, we need to try and keep as much of the vital organs intact as we can. Unfortunately, the opening I had from my angle cost us the brain, but the heart, liver, and kidneys are all unmarred. Now we’re in a time crunch, so find us a sturdy branch that can support its weight. We’ll hog-tie him, book it back to the village, and start on butchering first thing to get him cooled down.”
“What is to hog-tie and book it?” the warlord checked.
“Oh, uh… I’ll show you the hog-tying once he’s bled out,” I assured the man. “Book it just means we’re getting there as quickly as possible. It’s a chilly day, but not cold enough for me to like leaving these organs inside for too long.”
“Yes, my chief,” Anakol agreed, and the warrior promptly headed into the trees to grab his spear.
Within twenty minutes, we finished tying the eldradyr by its hooves to the branch Anakol found, and it turned out he didn’t need any explanation once I showed him the general idea. The Farthegns commonly used this method for transporting hostages of other clans who were caught trespassing, and since these situations usually occurred under pressure, the warlord got the front end tethered in no time at all with the head locked in place as well.
Then Anakol let out several guttural grunts as we wrestled to get the branch hoisted between us on our shoulders. He didn’t drag his feet at all while I led the way to the village as directly as possible, and at this point, I was more than grateful my back wasn’t in as bad of shape today. I could tell Anakol was buzzing on the adrenaline of the hunt for most of the way back, and despite the healing wound in his right hip, he didn’t limp or stagger at all. He even chuckled a few times like the sight of the dead deer between us was the highlight of his week.
In all likelihood, it probably was.
I was mostly too focused on getting through the woods and over the shallower streams to enjoy the success, and finding my clansmen halfway done with the nearest fishing weirs was a welcome sight, but the looks on their faces when they saw our kill was priceless. Whatever Anakol hollered in his language made several of them cheer and rush into the stream to help us ease the beast across the deeper waters, and I chuckled at the splashing and slipping that took place on account of their eagerness.
“Remove the tethering and brace him on your backs,” I instructed. “Let’s keep him up out of the water as much as possible and bring him straight to the central clearing.”
It took four warriors plus Anakol to get the deer across, but within forty minutes of spearing the beast, we arrived in the central clearing. The sight of our wares drew the attention of everyone who’d been constructing tables and benches, and they all gaped and laughed as they gathered around, so I guessed the previous warlords had never done their field dressing among the clan.
I didn’t waste as much time with their congratulations as Anakol did, but I could tell by how many claps to the back I got that the braided man wasn’t claiming the success as his own. I left him to enjoy the glory in my stead as he prattled on and on in his language about the hunt and the western grounds, and I got a group of clansmen together to fetch a bucket of water and every tub they could.
By the time the clansmen returned, I already had my boots braced on the deer’s hind legs with my first three cuts done and the waste tossed aside, but as I dragged my knife up the belly and to the breastbone, my peripherals noticed another group closing in from my right side.
I glanced over to see five weathered warrior women staring at the carcass, and I recognized the looks on their faces.
The women’s tiny smiles and intent gazes reminded me of when I was five watching my grandfather field dress a moose for the first time. Not even the excitement of the other clansmen distracted them. They only had eyes for the incision I was halfway through making.
As unexpected as their intrigue was, I gladly straightened up at the sight of the rugged women.
“Wanna help?” I offered. “It’s a bit messy, but--”
“Yes, my chief,” the women blurted out as they rushed forward, and I raised my brow when all of them drew daggers from their belts at once.
None of the blades were as sharp as I would have liked, but I made a mental note of this issue for now, and I shifted aside so they had room to gather around.
“You ladies skin the rodents you eat?” I checked.
“Yes, and we can gut them swiftly, my chief,” one of them panted while she eagerly dropped to her knees.
“Well, hold on, then,” I chuckled. “We’re doing things a bit differently with this guy, and we’ve gotta move fast, so pay attention. This tub over here is for fat to render lard. You’re gonna cut all the fat you can get off the muscles, but not the harder fat you find in the body cavity with the intestines and organs. If you want to save the harder fat for soap or candles, be my guest. The next tub is where the meat’s going, and let’s debone it all and put the bones in the third tub for broth. I need the heart, liver, and kidneys kept intact and put in the last bin, and anything we’re not keeping can go in the scrap pile I started over there. Now, I’ll skin him down to keep the hide neat for the tanner, but you can all start harvesting the organs, and…”
I trailed off as I heard Thyrri hollering down the lane, and when I turned around, she was out of breath and crashing into Anakol. I didn’t understand a word she said while she clung to her husband’s leather armor, but the surrounding clansmen went silent at her news.
Every eye was wide-open as the clan seemed to collectively hold their breaths.
Then the braided man shoved through the frozen crowd to sprint into the lanes.
“What is it?” I asked as I came over, and Thyrri worked to catch her breath.
“It’s Bragi, my chief,” the woman panted. “The brother of my husband. He’s awoken at last.”








Chapter 16
I didn’t head straight for Anakol’s hut, but I sent the healer back with Thyrri while I finished field dressing the eldradyr as quickly as possible.
I’d never had Farthegn women on hand to help me with this process before, and I was pleasantly surprised by their tenacity. All five of them had deer blood up to their elbows in no time as they quartered and deboned the carcass, and they knelt around me with enraptured grins while I scooped out the brains for the tanner to use and explained the uses for ground up teeth.
Their enthusiasm for axing the larger bones into five-inch chunks brought a grin to my own face, but I noticed every onlooking woman kept rubbernecking our progress like they couldn’t wait until it was their turn to help. They fidgeted with their knotted braids and inched closer every few minutes, and whenever I looked over, the rugged warrior women in the clearing would send me quick and shameless smiles.
By the time we finished handling the beast, I decided I had some pretty badass butcher women under my care, but I still didn’t want to sleep with any of them.
I wanted to arm them all with spears and sharper knives so they could get their bloody asses out into the woods and hunt me some boars.
Lots and lots of boars.
“Alright, ladies, you did good,” I decided as I stood up and considered the bloody mess we’d left behind. “Let’s get the hide over to the tanner and salt the whole batch of meat like I taught you so we can get it into my cellar to cool. We’ll grill half of this tonight, and let the rest cure for the week, but remember what I said about this fat.”
“Do not let the water boil,” one of the women recalled while she washed her dagger off. “Keep the fire low and stir the mixture until the cracklings on the top sink.”
“Exactly, but you’ve gotta cut these fatty scraps into cubes first,” I reiterated. “You can use some linen to strain it all once it’s done melting down, and the lard that’s left will have to cool in the cellar overnight. Half of the bones are going to the slave houses, and we need to get the rest boiling at the pit for broth. I’ll have the night guard feed the fire tonight so it can keep cooking for a full day before we store it in the jugs.”
“What of the organs, my chief?” another warrior asked.
“This batch is going to the amputee,” I replied, and a couple of the women slumped with disappointment as they eyed the deer’s heart. “Throw about five chunks of bone in with them, and a backstrap as well. Then bring some onions, salt, and greens to Anakol’s hut once you’re finished up out here.”
“Yes, my chief,” the bloody women agreed.
“Tomorrow, you’re all going to be in my hunting party,” I added.
“Us?” a warrior gasped. “But we are not warlords, my chief.”
“Maybe not, but you know your way around a beast, and you don’t bitch about the process,” I pointed out. “You’re hunters now. We leave at dawn. Bring spears or bows, whichever you prefer.”
“Dalir do not use bows,” another woman said. “They are not of great use to us.”
“Not true,” I countered, “but we’ll address that later on. For now, get this deer handled. I need to check on the amputee.”
The five warriors set to work right away as I washed my hands and knife in the bucket of water, and then I hauled the tub of organs and bones up before I made my way along the nearest footpath.
Most of the clansmen had dispersed by now to get back to their assigned tasks, but the few I passed thanked me several times over for the eldradyr I’d brought in. After this happened a dozen times, I realized it wasn’t really protocol for the chieftain to hunt for the clan, but there was no way in hell I’d be adhering to that particular code.
I didn’t fall off a fucking cliff, lose my truck, and kill a bunch of Farthegns just to give up the sport I loved most.
Besides, shouldn’t a ruler take care of his people?
I made a point of accepting the clan’s gratitude, and I hoped this would help them catch on that my hunting habits were a regular fixture around here.
The clansmen were quick to point me in the right direction to Anakol’s hut, and a couple of minutes north of my private quarters, I found myself standing outside a triangular hut that looked exactly like all the rest around it. Then I bumped my boot against the door since my hands were full, and when it opened, Thyrri immediately welcomed me in.
I headed straight for the old healer and the fireplace she sat beside first, but I glanced toward the injured warrior who was laid out on a bed of pelts along the way.
Anakol’s brother had his head propped up on a bundle of fur while his long brown dreadlocks hung down across his chest, and I was relieved to see his amputated leg was freshly wrapped. He looked much paler than the braided man beside him, and his eyes could only open halfway while he mumbled to his brother. His voice was raspy with dehydration too, but he still had a tired grin on his cracked lips, and he managed a light chuckle in response to something Anakol said.
The braided man was kneeling close to his side and speaking in a low voice, but he shot to his feet when he saw me passing by. Then Anakol gestured toward me while he continued speaking in his own language to his brother, and I offered a nod to the pair as I set the tub on the floor near the healer.
The hut was half as large as my own with minimal furnishings, but it was of a similar design and a little homier. Dozens of woven baskets and woolen blankets were stored along the walls and under the tables, and Thyrri and Anakol had a more impressive rack of weapons than I did so far. Only hatchets and axes were mounted there, along with a few dull daggers, but while my cabinet had nothing but a couple combs on it, the two warlords had silver trinkets and other valuable findings piled all over theirs.
Thyrri had frantically begun straightening the baskets near the fireplace, but I didn’t give a shit how tidy my warriors kept their homes, and I beckoned for her to come over to me instead.
“Thyrri, we need to get a stew started with all this,” I told the woman as I gestured toward the tub of organs, and my healer looked up from the vial of tonic she was sealing. “Do you have a cauldron around?”
“I do, my chief,” Thyrri assured me.
“Perfect, why don’t you get it filled with water, and then I’ll show you what to do with these organs,” I continued. “You’ll want to keep this stew constantly warmed, and just leave the bones in the bottom. The longer they’re in there, the more nutrients you’ll get out of them, but he needs to eat a good mix of everything else we add as many times a day as he can eat.”
Thyrri frowned a little. “But we should not waste so much food on one man.”
“It’s not a waste, it’s a necessity,” I informed the woman. “I’ll make sure the hunters bring in plenty more, but he’s lost too much blood. This stew will help him regain his strength and replenish the iron he’s lost.”
“Iron?” Thyrri asked as she blinked in utter confusion. “We use steel in our swords, my chief.”
“Not that kind of iron,” I chuckled. “Just bring the water.”
The woman promptly obeyed and began digging around under the table to find her cauldron, and I turned to the healer.
She had buttery-yellow eyes after her morning soak in the sun, and her pale skin didn’t look quite so papery today.
“How is he doing?” I asked the healer as I glanced toward the amputee.
The man was listening intently to his brother’s words, and based on the hand gestures, I guessed Anakol was detailing the amputation we’d performed two days ago. Then his brother reached up to nudge the medallion in his long braid, and a glint of pride came to his drooping eyes when Anakol tried to shrug the promotion off.
“His wound is healing well, and his spirit is strong,” the old elf reported. “He will recover if tended to carefully, but it will take time.”
“Good,” I muttered. “What can you add to this stew to help him along?”
“Plenty,” the healer answered, and she pulled a woolen satchel closer to her. “I have brought a few things.”
I nodded. “I’ll come by to check on him regularly, but make this man your primary concern for the time being. I want you here as often as necessary until his strength is restored.”
The old elf bowed her cloaked head, and I made my way toward the bed of pelts. Anakol immediately shot to his feet once more, and his brother strained to sit up, but I waved him back as I crouched down beside him.
“I’m glad to see you’re doing better,” I told the pale warrior. “I’m the new chieftain. Aaron Briggs.”
“Bragi,” the man rasped, and he offered a hand.
Despite how bad of shape he was in, the warrior shook my hand firmly and offered a grateful grin, and I was surprised to see how friendly his expression was. Unlike Anakol, Bragi’s eyes were a warmer hue of brown with laugh lines around them, and he kept his face clean shaven, whereas Anakol maintained a well-trimmed bit of scruff along his jawline.
“I hear you have honored my brother with the title of a warlord,” Bragi said in a tired drawl.
“I did,” I confirmed. “Thyrri, as well.”
“You have good sense,” Bragi chuckled, but the effort made his smile fade a bit.
“Don’t waste your energy on me,” I suggested. “I only came to make sure you have everything you need here.”
“I must thank you, my chief, for sparing me,” Bragi persisted. “Others would have slain me for my weakness. I will strive to be of use and not become a burden to the clan. I swear this to you.”
“I know you will,” I replied, “but don’t worry about any of that right now. Focus on recovering, and then we’ll find some work for you. There’s a lot that needs to be done around here.”
“A clansmen’s work,” Anakol added as his dark eyes locked on mine. “Bragi is a respected warrior of Dalir. None of us would have escaped the raid if not for him. He is no slave.”
“Anakol, be easy,” Bragi rasped. “I will do anything I can, my brother. I do not mind what it is.”
“You will not be made a slave,” Anakol argued firmly. “You have proven time and time again where your loyalty lies, and such debasing treatment is out of the question. My chief, I assure you Bragi is--”
“He won’t be a slave,” I interrupted. “I didn’t save him just to send him to the longhouses. Strong men can do plenty with less than he has now. Like I said, though, this isn’t what you should be worrying about. Bragi has a long way to go in recovering. Once he’s able to get up again, we’ll talk about what he can do for his clan, but until then, my only concern is that he gets his strength back.”
Anakol nodded at once. “Thank you, my chief.”
“Now, is there anything else you need?” I asked Bragi.
“My brother tells me you have allowed the clansmen to taste ale,” the man admitted, and when Anakol began scolding him in their language, his grin widened a little.
“This is true,” I chuckled. “Normally, I’d say ale won’t do anything to help your situation, but you’ve come out of a pretty rough patch, and that’s worth celebrating. One cup of ale a day. I’ll send some over this evening.”
Bragi sighed through his tired smile, and he placed his palm against his chest. “Thank you, my chief. You are a good man.”
I smirked in acknowledgment, but then Thyrri gently tapped my shoulder.
“The water is heating,” the woman murmured.
“Great, I’ll show you what to do,” I told her, and I left the two brothers to join Thyrri and the healer near the fireplace.
Thyrri had set out an old cutting board on the stone hearth for me, and I knelt down with the warlord beside me to show her how to carefully cut the connective tissue lining from around the heart. Then I had her trim the blood vessels and remaining connective tissues herself, and once Thyrri was ready to peel the thin film off the liver, I started dicing up the kidneys. The woman had a somewhat disturbed look on her face as she started cutting the slippery meat, and I grinned while I nudged her with my elbow.
“You can scramble a man’s eyeball for him, but this is gross?”
“I don’t have to touch the eyeball afterward,” Thyrri chuckled with some embarrassment. “You have eaten this smelly stuff?”
“When I can transport it safely, yes.” I shrugged. “One of the healthiest cuts you can get off an animal is their liver.”
Thyrri made a face to show her opinion, and I snickered while I started cutting up the backstrap.
I was tempted to point out that I’d at least never eaten a human before, but this seemed like poor form given the conditions Dalir had been living under, so I just smirked to myself while the warrior woman quickly cut through the slippery meat to be done with it.
The heart she had no trouble with at all, and the old elf nodded in approval while we worked. She deftly plucked the leaves from a bundle of differing sprigs too, and whatever she added to the stew smelled like smoky oregano with a bite like pepper.
“Are you feeling better today?” I asked Thyrri as I dropped some chunks of meat into the cauldron. “I heard your sword wounds were giving you trouble.”
“They are much better, thank you,” the warlord woman answered. “It seems our healer has improved greatly since your arrival.”
“She has,” I agreed, and I sent the healer an appreciative nod. “My own injuries haven’t given me trouble at all today.”
“But what of your chest?” Thyrri inquired.
A knock came at the door before I could respond, and when Thyrri motioned to her husband with her dirty hands, Anakol got up to open it. Then two of the female warriors I’d butchered the deer with came in, and they had bundles of greens and onions in their arms, along with a pouch I assumed had salt in it.
The women beelined for Bragi the moment they entered, and the injured warrior chuckled at their toothy smiles while they rumpled his dreadlocks good-naturedly. The group exchanged a few enthusiastic words, and to look at them, it seemed like they were old friends. Anakol still shook his head at the women’s teasing, but he let them carry on for a few minutes before he prodded the two warriors toward the fire to deliver the food I’d ordered.
“Is this enough, my chief?” a woman warrior asked.
“Yeah, could you cut it all up for us? It’s going into this cauldron.”
“Of course,” they both replied, and I moved over so we could all fit near the fireplace.
“My chief?” Thyrri led.
“Huh?”
“I asked of your larger wound,” she reminded me. “It has been tended?”
I furrowed my brow. “What are you talking about?”
“Igrid told me you have a bad cutting on your chest,” the warlord answered. “She said it looked rather painful, and that you wore no bandaging for it.”
“Oh…” I wracked my brain for an excuse or change of topic.
“Another wound, my chief?” the healer asked at once. “Let me see.”
“Yes, look at it,” Thyrri urged.
“Uhh, no, it’s fine,” I quickly assured the elf, but then I looked over to see all three warrior women watching me with concerned frowns on their faces.
I started cutting the last of the backstrap faster.
“A chieftain must not go untended,” one of them pressed.
“Igrid said the wound is quite large and distinct,” Thyrri added. “You are certain you do not need a poultice?”
“I have some with me now,” the old healer announced.
“I don’t need any poultice,” I said with a shake of my head. “I actually have to get on with the rest of my day, so why don’t you all finish the stew? Make sure it simmers for at least two hours before you give Bragi his first helping.”
“But, my chief--” Thyrri tried, and I got up to rinse my hands off before she could continue.
I could still feel her worried eyes burning a hole through my skull, but the second I turned back around, it was Anakol’s dark eyes that caught my attention. His gaze had been flicking between me and his wife, but then he abruptly looked away.
I just shook Bragi’s hand once more and headed for the entrance of the hut, and Anakol led me out into the dirt lane.
“Make sure Thyrri’s serving Bragi as much stew as he can stomach for the next few days,” I told the warlord outside. “There’s no shortage of what went into it, so as soon as you’ve run out, let me know. We’ll bring another deer in.”
“Yes, my chief,” Anakol muttered, but before I walked off, I considered the rigid set of the warlord’s shoulders.
His gaze was hardened, and his jaw was set firm while he stood directly between me and his home, and I sighed as I recognized the protective stance.
“Anakol, I’m not gonna fuck your wife,” I informed the man, and his dark eyes narrowed a little. “I know you don’t really have a reason to take my word for that, but for the sake of moving past this, I thought I’d address the issue outright. Leading this clan effectively is my main priority right now, and I don’t believe taking advantage of my position is a good way to go about it. Especially where my warlords are concerned. Not only do I respect both you and your wife, but I owe you two a great deal, so I just want to make it clear I have no interest in Thyrri beyond her strength and skills.”
The warlord studied me in silence for a moment. I figured he’d keep glaring at me regardless of what I said, so I moved to head down the lane, but when the warlord finally responded, he spoke more earnestly than he had since I met him.
“I have many reasons to take your word, my chief,” Anakol sighed, “and I am grateful. You have done more for my brother than the last chieftain did for our entire clan, and that is to say nothing of all you have done for the rest of us in so short a time. I have meant no disrespect to you, and I hope you can forgive my anger. I have… I have not felt at ease in many years.”
“I can tell,” I replied. “But protocol’s changing around here, and you’re in a position of greater power now. I need you clear headed and focused on improving Dalir’s circumstances, not tracking every exchange I have with Thyrri.”
A grin twitched at the corner of the braided man’s mouth, and he dropped his gaze as a chuckle escaped him. “Yes, my chief. I would prefer this as well.”
“Then we’re on the same page,” I decided. “Go spend time with your brother.”
Anakol bowed his head in appreciation, and as he returned inside, I could hear the warrior women already joking with Bragi again. I grinned a bit while I headed back to the central clearing, but my relief over the recovered clansman didn’t outweigh the sinking feeling in my gut.
Because I really didn’t need my entire clan finding out about the angry mark carved into my chest.
Things had only just begun to improve, and the fact was, I had no idea what the scarring signified. The fear in Igrid’s eyes when she saw the mark didn’t bode well, and the other women’s immediate concern would only lead to more of them prying about it.
Personally, I’d been content to ignore the mark on my chest entirely.
It hadn’t burned in days, and I couldn’t even be sure if the scarring was the source of the strange heat I felt the night I killed Dalir’s chieftain. I could have misinterpreted everything in the adrenaline of the moment, but if the mark was behind it all, I honestly didn’t want to think what this could mean.
To make my lack of intentions more obvious, I steered clear of Igrid and the other women from Anakol’s hut for the rest of the day, and I occupied myself with helping the clansmen render lard, complete the weirs, and saw wood for the benches. Then I checked in with Brokkr and stored the food brought in by the slaves, and by night, three quarters of the southern wall had been completed.
My clansmen all gathered for our evening meal with exhausted muscles and ravenous appetites, but after a feast of venison and plenty of ale, we all turned in for the night.
Then I woke up and did it all again.
The next few days went by in a blur, and I had my hands full dishing out orders and keeping tabs on the balance of resources Dalir continued to gain. Every morning started with an invigorating hunt in the western grounds, and the women warriors I brought with me were so honored to hunt for their clan that they absorbed each suggestion I made without deviating for a second. They were attentive, astute, and proficient enough with their spears to put half the men I’d spear hunted with to shame, and on their first day out, they successfully stalked and took down a hundred and twenty pound boar.
Then they carried, field dressed, and hung it themselves, and I was so impressed I could only chuckle and watch while they proudly gutted their first kill and showed off their bloody arms to everyone around them.
After that, the southwestern portion of Dalir became their designated hunting grounds, and I started sending the band of five women out alone while I trained the next batch of huntresses.
I visited Bragi each day to make sure he was eating and getting his ale, and the light-hearted warrior seemed to always be in a good mood. He asked about the upgrades every time I stopped in and was quick to point out any tasks I mentioned that he’d be happy to do. His brother was much more relaxed and kept busy overseeing the construction of the walls for me most days, and Thyrri volunteered to craft longbows for the hunters since none of the slaves knew how to make them.
The slaves spent most of their time foraging and cooking for the clansmen, and with food in abundance, and a solid harvesting system in place, the clan began to trust this would become the norm. The anger toward the slaves abated quite a lot, but the improved performance from the healer and the blacksmith seemed to have the greatest impact on the hostility in Dalir.
Every injury was swiftly tended to by the old elf and her assistants, and I was pleased to see her gaining more color with each passing day. Her eyes actually glowed in a brilliant shade of yellow while her papery skin tightened a bit, and every wound she mended healed at a more accelerated rate as her powers grew. By my fifth day in her care, only surface wounds remained of my injuries, and the splits in Brokkr’s cheek, brow, and lips were gone within a day.
The blacksmith wasn’t getting his ass kicked regularly anymore, either, and he worked from sunup to well past sundown to complete six tomahawk heads a day. This was pretty impressive in its own right, but given how exhausted he always looked, I was doubly satisfied with his performance.
So, I increased his rations even beyond what the slaves were getting now.
Seeing his work only made me restless to forge something again though, and I found myself stopping by to “check” on his progress way more often than necessary. The smell of heated steel in the chilly air just reminded me of home, and when I couldn’t resist anymore, I started setting up shop there in the evenings to forge a couple of tomahawks before dinner.
Brokkr was quick to warn me I was treading on thin ice with this decision, but I ignored him because there really wasn’t anything that could compare to hammering the fuck out of some red-hot steel.
Plus, I had every intention of altering the blacksmith’s status in Dalir anyways. If a full-fledged clansman would be working the forges soon, then a chieftain could damn well do as much, too.
At least, this was my stance on the matter, but after one evening of me working in the shop with Brokkr, tension among the clansmen suddenly spiked.
Suspicious glances and low mutterings in their own language picked up in a matter of hours, and they behaved as if I’d outed myself as a slave just by hammering a few lumps of steel. My warlords were clearly torn about how to take this development, but they settled for being more reserved with me, and after only two days of this, even the fire in my hut wasn’t lit for me anymore.
That’s when I decided to take a different approach.
I stopped off at the tannery the next afternoon, and the toothless Farthegn in charge of the place turned out to be a pretty interesting guy named Orn. The two of us got to talking about his preference for using beeswax to soften the hides, and when I casually strung up some flesh to work on, the conversation continued for another three hours. We talked about improvements he wanted to make to his setup and the pelts he’d like to see the hunters bring in more of, and I made sure plenty of clansmen saw me working through the entire exchange.
Then I led the hunting parties to bring in four boars in two days, and I taught them about the perks of adding honey to their salt cures while a small crowd of bystanders inched closer to learn a bit. Around the time the warriors found me designing atlatls for the slave carpenters to carve out, they began singing a different tune, but the walk-in smokehouse I built to accommodate our wealth of fish turned the tides entirely in my favor.
I still upped the ante to be certain the clansmen wouldn’t waver again, and giving every warrior access to the hot springs I discovered in our northwest grounds solidified their faith in my leadership once and for all.
About an hour’s hike from the village, dozens of pools of varying sizes filled the Red Forest with steam while deep-green moss overran the rocky terrain, and more than half of the hot springs weren’t too hot to swim in. This meant the Farthegns of Dalir were able to improve their hygiene for the first time in who knew how long, and the slaves rendered extra soap for us all by combining lard, lye, and several herbs the healer recommended.
After that, I had no less than five warriors around wherever I worked, and I answered all their questions as their curiosity grew. The science behind the increased speed of the atlatl brought deadly grins to their faces, but my description of a compound bow’s pulley system left them staring in wonderment. Everyone was eager to get a look at the custom design Brokkr and I came up with for his first batch of real swords too, and my clansmen seemed to genuinely value the fact their chieftain had many skills to offer now.
By my seventh day in Dalir, I could hunt in the morning, explore my grounds, and forge tomahawks all afternoon, and in the evening, I drank among my clansmen while the slaves served grilled boar with a side of flatbread and vegetable stew.
The southern wall was completed days earlier, and two bridges spanned the rivers while the outer walls were well underway, and we finally had enough fish in our weirs to eat three meals a day instead of two.
Still, despite how settled I was among my warriors, there was one drawback to all of these improvements.
My clansmen not only accepted me, but enjoyed my company, and they naturally started asking more and more questions about me specifically. I was fine with explaining hunting tactics or how to use intestines to make cording, but dodging their more personal inquiries about where I’d come from became acrobatic.
I knew I needed to come up with something I could tell my clan with regards to my background, so I did the only thing I could think of to find an immediate solution.
I found a confidant.








Chapter 17
The warriors had all settled into their huts for the night, and I made sure Anakol saw me head inside as well before I waited several hours more. Then I snuck through the torchlit lanes and woke up the blacksmith, but I knew Brokkr would never turn down a drink, let alone two, so he gladly took the ale and offered me a stool by his worktable.
Only the dim glow of the last embers in the forge illuminated the shop interior, and I made sure to keep my voice as low as possible while the two of us sat in the back shadows.
“But you’re saying the regions beyond the Red Forest are inhabited?” I asked some ten minutes into our geographic conversation.
Brokkr kept his brow deeply furrowed while he clutched a horn of ale in each hand, and he sent a quick glance toward the deserted clearing outside.
“Aye, obviously,” he muttered. “Seeing as that’s where ye’ claim to be from…”
“I thought we agreed you’d enter into this conversation with an open mind,” I reminded the blacksmith.
“Yeah, I’m just getting concerned, is all,” Brokkr chuckled. “You clearly don’t know a thing about the Farthegns, and that’s strange enough, but not too bad. Now, you’re talkin’ like ye’ don’t know up from down.”
I drank some of my ale rather than respond, and the blacksmith silently considered me for a moment.
“But… you’re the chieftain,” Brokkr eventually reasoned. “I s’pose it’s not a slave’s business to have an opinion one way or the other.”
“I’m not asking you as a slave,” I informed the man. “I’m asking you as a friend, so please, just do me this favor and answer some questions. If I go around asking the clansmen this kind of shit, it’ll only get me into trouble with them.”
Brokkr nodded blankly, and it took me about three seconds of reading his expression to realize he didn’t have many people who considered him a friend. The statement left him dumbfounded for a full minute, but then he cleared his throat and straightened up a bit.
“Yeah, alright,” the blacksmith said. “What do you want to know?”
“Do the other regions operate similarly to the Farthegns?” I began. “Do they have territory disputes? Slaves? Chieftains? Do Farthegns live there, too?”
“Couldn’t say for sure,” Brokkr admitted. “Born a slave, raised a slave, and all that. The others say that’s where we’re all from, though. The elves, the dwarves, beast-people, sorcerers… all of us. Come from our own homelands and stolen to serve the Farthegns. This lot looks down on anyone who’s not of their own clan, and doubly so where the rest of the world’s concerned. Never heard of a slave who was brought to the Red Forest and escaped the place, either.”
I nodded. “Then how pissed off would the clansmen get if I just say I’m from one of those regions?”
“What, pick one out of a hat?” Brokkr chortled into one of his drinks.
“Sure,” I said with a shrug.
“Oookay,” the blacksmith muttered, and he lowered his ale again. “I realize you’re not here to bare your soul or nothin’, but you’re gonna have to give me some semblance of the truth. Otherwise, I can’t do much about finding an effective lie for ye’.”
“Fair enough,” I allowed before I took a long swig. “What I told you before is some semblance of the truth. I wasn’t brought up as a slave, and I’ve never met one until I ran into you. I worked and earned an honest living before I came here, and I’ve lived in the northern mountains my whole life. Unfortunately, I don’t know where my home is compared to where I’m at. I ended up in the Red Forest… unexpectedly. I was raised to know how to hold my own, so that’s what I’m doing now.”
Brokkr drank on this for a bit, and then he belched and set an empty horn on the worktable. “Welp, better tell ‘em you’re a wanderling. This is about as safe as you can get in your situation.”
“I’ve heard that term,” I said as I recalled Eir’s words outside the slave village. “What does it mean?”
“Could mean anything,” Brokkr snorted. “That’s why I’m recommending it. Just a general term for those who come from outside the forest but live apart from the others. Most are a lot older than you and rather strange… but they’re not known to have any loyalties in particular. They hail from anywhere, head their own way to wherever, and they’re all up to something different. A wanderling.”
“Hmm,” I mused. “Wanderling is kind of accurate. Well, as accurate as I can get, I guess.”
“Now, your problem is that most of the mountains north of Dalir are territory of Svelgard,” the blacksmith continued. “Pair that with your language, and it seems a lot like you’re a slave of theirs who escaped. However, as I’ve pointed out, you’ve clearly lived a healthy life, and you know too much to be a slave. The clan seems to be of the same mind lately, so it could sound plausible that you traveled all this way from the farthest reaches of the mountains. Even beyond Svelgard’s borders. The fact you never got caught and killed along the way could be considered impressive to the Farthegns if ye’ spin it right.”
“Perfect,” I decided. “Then that’s the story I’m sticking to. I’m a wanderling from the mountains in the far north, and I’m lucky I lived long enough to make it here. Simple, but effective.”
Brokkr knitted his eyebrows as I finished my second helping of ale in a few glugs, and he was still studying me when I got up off my stool.
“What?” I asked.
“Nothing,” Brokkr mumbled with a shrug. “Just… hopin’ this doesn’t all blow up in your face, that’s all.”
I nodded in understanding, but since he was handling the conversation well enough, I figured I may as well get my last confusing topic out of the way.
“While I’ve got you here,” I said and shifted to pull the fur off my shoulders. “Have you ever seen this symbol before?”
Then I showed the blacksmith the scarring on my chest, and his eyes bulged out of his head as he nearly dropped his last hornful of ale.
“Fuckin’ hell!” Brokkr blurted out.
“You know what it is?” I gasped.
“Yeah, it’s some torturous shit, that’s what! Did they do that by burning or cutting?”
“Shhh!” I hissed. “I don’t know how it was made, but have you seen the symbol before?”
“What do you mean you don’t know?” Brokkr demanded. “It’s on ye’, isn’t it?”
“Yeah, but I have no idea where it came from,” I whispered. “I just need an answer. Have you ever seen--”
“What?” the blacksmith belted, and I sighed as I swiftly covered up the mark again and checked to make sure his yelling hadn’t drawn anyone out of their huts.
“Forget it,” I suggested.
“Absolutely not,” Brokkr refused. “That is not a forgettable image. How the hell do you have a scarring that fucking brutal, and you don’t even know how it got there?”
“Hey, I’m just as confused as you,” I informed him, “but not too worried. I’ve got no way to get rid of it. I just thought I’d ask.”
“You’re damn right you’re not getting rid of it,” the blacksmith scoffed. “It’s been chiseled into you! I’ve seen lashings kinder than that! Get the healer to take a look at it, at least, yeah? It’s gotta hurt.”
“It doesn’t,” I muttered. “Not often, anyway. Sometimes it starts to burn, but that’s only when I’m about to murder someone, I think. Maybe not, though… I haven’t tested out the theory. It could’ve been a coincidence.”
Brokkr all-out gawked at the words, and I decided I’d better head out before he completely lost it.
“Look, the mark doesn’t matter at the moment,” I told him. “I’m gonna head back, but thanks for the information. I really appreciate it.”
“Uh-huh,” the blacksmith mumbled while he ruffled his hair. “Anytime, I guess.”
“Did you get the last of the tomahawks mounted to their handles?” I asked.
Brokkr snorted at the sudden change of topic, but he got up with half a grin on his face as he headed for a shelf. “Yeah, these over here are the batch we made today. Ran out of the wood I was using yesterday, what with the walls being built, so the last dozen or so are a mix. Iron handles on the longer style, and bone for the one ye’ want thrown.”
“Nice.” I turned a few of the weapons over. “We’ll distribute them as soon as I get back from hunting tomorrow morning. You’ll be getting all the credit.”
“I didn’t make all of them,” the blacksmith countered. “You’re the one who got those spikes to a lethal edge for me. Look at that one on the left. Cut ye’ just to look at it.”
“Yeah, but the clansmen already respect me,” I pointed out while I perused the next shelf of tomahawks. “You’ve more than delivered on your side of the bargain, so in a matter of days, you’ll be the first slave to become a member of Dalir. We’re easing into that now, and we need to make sure the warriors understand you’re a valuable commodity. The weapons you make will determine that. You’re ready to start on the swords tomorrow, right?”
“Yes, my chief,” Brokkr mumbled. “But are you sure about this? I’m not sayin’ I don’t appreciate the gesture, but just because you say I can join the clan don’t mean the clan will let me do it.”
“That’s actually exactly what it means,” I informed him. “I’ll expect you to act like it, too. Don’t put up with any of their shit from here on out. Keep doing your work, and if they have any issues, handle it like any clansmen would. They’ll come around eventually. The tanner’s a respected man here, and there’s no reason a blacksmith shouldn’t be as well.”
“Except he was born of Dalir, and I’m a born slave,” the blacksmith argued.
“Yeah, and I’m a wanderling from the far north,” I snorted. “Out of the three of us, only two ensured Dalir turned out for the better, and it wasn’t the fucking tanner.”
Brokkr chuckled as he shook his head. “Fair point.”
I grinned and nudged the ale in his hand, and then I headed for the back door while the blacksmith chugged his way through the entire hornful.
I only made it three steps down the lane before I tripped to a stop.
I’d never been out late enough in Dalir to see the moon above the red boughs, but now it had risen higher, and I could only stand and stare.
I’d assumed the orange glow I’d gotten used to seeing through the trees was on account of how low the moon had been in the sky, but this wasn’t the case. The moon glowed just as orange when it was high above me because it was mottled with jagged cracks that glowed like embers. I couldn’t decide if they were lava flows on the surface, or if the moon itself was breaking open, but the sight was one of the most jarring things I’d seen so far in this world.
It instilled an undeniable sense of impending doom that the moon on Earth never did, but after everything I’d seen so far of the Red Forest, it felt appropriate.
I ended up shuffling blindly toward my hut while I traced every molten river that sprawled across the deep gray surface, but as distracting as the discovery was, I didn’t miss the fact the moon was practically full.
Tomorrow marked the eighth day since Eir killed her clansman for me in Hylmrek, and if she didn’t make it here by then, she’d either changed her mind or had been caught trying to escape.
In either scenario, the green-eyed beauty would probably be claimed by Stranholf instead of by me, and I tried not to let the possibility get to me. We still had one day left, and plenty could be accomplished in only a day, even in a place like this.
Eir struck me as the kind of woman who knew this as well as I did, but I was suddenly restless just thinking about how close I might be to winning or losing her, so I glanced up at the molten moon while I let my mind go blank. Then I ducked inside my hut and didn’t let myself think about the situation for another minute.
When I woke up at dawn, I rolled out of bed and headed straight into the village, and with both groups of huntresses already prepared to leave, I led the way into the western grounds before the rest of the clan had eaten breakfast.
The four warriors who followed me north instead of south were the second batch I was training, but they’d made me proud yesterday by taking down their first eldradyr after stalking it for over two hours to get a clear opening. This morning, they moved as silent as shadows through the dense forest, and while I would’ve liked to spend a few hours on the hunt, my group ended up spearing another deer within only an hour.
Then the women bled it, tied it, and carried it home on their own, and I chuckled at the huge grins they kept sending me the whole way back. At this rate, I’d have every woman in the village surpassing the men with their hunting prowess, but none of the clansmen seemed to mind the idea.
They actually went out of their way to thank the women for providing the clan with so much, and they found a dozen useless reasons to mull around the central clearing whenever the women were field dressing their kills.
I could understand the inclination.
My warrior women didn’t look nearly so weathered after being in my care for the last week, and they held themselves more upright now that they had duties they took pride in. They were still on the wild side with deadly grins beneath the black markings on their faces, but their braids and knots were better kept, and they used freshly cleaned bones to hold it all back while they worked.
I suddenly found myself looking over scores of women I would’ve sold a kidney just to hang out with back in Alaska, and something about their blood-smattered hands and swift bladework always got my day off to a pleasant start.
My hunters were eager to do their work well too, so I didn’t have to deliver any instructions more than once, and I just stood back and grinned as they skinned, gutted, and quartered their deer. Whenever they showed off their cuts to me, I nodded my approval, but the wild women glowed with pride if I complimented their techniques, so I made sure to do that as well.
Then I led them all to my private reserves so they could get their game strung up to age, and I assigned the group to processing the organs and fat for the morning. When we were returning to the central clearing again, I let them know they’d be in charge of hunting the northwest grounds from now on, and all four women slowed to a stop with frowns on their faces.
“We must hunt without you?” one of the women asked.
“You all know what you’re doing out there,” I assured them. “I’ve been impressed with what I’m seeing. Trust me, you’ve got this.”
The hunters nodded, but their disappointment was palpable, and I couldn’t help chuckling as I realized the issue.
“There’s not much point in me going along anymore,” I explained. “You don’t need me showing you how it’s done.”
“But it is an honor to hunt beside you, my chief,” a warrior said toward her toes.
“It pleases us,” another added.
“It pleases me, too,” I admitted, and this wasn’t just flattery.
I was faced with a line of women with stoic faces, well-honed figures, and the blood of an eldradyr on their blades, and all of them had been sending me obliging looks while they field dressed their kill today. If I didn’t have Eir’s flawless body and mesmerizing eyes in the back of my mind, I’d be content as a jackrabbit cozying up to this band of wildish women, but being able to lead them while they heeded my word so completely was satisfying in its own right.
“I’ll tell you what,” I offered. “I’ll hunt two days a week with your group, but the other days, I’ve gotta focus on training the rest. Good deal?”
“Yes, my chief!” the women instantly replied, and they smiled from ear to ear at the prospect.
I smirked. “Now, go on and get to work.”
The hunters bowed their heads and quickly set off to complete their tasks, and I glanced at the lingering clansmen around me. All of the men watched the pack of wildish women stroll past, and their eyes trailed the group all the way across the clearing.
“Since you’re all here anyways,” I led, “gather the rest of the clan up. We’re distributing new weapons today.”
The men jumped into gear at my words, and Anakol chuckled behind me as he strolled up.
“The hunters have done well today?” the warlord guessed while he eyed the dispersing clansmen.
“Yeah, they brought in another eldradyr,” I said with a grin. “The other group is still hunting in the southwest, so we’ll probably have more game coming in within the hour. If this keeps up, I’ll cut back and send out a party every other day instead. There’s only enough room in the cellar for about seven more boars.”
Anakol let out a satisfied sigh at the news, and I clapped him on the shoulder before I headed toward Brokkr’s shop.
“How’s Bragi?”
“He is well and singing your praises quite often,” the warlord reported. “I do not know if it is the stew or the ale improving him so quickly, but Thyrri is inclined to think it’s the healer’s doing.”
“Probably a combination of all three,” I chuckled. “Brokkr, you up?”
I leaned over the wooden table as I eyed the dozens of tomahawks lined up already, and after a bit of clanging around, the blacksmith emerged with another armful to set out.
“Good morning, my chief,” Brokkr called across the shop. “I see you’ve brought the prick along with you.”
Anakol bristled at once. “What did you call me, slave?”
“He called you a prick,” I clarified.
I tried so hard not to laugh at the look on my warlord’s face, but I failed when his dark eyes flared with insult. “You would allow the slave to address me as such with no reprimand?”
“Well, you are a prick to him,” I reasoned. “That’s just a fact.”
“He’s a slave!” Anakol scoffed.
“He’s a blacksmith,” I corrected. “And he made all of these weapons. What do you think?”
I grabbed a tomahawk and handed it to the braided man, and even though the muscles in his jaw twitched, he couldn’t seem to find much to criticize about the piece. The warlord turned the weapon around to examine it from every angle while the clansmen began filling the clearing at our backs, but then he offered a small shrug of approval. The way he eyed the perilous spike at the heel betrayed how much he wanted one for himself though, and I motioned for him to keep it.
“Eventually, everyone in the clan will carry a few of these,” I explained. “For now, this will be enough to arm the last of our warriors while Brokkr’s working on the new swords.”
“Hmm,” the warlord muttered. “Better stick to little axes with spikes. This man could not forge a sword to save his life. Or any of ours, for that matter.”
Brokkr offered a gracious bow. “Fuck you, too.”
“I’m sure it’ll be fine,” I decided, and I turned around to address the crowd of warriors. “Better move in closer so you can all get a good look.”
I waited while the last of the warriors joined, and as my four hunters near the fire pit turned around to listen as well, I grabbed a couple tomahawks off the wooden table behind me.
“Alright, so this is the new weapon Brokkr came up with for us,” I announced. “It’s called a tomahawk, and it’s lighter and smaller than the battle axes the other clans are hauling around, but that’s the beauty of the design. As you can see, there’s two lengths of handles up here, and each one serves a slightly different purpose. Namely, the shorter stocks are your throwing tomahawks, and the longer are for close-quarters combat. Both give us an advantage over the battle axes.”
“But they’re too small to clash with an axe,” a man called out.
“Yeah, that’s the point,” I replied. “Running headlong into a swarm of double bit axes isn’t the best strategy, especially when you’re outnumbered. As Brokkr pointed out to me, the tomahawk is easier to maneuver and carry around, and since they’re perfectly balanced for precision throwing, they’ll be effective at a further range. Within the next few weeks, everyone will be carrying at least five of the shorter stock and two of the long.”
Eager grins and a few greedy chuckles spread through the clan, and as they craned their necks to get a look at all the tomahawks laid out on the table, I grabbed a couple different designs to hold them up.
“Some of these have varying materials on the stocks,” I continued. “Wood, bone, or iron are the choices, and if you all have any preferences for the next batch, let Brokkr know. If you pick a design that doesn’t have the grip you’re looking for, head over to the tanner and get some leather to wrap the handle. That should solve the issue. Most importantly, these heads are a lot lighter than an axe or hatchet, and they’re not intended to be used on timber. The tomahawk is for killing our enemies, and there’s a few techniques I want you working on that will make them more effective for you.”
“Butchering our enemies is a simple business, my chief,” a woman murmured, and I smirked as a few of her companions snickered in agreement.
“True,” I allowed, “but the tomahawk adds some fun elements to the work. You’ll notice the head hooks down, and that’s gonna give you a means of catching an opponent and dragging them back or down if necessary. This is especially useful if you’re already ducking and dodging axes to begin with. Catch an ankle, knee, arm, anything you can reach, and once your victim’s down, you can easily deliver a hit with either the bit or the spike. Both are equally effective for maiming and killing, depending on what you’re in the mood for.”
“I like that,” I heard Igrid announce.
“I thought you might,” I chuckled. “Now, this spike does mean you’ve gotta watch your form when you’re swinging at your opponent, so we’ll be practicing with these in the training field for the next couple days. A standard hatchet has a blunt heel you don’t have to worry about, but with Brokkr’s design, you’ll get a four-inch spike in your shoulder if you don’t pay close attention. Today, we’ll start with throwing practice though, so anyone without a sword, grab one of each style and head over to the training field for a demonstration. The rest of you will have some tomahawks by the end of next week, but for now, Brokkr’s working on the swords you’ve all seen the design for.”
“Will they be good ones?” a woman in front of me snorted, and I glanced back at Brokkr for an answer.
The blacksmith had a slight smirk on his face while he considered the warrior’s leather-clad curves for a second. “Yours will be. Everyone else is a toss-up.”
I sighed as the clansmen began muttering angrily amongst themselves, but Brokkr just sent me a shrug.
“Okay, come on up and grab a tomahawk of each size,” I called out above the complaints. “I’ll meet you all at the training field in just a bit.”
The mood in the clearing improved as more of the tomahawks were plucked from the blacksmith’s front tables, and I pretended I didn’t notice him swapping the leather-clad woman’s choices for two better ones. The warrior narrowed her eyes in response, but then she smirked and strolled off without a word, and I had to admit, Brokkr was smooth as hell when he wanted to be.
Anakol looked ready to skin the man for it, and I knew he was just waiting until the crowd thinned to state his opinions about the blacksmith. There were only about twenty clansmen left to arm when he opened his mouth, but before he got a word out, someone hollered to me from across the clearing.
I looked around in confusion, and my gaze locked on one of my hunters from this morning. She wasn’t working near the pit anymore, she was trying desperately to push through the crowd, and she called to me again while I followed the direction she was pointing.
Then I saw a warrior woman staggering into the clearing from the west, and blood oozed down her face and all over her chest while she clutched her hunting spear in one hand.
I lunged through the throng of clansmen a second later, and the crowd began to part as everyone fell silent at the sight of the injured hunter.
She was from the band of five in charge of hunting in the southwest grounds, and she barely managed to make it over to me without collapsing. Then I clutched her by the arms to hold her up as she struggled to catch her breath, and she shook all over while I eyed the gaping wound in her matted hair.
“Where’s the rest of your hunting party?” I demanded, but the woman shook her head as she started hyperventilating. “What happened?”
“Illska,” was all she said as her legs began to give out.
“Get her to the healer,” I ordered, and I passed the hunter to the nearest clansman before I pushed back through the crowd to the blacksmith’s table. “Ten men prepare to move out! Anakol, get Thyrri.”
“Yes, my chief,” the warlord agreed, and he bolted toward the lanes while I grabbed three tomahawks off the table.
“Take the two on the end,” Brokkr urged. “The spike’s an inch longer on both.”
I nodded as I grabbed a few extras as well, but when I turned around, the four huntresses I’d joined this morning were waiting in a line. Their eyes flashed with fury while they looked at me with murderous scowls on their faces, and I could tell they were just about as ready to skin a bastard as I was.
“Take these,” I said, and I handed a tomahawk to each woman.
Then I ran toward the western edge of the village, and by the time my hunters and I reached the river, Anakol, Thyrri, and fifteen warriors of Dalir joined with us.








Chapter 18
My clansmen and I ran through the western grounds and toward the south, and we fanned out to find our missing hunters as fast as we could.
The land was less overgrown in this area, but it was still difficult to be sure we didn’t miss any signs of the fight, and I feverishly scanned the terrain while I scaled boulders and wove around ashen trunks.
The four women I had flanking me kept up with my pace for well over a mile, and whenever they deviated to make sure we didn’t overlook an inch of our territory, they rejoined me in a matter of minutes.
Birds and rodents scattered all over while the warriors and warlords continued surging through the forest, but about two miles from the village, Thyrri hollered out to me, and I changed my path to join with her and the others.
Then I stumbled to a panting stop as I found myself looking down on six bodies strewn across the forest floor.
Two of them were burly men with shaggy, golden fur on their torsos and stark black lines drawn down from their eyes, and they each had spears piercing their chests directly through the heart.
The women from Dalir weren’t killed so cleanly. Their bodies were bludgeoned and sliced up so bad, only their bluish-black pelts proved they were our hunters, and I could tell their attackers had kept on hacking into them long after they were already dead.
As I looked around at the mutilated bodies, my vision went red.
These were the first hunters I’d trained in Dalir, the women who brought our clan a hundred and twenty pound boar on their first trip out, and there was no way I’d let their murders go unchecked.
“The two dead men wear the pelts of Illska,” Anakol confirmed through gritted teeth. “There must have been more who have already fled.”
I furrowed my brow at the words while I knelt down, and I shifted the leather armor on one of my hunters so I could place my palm against her stomach. Her core temperature had barely decreased, and when I rolled her to check her back, the skin hadn’t purpled from livor mortis yet.
“Keep heading south,” I ordered the group that stood silent around the carnage.
“My chief, we are not prepared for a battle,” Thyrri cautioned.
Then the scowling bearded man beside her spat toward the dead men’s corpses. “No one kills a Farthegn woman outside a battlefield. A debt is owed, my chief. This violence is unforgivable.”
“It is,” Thyrri agreed, “but we must act with sense. Even if we had more warriors with us, Dalir is not equipped to punish all of Illska.”
“Oh, we’re not bothering with all of Illska just yet,” I informed her. “We’re punishing the exact motherfuckers who did this. These women haven’t even been dead a half hour, and if their killers left their own men here as evidence, then they left in a hurry. They probably heard us coming, so they haven’t gotten far.”
“Illska’s northern border is seven miles south of here,” Anakol reported.
I nodded. “Let’s go.”
The group of warriors immediately ran onward at my command, but none of them outstripped the four huntresses who already had their tomahawks drawn. I was right on their tails as I ordered the rest to fan out again, and the image of the bludgeoned women blazed in my mind while I kept my legs pumping at full bore.
Every needless detail faded from my registry as I scanned the terrain up ahead, and the drive to catch and kill burned in my veins until my chest ignited from it. But I ignored the familiar heat scalding in my core. I honestly didn’t give a shit about it right now.
My mind was overrun with one lethal intention, and the moment a flash of golden fur hooked my gaze through the trees, white-hot rage shot through me.
The burly man was walking among his companions without any haste, but then he looked back when he noticed the sound of us swiftly closing in.
The woman to my right let out a low growl and picked up speed, but I already had my tomahawk poised, and before the Farthegn had run five paces, I hurled it at his back.
As soon as his pained yowl rent the air, the rest of my warriors swarmed from the sides, and the seven Illskans ahead of the man I’d struck rounded on us all.
I’d just reached the wailing man I took down, and I pulled the tomahawk from his back, dropped the spike into his skull, and dove into the bloody fray. Then the battle cries of the Farthegns filled my ears as we overpowered the seven men, and their spears and axes weren’t enough to fend off all twenty-two of us. They were twice as bulky as the warriors of Dalir, but they took bits, spikes, and blades from all sides, and my clansmen didn’t let up for a second.
Especially my four huntresses.
All around me, I caught glimpses of the wild women wrenching their spikes through the men’s backs, across their gullets, and from their eye sockets down to their jaws, and I was right there with them hacking off wrists and shattering kneecaps every chance I got.
I didn’t comprehend a lot of what was going on while my chest burned with a vengeance. I mostly just embraced the glory of wielding two expertly beveled tomahawks at once, and it wasn’t until I’d fully mutilated a man as badly as my murdered women had been that I finally eased back to catch my breath.
My chest began to cool almost instantly while I looked around at the butchered remains of our enemies, but my hunters and a quarter of my warriors were still going strong on the last three Farthegns who were sort of alive. The rest were marred with a handful of wounds each, but they seemed content to ignore them, and they silently watched their comrades work to lacerate every inch of exposed flesh they could find.
For a second, I was a little surprised to find myself in the middle of such a gory scene, but despite the absolute carnage, I couldn’t drag up a scrap of remorse.
Not one.
We’d done exactly what we came here to do, and these fuckers deserved all of it.
Then Thyrri turned to me with blood splattered across her entire front side, and the warlord calmly sheathed her dwarven sword while a frantic, dying scream echoed behind her.
“Is there a clear mark of where Dalir’s border lies?” I asked.
Thyrri nodded. “Where the river flows directly west. It is about two miles from here. The north bank belongs to Dalir. The south to Illska.”
“I’m guessing this river is Illska’s primary source of freshwater,” I continued.
“Most likely,” she answered. “The tributaries of the northern lands do not reach their territory. Only the river.”
I grinned. “Looks like we’ll be punishing Illska after all. Rein the women in. We’re dragging the bodies south.”
The warlord summoned the warriors on the sidelines to do as I ordered, and once the hunters were subdued, I led the entire band south to the farthest reaches of Dalir. We came to a river right where Thyrri said it would be, and the watery divide between Dalir and Illska was only eight feet across and five feet deep with fresh, clear water flowing to the west.
I had all eight of Illska’s dead clansmen dropped into the river with rocks to weigh them down, but not before we cut their bludgeoned heads off.
Then we used their own hunting spears to mount the eight severed heads in a line along Dalir’s side of the bank, and I smirked a bit while I wondered how long it might be before Illska realized why their clan was puking and shitting their brains out.
If they found the dead bodies soon, they might not even get sick, but the message was clear enough to satisfy my rage for the time being.
Or so I thought.
We returned to the north with my band of warriors leading the way, but when we reached the remains of our warrior women, Anakol turned to me.
“The nóttmal will clear this all away by tomorrow, my chief,” he assured me.
I would’ve responded, but one of the hunters beside me shoved the warlord hard, and the rest of the women launched into a heated argument with the braided man that I couldn’t understand a word of. Thyrri pursed her lips at her husband with disapproval, and the clansmen began arguing as loudly as Anakol was, but then I raised a hand to silence them all.
“We’re not leaving these women to become food for the beasts,” I announced. “We honor our warriors better than that.”
One of my hunters stepped forward. “We will bury them for you, my chief.”
The other three women nodded in agreement while they looked down at the mutilated bodies, and my gaze drifted over the caved-in skulls and pitted chests of the women who’d been so proud to hunt for Dalir.
That’s when I knew my fury with Illska wouldn’t be ebbing anytime soon.
“I’ll help you,” I decided. “Anakol, take the warriors to the village and see that the injured are tended to. Then bring us pickaxes and shovels.”
“Yes, my chief,” the braided man said with a bow of his head, and he ordered the others in his language to get them moving quickly.
Thyrri hung back and came to my side.
“Do you think Illska has done this to show they are moving in on Dalir?” the warlord asked.
“No,” I muttered. “Look around out here. The vegetation’s picked over, and those men had hunting spears on them. They’ve probably been taking resources from our territory for months. Morning is a prime time for hunting, and they ran into our own group out here today. This is why a patrol should be in place.”
“We will instate one,” Thyrri said with a nod.
“Instate four,” I instructed. “Five warriors each to cover the four corners of our region. They’ll work in shifts and change out three times a day. All patrols return half an hour before dark to avoid any run-ins with the nóttmal, and the hunters are armed with three tomahawks apiece from now on. No exceptions.”
“I will see it is done,” Thyrri assured me.
“See to it now,” I ordered.
“But you cannot be without a warlord out here,” the woman countered.
“I have my hunters, same as any morning,” I replied. “I want the patrol started immediately, but let Bragi know what’s happened out here. Two of these women were close with him.”
Thyrri’s eyebrows crinkled with realization as she looked at the bodies, but then she nodded in agreement and left to follow the others back to the village.
The four women and I set to work removing the daggers and spears from the dead while we waited for Anakol to return, and as we began searching the area for an adequate digging spot, a few of them told me about the warriors who had been killed.
I quickly caught on that the women of Dalir were more closely-knit than the entire clan was as a whole.
Two of the dead were cousins of the hunters who volunteered to bury them, and one was prized as the best swordswoman in the clan before she got her knee twisted backward in a battle. She and the fourth victim had been close with Bragi since they were born, and apparently, the fourth woman was also the older sister of the last hunter who made it all the way to the village to warn me.
I rifled my hair as the full weight of the attack pressed heavy on my shoulders.
There was definitely something to be said for the rage of the women I worked with too, because they put every ounce of their anger into digging a pit as soon as Anakol and a few other men delivered the tools. The hunters refused to accept the men’s help now that they offered it, though.
All four women posted themselves close to my sides, and they looked to me to order Anakol and the others away. I really didn’t mind obliging them, given how quick my clansmen had been to wash their hands of the dead, so between me and the four women, we carved out a large enough hole eight feet deep in under an hour.
Getting the bodies situated in the grave was some of the messiest and most unsettling work I’d ever had to do since so many bones were shattered, but we muscled through the process while we tried to keep the fallen in one piece. Then we refilled the pit and laid a bed of stones over it for good measure, and when we stood back from the grave, I glanced over at the wildish women.
Tears streaked their dirt-smattered faces while they glared to keep their composure, and even though I was impressed that they’d handled the burial without vomiting, I could tell they were barely holding it together. Then one of them abruptly turned to storm off, and I caught her by the elbow.
I only pulled her into my arms for a quick hug, but before I knew it, all four huntresses were clinging to me, and they buried their faces against me while they drew shaky breaths. I let them stay there as long as they wanted, and somewhere in the interim, I realized how much the women in Dalir actually needed a real guardian to look after them.
These fierce women had snapped at the other warriors for finally offering to help bury their companions, but the way they clutched me was like they’d never been comforted by a man before in their lives. Based on what I’d learned about the former chieftains, I guessed this was true, and it was probably a side effect of the way the clans operated in general.
Farthegn women were bought and owned by their clansmen, and according to Eir, they were killed for betraying those who claimed them. But killing one outside a battlefield was against the codes of the Red Forest, and yet, the notion of burying their bodies didn’t occur to the men at all. I could only imagine how convoluted the rest of the codes pertaining to them were, but as of this week, I was chieftain to dozens of women just like the four I held now.
Dozens of wild, attentive, and highly effective killers, and I was the one man who decided their price and allowed them to be bought at all.
A deep-seeded sense of duty rooted itself in my gut at the thought, and I looked down on the deadly women tucked against me.
Then I left a few kisses in their braided hair, and when they turned their teary faces up to me, they finally seemed a little more recovered.
“It’s going to be fine.” I swiped my thumb across their cheeks before I tilted my head toward the village, and the women gathered their shovels while I retrieved the dead hunters’ weapons.
It was a long and silent walk the two miles back to Dalir, but the four hunters stayed close to me the whole way. Then I brought them to my cellar as soon as we returned, and I traded their shovels for brimming horns of ale before I sent them all to the hot springs to wash the blood and dirt off.
Thyrri was waiting quietly in the lane as I closed the doors of my private reserves behind me, and I rifled my hair to try and clear my mind a bit.
“Do you wish to rest, my chief?” Thyrri asked as she eyed me carefully. “It has been a dark day for you, I am sure.”
“I’d rather keep working,” I muttered. “Did you organize the patrols?”
“Yes, the warriors were quick to volunteer for the work,” the warlord answered. “All groups have their orders and will alternate their patrols throughout the day. I spoke with the blacksmith, and he is already working to forge the extra tomahawks you ordered for the hunters. Beginning tomorrow, Anakol will be head of the morning patrols in the south in case Illska continues to trespass.”
“Thank you for taking care of everything,” I replied. “I’ll be at the training field for a while, but how is Bragi?”
“He is quite upset,” Thyrri admitted as she looked down at the ground. “Bragi is a fearless warrior, but he loved the women who were killed as if they were family. He said he is relieved to know you have repaid the debt of their loss, but he sent all of us away. The healer, too. He wants to be left alone.”
“Understandable,” I allowed. “Bring him an extra ration of ale tonight and let him know the debt has not been repaid in full. Illska will suffer further for this. We just need some time.”
“Thank you, my chief,” Thyrri replied. “The loss of our women is a violence Dalir has not suffered in many, many moons, but you honor us.”
I nodded as she bowed her head to show her respect, and when I dismissed the warlord, I decided to stop at the healer’s hut. The surviving huntress was the only patient left in the barren room, and she was laid on a bed of grass with bandages around her head, both of her arms, and her right leg. Now that the blood was washed off her, I could see how many bruises mottled her swollen face, and the old elf told me she’d had to give the woman a sleeping tonic to calm her down.
“Her mind would not leave her be, my chief,” the healer explained as the wrinkles in her face deepened sadly. “I could feel the way she was being haunted.”
“Shit,” I sighed, and the image of the mutilated corpses forced itself into my mind’s eye. “Will it… continue while she rests?”
“No, my tonic is powerful,” the healer promised. “But she will not wake for quite a while. It is for the best, my chief. I will stay with her tonight.”
“I’d appreciate it,” I muttered, and I unstrapped the pelt from around my shoulders to lay it over the injured hunter. “This should keep her warm enough.”
Then I headed for the training field, but I was intercepted by a frail slave who must have been lingering outside the hut waiting for me. The old man kept his head dipped low as he offered up a steaming plate of freshly grilled fish and greens, and I remembered I hadn’t eaten breakfast or lunch today.
“Thank you,” I said in earnest as I took the plate. “This looks good.”
The older man thanked me repeatedly as he shuffled aside to stay out of my way, and once I watched him hobble back to the central pit, I caught on that he’d made a small fire and cooked up a meal just for me the moment I returned to the village.
I sent him another nod of thanks, and I ended up swallowing most of the food in only a few ravenous bites on my way to the training field. The mid-day meal was just what I needed to get my head back in order, but seeing my clan perfecting their aim with the tomahawks improved my mood by a few more degrees. Throwing my own blades about fifty times over was even more effective, and eventually, the bloody burial wasn’t at the forefront of my mind.
I kept every warrior practicing until no one missed the wooden planks they used as targets, and then we ran drills to get them used to the form they’d be sticking to in close-range combat. I could tell the clansmen were all as impressed as they should be with Brokkr’s work on the new weapons, and none of them seemed to want to end their training. I compromised and sent only half of them back to work on the walls, and they’d swap places in an hour to make sure everyone pulled their weight a bit before dinner.
It was well into the afternoon when I headed for the blacksmith’s shop, and I found Brokkr shaping a new tomahawk head while two swords he’d started this morning lay on the table.
“I’ll finish this one,” I offered, and I held my hand out for Brokkr’s forging hammer.
“Have at it, my chief,” he mumbled. “Been a hell of a day, I’m sure.”
“You could say that,” I muttered, and I picked up where he left off, flattening the glowing bit of the tomahawk.
“Can’t believe Illska would do it,” the blacksmith sighed on his way to the swords. “S’pose they didn’t think the former chieftain would bother retaliating, which is true. If we were Hylmrek, they’d never risk attacking our women like that, let alone five of ‘em.”
I ground my jaw while I kept on hammering. “What’s the deal with these Farthegns and their women? Some codes give the impression they’re highly valued, and others… not so much.”
“Only two things they’re really wanted for,” Brokkr said as he sat down at the grinding stone, and he started pedaling his right foot while he beveled the edge of a sword blade. “Neither of ‘em matter once they’re dead, but the Farthegns know how much they’re worth alive. Farthegn women train to be warriors five years before the men, so they’re faster fighters with sharpened skills. The fiercer they are, the higher price they fetch down the line, and the best will birth superior warriors for the clan.”
“What about the men’s training?” I asked.
“The men do harder labor first to make sure they’re built like brutes when they’re sent into battle,” Brokkr snorted. “Less skill, but with an axe it doesn’t matter much. Unyielding is all they need to be. So long as they do enough damage to satisfy the chieftain’s orders, they can meet the price he sets, and they’ll get a woman to own ‘til she dies.”
“The men in Dalir don’t strike me as too unskilled,” I pointed out.
“True, Dalir’s always worked with swords and spears on account of the metal shortage, so you’ll see a better skill set on your clansmen than a lot of others,” the blacksmith explained. “They’ve been hungrier for longer though, so they’re a bit on the savage side.”
“Hmm,” I mused as I brought the partially formed head over to the forge, and I nestled it deep in the bed of flaming coals to soften it for a few minutes.
Then I brought it back to the anvil and grabbed the hammer, and since Brokkr didn’t have a punch in his shop, I used a chisel to start punching an eye out of the steel for the handle to fit in.
“So, what would a clan like Hylmrek do if Illska killed four of their women?” I asked the blacksmith.
Brokkr chuckled at the question. “Well, Hylmrek’s better equipped to keep to the codes than Dalir, and traditionally, if ye’ touch a woman of another clan outside a battle, it’s a war you’re looking for.”
I glanced over my shoulder. “You mean if you kill a woman…”
“No, I mean anything,” Brokkr assured me with a loaded look. “A woman born of the clans is the property of her chieftain. Even if they’ve been bought, the same codes apply, and proper chieftains don’t allow any of their women to travel beyond their territory unless it’s for a battle. So, there’s no pretending she was trespassing in most cases. Unless a Farthegn woman’s trying to kill ye’, you stay the fuck back. That’s the golden rule in the Red Forest.”
I slowly set the chisel and hammer down, and I turned around while I casually scruffed my beard.
“I’m sure there’s been exceptions to that rule,” I tossed out.
“Sure.” Brokkr shrugged and flipped the sword to start on the other edge. “Codes have been broken, of course. A thousand times over. As I said, Dalir’s not equipped to bring a war to Illska for this, but a clan like Hylmrek would keep to the code and slaughter the whole lot. No question about it. I may be a slave, but even I know the value of a Hylmrek woman.”
I nodded a few times as my knees gradually went numb, but then I moved mechanically to bring the cooled head back to the forge. As soon as it was reheated, I pounded a mandrel straight through the eye with renewed vigor to size it properly, and then I hammered the crap out of the bit end to keep my nerves in check. By the time I split the heel to make a wedge for the spike to fit in, I decided not to get too worked up too soon.
Right now, I had no idea if I’d ever be worrying about a war with Hylmrek, and the more immediate issue was Illska.
The men we killed today had been miles north of the river, which meant they’d gotten bold long ago, and I didn’t doubt I had a lot of discrepancies to correct in the southern grounds. I hadn’t seen much of the Red Forest yet, but I knew Dalir was richer in resources than anything I’d seen of the south so far, and I fully intended to keep those riches as safeguarded as my women would be from here on out.
Starting with butchering every clansman of Illska who crossed my border to rob me of my game.
I heated a longer cut of dwarven “1095” marked steel for the spike of the tomahawk head, and every drop of the hammer elongated it further until it was seven inches with a subtle downward curve and four spiraling ridges that converged to a point.
Eventually, each ridge would be sharpened to a razor’s edge along with the tip, but for now, I hammered the blunt end flat and reheated this and the bit to forge weld the two together.
Brokkr passed by while I was pounding the wedge closed around the base of the spike, and his eyebrows shot up as he backtracked to get a closer look. Then the blacksmith let out a low whistle, and even though I hadn’t sculpted any ridges on the other designs, I could tell he knew where I was going with this.
“Yeah, that’ll do,” Brokkr muttered. “Let’s not give this one to the prick, yeah? Just in case he’s got objections to me being a clansman.”
“Actually, that’s exactly who this is for,” I admitted. “Anakol’s heading the patrol in the southwest grounds starting tomorrow.”
“Great,” Brokkr snorted. “I’ll be dead within the week.”
I chuckled on my way back to the forge, and while I waited for sparks to begin flying up off the heated metal, I eyed the clearing through the front of the shop. The sky was turning orange while the sun dipped closer to the horizon, and the slaves were already starting a fire in the central pit to cook our evening feast. They had everything well underway with tubs of broth and cured cuts of boar meat already being brought out, and I called one of them over and ordered double rations for the warrior women tonight.
Then I returned to the forge and started dusting some flux on my weld, but just as I turned toward the anvil, Thyrri came bolting in through the front side of the shop.
“My chief, you must come at once,” Thyrri panted, and Brokkr jumped forward to grab the tongs from me. “One of our patrols have returned wounded.”
“Fuck,” I growled. “Brokkr, finish that weld for me.”
“Sure thing,” the blacksmith said with an anxious nod, but I was already running into the clearing behind my warlord.
She brought me beyond the fire pit and through the eastern lanes, and the five men who returned injured had made it back across the east river before they collapsed to rest. Anakol and several other warriors were gathered around them and preparing to move out, but I immediately furrowed my brow as I came to a quick stop beside the injured group.
Because two men were still wrenching arrows out of their arms, and all of the patrol had matching wounds.
No hits that could possibly kill them, just strategically placed arrows in their arms and legs, and the trajectory clearly ensured they couldn’t throw axes, but could still run off without bleeding to death.
Relief flooded my veins while I considered the amount of calculation that went into this onslaught, and as much as I tried to rein it in, a grin spread wide across my face.
“Where did this happen?” I asked.
Anakol studied my expression with some concern. “The southeastern grounds… only one mile from the village and near the riverside”
“Too many arrows for us to get an opening, my chief,” one of the injured men added. “We were returning for the feast, and they came out of nowhere. We heard no one approaching. Arrows began flying in, and they did not stop. No matter where we moved, they still struck us. We were forced to flee.”
“Holy shit,” I chortled. “Did any of you get a visual on the attacker?”
“There are surely many, but we only saw the tail-end of a heillhaust between the trees,” the man reported.
“That’s the huge beast with the red spines and brown scales, isn’t it?” I guessed.
Anakol nodded in the affirmative, and I turned to trudge straight into the river.
“Get those men to the healer!” I called over my shoulder. “The wounds aren’t too bad, they’ll be fine in two days. I’ll be right back!”
“My chief!” Anakol scoffed.
Then I heard a wall of men splashing after me, but I just kept wading to the opposite bank while water drenched my tunic up to my armpits. I vaulted onto the eastern bank as soon as I made it across, and without skipping a beat, I broke into a run toward the south.
The light in the forest was dimming quickly, but I could see well enough beneath the red boughs, and I looked all around as I heard a stampede of my warriors on my trail.
“My chief, you should remain in the village,” Anakol urged when he caught up to me. “You are without your pelts and have no armor to protect you. One arrow, and you are a dead man with no mark of your title in place. This is not a fight you must enter into. I will lead the defense. It is my duty do so, and with the--”
“I’ll be fine,” I interrupted as I picked up the pace. “Head back to the village!”
“My chief, you are unwell!” Anakol hollered behind me. “The loss of our women has shaken you! I implore you to see sense and turn back now! I am prepared to lead this fight!”
“There won’t be a fight!” I informed him. “No one is to attack, that’s an order!”
“What?” Anakol belted.
I didn’t get to repeat myself, because an arrow soared at us from my ten o’clock, and I dove aside and behind a tree as my warlord began hollering orders I couldn’t understand to the others. Four more arrows were launched within seconds as we all ducked low behind the vine-covered trunks, and I squinted through the dimming forest to try and see where they were firing from.
They seemed to be coming from various angles, and at too fast a rate, and as I registered the thrumming that coursed through the ground, my heart began to slam in my chest.
This actually could have been a whole troop moving in on Dalir, and I drew a bloody tomahawk from my belt while my armed clansmen waited for an opening behind the trunks. Then one of them lunged out from his cover not ten feet from me, and he took an arrow to each thigh in exactly the same two points before I could blink.
“Lower your weapons!” I bellowed to my warriors. “Now! Every one of you!”
The arrows stopped flying the moment my voice carried through the woods, and even though my clansmen all stared at me like I’d lost my mind, I hooked my tomahawk in my belt and walked out into the open.
At first, no one moved or spoke while I strolled deeper into the trees, and I scanned the gaps between the ashen trunks as silence permeated the area. Then Anakol finally snapped and sprinted after me, and he stayed crouched low to the ground as he caught my arm in a vise grip. He managed to drag me almost to a stop while I stubbornly tried to shake him off, but I made it far enough for a giant beast with brown scales to come into view.
It was reined in and obediently standing stock-still so it wouldn’t make a sound, and the woman on its back was cloaked in a long red shawl with only her bright green eyes exposed. She had an arrow poised to fire straight at us, but just as Anakol shoved himself forward to shield me, the woman lowered her bow.
“Aaron Briggs!” Eir gasped. “It is you!”
Anakol was so confused that I easily shook my arm free now, and I chuckled while I jogged past him and to the woman instead. Then I caught her leg and dragged her right off her mount, and the green-eyed beauty let out an ecstatic laugh as she dropped into my arms.
I vaguely registered the sudden outburst coming from my warriors, but I didn’t pay them any attention because I’d already pulled the shawl down from Eir’s face and delved my tongue into her mouth.








Chapter 19
The way Eir clutched my shirt in her grip and melted against me was almost as satisfying as how sweet she tasted. I stumbled forward and pinned her against the side of her giant, scaly beast while it stomped its hoof in response, but I didn’t let this or any of my clansmen’s shouting deter me.
Even when I heard a few of the warriors storming over, I just grinned against Eir’s plush lips as she let out another soft giggle.
“Woman, did you really have to wait until the last possible second to get out here?”
“I wanted to give you enough time,” Eir insisted as I kneaded her bare hips in my palms. “I feared you must certainly have died in this pursuit, but I couldn’t--”
Eir didn’t get to finish her statement before I was roughly hauled backward by five clansmen at once, and her green eyes flared as she strung her bow in seconds flat.
“No arrows!” I yelped, but no one seemed to hear me.
Everyone erupted into an argument I didn’t understand a word of, and I could tell Eir was heatedly berating the men who had a hold on me as they growled something back. The beast Eir rode in on reared up and let out a distressed snarl from the commotion, and as its huge brown hooves shook the ground, it moved closer to Eir’s side rather than fleeing.
The sight of the black-eyed beast bearing down only made the warriors more aggressive, but Anakol and two others had my elbows pinned behind me, so there wasn’t anything I could do except try and get my own footing. My clansmen continued dragging me several feet away from the armed woman and her pissed off steed no matter how hard I jerked around to get free, and my pulse quickened as I saw Eir pull the string on her bow taut.
“Eir, lower your bow!” I hollered above the ruckus.
My men drew their tomahawks a split second later while they formed a wall in front of me, and just as I kicked one of their legs out from under them, the next guy took an arrow directly above the knee.
The man stumbled back and dropped to the ground as Anakol began roaring something at Eir, and the rest of the men surged forward until the heillhaust was forced to stomp a few steps forward and nearly crush a couple of them.
“Alright, everyone calm the fuck down!” I bellowed, and my clansmen jumped at the command.
Even the scaly beast stopped storming toward us, but he kept snarling and stomping his massive hooves against the dirt in warning. Anakol and Eir both stayed right where they were as they glared at each other, and I ground my jaw as I found myself locked between my warlord and a wall of clansmen with Eir armed and ready to kill them all.
“Anyone who attacks this woman will be answering to me,” I informed the clansmen. “Eir, lower the bow. These men aren’t going to harm me, they’re my warriors, so I’d rather you didn’t kill or maim them. It’s not helping the situation.”
“Your warriors?” Eir stared in astonishment. “But… they restrain you!”
“Yeah, this is irritating,” I growled, and I yanked my shoulders to the side to try and free myself once more. “Anakol, what the hell? Let me go.”
“My duty is to protect you, my chief,” Anakol growled back as his grip tightened. “Even from yourself. Woman, you will do well to leave Dalir at once! We do not wish to harm you, and our chief wants no trouble from Hylmrek!”
“Chief?” Eir gasped. “Aaron Briggs, have you really done it? You took Dalir for your own?”
I grinned. “Said I would, didn’t I?”
Eir’s jaw fully unhinged, but then she promptly removed the loaded arrow from its place, hitched her bow over her back, and turned to calm her thirteen foot beast down.
My men remained in a confused wall between us like they couldn’t decide what to do next, but then the green-eyed beauty began murmuring to the heillhaust. I snorted when I saw every man ahead of me visibly lose their focus, and their shoulders relaxed on the spot while they lowered their tomahawks without thinking twice. Even the man with an arrow in his thigh just sat there on the ground watching the beautiful woman, but I couldn’t blame them.
Eir’s voice was as smooth as honey, and she kept her plush lips within inches of the beast’s scales as she spoke. It nickered quietly in response as it tossed its head a few times, and her lilting language only made Eir that much more enchanting to watch. The heillhaust’s breaths came slower with each passing moment, and eventually, the beast let Eir guide it several paces back without her using its leather reins at all.
Then the green-eyed beauty walked back to us, and she slid the red shawl from her blonde hair while she offered a small bow of her head.
“I am sorry for threatening you all,” Eir said in earnest. “Aaron Briggs, you only bear the markings of Dalir with no hide of a chief. I thought you were being mistreated as a grunt.”
“No, I’m the chief, I just took the hide off to give it to someone,” I explained. “I’m sorry this is such a mess, it’s been a long ass day, but seeing you again has improved it tenfold.”
“It has?” Eir asked as a tiny smile came to her face.
“Hell yeah,” I chuckled. “Do you have any idea how beautiful you are?”
“My chief, hold your tongue!” Anakol scoffed at my back. “Do not speak with this woman in such a way!”
“Anakol, I cannot stress this enough,” I muttered out of the side of my mouth. “I am not above kicking your ass if you don’t release me right this second. This is a private conversation.”
“I cannot allow it,” Anakol refused.
I planted my boots apart and flipped the man over my back, and he grappled to keep a hold on at least one of my arms as we both dropped into the dirt. The rest of my clansmen scattered to the sidelines, but no one intervened while I wrestled with my warlord to get my arm free, and after a couple punches and a knee to his gut, Anakol finally lost his grip.
Then I lunged over him, but he caught my boot instead, and I crashed to the ground with a heavy thud as Eir’s beast reared up all over again. I could hear her trying to calm it down while Anakol and I rolled across the ground about five times, and after throwing hits back and forth the whole way, I finally planted a firm elbow against his jaw to knock him off me. I left the warlord panting in the dirt as I scrambled out of range, and he barely managed to get up on his knees as he raised an arm in protest.
“My chief, you must see sense,” the braided man called out between breaths. “The dangers you face… that we all face… are too great to be ignored! You have touched a woman of Hylmrek, and this alone could be the end of Dalir. I entreat you to think of the consequences.”
“I get it,” I panted back. “I understand your concern, just give me three fucking minutes, alright? I’m in the middle of addressing all of this.”
“Three minutes?” Anakol asked as he wiped the blood from his lip. “What is a ‘minute?’”
“Just give me a moment of peace,” I groaned.
The warlord nodded before he drew a deep, tense breath and crawled a few feet back to join the others. Then I finally made it over to Eir, and the green-eyed beauty was wide-eyed beside her snarling heillhaust.
“This man is so loyal to you,” Eir admired. “Very few would have the fortitude to protect their chieftain from such a disgraceful situation.”
“Yeah, that’s my warlord, he’s a good guy,” I muttered, but then I turned to block her from the clansmen’s view as I lowered my voice a bit. “Speaking of disgrace… you did not tell me this was an act of war.”
“But I did!” she whispered. “I told you any clan would be ravaged for taking me in.”
“Yeah, by Stranholf. Not by all of Hylmrek.”
“Aaron Briggs, I am the property of my chieftain,” Eir said as her eyebrows crinkled. “Of course a war could be started over our actions. I tried to tell you this was no small matter. Are you… are you saying you wish for me to leave?”
“I did not say that,” I firmly clarified. “I’m just trying to wrap my head around all these damn codes.”
Eir snickered quietly. “I cannot believe you have taken an entire clan for your own. You are not even a Farthegn! How is this possible?”
“Honestly?” I snorted. “I walked in.”
Eir’s smile dropped. “You what?”
“I walked in,” I repeated. “I scouted the situation and got Anakol, his wife, and the blacksmith to help me. We killed the chieftain and his warlords within about an hour, so I’ve been in charge of Dalir since the day I saw you at the slave village.”
“You cannot be serious,” Eir breathed, and she looked me up and down while a tiny hint of a blush dusted her cheeks. “You took Dalir the day you arrived? Just like that?”
“Yeah, and I’ve been getting pretty impatient waiting for you to get here,” I chuckled. “But it’s just as well, this place was a shit hole. I’ve been working to turn it all around, and things have definitely improved, but there’s still a lot more I have to do.”
“But if you have so easily walked in, how are we to protect your clan from the wrath of Hylmrek?” she asked with an anxious frown.
“Don’t worry, I’m already working on a solution,” I assured her, and I tilted my chin toward the large heillhaust beside us. “What about you? Were you followed?”
“No, I have taken every precaution I could,” Eir answered. “Last evening, I killed a slave woman with a body of a similar build and height as mine, and I left her in my hut with her face too marred to be discerned. Then I left among our largest hunting party and escaped during the final chase. I rode all night to the west, but my progress was deterred a little when a skulraeth started to pursue us.”
“What?” I gasped.
“I handled him,” she said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “Then I traveled the last eighty miles to Illska’s southern border, circled their western bounds, and followed the cliffs for fifty miles until I turned east again. I did run into three of Illska’s patrols in this route, but I made sure to drag their bodies farther south, and I left their heads in a trail leading toward Hylmrek so their chieftain would not suspect Dalir. Unfortunately, this all cost me quite a lot of time, but once I rode north again, I met with Dalir’s patrol, and I took my chances you might at least be in the area and recognize my arrows.”
Eir looked generally casual about all this when she finished, and she offered her scaly beast an appreciative pat on the shoulder as I blinked in shock.
“You did all that in one day?” I finally managed.
“Yes, you told me to do whatever it would take to get here,” Eir reminded me. “That is what it took.”
“Damn,” I muttered. “You’re a hell of a woman. Do you know that?”
Eir smiled and shrugged at the compliment, but then her expression hardened as she glared over my shoulder, and I glanced back to find Anakol glowering a foot away.
“Can I help you?” I asked the man.
“My chief, you have had three moments to correct this situation,” the warlord informed me. “Now, I must insist we return to our village and allow this woman to leave our territory for good. You are unwell, and the losses of today have clouded your judgment. What you need is the support of your clansmen, not--”
“Losses?” Eir cut in, and she looked up at me with concern. “What has happened?”
Anakol took another step forward. “Nothing that is of your--”
“Fucking Illska killed four of my warrior women today,” I told her. “In our own territory.”
“Four?” Eir’s green eyes flared with disgust. “What have you done to punish Illska?”
“We butchered the men who did it,” I assured her. “Mounted their heads at the border and dropped the bodies in the river to poison their water supply, but I honestly don’t feel like this is enough.”
“It is a very good start, but you are correct,” Eir curtly agreed, and she took my hand in both of hers while Anakol clutched his head and stared. “A violence like this cannot be tolerated, Aaron Briggs. Illska is testing Dalir, and these women are your most valued property to defend. They are the lifeblood of your clan. If you allow this to go unchecked, then it will only become worse, and I will not allow your leadership to be marred by such an atrocity. All of Illska must be made to suffer for such an offense, and we will not cease our efforts until the ones who have challenged you are writhing in anguish under the boots of your warriors. Illska will fear the very name of Dalir by the time we have finished with them.”
A wonky grin had hitched at the corners of my mouth as I listened to the beautiful woman plainly state all of this like she was reading a grocery list, and as soon as she finished, my lips instinctively found hers again. I caught her ass in my grip to keep her flush against me too, and while Anakol groaned in protest, Eir kissed me back without reserve.
“Stay here with me,” I growled against her lips, and when I looked down, the green-eyed beauty sent me an eager nod.
“My chief, I am begging you,” Anakol croaked. “Do not do this.”
I couldn’t wipe the grin off my face as I glanced his way, and I chuckled a little when I realized how genuinely torn-up my burly warlord looked.
“Anakol, do you trust me to do what’s right for Dalir?” I asked him.
The warlord managed a pained nod.
“Then relax,” I suggested. “This woman is exactly what Dalir needs, and I’m positive you’ll come to see that with time. Right now though, I’m gonna have to insist you let this go. Return to the village. Start the feast. I’ll be back later.”
“Later?” Anakol scoffed. “You are not to be left alone in the forest, my chief! Especially in the company of an enemy warrior! I cannot permit you to endanger yourself--”
“Relax,” I calmly repeated. “Does she look like she wants to kill me?”
We both looked at the woman I still had glued to me, but when I found Eir’s green eyes slowly tracing the lines of my face, her lusty expression made all of my patience run out at once.
“Anakol, go,” I immediately commanded. “Take the clansmen with you. That’s an order.”
“But--”
“Go,” I growled more sternly.
My warlord locked his jaw as he reluctantly obeyed the order, and he barked a few statements to the others while he helped haul the injured man up from the ground. Everyone protested his words in low, distressed voices, but to his credit, Anakol ignored them all and shoved them along toward the river.
I let out a sigh of relief when the band of warriors were finally out of view, and Eir sent me an amused smirk as I gestured to the scaly brown beast beside her.
“Do you think she’ll let me ride her?” I asked. “I want to take you somewhere.”
“Dyggur is not a she,” Eir corrected. “He is a most dedicated friend, and he’s quite particular about who he allows to ride on him, but if you are trustworthy, he might allow it.”
“Oh, that’s how we’re doing this?” I teased. “You brought your guard dog along, so we’ll just see if I can pass the test?”
“I have done no such thing!” Eir laughed. “I could never leave Dyggur behind in Hylmrek. He has been mine since I was old enough to ride a heillhaust.”
“I get it,” I said with a nod. “I had a truck that was the same way. She was just… she was special, you know?”
“I have never heard of this creature,” Eir said as she tilted her head to the side. “Is a truck very fierce?”
“I mean, I guess you could say that,” I allowed. “They’re really sturdy and dependable. Strong enough to haul anything you need, and perfect for rugged terrain. I had her for over ten years, and she never gave me any trouble.”
Eir sobered and placed her palm against my chest. “But you are without her now?”
“Yeah, she’s gone. Took a bad fall off a cliff last week.”
“Aaron Briggs, I am so sorry to hear this,” Eir sighed sadly. “I cannot imagine how much you must hurt. A truly loyal steed is an irreplaceable companion, but to lose one in such a horrible way…”
I raised my eyebrows as I registered how deeply concerned the woman was, and even though it seemed a little silly given we were talking about my old GMC, I appreciated the gesture.
I did miss the hell out of my truck, and her final moments were not what I would’ve wanted for her.
“Thanks,” I muttered. “I’ll be alright. Just trying to stay busy and all that. She would’ve liked you.”
Eir smiled again. “I’m sure I would have liked her as well. And Dyggur will surely like you. I know he will. Come, introduce yourself.”
I smirked at the woman’s determined look as she pulled me closer to the scaly beast, but then I found myself face to face with a giant snout and a pair of ominously black eyes. I took a steadying breath, and I focused on being as calm as possible since I’d already almost been trampled by a couple of these guys before.
“Dyggur, this is Aaron Briggs,” Eir formally began. “He’s the man I told you about. Aaron Briggs, this is Dyggur. He is the fiercest heillhaust you will find in the Red Forest, and the two of you have a little in common with one another. Dyggur is rather bold when he wants to be, and Aaron Briggs is quite handsome. You will both get along well, I think.”
I tried so hard not to laugh at the introduction, but I failed miserably when the heillhaust let out a disapproving snort. Then he turned his snout away from me without any acknowledgement.
“That’s okay, I don’t warm up too fast, either,” I told the beast. “Let’s just get to know each other a bit first.”
Eir sighed and shook her head at the giant scaly creature who refused to look over now. “He’s being stubborn because I said you are handsome. Normally, I tell him he is the most handsome boy, but I make it a point to never lie to Dyggur, and it is true. You are quite handsome.”
I nodded as my grin widened, but I wasn’t even paying attention to the heillhaust anymore. I was busy admiring the seriousness Eir said all of this with, and damn it if my heart didn’t crack open on the spot.
“Alright, I didn’t expect you to be this cute,” I informed the woman. “But I’m very into it.”
“I am not cute!” Eir scoffed. “I am feared.”
“I believe it,” I assured her. “You apparently take down skulraeths like it’s no big deal, and you hunt your own clansmen to murder them, but you also told your heillhaust about me. That’s cute.”
Eir rolled her eyes playfully. “I tell Dyggur about everything. Didn’t you share everything with your dearly departed truck?”
“In a way,” I allowed. “With her, I didn’t even have to say anything. She just knew what kind of headspace I was in, and I knew she knew. It was a quiet bond.”
“That’s beautiful,” Eir said with a nod.
I rifled my hair as I ended up chuckling all over again, and I couldn’t remember the last time a woman had made me smile so much in just a few minutes, but I definitely didn’t mind the notion. Everything Eir said only made me more certain that Hylmrek could go ahead and kiss my ass, and the way she kept glancing at my lips when I talked made it harder and harder to resist tearing her leather armor off right here. The night was getting darker by the minute though, and I intended to have her in a much more secluded area with a fire lit before I finally gave in to temptation.
“So, is Dyggur gonna let me ride him or not?” I asked.
“He will,” Eir decided. “He is displeased with you, so there is work to be done. But he didn’t kick you, so you should be okay.”
“Great,” I chuckled. “Let’s go. How do I get on this thing?”
“Like this,” Eir said, and she hitched her foot on a lower bone of the foreleg, grabbed the jagged red spine on the back, and managed to climb up in a few quick and strategic steps.
I tried to do the same, but Dyggur kept nickering and shifting his leg away, and Eir kept insisting I was doing it wrong.
“No, the foot goes there,” she instructed and pointed down. “No, there to the left. Just to the left. Left… Aaron Briggs, I am telling you directly where to put the foot!”
“Woman, your foot is in the way,” I snickered.
Eir clapped her hand over her mouth as she realized the issue, but then she abruptly shimmied herself a few inches forward.
“I am sorry, I can hardly think,” she groaned. “I really missed you, which is odd… since I just met you. You have made me confused and silly.”
I stared up at the beautiful blonde as her eyes sparkled down at me, and I couldn’t even form words while the sheer perfection of this woman doused my entire mind. After that, it took me all of three seconds to vault up onto the beast’s back, and I shifted Eir’s ass tight between my thighs as I brought my lips to her ear.
“Missed you, too,” I whispered, and the woman instantly heated like a flame in my hold. “And I’m glad I can make you feel silly. How fast can this thing go?”
Eir let out a smug chuckle, and she said one word to Dyggur before he lunged forward.
I must have belted at least five curses while I struggled to keep my place on his back, and my heart threatened to stop altogether when I realized how fast the trees were flying by on either side. The heillhaust cleared whole rivers in one bound and made the ground shudder with every step, but once I got my bearings and a firm hold on Eir’s waist, I couldn’t stop grinning from ear to ear.
The trees blurred around us as the enormous beast moved like a gazelle through the darkened forest, and despite his size, the ride was smoother than I would have expected. The heat of his scales made the cool night air more refreshing too, but it also made me more impatient to get to our destination while I kept Eir’s flawless back end firm against my groin.
“Have him turn north,” I hollered above the rushing wind, and Eir nodded.
Then she gave the slightest tug to the reins, and I almost flew off Dyggur’s back when he took a sharp right. Eir just chuckled as I tightened my hold on her and cursed a few more times, but in a matter of minutes, we’d scaled a long, rugged incline and entered a cloud of warm steam.
“Right here is good!” I told the woman, and she reined the thirteen foot beast in with another subtle command.
I was out of breath from the adrenaline boost of the night ride, and I let out a harried laugh as I loosened my death grip on Eir’s waist for the first time since Dyggur took off.
“That is how fast he can go in the dark,” Eir sighed, and she sent a proud smirk over her shoulder. “In the daytime, he is truly impressive.”
“That was impressive enough,” I laughed. “It usually takes about an hour to walk here from the village.”
Eir cooed a few lilting phrases to Dyggur while I slid to the ground and looked around at the steamy glade we were in, but as relieved as I was that I’d made it here in one piece, I didn’t have much time to think about it. The moon would be rising soon, and I needed to get a fire going fast if I wanted to live long enough to enjoy Eir’s company at all.
“I’ll be right back, I need to get some firewood,” I said as I helped Eir down to the ground. “We have nóttmal out here, and only fire keeps them away once the moon is up.”
“Nóttmal?” Eir breathed as her lips went slack with wonder. “I have always longed to see one for myself. Only legends of them exist in Hylmrek, but from what I have heard, they are wonderfully vicious.”
“I’ve heard the same, but I’d rather not find out firsthand tonight,” I replied. “I had other plans in mind.”
Eir quickly nodded in agreement, but she looped her arm in mine as I turned to scour the forest floor, and I grinned when she began gathering up dried branches along the way. In ten minutes, we had a fire blazing next to the hot spring my clan had decided was for my private use, and the green-eyed beauty sighed with approval as she dipped her hand into the heated water.
I kept half an eye on the pleasing curve of her spine while she bent on all fours with her long blonde braids tumbling over her shoulder, and a dozen erotic ideas for tonight sprang to mind as I realized how heavy her breasts were under her armor. We were tucked in a part of the forest with large, mossy embankments jutting up between the hot springs too, and I’d already noticed at least three ledges I could comfortably brace her against.
“I never knew water from the land could be so warm,” Eir mused. “In Hylmrek, the water is cold all year round.”
“These are called hot springs,” I explained as I threw another couple of logs on the fire. “Water under the ground gets heated by magma and then comes up through vents. When it pools like this above the vents, the water stays warm, but some of them will scald you to death, so only ever use the ones my clansmen have marked with stacks of stones around the rim.”
“How do you know all of this about the water?” she asked with a curious smile.
I shrugged. “I pay attention when people tell me things.”
“This will make you a good leader,” Eir pointed out. “I still cannot believe you have become a chieftain so soon. I should have believed you would, I suppose, since you spoke with crazy conviction, but I have never heard of a man accomplishing so much so quickly.”
“Well, I had some pretty inspiring motivation,” I chuckled as I came over to join her, and the woman let me pull her to her feet so I could wrap her in my arms. “Thank you for believing in me enough to show up, at least.”
“I was worried what I might find here,” Eir admitted, and her strange green eyes almost glowed with the firelight in them. “But I had to see for myself. I couldn’t bear the thought of living my life with Stranholf and never knowing if I could have belonged to you instead. Now, I see how loyal your men have already become, and I worry you will regret this one day. You have accomplished so much here, but my arrival could cost you the trust of your clansmen, and if Hylmrek finds out I am--”
“We’ll be ready if that day comes,” I gently cut in. “In the meantime, I don’t want you worrying about the clansmen. That’s the chieftain’s job.”
I kissed her as my hands slid to the strap of her fur sash, and when I pulled at the ties, she reached down to undo her sword belt as well. Then I grabbed both and let them drop to the mossy ground, and Eir shivered when I started undoing the clasps on her leather vest.
“Is this okay?” I checked.
“Of course, it is,” Eir replied, but her voice shook a little, so I decided to take my time getting the rest of her clothes off.
I kissed her lips, ears, and neck as I eased her out of her armor and linens, and by the time her tight leather pants were kicked aside, I was aching to have more of her. Still, the sight of her flawless form in the firelight kept me rooted to the spot, and I let my hands roam across her silky skin as I reveled in the moment I wasn’t sure I’d live to see.
Every inch of her was more beautiful than the last, and there was no doubt I’d never been with a woman this perfect in my life. The supple slopes and curves of her body fit perfectly in my palms, and anytime I touched her somewhere new, Eir’s breath caught lightly in her throat.
“Wanna go for a swim?” I asked as I trailed my fingers along the heavy underside of her breast.
“I’d like that,” Eir agreed at once, but then she glanced over her shoulder. “Should I tie Dyggur closer to the flames first?”
“Yeah, that’d be best,” I admitted. “I’d hate for anything to happen to him.”
The woman turned to get her heillhaust, and I swallowed hard as she gave me a full view of her back side. Her long blonde braids cascaded down her back and ended just above her swaying hips, and every step she took was hypnotic as I watched the little dimples on her lower back tick from side to side.
My palms started to sweat just like the first time I’d seen her, and I raked my gaze from her perfectly sculpted ass down her lithe and creamy legs. Then my blood surged painfully to my dick, and I tore my shirt off over my head.
I tried to keep my back to the fire so any discussion about my mark wouldn’t end up interrupting the evening, and I was just kicking my pants off when Eir returned from tethering her scaly beast to a nearby tree.
When I glanced over, her bright green eyes went wide as they dropped to my erection, and the beautiful warrior instantly tripped over a mossy rock.
Now, I’d never questioned that I was respectably endowed, but no woman had ever looked at me like Eir was at the moment, and I realized her fingertips were actually trembling as she pulled a braid over her shoulder to keep her hands busy. Then Eir tripped over another patch of moss and her discarded bow, and I cocked an eyebrow when she stumbled to a stop and kept staring at my rigid dick.
“You alright?” I checked.
“Forgive me,” Eir said with an anxious laugh. “I have never seen a man in his entirety before. This is all so new, and--”
“Woah, hold up!” I blurted out. “You’re a virgin?”
“A what?”
“A virgin,” I repeated, and my dick throbbed hungrily against my will. “Meaning you’ve never… been with a man like this. Have you? Even once?”
“I already told you I have not,” Eir mumbled, and her finger tips fidgeted even more with her braid. “Stranholf has not claimed me yet. I-I thought you wanted me for your own.”
“I do,” I immediately replied. “I absolutely do, I just didn’t realize that by ‘claim’ you meant… claim.”
“How else do you intend to claim me as your wife if you are not the only man who has penetrated me?” Eir asked as her brow crinkled nervously. “I know you have not paid for me, and that you were not born within the clans, but it is important to me that I can respect myself. Just because I don’t want to give myself to Stranholf doesn’t mean I am content to simply pretend to be yours instead. It wouldn’t be right. I want to belong to you entirely and obey no one but yourself for the rest of my life. I want you to claim me in every sense. If… if you want to take me like this.”
Eir bit her lip as she shyly looked down at her exposed breasts, and all the air left my lungs while my mind barely managed to keep functioning. She was so ridiculously sexy and lethal, but innocent in the most unexpected ways, and when her bright green eyes flicked to mine, I struggled to stay standing.
Then I nodded a few times to keep my cool. “I’ll take you. I’ll claim the fuck out of you. That’s… yes. Let’s do that.”
“Really?” Eir breathed with a hopeful smile.
Even in the firelight, I could tell she was blushing like… well, like a virgin, and she tripped over another rock as she took a tentative step toward me.
“Jesus Christ,” I croaked, and I couldn’t keep my hands off her for another second.
I caught the woman mid-trip on her next step and locked her in my arms, and the way she whimpered against my lips sent my arousal skyrocketing to an unbearable degree. Still, knowing she’d never been with a man before drastically changed my initial plans for the evening, and I forced myself to not bite at her or get too rough too quickly.
Even though, holy shit, I wanted to so fucking badly. She was the softest thing I’d felt in ages, and the cold night air made her cling to me even more as she wantonly let her tongue tangle with mine. Her body was already moist from the steam too, and I caught Eir’s hands in mine before I stepped into the hot spring.
The green-eyed beauty let out a tiny moan as she eased herself into the heated water with me, but I almost wished it was thirty degrees colder because her breasts heaved in the most erotic way as she took a deep, satisfied breath of steamy air. Knowing she had no idea how attractive all of these subtle things were made it even harder to keep my head on straight, but I managed to remain calm as I sat down with my back against the mossy stones.
Then I guided Eir onto my lap with her legs straddling me, and her breath hitched when I gently slid just the tip of my cock inside her.
She was so tight I had to lock my jaw to keep my shit together, but the green-eyed beauty was shaking all over now, and I could feel her quivering through my dick as her fingers dug into my shoulders.
Eir was definitely a virgin, too, and I did my best to handle that fact while every other phenomenal thing about her rushed into my mind like a tidal wave. Part of me doubted this could be real, but the steam drifting from the hot spring clung to our skin like it was real, and the way Eir trembled with her thighs clinging to me felt pretty fucking real as well.
I tried to just focus on how much this meant to her though, because apparently, this badass warrior woman had waited her whole life for a real man to take her like this, and she chose me of all people to be her husband.
And after tonight, she’d be my wife.
“Relax,” I murmured in her ear as I realized how tense her whole body was. “This might hurt a little at first, but keep moving, okay? It’ll get better.”
“I don’t know what you want me to do,” Eir admitted.
“I’ll show you,” I assured her. “Do you trust me?”
Eir didn’t respond at first, and I shifted so I could see her face. Her strange green eyes were still open wide while she drew quick and shallow breaths, but when I lightly brushed my lips against hers, she let out a soft sigh.
“I trust you, Aaron Briggs,” the woman whispered. “I assure you I am normally much braver than I am behaving.”
“You don’t have to be brave around me all the time,” I chuckled. “Just be you, and call me Aaron.”
Then I caught her lips in mine, and she kissed me like she did the first time in Hylmrek while she whimpered with longing. I let Eir kiss me all she wanted to as I gently rolled her pussy lips against the tip of my cock to get her ready, and when I felt her instinctively trying to push me deeper, I tightened my hold on her hips.
She was still trembling when I abruptly forced her to take in more of me, and Eir shrieked as she curled forward and tore her nails across my shoulders. I kept her hips moving in rhythmic circles while I kissed her neck and eased her through the pain, and then I let my teeth sink into her tender flesh just a bit.
Eir instantly moaned for me as the muscles in her thighs completely relaxed, and her unbelievably tight walls slipped along my shaft as she got wetter with every thrust. I could tell by the way she splayed her legs that the pleasure was overriding the pain now, but I still held back and kept myself in check as much as I could.
“Do you like that?” I growled before I nipped at her ear.
“It’s amazing,” Eir moaned. “I… I don’t want to stop.”
“Good,” I chuckled. “I’m not done with you.”
“Really?” she panted. “I get more?”
“Hold on to me,” I ordered.
Then Eir clutched my neck as her breasts swelled eagerly against my chest, and I grinned because she’d only taken half my length so far.
I kept full command of Eir’s hips while I gave her more of my cock with every thrust, and even though it felt like she couldn’t take another inch, she kept moaning more and more as she let me show her what I wanted.
Eventually, I was shaking almost as much as her from trying so hard not to cum, but I honestly didn’t want to yet. She was just so tight and completely surrendering herself to my guidance, and her words about claiming her in every sense echoed in my mind as I gradually eased my dick deeper and deeper into her taut center.
Then Eir started quickening her own thrusts as her whimpers hitched in her throat, and my blood began to boil as I realized she was sopping wet with arousal now.
“Can I have more?” Eir moaned. “I like it so much, Aaron. It feels amazing.”
“Then show me how much you like it,” I growled.
“I-I don’t know how,” Eir panted as she kept herself rolling into me.
“Just like that,” I groaned. “Do anything that feels good and don’t slow down.”
Eir spread her legs even wider when I said this, and as she bit down on my shoulder, I felt her take every inch of my dick deep into her trembling tunnel.
“Holy fuck,” I croaked, and my grip locked on her supple ass.
My back spasmed while the sensation of her overran all my senses, and I didn’t even have to guide her anymore. Eir took over completely as she latched onto the mossy stones at my back, and she fucked me with all her strength while my mind disconnected from my body.
The way her pussy slammed against me had me lost in the moment within seconds, and she was so wet she felt like heated silk against my shaft. She was also tighter than anything I’d ever been prepared to handle, and my hands roamed all over her dripping wet curves just to keep me distracted enough to hold out for her.
“Aaron!” Eir suddenly whimpered in my ear, and she desperately clung to me again as she spasmed around my cock. “Aaron, I…”
“You’re almost there,” I told her. “Don’t stop. It gets even better.”
Then the woman cried out like a feral cat and started clawing at my shoulders, and I was shaking with pleasure when her first orgasm finally overcame her.
Eir arched her back as she shrieked toward the night sky, and the sight of her creamy body quaking in the firelight undid me entirely. Hearing how intense her climax was pushed me straight over the brink though, and a torrent of my seed erupted into her as a possessiveness I’d never experienced took over me.
The green-eyed beauty started wailing with pleasure as she quickened her thrusts for more of me, and she kept me cumming in waves while my cock throbbed and sprayed inside her tight pussy to fill her to the brim.
Then I took control of her hips again to make sure she didn’t let up until I was finished with her, and I could feel her orgasm cresting into another, and then another as she began all-out screaming while I poured into her over and over again.
I couldn’t believe how much I was cumming, and I couldn’t believe how amazing it felt, but I didn’t even pause to process.
“Aaron!” Eir suddenly shrieked as she clutched her braided hair to the roots, and that’s when I realized she was breathing more rapidly than she had been up until now.
Her pussy clenched around my cock like a vise too, and she felt so fucking good that I somehow climaxed again while I was ejaculating, and my hands locked her against me without even thinking about it.
The steamy abyss around us faded from my vision as I watched Eir writhe in ecstasy, and I’d never known sex could be so intoxicating until that moment. I didn’t want to release her, and I didn’t want to stop forcing her to orgasm over and over, and my chest began to burn like hot coals as this desire consumed me.
My mind was overrun with the fact this lethal woman had never spread her legs like this for any man, but now that she’d let me have her, she was mine in every sense. That’s when I felt it to my core that Eir would never belong to anyone except me, but the erotic trance this notion kept me under was shattered a second later.
Because a pair of black wings began sprouting behind the quivering woman in my hold.
“W-What the…” I stammered, but I couldn’t form any words past that.
Eir’s wings kept unfurling until they spanned four feet in either direction, and as she finally began to come down from her multiple orgasms, I dragged my gaze away from the glistening black feathers to her face.
Eir was staring at me with just as much shock as I felt, and for a second, I thought I was growing wings too, but the woman’s green eyes weren’t looking over my shoulder.
They were locked on my chest, and I squinted down through a smoky haze to see the mark I bore was glowing like embers. The interlocking triangles gave off a thin white smoke while the water sizzled against me, but as a dose of fear shot through my veins, the blazing mark suddenly began to fade.
“Who are you?” Eir panted. “W-What are you?”
I looked up into her enchanting eyes while we held each other in the steaming pool, and then I turned my gaze back to the giant black wings pluming at her back.
“I have no fucking idea,” I admitted.








Chapter 20
“Are you sure you’re alright?” I checked for the fifth time, and Eir gave a tiny nod.
She was perched next to the fire with her legs tucked under her, and while she kept insisting she was fine, she’d been too stunned to get her clothes back on. Her green eyes glowed from the firelight while they remained stuck open wide, and behind her, large black wings plumed out to either side. The orange light of the moon above us and the firelight both seemed to catch on the strange iridescent sheen of the feathers, but as striking as the sight was, I couldn’t seem to keep my focus on one thing at a time.
My gaze kept bouncing between the planes of Eir’s beautiful face and her pristinely sculpted and steamy body, and then to the stream of my pearly cum dripping out of her pussy lips.
And then to her black-feathered wings.
What the fuck?
“I’m so sorry,” I repeated yet again. “I didn’t mean to hurt you, and I--”
“You didn’t hurt me,” Eir quickly replied and knitted her eyebrows in confusion. “Why would you think that?”
I let out a harried scoff. “Because you grew wings. They tore themselves right out of your back. That does not sound comfortable.”
“But it was more than comfortable,” Eir admitted. “It was…”
The green-eyed beauty trailed off as a hazy smile came to her soft pink lips, and I couldn’t help but notice how flushed she’d gotten all of a sudden. Then she fidgeted awkwardly with her hands in her lap, and my gaze drifted down to her dewy breasts and the tight cinch of her waist.
“Umm,” I mumbled, “are you saying it felt good when it happened? Like… sex good.”
“That is an understatement,” Eir confessed as she smiled a little more. “It was like the way you made me feel when our bodies were joined, but much, much more. All of me was aching in the most wonderful way, and I didn’t ever want you to stop throbbing inside of me like that. I wanted you to make me feel like this forever, and as the pleasure mounted, I felt certain that I was truly yours, in every sense. The way you held me and filled me completely with such heat assured me of it.”
I forgot to breathe while her words shot straight through my spine and to my dick, and I just nodded for a bit while I tried to keep myself focused on the wing situation and not how tight the woman who said all this to me was.
Then Eir bit her lip. “Forgive me, I should not speak so wantonly.”
“No!” I swiftly countered. “That’s not an issue at all, I was only processing. You can say anything you want. Anytime. I like when you talk.”
“You are sure it isn’t inappropriate?” she asked.
“Absolutely,” I confirmed. “You’re good with words. Say all of them.”
“If that is what my husband wishes of me,” Eir said with an obliging smile.
I drew a steadying breath. “Aside from this, let’s uhhh, let’s refocus on the facts for a second. The wings didn’t hurt… at all… when you grew them, and that was my main concern, so this is good news. But you still grew wings out of nowhere, and that’s the next concern. Has this ever happened to you before? Maybe to a family member, even?”
“No, and I have never seen wings like these,” Eir answered. Then she sent an uncomfortable glance over her shoulder. “They are nothing like a pixie’s wings, and certainly not a fairy’s. Even the wings of the wayward reapers do not look like this, and as superior as Farthegns are to all others, we do not possess magic of our own that would bring this about.”
I nodded blankly. “Did you say pixies and fairies?”
“Yes, Hylmrek has enslaved many,” Eir said with a nonchalant shrug. “I am sure Dalir has never possessed such highly coveted slaves, but I have seen enough of them in my life to know the designs of their wings. The pixies wear translucent wings that glow in the moonlight and make the world look watery through them, and the fairies’ wings are like silken gauze. They reflect the beauty of their surroundings, so if the world is a beautiful place near them, the gauze shimmers in the most beautiful colors you could imagine, but in Hylmrek, the fairies’ wings are a dull and cold blue.”
“Right.” I stared at the fire for a second while my brain warred with itself to incorporate this information into reality, but then I decided it’d be best not to get too overwhelmed with the details right now. “So, you’re not a fairy or a pixie. What are these wayward reapers you mentioned?”
“They hail from the swamplands in the deep south,” the woman explained. “I have never seen one for myself. The Farthegns would unleash the fury of the necromancers’ coven if we were to enslave the wayward reapers, but I have heard stories. Their wings are like torn dragon’s flesh, and they drip blood wherever they fly. These wings do not drip blood. See?”
Eir shimmied her shoulders, and I knew I was supposed to watch the wings, but my eyes dropped straight to the pleasant jostling of her creamy breasts instead.
“I do see,” I mumbled. “Well, there must be something in your family line. Some kind of being who--”
“There are none but Farthegns in my family, Aaron Briggs,” Eir sighed, and she started fiddling with a long braid again as she looked at me with a worried crease on her forehead. “I have told you, I know of no creature with wings like these. And I have done nothing to grow them. You gave me them when you filled me with your seed. I am certain.”
“How?” I countered.
“Your mark must be a part of it,” the woman replied. “I saw it glowing on your chest. You saw it, too. Does this sort of thing happen to the women you penetrate?”
“Hell no, it doesn’t!” I scoffed. “I’ve never given someone wings! I didn’t even know that was possible.”
“Neither did I, but it must be due to the magic of your mark,” she decided. “What do you use it for?”
Eir looked at me with such an imploring gaze, and she was so gorgeous and naked that every ounce of my being repelled the idea of lying to her. She’d broken the codes of the Red Forest, betrayed Stranholf, and rode hundreds of miles along a murderous path just to come here and lose her virginity to me, and the weight of her dedication made it hard to breathe all of a sudden.
Lying was out of the question.
“I… don’t know,” I eventually answered, and the woman’s beautiful eyes threatened to pop out of her head. “Before you say anything, please just hear me out. I haven’t ever seen this mark burn like that, but I’ve felt it a couple of times. I wasn’t positive it was the mark burning before because I had clothes on, but tonight cleared that up, and I still can’t make any sense of it. Especially now. The only time it’s burned was when I was about to kill someone, and I know that sounds really bad in this context, and it is at the top of my list of concerns, but the truth is… I don’t know what the hell is going on. This probably seems like a bunch of bullshit, but please believe me. I don’t know anything about this mark, and I would never want to harm you.”
Eir glanced down at the scarring on my chest, and she nodded much sooner than I expected. “I believe you.”
“You do?” I asked in disbelief.
“Aaron Briggs, you are my husband now,” the woman reminded me, and the way she said the word so whole-heartedly sliced through my chest. “I trust you implicitly, but I don’t like the idea of you being so concerned. If there is magic within this mark, and you cannot control it, then we must learn about it. What happened just now when it began to glow? What were you focusing on?”
“Well…” I muttered, and I awkwardly scruffed my beard. “I was mostly just caught up in the moment. You know.”
Eir waited for me to elaborate, but then she let out a curt sigh. “And what else? How did you awaken the power of this mark?”
“I have no idea,” I groaned. “I didn’t even realize it was glowing like that. I was focused on you, and how amazing you are. I mean, you told me you wanted me to claim you, so I did. I just thought about how much I wanted you to be mine, but then I was kind of hyper-focused on how sexy you are when you moan like that, and I wanted to keep it up, and… yeah. That’s about the time the wings showed up.”
Eir sent me a blushy smile. “You really enjoyed yourself?”
“Fuuuck yeah, I did,” I chuckled. “Eir, I have never been with a woman like you. I didn’t know a woman could be so enjoyable. I’ve never claimed anyone, either, so maybe I did it wrong, but this was hands down the greatest highlight of my life.”
“Shush!” Eir scolded as she clamped her arms tight around herself. “You are only saying that because I am your wife.”
“Woman, I say what I mean,” I informed her. “Everything you did was fantastic, and I have half a mind to keep it up all night, wings or not.”
Eir giggled into her palm, and her green eyes were glinting when she looked up at me.
“Me, too,” she whispered.
“Oh, yeah?” I asked with a roguish grin.
“Yes, but I am worried about the wings,” she laughed. “They are quite large and suddenly attached to me.”
“That should be addressed,” I agreed. “Alright, let’s focus. Can you move the wings?”
Eir looked over her shoulder while I tried to keep my eyes off her naked figure, and she shifted her shoulders a bit. When nothing happened, she let out an impatient huff and tried to grab them with her arms, and I couldn’t help snickering as the gorgeous woman wrestled to make them do anything but stay fully unfurled.
“Aaron Briggs, they will do nothing!” Eir growled. “These feathers are useless!”
“Okay, calm down,” I snorted. “Here, I’ll take a look at them.”
Then I got up and came around behind her, and I crouched down as I leaned in close to Eir’s back. After studying the place where the wings were rooted, there was no question that they grew straight out of her skin on either side of her spine, but the flesh didn’t look enflamed or bruised from the process. It was like they’d always been there, and I eyed the multitude of black feathers that fell in thick layers over each other and ended in a strict line of stout, primary and secondary feathers along the bottom.
“What do you think?” Eir asked in a nervous tone.
“Well, it doesn’t seem like it injured you at all to grow them,” I muttered. “Your back’s in good shape. These wings look a little familiar to me, but not from anything I’ve seen in the Red Forest.”
“They do?” she gasped. “What creature?”
“A raven,” I answered. “Ever heard of it?”
“No… are they very powerful?”
“Not really,” I replied. “A raven is a type of bird, and a much smaller one than these wings suggest. Just something I noticed, is all.”
“Can you take them off?” Eir asked next.
“What?”
“Pluck them off!” she suggested. “Problem solved.”
I grimaced as I considered how very attached they looked, but after the woman urged me to try a couple more times, I sighed and took the crook of one wing in my hand.
Then a soft moan slipped from Eir’s lips as a shiver sifted down her bare spine, and I immediately let go.
“Did you just moan?” I checked.
“I am sorry!” Eir squeaked. “I didn’t mean to do that! It just came out!”
I furrowed my brow for a second, but then I reached out to gently graze my fingers over the downy feathers on the upper ridge of her wings. The moment I did, Eir arched her back a little and whimpered with pleasure, and I grinned as I watched her supple hips writhe below me.
“Holy shit,” I chuckled, and I came around to her front again. “Does it really feel good when I touch you like that?”
Eir was blushing to her roots while she held her hands against her burning cheeks, and my eyebrows shot up when she nodded in embarrassment. Then I instinctively reached out to test the theory again, and as I stroked my whole hand down the deep-black feathers, Eir threw her head back and moaned without reserve.
Then she firmly batted me away. “Aaron Briggs, you are toying with me!”
“Sorry, I’ll stop,” I snickered into my arm. “Look, I’m not pulling these wings off you. They’re attached, Eir. Fully attached. They look like they’re sprouting out from your spine, and it would probably hurt like hell to cut them off. I’m not doing that to you.”
“If you are certain,” Eir grumbled. “What will we do, then?”
I smirked at her slumping shoulders. “Well, you are my wife now, right?”
“I am,” Eir murmured, and she peered up at me with a proud little smile on her face.
“Then let’s go home,” I suggested. “We can figure out the wing situation tomorrow, but you’ve been traveling for over a day to reach Dalir. You should get some rest.”
“With you?” she asked eagerly.
“Of course,” I said with a grin, and I offered her a hand to help her up. “To be honest, I’m probably gonna need you well within reach for a while. I’m still not sure how I got this lucky, but if you’re my wife, I fully intend to embrace everything about married life with you. Often.”
Eir’s smile widened as she nodded in thorough agreement, and I stooped to grab her linens and leather armor off the ground for her. She couldn’t wear her thin white tunic anymore with the wings on her back, so we just did our best to get her vest on backwards, and we left the clasps undone partway up her spine.
Then I tried to douse the last of the fire while she finished getting dressed, but the adorable glances Eir kept sending my way the whole time almost cost me a boot more than once. Still, it was impossible not to stare at the woman. Her blonde braids were damp and tousled from the steamy air, and watching her arm that flawless body with a rough-hewn dagger and bow only made her even more distracting than when she’d been naked.
The deep-black feathers seemed to make her more alluring to me too, and the notion that I might have somehow endowed her with them sent a strange sensation through my chest.
It started where the symbol was carved into me, but it didn’t necessarily burn while I watched Eir hitch her quiver on one shoulder with her bow on the other. The sensation just warmed me through to my core in a subtle and incredibly satisfying way, and as I reveled in the fact that this gorgeous woman was all mine now, Eir strolled over and right into my arms.
“Are you ready to go home, my chief?” the green-eyed beauty purred.
I smirked. “More than ready. Let me put the last of these embers out.”
Eir brushed her plush lips against mine before she moved to untie Dyggur from his place, and it looked like the heillhaust had been sleeping all this time because he stretched his neck up toward the molten moon and let out a long, low groan.
Then Eir began cooing to him as I stamped out the last embers and started dusting soil over them, but when I grabbed my sword belt and headed to join my new wife, I found her expression hardened.
The orange moonlight illuminated her face while she narrowed her eyes ever so slightly, and I slowly clasped my belt in place as I cocked an eyebrow.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Nothing,” Eir mumbled, but she didn’t relax. “I am not accustomed to the smells in this place.”
The muscles in my shoulders tensed when I noticed her nose twitch a bit. “You smell something that’s off?”
“I cannot be sure,” the woman admitted. “Like I said, I do not know this place, but there is something distinct. Like hunting…”
I caught Eir’s waist in my palms a split second before a deep growl echoed through the trees to our right, and I had her lifted onto the heillhaust’s back by the time the scaly beast let out his first warning snarl.
Then I hitched my boot on Dyggur’s foreleg, and I’d just managed to mount up behind Eir when I noticed a pair of reflective eyes looming in the tree line beyond the steamy glade.
“Go!” I ordered.
The heillhaust took off like a shot into the woods, and the night had grown pitch-black except for the dim cast of orange moonlight filtering through the red boughs. This wasn’t nearly enough to see the path ahead, but it did illuminate a huge and lumbering shadow barreling alongside us, and I knew only one creature that large would be hunting in Dalir’s territory.
The nóttmal was easily keeping pace with us too, and I urged Eir to get her beast running faster as the shadow veered closer to our flank. It was twice as large as any grizzly I’d ever seen, and the thunderous roar it let out grated on my eardrums while I felt the bassy timbre reverberate through my whole body.
Dyggur roared back as he wove seamlessly through the maze of the darkened forest, but below all the noises of the beasts, I heard Eir shriek in pain as her wing slammed into a passing trunk.
“Shit!” I growled as I tried to keep her steady on the bolting heillhaust.
We were almost moving too fast for me to keep my bearings now, and the heillhaust was only weaving faster through the trees with each thunderous roar at our backs. I knew Eir would end up having her damn wings torn off soon if we didn’t make it out of the woods, but the nóttmal was right on our trail, and Dyggur was forced to zigzag along an aimless path I couldn’t track.
For all I knew, we were halfway to Illska by now, and Eir shrieked again as the next strike against her wings almost knocked her right off her mount.
I grabbed hold of the upper ridge on one wing, and I fumbled to feel along the bone structure until I found the wrist joint. I waited until Dyggur finished weaving through four trees in a flash before I forced the wing tip to bend, and even though Eir gasped from the force, she didn’t shriek in pain.
Then I delivered the same treatment to the other wing, and with them folded partially, I was able to tuck them closer to her sides by the shoulder joints.
Two seconds later, Dyggur lunged over a river, and my gut dropped as I realized we’d run all the way to Illska.
“Get us north!” I bellowed. “We’re in Illska!”
Eir frantically tore at the reins, and as we barreled around toward the east, the nóttmal narrowly missed taking a bite out of Dyggur’s left side. The near miss gave me a clear view of the beast, and Eir went rigid in my hold as the two of us stared into the eyes of the nóttmal.
Its black face and skull were bald with deep slashes and scars torn across the callused flesh, and its blank, milky-white eyes gleamed in the moonlight as it snapped its grisly jaws shut a mere three inches from my left leg. Then it swiped its jet-black claws at Dyggur’s hindquarters, but the heillhaust wove in time to dodge the attack.
He was just agile enough to keep us out of range, and for a second, I thought this might save us, but the roar the nóttmal let out as it barreled after us once again made my blood turn to ice. I knew too well what a predator like this did with difficult prey, and it was only growing more determined than ever to tear us all limb from limb.
Then I saw Eir’s bow still hitched over her shoulder, and I caught it before I pulled a few arrows from her quiver.
I clamped my thighs tighter around the woman while I strung an arrow and scanned our flanks, and as soon as I caught sight of the milky-white eyes looming behind us, I released the first shot.
The arrow grazed the beast’s jaw as I struggled to keep my seat, and it struck his shoulder instead. This pissed him off even more, but the next arrow impaled his cheek, and the third got him directly in the eye to send him rearing up in pain. All of this slowed him down a couple degrees, but he roared even louder, and as soon as I saw an opening, I sent another arrow into the underside of his neck.
Then Eir reached back to grab the bow from me. “I will finish him, Aaron Briggs!”
“You’ll what?” I belted back.
“I am trained for this,” she panted. “You have crippled him just enough! He is ours!”
The woman already had her arrow strung before I could reply, and with one word to Dyggur, the heillhaust took a sharp left to bring us around. I grappled to get a hold on Eir while she shifted her weight to counter the turn, and the second we streaked past the nóttmal, the woman loosed an arrow and sent it straight into his other eye. She let out a low chuckle as the beast stumbled into an ashen trunk and roared with fury, and now that it was blinded, Dyggur moved without any commands necessary.
The heillhaust ran a course around the nóttmal’s back side while Eir swiftly loosed three more arrows along the way, and despite the chaotic and shadowy ride, she struck the nóttmal’s skull from three sides. Its giant paws lashed out to try and find us the whole time, but as soon as her fourth arrow soared into its gaping maws, the woman thrust her bow into my hands, and she leapt from Dyggur’s back before I could catch her.
“Eir!” I bellowed as I grabbed the tomahawk off my belt, but the fearless woman actually crashed down into the mass of dense black fur.
The snarling of the nóttmal hadn’t let up at all, and my heart threatened to seize altogether while the bucking creature slammed into two more trunks. Whole boughs shuddered and cracked from the force as Dyggur circled back around, and even though he kept a safe distance from the debris, I hurled my tomahawk at the first chance to impale the sternum of the rearing beast.
My blade struck true as the nóttmal crashed down hard and bucked with pain, but then I caught a brief glint of Eir’s dagger in the moonlight.
She had it clutched in her right hand as she fought to keep from being thrown off the nóttmal, and despite the jerking of her prey, the woman got a firm hold on the thick fur of its neck.
Then it let out another aggravated roar, and Eir plunged her dagger straight down between its eyes with a vicious shriek I’d never heard from a woman before.
The giant beast gave one last violent buck of pain, but Eir held on with a vengeance as she twisted her blade in its skull, and the nóttmal finally collapsed on the forest floor as everything went still.
Now that the roaring was done, I could hear the distant shouts of my clansmen through the trees ahead, but I ignored the approaching torchlight. Instead, I lunged from Dyggur’s back before he even slowed his pace, and I bolted over the fragmented fallout of the hunt to reach the shadowy corpse.
The sheer girth of the nóttmal left me speechless.
Off its feet, the back of the apex predator rose several feet above my head, and it was nearly as long as the skulraeth I’d seen in the south, except it was bulkier. Its callused head and oozing white eyes made it even more gruesome to behold, but there was my wife… straddling the nóttmal’s neck with her hands braced on her thighs as she caught her breath.
Her blade was still buried in the skull along with all her arrows, and Eir sent me a deadly grin between her heaving breaths as I stared at the river of blood seeping down the nóttmal’s face.
“I enjoyed this,” the woman panted. “You have fierce beasts in Dalir. Quite invigorating.”
I don’t know what I said to that, but it wasn’t English, and I was still gawking at the blood and pus dribbling from the nóttmal’s many wounds when a herd of my clansmen reached us.
Their torchlight only made the scene more gory, but Eir looked like a force to be reckoned with as she sat there on top of her thousand pound kill. The decimation surrounding the pair bore a striking contrast to the utter silence of the forest now, and only one man’s words broke the tension.
“My chief!” Anakol gasped as he and Thyrri stumbled to a stop on either side of me. “We heard the commotion!”
Both of my warlords were armed and wild-eyed, but when I dragged my gaze off my wife, I found a sea of eighty clansmen behind me, and all of them were just as geared up for an attack.
Every warrior was silent as the dead though, while they gaped at the oozing white eyes and bloody skull of the nóttmal.
Then again, they might have been staring at the gorgeous, green-eyed Farthegn with the black wings. It was hard to decide which one was more impressive at the moment, because the torchlight flashed in Eir’s eyes to make them glow as she offered a stoic nod of greeting.
“Everything’s fine,” I assured the clansmen, and I cleared my throat as I gestured to the enormous beast. “This is Eir, the newest member of our clan. She has slain a nóttmal for us.”
Eir climbed off the mass of bluish-black fur, and the winged woman came to my side before she bowed her head to the sea of warriors.
“To honor my husband, and all of Dalir,” my wife announced.
“Husband?” Anakol hissed as he shot me a sharp look.
Thyrri thwacked Anakol on the arm, and as she pointed to the dead nóttmal, she said one sentence that seemed to make him refocus in an instant.
The braided warlord looked like he desperately needed to sit down while his dark eyes flicked between the beautiful Farthegn and her kill. Then he met my gaze again, and he couldn’t do much more than throw his arms up in defeat.








Chapter 21
I woke up the next morning with a warm and naked body curled up along my side, and just feeling Eir next to me brought back a wash of erotic images from the night before. After Dyggur had dragged the nóttmal’s corpse back to the village, I’d practically trampled my clansmen on my way to my private quarters, and once Eir tethered her heillhaust outside the hut, I had her stripped down and straddling me on my bed of pelts in seconds flat.
Then I spent hours memorizing every inch of her creamy body while she gazed down at me in the light of the fireplace, and the same satisfying heat billowed in my core throughout it all.
Over and over again, I sent Eir into one orgasm after another while she sighed my name and clutched her long blonde hair to the roots, but my mark didn’t glow again. No matter how many times I came in the woman’s achingly tight pussy, nothing interrupted the rest of our first night together, but I didn’t pay any attention to the confusing nature of my mark.
I was too wrapped up in the way Eir moaned in my grip, and she kept whimpering for me to show her what I wanted, so I did.
Repeatedly.
Only when she was dripping with my seed did we finally collapse in a sweaty tangle on the bed of hides, and the green-eyed beauty could hardly hold herself upright by then. Eir’s lithe legs shook with exhaustion while she laid breathless kisses across my chest and in the nape of my neck, and she let out a satiated sigh as she went limp in my arms.
We must have slept well into the next morning because the sunlight was shining in through the ceiling vents when I opened my eyes again, and I took a deep, rejuvenating breath of crisp, morning air.
Then I turned my head a bit, and I found Eir already awake with her bright green eyes sparkling up at me. Her flushed cheek was nestled against my arm while her long braids lay strewn in a seductive mess around her, and she puckered her soft pink lips to send me a lazy kiss.
“Well, there’s a sight I never thought I’d wake up to,” I mumbled.
“Yes,” Eir sighed heavily. “The wings are still here.”
I smirked. “I wasn’t talking about the wings.”
The blonde beauty chuckled sleepily as I hauled her up to straddle me, and the sight of her sent my blood coursing south all over again while she settled her plush ass against my groin.
Then a coy smile curled at the corners of her mouth, and she rolled her hips just to tease me.
I groaned as my gaze raked over Eir’s flawless figure, and there was no denying this woman was both honed and curved in all the right places. Now that it was daylight, I could tell her nipples were the exact same shade of soft pink as her lips, and they were already perked with arousal from having me look her over.
I couldn’t resist sitting up to pull one of the pink buds into my mouth, but I hadn’t treated Eir to this particular lesson, yet.
The beautiful blonde woman’s breath hitched in shock when I suckled lightly at her, but as I trailed my tongue in slow, methodic circles around her nipple, Eir drew a ragged breath and suddenly clutched me tighter against her. Her fingers tore through my hair as she slid her wet pussy lips against my shaft, and I couldn’t tell if she just had that much of my cum in her or if she was already ready for another round.
“Do you intend to keep me here all day, then?” my lover purred. “Pleasuring me and filling my womb with your seed?”
I chuckled a bit at the tempting offer, but then I finally released her breast as she let out a reluctant whimper.
“As much as I’d like to, I know you have to be beyond sore after last night,” I told the woman.
Eir bit back an embarrassed smile. “Yes, everything hurts, but you make me feel so good.”
I grinned at the kitteny glint in her eyes as I caught her hips, and I swiftly moved to roll her under me instead. Then her large black wings got in the way and left me stuck halfway turned, and the woman giggled at the instant irritation on my face.
“This is gonna be an issue,” I muttered. “I have about four things I want to show you, and I need you on your back for all of them.”
“There is more to learn about intimacy?” Eir whispered as her expression went slack with wonder.
I nodded solemnly. “Sooo much more.”
“Aaron Briggs, what are we going to do?” Eir groaned, and she slid herself out of my hold to sit up beside me. “I would like to know the four things, but until we fix these wings…”
I took a deep breath as I laid back on the fur bed, and I scruffed my beard to get my blood flow sorted out.
As much as I wanted to spend the rest of my week rolling around in this hut with Eir, we really did have some pressing issues to address as well. Namely, the symbol I bore that for whatever reason made me a prime murderer, but also seemed responsible for the enormous black wings my lover was now saddled with.
I’d been content to ignore the strange mark before, but now that both Eir and our sex life were caught up in the crosshairs, this just wasn’t an option.
Plus, the fallout from Eir escaping Hylmrek would be an ever-present threat my clan needed to prepare for, and I was still determined to make Illska pay in spades for their attack yesterday.
Being a chieftain was getting more complicated by the hour. And more erotic. Much, much more erotic.
“Alright,” I sighed toward the ceiling, and I decided to start at the top of the list. “What we need is someone who knows about magical symbols and winged beings. Is there some being in this forest who specializes in that sort of thing?”
Eir smirked in amusement. “No, but that would be convenient. The best I can think of would perhaps be a sorcerer or a sorceress. Have you enslaved any here?”
“I’m not sure,” I admitted. “We’ll visit the slave houses first thing, though. I also want the healer to take a look at your wings. You hit those trees pretty hard last night, and we should make sure there aren’t any breaks.”
“I feel fine,” Eir said with a shrug. “Thank you for folding them up like this. It’s a little less cumbersome.”
“They look good on you,” I pointed out, and when Eir furrowed her brow severely, I burst out laughing. “Come on, they’re sexy. Kind of spooky, too.”
“Really?” Eir asked as her scowl vanished. “Do you think people will fear me more? Perhaps cower in my wake?”
“There’s a good chance,” I assured her. “You look like a harbinger of death.”
The deadly cast that came to her green eyes sent a light shiver through my limbs, but the lusty way she bit her plump bottom lip at the thought was one of the sexiest things I’d seen her do yet. Everything about my wife’s cryptic expression made it clear how far compliments like this would get me with her, and a wolfish grin came to my face as I sat up to pull her closer to me.
“I like the sound of this,” Eir murmured as I trailed my tongue down the slope of her neck. “My victims usually look at me with so much adoration before they are suddenly frantic with terror, but I have always longed to make men cower at the sight of me. Or even when they hear my name.”
“I honestly can’t promise your victims won’t look at you with adoration,” I chuckled as I continued my trail along her shoulder. “You’re just too beautiful, but you are the wife of a chieftain now. Power like that can be terrifying in the right hands.”
Eir let out a whimper of longing as I let my teeth sink into her tender flesh, but then she sighed and gently nudged me back.
“Being your wife only means I am a woman of Dalir,” she clarified. “Your power is your own, my chief.”
“Fuck that, you’re reaping all the benefits of this. Including anything you want from me.” I bit the woman’s lips before she could argue. Then I started blazing a trail down her breasts as I kept a firm hold on Eir, and when I kept kissing along her tummy, her breaths quickened.
“Tell me what you want this time,” I growled against her hip.
“W-What?” Eir stammered.
I chuckled as her voice shook like last night, but when I glanced up, I found her staring at me with a mixture of confusion and fear. She’d never looked at me like this, not even when I was a complete stranger, and the abrupt shift in her countenance completely threw me off. I paused my movements while I tried to decide what I could have said to upset her, but before I could respond, someone knocked at the door.
“God damnit,” I muttered, and I left Eir with a quick kiss before I grabbed my pants off the floor.
I doubled back for my shirt though, since my mark was uncovered, and Eir was watching my every movement with the same strangely unsettled look on her face.
So I probably wrenched the door open harder than I would have otherwise because I had no idea what was going on all of a sudden.
Then Igrid and Thyrri jumped at the look on my face. Both women had their arms full of hides, leather, and a few satchels, and they almost dropped all of it while they hurried back a few paces upon my arrival. Dyggur let out a warning snarl from the side of my hut too, and I quickly forced myself to relax and sent the two women a casual nod.
“Sorry about that,” I mumbled, and I gestured to a bundle of blueish-black fur that Igrid was holding. “I take it that’s my new hide?”
“Yes, my chief,” Igrid confirmed. “If we have come at a bad time--”
“No, you’re fine,” I assured them. “I was just distracted. I’ll take all that.”
I reached out to rid the women of their loads, but Thyrri and Igrid exchanged a quick look rather than handing anything over.
“My chief, we are here to dress your new wife,” Thyrri explained.
“Oh.” I cocked an eyebrow. “That’s nice of you, but I’m pretty sure she knows how to dress herself, so I’ll--”
A soft hand curled around my bicep to cut me off, and I turned to see Eir’s green eyes glittering with amusement. She didn’t look upset at all, and her open expression and stunning beauty brought the gears in my mind to a grinding halt. Apparently, whatever was wrong before wasn’t anymore, and Eir sent me an almost silly grin.
“This is, of course, tradition,” my beautiful wife hinted. “Your fiercest women warriors dress me to honor our bond, my chief.”
“Right,” I agreed at once. “I knew that. Ladies, feel free to come in and… dress my wife.”
Igrid snorted at my fumbling response, and Thyrri was clearly trying not to smirk as I stepped aside to let them pass, but neither woman seemed to mind the lapse in protocol.
I figured they’d learned by now that I didn’t know too much about Farthegn tradition, especially since they were arriving to dress the Hylmrek woman their wanderling leader had chosen to claim without any warning.
To my relief, both women didn’t stare too openly at Eir’s wings, and they approached her with friendly smiles and respectful nods. I left them to their work while the three women exchanged a few words in their own language, and I headed for the fresh basin of water in the corner. Then I splashed some cold water all over my face and beard, and I dragged a bit through my hair as I listened to the women chatting across the room. They sounded like they were getting along well enough so far, and I hoped this was a sign my clan wouldn’t give me too much trouble over my choice of a wife.
Last night, the clansmen had been too shocked to do anything but stare at the massive nóttmal they had to skin, but I did notice a few warriors on the sidelines who wore firm and disapproving scowls through it all. Still, I’d cleared up plenty of discomfort amongst the clan already, and I figured I’d be able to smooth things out with my clansmen within a couple days.
Hell, Eir was probably skilled enough to smooth things out by herself.
I turned to see Thyrri smiling in earnest as she spoke more rapidly with my wife, and I relaxed a few more degrees. But Igrid was staring at the creamy and ample breasts in front of her while the conversation carried on and on, and she peeked over Eir’s shoulder at me to mouth the word “wow.” I chuckled in agreement as I toweled my face off with a rag of linen, but then Igrid reached out to poke at Eir’s wings with a curious look on her face.
I shot forward in an instant but didn’t reach the group in time to stop her, but as Igrid petted the black wings, Eir turned a polite smile her way without reacting.
I narrowed my eyes. “Hold on, that didn’t bother you?”
“What?” Eir asked, and all three women turned to me.
“When she touched your wing,” I clarified. “It didn’t… feel distinct at all? Like last night by the hot springs…”
My pointed look brought a fierce blush to Eir’s cheeks as she caught my meaning, and she blinked like it hadn’t even occurred to her.
“It felt nothing like that,” my wife admitted. “Perhaps they are less sensitive after I have worn them for a while?”
“Could be,” I agreed.
Then I stroked my hand along the upper ridge of her wings to be sure, but the second I touched her, Eir’s breath hitched as a wavering mewl tore from her throat. I clamped my hand over her mouth as fast as I could, but Igrid had already doubled-over, and she snickered into the crook of her arm while Thyrri blushed as much as Eir was.
“I am so fucking sorry,” I muttered.
Eir mumbled something against my palm, and I pulled my hand away to find a nervous smile on her lips.
“The wings are becoming more confusing to me,” my wife whispered.
“Yeah, this is being added to the list, don’t worry,” I assured her. “Ladies, carry on. Sorry for the interruption.”
I cleared my throat and got busy combing my beard, but my warrior women seemed to take all this strangeness in stride.
Mostly.
Igrid was more curious than ever. Once Eir’s bare ass was perched on my table so the women could get to work, the pierced woman occasionally nudged the black feathers when she thought no one else would notice.
But I did notice, and I let her keep it up for science’s sake.
No matter how many times Igrid bumped, poked, or brushed an elbow against Eir’s wings, my wife didn’t seem to mind at all, and I shook my head as I looked on in bewilderment.
Somehow, only my touch sent orgasmic chills through Eir whenever her wings were stroked, and as much of a turn on as this was, it only added to the growing knot of confusion in my gut.
Eir was bouncing lightly in her seat now though, so I set my studies aside for the time being while I leaned against the cabinet to admire her excited little grin. Igrid had started removing the black markings of Hylmrek from Eir’s face and arms, and she used an oil that smelled incredibly sweet to rub the black dots and bands from her creamy skin. The pierced woman kept chuckling at Eir’s giddy expression the whole time, and Thyrri smiled with appreciation while she began loosening the coiled braids near her temples.
Then my warlord drew the stripes of Dalir across Eir’s cheeks and over the bridge of her nose, and the green-eyed beauty smiled from ear to ear as she sent me a teary glance. Warmth spread through my limbs as I realized how eager she was to be rid of her birth clan and take my own as hers instead, and I grinned back while I drew in a ragged breath.
That’s when I realized I’d never taken this much pride in anything before, but here I was, with a deadly, Nordic goddess tethered to me for life, and she was in tears of happiness over it.
Then Igrid called my attention to her, and she held up two scrappy bits of leather that I noticed were strategically cut to allow for Eir’s wings.
“Which top would you prefer, my chief?” Igrid asked.
I took a minute to consider how extremely scant one of the designs was, but before I made up my mind, the pierced woman casually inched the scant one forward.
She had a scheming look on her face as she waggled her eyebrows a little, and for a split second, I began to wonder which team Igrid batted for.
“Pleeease, pick this one, my chief,” Igrid groaned. “It’s your decision, of course, but I’ve always wanted to have breasts as fine as your wife’s, and I can assure you that if I did, I’d wear this one.”
Thyrri clicked her tongue at the blunt remark, but Eir chuckled.
“What do you mean by that?” my wife inquired of the warrior. “You speak as if there is something wrong with the breasts you have.”
“Yes, they’re shamefully small,” Igrid grumbled.
“Certainly not,” Eir countered. “I have seen plenty of breasts much smaller than yours, and those women got husbands.”
“Maybe they did, but I want my husband to be proud of the breasts he gets,” Igrid clarified, and she groped her own tits as she glared down at them. “These are only two handfuls apiece.”
Thyrri rolled her eyes. “That is plenty, Igrid. The clansmen are unlikely to know what to do with more.”
“I agree,” Eir said with a curt nod. “Your breasts are the perfect size. Just ask my husband. He will tell you.”
I blinked as all three women suddenly looked my way. “Huh?”
“My chief, would you really appraise me?” Igrid asked, and sheer relief filled her face. “I would be so grateful to have an answer. This has plagued me my entire adult life, and I know I can trust your judgment.”
“Wait, what?” I mumbled.
Igrid was already unclasping her leather vest, and before I knew it, she had her armor off, her tunic up, and her breasts fully exposed to me.
“Woah!” I blurted out as I abruptly turned away. “Igrid, what the hell? My wife is right there.”
“Yes, I would like to see as well,” Eir requested, and she leaned forward to get a look for herself. “Igrid, your breasts are wonderful! I don’t understand your disappointment at all. Aaron Briggs, appraise her, please.”
“Is this a trap?” I scoffed. “We’ve been married for less than a day.”
“It is your duty as her chieftain,” Eir insisted. “No man may look upon Igrid before she is claimed, except for you. She is clearly not confident about this, and that will never improve her ability to attract an impressive husband. So… what do you think of her breasts? Be honest. Your word is the only one that matters.”
I let out a tense breath as I nodded toward my toes, but as ass-backwards as the situation felt, my wife’s explanation did fall in line with the kind of shit I’d learned about Farthegns so far.
So I caved and took a good, long look at the bare breasts in front of me.
Then I had to swallow hard because Igrid’s tits were honestly phenomenal not only in size but quality.
Both of her deep-purple nipples were pierced with ivory-colored spikes too, and I bit my cheek while I willed myself not to get hard with my wife and warlord right next to me.
I had no idea a badass like Igrid had been strutting around my village with breasts this remarkable, but knowing she had no one to look at them except me took me a moment to get over. She’d already been in my favor before just for being ruthless and covered in bones, but now… Igrid bore a striking resemblance to several fantasies I’d had while growing up.
Pierced nipples and pillowy cleavage included.
“Yeah, there’s nothing wrong with these breasts,” I informed Igrid. “Is that bone you pierced them with?”
“Yes, from the first slave I ever ate two winters ago,” Igrid confirmed. “She was not tasty, and I felt like a savage for doing it. Each bite seemed to strip more of myself away until I was only a beast, so I pierced my nipples with the bones of her pinky fingers. Now, I will always remember what I can endure. Both deep disgust and excruciating pain, but in the end, I am stronger for it.”
I nodded slowly while I absorbed how fucking metal this all was, but then I realized I was still ogling Igrid’s plump and perfectly proportioned tits, and I just did not want to look away.
“Well, like I said, these are great,” I decided as I forced my gaze toward the wall. “Completely adequate breasts. Well above average. Any man would be lucky to enjoy them.”
“Really?” Igrid gasped with a crooked grin, and when I nodded in the affirmative, she leapt up to wrap her arms around my neck for a huge hug.
I locked my jaw as I felt her pierced nipples pressing urgently against my chest, but I managed to stay limp below the belt despite the proud little grin my naked wife was sending me.
Then I set Igrid back on her feet as she chuckled with a greedy kind of pride, and she got her armor clasped again while Thyrri smirked at her.
“I told you,” the warlord muttered. “You have nothing to worry about.”
“I feel so much better,” Igrid sighed. “My chief, you have my gratitude for all my life. I will never again doubt the quality of my breasts. Your acceptance alone is enough to instill faith in my ability to please a man.”
“No problem,” I mumbled. “Umm… the leather top you suggested will be fine.”
With that, I headed straight for the basin of water again, and the women were already back to discussing Eir’s new attire like no breast appraisal had just taken place. Then I dunked my whole head in the basin to cool my body temperature, but when I closed my eyes, only pierced and ruthless breasts were there. Right beyond them, my beautiful wife’s approving smile was ingrained in my mind, and I resurfaced more confused than I had been all morning.
Luckily, the sound of someone knocking on the door caught my attention, and I crossed my hut in five long strides as I mopped the water from my face.
I’d never been so relieved to see my braided warlord waiting outside.
Even if he did have blood drying on his forearms and a heillhaust snarling a foot away from his head, Anakol didn’t have any amazing tits to randomly thrust in my face. He was exactly what I needed to get my bearings.
“My chief,” the warlord said, and he bowed his head slowly to avoid angering Dyggur. “I know you are occupied having your new wife dressed, but you are wanted at the eastern weirs when you have a moment. I just returned from my patrol as well and am prepared to deliver my report whenever you are ready.”
“I’m ready,” I decided. “Let me grab my hide real quick.”
Then I closed the door, and I found Igrid struggling to fit Eir’s creamy breasts in the scant leather top. The two women sent me smiles beneath their identical face markings while the pierced woman groped around my wife’s tits, and Eir gestured to the display.
“Do you think this attire is too revealing? I don’t want to embarrass you.”
“Not at all,” I assured her as I got my hide secured around my shoulders. “It’s perfect, but I need to get an update about the morning patrols. Anakol’s bloody, so I’m guessing there was some issue out there, and then I have to stop by the tributary, but I’ll meet you in the central clearing, alright? Ladies, I trust you to make all the decisions here. Only if Eir approves it all, though. She has final say.”
“Really?” my wife asked as her green eyes lit up. “You wouldn’t mind? I don’t want to displease you with my choices…”
I raised my eyebrows at this statement while I got my boots on, but then I came over to pull Eir into my arms. “Anything you ever want is yours. I mean that. You’re my wife now, and I refuse to let you go without.”
Eir searched my gaze in silence, and for a second, she looked unsettled again. A hint of worry etched a line across her forehead, but just as quickly as her unease appeared, it vanished as Eir stroked the blueish-black hide on my chest. My wife’s sea green eyes glittered with admiration as she looked me over, and a proud grin curled across her lips when she glanced up again.
“You look so formidable as a chieftain,” Eir purred. “I will do all I can to honor you.”
“You already do honor me,” I said, and I kissed her gently at first until I felt her fingers clutching at the fur I wore.
Then I bit at her tongue a bit until she was whimpering into my mouth, and when I finally released my wife, her breasts were heaving lightly in her scant leather top. I sent an approving glance toward the creamy display just to make her chuckle, and I let Eir leave a soft kiss on my cheek before I headed for the lane.
The moment the door closed behind me, I took a deep breath of cold air, and I decided I’d been unprepared for how many fantastic women I was suddenly surrounded with.
I’d gone years skimping by on easy lays I could fit in between hunting and work, but now I had women like Igrid asking for my opinion about her breasts, and my unbelievably tight wife just stood by insisting I take a look. Thyrri’s nonchalant comments only confused the situation further, but I was beginning to wonder what exactly my role in this clan was where the women warriors were concerned.
Because being told no man but me could look at the unmarried ones brought up a lot of questions. Especially if I was also supposed to be sleeping with them once they had husbands…
I gave my beard a thorough scruff at the idea, and I strolled toward Anakol and led the way to the central clearing. I sent Dyggur a nod in passing, and I could have sworn I saw the heillhaust return the gesture, but I decided not to dwell on this, either.
The last twelve hours had already been convoluted enough.
“What’s going on at the weirs?” I asked my warlord as he fell in step with me.
“I am unclear on this,” Anakol answered. “The clansmen requested you join them at your earliest convenience.”
“I take it the patrol wasn’t uneventful?”
“We found seven men of Illska hunting in the southern grounds this morning,” the warlord reported. “One hour after sunrise, and a few miles to the west of where the attack took place yesterday. They had two boars already captured, but they were not heading back to their border yet. I suspect they intended to hunt for a while longer.”
“Shit,” I muttered. “Illska’s been robbing our land for months, then. You took care of it?”
“Yes, I took the liberty of delivering the same punishment you ordered yesterday,” the braided man assured me. “This time, we left the heads mounted at the same part of the river, but we deposited the bodies farther west. I think this may help ensure they do not spare themselves the poisoning too soon. The bodies will rot even closer to their stronghold.”
I smirked. “Perfect, thanks for taking the initiative.”
“My pleasure, my chief,” Anakol said as he sent me a callous grin. “The other patrols did not have anything to report, but I have doubled the size of our eastern patrol since this is the border we share with Hylmrek.”
“About that,” I muttered. “I know yesterday didn’t--”
“My chief, it is of no concern,” Anakol interrupted, but when I cocked an eyebrow, he chuckled and scratched at his neatly-trimmed jawline. “Yes, it is absolutely of concern. I will not lie. But I have spoken long with Thyrri and Bragi about your actions yesterday. While I do not regret doing my duty while I could, now that you have claimed this woman, I must back down. Bragi has duly noted that your wife is a member of Dalir from this day forward, and it is our place to stand loyal beside you for the sake of the clan.”
“I’m glad you see it that way,” I said with a nod. “I do appreciate your efforts, though. I know I’ve broken the codes, and this could mean war for Dalir, but the truth is, there’s nothing you could have done to keep me from Eir. She’s the most amazing woman I’ve ever met, and she needed someone to help her.”
Anakol offered a half-grin of acknowledgement. “Say what you like, my chief, but I am not blind. It is her body you did this for.”
“Not true,” I snorted. “Well, not completely true. She’s also a hell of a bowhunter, surprisingly adorable, and I owe her my life.”
“Adorable, no, but the bowhunting, yes,” the braided man allowed. “In truth, your wife looks like a gorgeous heathen with such strange eyes and wings. I do not know what to make of her, but she strikes me as a terrible omen, and I am truly ashamed to know a woman has slain a nóttmal before myself.”
“Don’t be,” I chuckled. “Eir’s not just any woman, but I think she’d be the best one to train you for your first nóttmal hunt. She hunted skulraeth for Hylmrek.”
Anakol let out a low whistle, but then he shook his head. “No, I will not be lured into admiring this woman. Choose her for a wife if you like, but she is still born of Hylmrek, and you should remember this. Hylmrek are not a clan to anger or put your trust in. No one can even guess how many warriors strong they are, and their clan are skilled in more than combat alone.”
“Well, either way, Eir’s of Dalir now,” I informed the man as we entered the central clearing. “Her loyalty is here.”
Anakol didn’t respond right away since we were out in the open now, and he gestured to the two boars the men of Illska had hunted. They were being field dressed by a group of warrior women, and my own group of hunters were already rendering lard and broth at the central pit. The four women offered respectful bows when I passed them, and I returned the gesture as I noted none of them seemed hostile after the events of last night. The rest of the clan was busy training, harvesting fish, and hauling lumber for the walls, so I couldn’t get too good of a read on morale just yet.
As soon as we entered the footpath toward the river, Anakol glanced around to be sure we were alone before he continued our conversation.
“I have told you a grown warrior has unshakable loyalty to their clan,” my warlord reminded me. “As a wanderling, you may not have learned to grasp the truth of this yet, but while your new wife may bear the markings of Dalir, Hylmrek runs in her veins, and there is still the omen of her wings. These are not the sort any innocent creature would carry.”
I slowed my pace a little. “You’ve seen wings like Eir’s before?”
“I have not,” Anakol said with a perturbed look. “I did not know any of Hylmrek were winged. This is not known to be possible among the Farthegns. Whether this means your wife has deceived you, I cannot be sure, but we may be in grave danger in her presence if she has. So keep a wary eye on her, my chief. Do not dismiss any occurrences that seem discomforting to you.”
I furrowed my brow at the warning, but while I knew without question that Eir was of Hylmrek, my warlord’s words did strike a nerve where this morning was concerned. I’d never given Eir a reason not to trust me, but twice today she’d looked at me with genuine fear, and I couldn’t make sense of either situation. She’d also been quick to shift gears too, and the whole situation made me feel uneasy.
“What is the matter, my chief?” Anakol asked. “You look worried now. Has something already occurred?”
I didn’t get a chance to answer yet because we reached the group of ten warriors who were harvesting fish from our eastern weir, and three of my clansmen came over to speak with me.
“What’s the problem?” I asked.
“We do not know what you wish to do with all of this, my chief,” one of the men answered, and he gestured to the weir teeming with full-grown fish. “The other weirs have the same trouble, but the larger smokehouse is full, the smaller three are full as well, and the men in charge of them say they will not be freed up for a couple weeks. Something about a jerky. There is more fish than we require for our afternoon meal now.”
A satisfied grin came to my face as I eyed the splashing swarm in front of me.
This was probably the best predicament Dalir had run into in a while, and it was perfectly timed for my own purposes. There were so many fish packed inside the stone walls of the weir that I couldn’t see the riverbed anymore, and my clan could use some delicious, grilled incentive to remain loyal despite the possibility of a war.
An excess of food was also the exact kind of news I’d been waiting to hear since I first arrived in Dalir. It meant my warriors could afford to train harder and bulk up faster, and at this rate, they’d be absolutely massive within weeks.
“I’ll order another smokehouse to be built this week, but we’ll add grilled fish as a side to our morning meals, and triple the meat rations each afternoon,” I decided, and all the warriors whipped around at my words. “If there’s anything left after you triple today’s harvest, remove a few stones, and let them continue downstream. Tell the other clansmen the new protocol as well.”
“Yes, my chief,” a warrior said with an eager grin. “Thank you.”
I grinned in acknowledgement before I turned back toward the footpath, and I waited until we were out of earshot of the warriors before I nudged Anakol in the arm.
“What’s the mood among the clansmen after last night?” I muttered. “I’m sure they all know Eir’s born of Hylmrek by now.”
“Yes, the men who joined us in the eastern grounds during her arrival were quick to share what they’d witnessed,” Anakol admitted, and he sent me an apologetic grimace. “Myself included. Nothing like this has ever occurred in Dalir, and the worry spread rapidly. You must know, my chief, that I regret my actions deeply. Bragi scolded me for being so quick-tempered, and he is correct. This has become a weakness in me for many years now, but as your warlord, I must train myself to act with more reserve than I would as a simple clansman. I will do so in the future. I give you my word.”
I nodded my understanding, but I didn’t reprimand the warlord. I appreciated his honesty, and Anakol’s brother seemed to be keeping him more self-aware than most of the hotheads I’d ever met.
Besides, anyone who had enough self-awareness to realize when they’d fucked up was a good person to be around. It meant they would keep getting better. I’d met too many assholes who always blamed external forces on their lot in life, and it was a good way to end up being poor and unhappy.
“Well, the group at the river didn’t seem too upset about Eir,” I pointed out. “My hunters didn’t, either.”
“Yes, your hunters were among those who chose not to engage in the discussions,” Anakol confirmed. “After you retired to your quarters last night, there were several others who appeared less hostile, too. From what I have heard, no woman of Dalir has ever slain a nóttmal, so there is much to be said on your wife’s behalf already. For the most part, the clan seem inclined to keep their faith with you, as I do, but there are some older warriors who remain resistant.”
“Do you know which ones?” I asked.
“Yes, Thyrri and I have made note of a couple dozen whose loyalty is wavering,” he assured me. “We will watch them closely and report to you if we suspect any mutiny. Unless you wish for us to punish them now. We are prepared to do so, but we also advise that you remain on your guard until the trouble is resolved.”
“Understood,” I said as we re-entered the clearing.
I was less at ease now that I knew I might end up with a sword in my back over this, but overall, it sounded like things were more in hand than I expected. Hearing my huntresses hadn’t wavered for a moment was gratifying too, and I decided I’d continue training all of my warrior women first-hand.
If they were more loyal and also more skilled in combat, then they were definitely the most valuable members of Dalir in my book.
“We won’t punish anyone yet,” I decided after I considered all of my options. “Let’s see what we can do to sway the angrier clansmen before anything gets out of hand. I can understand their reaction given how ironclad this code usually is, but I’d rather not have to kill dozens of our men. We can’t risk whittling our numbers down any more than they are.”
“I agree, my chief,” Anakol replied, but then he turned a furrowed brow my way. “You did not answer me earlier, when we were discussing your wife. Is there something of concern that has already occurred?”
At this point, a mutiny seemed way more important than my wife being difficult to understand, so I shrugged the notion off, and I decided to broach another topic that was just as unimportant, but still unresolved.
“It wasn’t anything big,” I assured the warlord. “I was just thinking about something from this morning. Igrid showed me her tits right before you arrived.”
“Ahh, you are deciding on a price for her!” The warlord grinned broadly at this news. “I imagine a first appraisal might be daunting, but this is good! Igrid will birth savage offspring for our clan. Her skills will surely fetch a high price alone, but I do hope her body contributes quite a lot as well.”
I side-eyed my warlord, but I could tell he wasn’t speaking with any kind of irony or sarcasm. He was completely casual about the situation, and he didn’t miss a step as we made our way toward Brokkr’s shop.
“Sooo,” I led, “are you saying having my warriors’ breasts whipped out at random will be a regular thing around here?”
“I know what you mean to say,” Anakol chuckled proudly. “Only a week ago, there was so little hope for the future of our clan. It seems too good to be true, but I am relieved to know the warriors are feeling at ease. As you should be. If the women want husbands again, then our future is bright.”
“That’s… kind of what I meant to say,” I mumbled as I kept my brow firmly bunched in confusion.
“Although, now that the husbands are wanted, please do not cast such disparaging prices for the sake of having more wives to penetrate,” Anakol cautioned. “This is what our former chieftain did, and it betrayed his greed and weakness of spirit. He saw all he wanted of our women when he appraised their naked forms, and then he did what he could to make sure they would be available to him as soon as possible. Such prices are an insult to the ferocity of Dalirian women, and to the honor of our men.”
“Okay…” I replied.
“Even defiled women fetch better prices than ours have in recent years,” Anakol sighed with disgust, “but I assure you, our men have always honored the codes. None of your warrior women have been defiled, my chief. But you will of course check to be sure, for the men’s sake.”
Now I caught the crook of Anakol’s arm, and I derailed our path to duck between Brokkr’s shop and the next hut. Then I faced my warlord head-on.
“Let me get this straight,” I muttered. “As chieftain of Dalir, it’s my job to strip all these women down, look them over, and check that they’re untouched before I name a price?”
“Yes, my chief.” Anakol shrugged, but then he cocked an eyebrow at my blank stare. “But if you are seeking advice, I will offer it willingly.”
“What’s your advice?” I asked.
“Set a fair price, and do not waver on it,” my warlord answered. “Our men want to take pride in their women, and they will respect you for challenging them to be worthy. Set a low price, and they will be ashamed to know they earned such a useless woman. A high and justified price, and they will do all they can to meet it. They will trust you more with their wives too, if you act based on your superior standard, rather than your own greed. The fact is, you alone know what these women have to offer, and only you can ensure their husbands comprehend it.”
Anakol turned to walk off, but I grabbed his arm to keep him rooted to the spot.
“Wait, I want to be clear about this.”
“Yes, my chief?” the braided man asked as he tilted his head a bit in confusion.
“The chief isn’t allowed to fuck the virgin women in the clan, correct?” I asked.
“It is never done,” Anakol said as he crossed his arms.
“But once she is married… the chief can take her from her husband and fuck her whenever he wants to?” I growled.
“Yes--”
“And that asshole who used to run this clan priced his women as cheap as he could, so it would be easier for the men to buy them, and he could put his dick in them sooner?” I felt every muscle in my body tense, and my toes dug into my boots.
“Yes--”
“And you expect me to do the same?” I hissed.
“No, my chief,” Anakol gasped as he uncrossed his arms and waved his hands. “You may do what you want, of course, but I am advising you to price the women high, so the men work harder for them and--”
“That’s not what I’m talking about,” I sighed and pinched the bridge of my nose. “No, Anakol. Do you expect me to sleep with every man’s wife?”
“It is your right, my chief. You are unfamiliar with our ways, but this is what chiefs do.” Anakol clapped me on the shoulder before he strolled around to the open end of the blacksmith’s shop.
I didn’t move an inch, and I stared at the sloped roofing in front of me for a moment to get my bearings.
This was another code I couldn’t condone. Sure, I was responsible for these beautiful warrior women, but if my clansmen were willing to do all they could to meet the price I set for them, there was no way in hell I was going to take their wives away from them. The men in my clan didn’t deserve that, and neither did the women.
There was just no end to how strange these Farthegns got.
After helping my hunters bury their companions yesterday, I’d felt it deep in my gut that I had a duty to the women in my clan, and I’d embraced this. By the time Eir arrived, I’d learned these women were my property even more than they’d be their husbands’, and I was prepared to accept the fact.
However, I didn’t know this all meant I’d be stripping each of my loyal huntresses down and checking their pussies at some point, but I supposed this could be embraced, too.
Maybe.
I had just claimed the most incredible woman I’d ever known, and the idea of ruining anything with Eir made my insides shrivel, but then again… I officially appraised my first pair of Dalirian tits at my wife’s insistence.
And Eir didn’t bat an eyelash while I enjoyed every second of it.
I took a long, deep breath, and then I headed out from between the huts to join Anakol. Along the way, I decided I’d keep on doing what I’d done since I woke up in the Red Forest: I’d roll with anything that came my way.
Murdery, war provoking, pierced, or otherwise.








Chapter 22
“Good afternoon, my chief,” Brokkr said with a nod as I approached the wooden table. Then he offered the same gesture to Anakol. “Prick.”
“Slave,” Anakol sneered.
“Blacksmith,” Brokkr corrected, and I glanced between the two men as my warlord’s sneer dropped into a hard line.
The blacksmith didn’t bother grinning or glowering as he held Anakol’s gaze like he was looking straight through him, and when I saw the braided man’s eyes narrow menacingly, I walked between him and the table to get a look at the four newest swords.
Brokkr had managed to replicate the design we’d decided on with little variance, and the long, dual-edged blades ended with a slight curve and three jagged cuts. He’d decided to elongate the tip so it would end in a thinner, more piercing point, and the warped cross guard wasn’t overdone at all, so the completed design came off as sturdy with clean lines and a mean undertone.
I could tell the jagged end had caught my warlord’s gaze too, but he only offered a reluctant nod of approval while he kept his dark eyes roving over the vicious design.
“These are looking good, Brokkr,” I told the blacksmith. “Did you find time to finish the tomahawks for my hunters?”
“I did,” Brokkr confirmed. “Stayed up half the night, but they were ready before the hunt this morning. Your four huntresses have three apiece for throwin’, and a long-handled design for each hand.”
“Excellent.” I nodded. “What about the one you were making for Anakol? Did you finish it up?”
Brokkr sighed at the phrasing I intentionally used, and my warlord grinned brazenly while he crossed his burly arms over his chest.
“Let’s see it, slave,” he goaded. “But remember… if this piece shatters on me, I’ll be using the shards to skin your back.”
“Lovely,” Brokkr snorted, and he took his time shuffling to the back corner of his shop.
When he returned with the tomahawk I’d started on yesterday though, Anakol’s dark eyes immediately glinted in an almost predatory way, and I smirked as I admired the seven-inch spike lined with four razor-sharp and spiraling ridges.
The piece turned out exactly as I’d had in mind, and the three of us took a moment of silence while Anakol flipped the tomahawk over a few times to get a look from every angle. I had a feeling we were all picturing it impaled through an Illskan warrior’s skull, but my braided warlord chose not to say a damn word about his new weapon.
Anakol just avoided Brokkr’s gaze while the blacksmith sent him a shit-eating grin, but this was a decent improvement, so I figured Brokkr wouldn’t be dying at my warlord’s hand anytime soon.
“Let’s make a few dozen more of these,” I told Brokkr. “It’s a fucking brutal design. Keep making swords as well, though. We’ll finish whatever we can this week, and then spend all next week making these and the standard tomahawks for the rest of the clan.”
“I can do that,” Brokkr agreed.
“Great, I appreciate it,” I told him. “Anakol, why don’t you head over to the training field and get a feel for that longer spike? Then make sure the warriors are keeping up the pace on those defensive walls. Now that we’re tripling meat rations, I want them hauling more weight and working faster to make sure it’s all going to good use, and after your afternoon meal, you can organize a crew to start on another larger smokehouse.”
“Yes, my chief,” Anakol replied as he bowed his head.
Before he left, he shot a brief look toward Brokkr that wasn’t friendly, but it wasn’t hostile, either.
As soon as the warlord reached the lanes, I turned around to find Brokkr standing with his arms crossed and an insinuating smirk on his face, and at first, I thought he was just feeling smug about the tomahawk design I’d pinned on him. Then his gaze drifted toward the eastern wall of his shop, and I realized he’d heard my entire breakthrough conversation about appraising the women of this clan.
“You could’ve given me a heads-up about the appraisal thing,” I muttered as I came around the wooden table and into the shop.
“Hey, I thought ye’ knew,” Brokkr snickered. “You told me you were taking Dalir for a woman… seemed pretty cut and dried at the time.”
“Yeah, I said a woman, not any woman,” I pointed out.
“And ye’ clearly had a very specific one in mind,” the blacksmith snorted.
I tried to decide if Brokkr looked concerned at all, but as far as I could tell, he didn’t care one way or the other about me bringing a Hylmrek woman here. He just looked amused by the whole situation, and I grabbed an unfinished sword from his worktable while he patiently waited for me to enter into the topic.
“I guess I should’ve known you wouldn’t give a shit where my wife came from,” I mumbled.
“I resigned myself to death a long time ago, my chief,” Brokkr sighed. “Turns out the whole clan will be dyin’ along with me, but that’ll make it more enjoyable on my part.”
I rolled my eyes and sat down at the grinding stone. “We’re not going to die over this.”
“Sure we are,” Brokkr chuckled. “You’ve guaranteed it. Hylmrek will have all our heads mounted on spikes in less than a month, but that don’t matter too much. What I wanna know is what this woman is exactly. I saw those wings last night when she dragged the nóttmal in. She’s not a wayward reaper, is she?”
I kept my focus on sharpening a jagged ridge on the sword, but after considering how much Brokkr already knew about me, I decided to answer honestly.
“We’re pretty sure she’s not a reaper,” I muttered. “Neither of us know what’s going on, actually. The mark on my chest started glowing while we were having sex, and that’s when she grew the wings. She never had them before, and she’s never heard of any creature with a pair like them.”
Brokkr kicked my foot off the pedal to slow the grinding stone, and I glanced up to see him as white as a sheet.
“Y-You’re fuckin’ with me,” he stammered.
“I wish I was,” I admitted. “The good news is, I wasn’t trying to kill her, so that throws a wrench in my murder theory about the mark, but it still doesn’t clear anything up.”
The air in the blacksmith’s lungs whooshed out as he clutched his greasy hair, and he staggered backward to a stool before he dropped down hard on his ass.
I nodded in agreement, but then I went back to working the grinding stone while he recollected himself.
“Eir thinks we should find a sorcerer or a sorceress to ask about all this,” I continued. “The mark, the wings, everything. But I don’t know if any of our slaves have those sorts of powers. Do you know anyone?”
“Who’s Eir?” Brokkr checked.
“She’s--”
“His wife,” Eir answered from behind me, and Brokkr’s stool flew out from under him as he shot to his feet.
The stool crashed into a stack of metal sheets, and a cascade of metal dominoed to the ground as I slowed the grinding stone. Then I turned around, and I ended up shooting to my feet just as quickly.
My warrior women had freshened up all my wife’s braids and left the top-half loosely tied back, and they’d secured a fur stole over Eir’s shoulders like mine. Except this one left the entire display of her cleavage fully exposed, and the leather straps were secured tightly beneath her breasts to plump them up even more.
Eir’s bright green eyes were narrowed suspiciously on me, though.
“Aaron Briggs, you told me you are not a slave,” my wife said through gritted teeth. “Why are you here working in such a lowly trade?”
“He’s not!” Brokkr blurted out before I could respond, and he tripped over a forging hammer in his haste to grab the sword from my hand. “He’s not a slave, miss! He’s a wanderling from the far north. Waaay north, too. Fought his ass off to get through Svelgard and all else, barely made it here in one piece.”
“Is that right?” Eir asked the blacksmith in a chilly tone, and I shot a sidelong glance toward the man.
“Yeah, everyone can confirm this,” Brokkr barreled on. “That’s why the clan puts so much faith in him, really. This kind of shit… workin’ blades and such… it only scratches the surface of how much he knows. The chieftain’s got a wealth of knowledge ye’ couldn’t even imagine, and he’s too intelligent to be a slave, that’s for sure. It’s a good thing, too, because--”
“Brokkr,” I muttered. “Stop talking.”
“Yep,” the blacksmith promptly agreed.
“Eir, this is the blacksmith,” I told her. “Brokkr, this is my wife, Eir.”
“It’s an honor to meet ye’,” Brokkr said as he bowed low. “Love the wings.”
Eir leveled the man with a lethal glare. “My chief, is it customary in Dalir for a slave to speak so familiarly with his masters?”
My eyebrows shot up as I remembered how Farthegn my wife was, and Brokkr visibly shrank by several inches under her withering stare, but I could tell he was mostly too entranced with her sea green eyes to look away.
And I couldn’t blame him.
Eir’s features were even more alluring when she looked ready to kill a man, but I made a point of stepping ahead of Brokkr in case she decided to do so.
“Actually, he’s not a slave,” I told Eir. “Brokkr’s the blacksmith, like I said, and an advisor of mine.”
Eir stared at me. “But… all blacksmiths are slaves. This is inferior work, my chief.”
“No, it isn’t,” I replied. “It’s intricate, mathematical, grueling, and essential to every clan of the Red Forest. This work requires both strength and innovation, and the weapons our warriors wield decide our tactics and counter-maneuvers in battle. It’s only right that the man I entrust with all of this be a respected member of the clan. I work with him to ensure our weapons are as superior as I require. Take a look at the new swords over there.”
My wife’s guarded expression eased as I said this, and she spared a brief glance toward the jagged ridges of the swords on the table. Then she eyed the blacksmith, who was still gawking at her from behind my back.
“I respect your decision, my chief, but I don’t understand this,” Eir admitted. “I am not ashamed to say I am biased in this case. I have always felt that blades are trifling things. They are the work of slaves, and frankly too annoying to keep. Battle axes have some merit, but I prefer my bow.”
“Trifling?” Brokkr scoffed. “Miss, with all due respect--”
“I’ll handle it,” I swiftly cut in, and I came forward to the wooden table fully prepared to educate my wife on the virtues of a well-crafted blade.
Then Eir propped her hand on her waist and cocked her hip, and my eyes dropped to the sash of blueish-black fur she had strung around her hips like a mini-skirt. I hadn’t been able to see her bottom half until now, but the fur was split open where it was tied, so her creamy leg was exposed all the way to the crook of her hip. My blood began to heat as I eyed the tiny string of leather I saw guarding her entrance beneath.
Needless to say, launching into a lecture about bladesmithing was the last thing on my mind now.
“You look beautiful,” I breathed as my gaze raked over every tantalizing curve.
Eir blushed lightly and smiled under my gaze. “You are certain you like it? I don’t want to displease you, and I can alter anything you--”
“No,” I refused. “Don’t change anything, you’re perfect. Get over here.”
“You wish for me to enter a slave’s shop?” Eir muttered uneasily.
“Blacksmith’s shop,” I corrected, and I caught her wrist to pull her around the side of the table.
I grabbed her by the waist and perched her next to the swords so I could admire the view up close, and I took my time roving my hands up her splayed thighs before I slid them under the bit of fur she had strung around her like a skirt.
Then I hooked my finger in the tiny leather strap I found underneath.
“This might be my favorite part.”
“It is much smaller than you may expect,” Eir warned and lowered her voice to a whisper. “My entire back end is exposed under this fur with only a bit of leather at the front and a little string running between my… Well, it’s all rather scandalous. Thyrri suggested you might enjoy--”
I kissed her before she could continue, and it took all I had not to tear the delicate leather thong off her right here. Still, I knew Brokkr was a few feet away, so I only indulged in a fiery kiss with my flawless wife for a moment before I eased up on her.
Eir looked like she didn’t want me to stop at all though, and she kept her fingers hitched in my sword belt so I couldn’t get away just yet.
“As much as I’m enjoying this outfit,” I murmured, “are you sure you won’t freeze your tight little ass off in it? It’s about forty degrees out here.”
“No, I am quite comfortable,” Eir assured me. “Look, I have fur around my knee-high boots.”
I glanced down, but the tufts of blueish-black fur clinging to her long legs ended up sending a fresh wave of heat through my veins, and I groaned as I immediately imagined her on all fours wearing nothing but those boots and her black wings.
“I love everything about this outfit,” I informed my wife.
“That’s a relief,” Eir sighed. “I told the women I never imagined dressing in such a way, but Igrid insisted it would be okay because I am married to the chieftain now. Thyrri told me you wouldn’t feel jealous of having my body so exposed, either. She said you are surely above such things and that it would please you to see more of me.”
“Damn.” I grinned. “My warriors know me well. All of this is true.”
“They are such admirable women,” Eir admitted. “Thyrri especially. At first, I thought she seemed too sweet to be a valiant warlord, but the things that woman has done to her victims are so wonderfully brutal. I look forward to fighting beside her, and I believe she may not mind I am born of Hylmrek.”
“I’m glad you approve,” I replied. “I know it might take some time for everyone to warm up to this arrangement, but you have so much to bring to the clan, and they’ll realize this eventually. If they haven’t already. Anakol has relaxed a lot after seeing the nóttmal you took down, so that’s a good indicator of how the rest could be feeling. I’m doing what I can to add some incentive, but there’s a small, more stubborn group that my warlords are keeping an eye on, so don’t let your guard down.”
My wife straightened her shoulders and nodded, and in the blink of an eye, her innocent demeanor was masked with the hardened warrior’s scowl she had on in Hylmrek.
“I know I have been quite unguarded with you, my chief,” Eir confessed in a formal tone, “but I assure you, I can hold my own as any other clansmen should. It is only that being claimed by you has awoken several feelings within me. For some unaccountable reason, I now find it difficult to not giggle when you smile at me, but I am not a giggler. I am a well-trained warrior, and fully equipped to pursue and eliminate all enemies.”
“Yeah, I haven’t forgotten,” I said with a grin. “I’ve been hunted by you before.”
Eir smirked at the memory. “You were an enjoyable quarry, by the way. I was quite invigorated.”
“Thanks,” I chuckled. “You’re a pretty scary predator. The little heads with the gouged out eyes were… a nice touch.”
“They are,” Eir agreed in a frank tone. “I insist on being thorough in my work, and in my experience, the most vicious beasts inspire a hopeless sort of terror in their prey. A sense there is no chance of escape. The fate that awaits them should be so gruesome that the victim is forced to flee until they are run ragged and consumed in extreme fear. Now, I am not as large or ferocious as the predators I admire, but I try to emulate their tactics in my own way.”
I nodded slowly. “Yeah, it’s effective. What, uh… what kind of training did you do in Hylmrek?”
“I have trained in combat since my tenth year, but I began learning the techniques of big game hunting in my fifteenth year. This I have excelled in ever since, but for the past two years, my former chieftain has been molding me to be a stealth murderer, which is a rare accomplishment for a woman warrior.”
I raised my brow as I realized she really wasn’t underplaying how equipped she was to kill shit, but now I could kind of see why she was so faithful to her bow. It was the perfect weapon to cover all her bases, and she was definitely effective as hell with it.
Then I noticed Eir was busy looking over my shoulder, and when I followed her gaze, I found Brokkr slack jawed like a guppy and staring at the furry, knee-high boots my wife had hitched on either side of me.
I cleared my throat and pulled Eir back off the table and to her feet, and Brokkr finally snapped out of his daze.
“Like I was saying before,” I led. “This is Brokkr, and he’s my most-trusted advisor, so I’d appreciate it if you treated him as such. I know you’re used to doing things a certain way, but in Dalir, the blacksmith is a member of the clan.”
“Absolutely, my chief,” Eir quickly replied. “I respect your decision, and if this work is highly coveted in Dalir, then I will of course offer my due acknowledgement to this man.”
I sent the green-eyed beauty an appreciative smile, and Eir moved past me to offer her hand to Brokkr.
The blacksmith was slack jawed all over again at the gesture, and he glanced down at his soot-covered hands while Eir waited him out. Eventually, he frantically brushed his palms off on the only clean corner of his tunic he could find, and he bowed nervously as he shook my wife’s hand.
“Honor to meet ye’, miss,” Brokkr mumbled.
“I am honored to meet you, as well,” Eir assured him. “I apologize for insulting your work. My husband tells me it is revered. I’ll endeavor to comprehend this.”
“Oh, that’s alright.” The blacksmith shrugged, and I could tell he didn’t give a shit about her preferences anymore, either. “Heard ye’ do just fine with a bow, anyhow.”
“I do,” Eir agreed in a cool tone. “Now, when I arrived, I believe you were advising my husband?”
Brokkr blinked. “Huh?”
“About the sorcerers we are seeking,” Eir reminded him. “Since you are my husband’s most-trusted advisor, I would like to know what your advice is on the matter.”
The blacksmith looked at me like a deer in the headlights, and I came over to slide my arm around Eir’s waist as I gestured for him to answer. I’d never technically told him he was an advisor of mine, but he’d been more informative than anyone else in the clan, and I did feel I could confide the more shocking elements of my predicament to him.
So I waited with Eir for Brokkr to respond, and the blacksmith rifled his greasy hair as he wracked his brain.
“Well… I’m still workin’ on the details of all this,” he clarified. “S-Sounds like those wings of yours weren’t always there, right?”
“Never,” Eir answered. “I believe my husband bestowed them on me with the magic of the mark on his chest while he was claiming my womb with his seed. Do you know any creatures with wings like these?”
“N-None, miss.” Brokkr studiously eyed the plumes of black feathers behind her. “I’d say you’re on the right track thinkin’ a sorcerer might be able to offer insight. I’ve known sorcerers who have some knowledge of the magics of the world, but not all of ‘em do. There’s certainly a fair share who can’t do much but their jobs and nothin’ else. Can’t even explain the workings of their own magic, but it’s not their fault, really. Been born and raised up as slaves. The sorcerers who have been captured more recently were likely apprentices at some point in their lives, so they’d be your best bet.”
“I see,” Eir muttered as she tapped her chin. “You’re an informative man. I understand why Aaron Briggs puts his trust in you. Can you tell me if there are any sorcerers to speak with in Dalir?”
“I think there might be one,” the blacksmith admitted.
“Really?” I asked. “Which slave? What’s the extent of their powers?”
Brokkr shrugged. “Couldn’t say, seeing as most of the slaves were too starved to use their magic until you showed up. Suppose he could be doin’ better now. I saw him walking about the other day. Old fella, hunched shoulders. He gave ye’ your afternoon meal after Illska attacked those women.”
“That man’s a sorcerer?” I asked in disbelief. “He seemed like a regular old slave.”
“Yeah, sorcerers aren’t easy to recognize,” Brokkr explained. “Could be anyone, there’s no physical indication of their abilities. Well, until they’re harnessing their powers. A sorcerer’s eyes change a bit when they work in their craft, but other times, they’re just a normal face passin’ by. Same as me.”
“Incredible,” I mused.
“And what do you recommend we do, should this sorcerer be unhelpful?” Eir asked Brokkr, and he stared at her for a long minute.
“Um…” the blacksmith hummed. “Well, unless ye’ raid someone and happen to steal the right sorcerer, you’re out of options in Dalir.”
“This is good advice,” my wife decided, and she turned to me. “Which posts could you raid in this vicinity?”
“What?” I snorted. “Eir, I’m not ordering a raid right now. We’ve got Hylmrek and Illska to worry about, and I’m not risking half my warriors when we’re already well-below where we should be.”
“But we are out of options here,” Eir pressed. “Your advisor says this.”
“But it’s not like the wings are gonna become a larger issue than they already are,” I pointed out. “My mark and your wings aren’t worth risking the stability of Dalir over. You’re talking about an entire raid for the small possibility of getting answers to two questions.”
“I have wings,” my wife curtly reminded me.
“Yeah, but--”
“Wings!” Eir exclaimed and threw her hands up in the air. “Enormous wings attached to me and keeping me from discovering the four things you will show me if I am on my back!”
“I can show you two of them in other positions,” I assured her.
“Aaron Briggs,” Eir groaned as she clutched the straps on my hide. “How am I to wield my bow with accuracy when I am encumbered every time I reach for an arrow? How am I to keep my place on Dyggur when the wind catches the wings while I ride? How am I to sleep on my back when they are so rigid and stuck like this? I cannot move them, I cannot take them off. They are simply stuck to me, and I am only a third as effective as I should be--”
“Okay, I’m sorry,” I cut in. “You’re right, the wings should be addressed, but I can’t justify blindly raiding a random post without knowing what we can get from it. That’s not a good strategy, Eir. I don’t have as many warriors to throw at problems as Hylmrek, so I have to play this carefully.”
“Ye’ know,” Brokkr interjected, “if it’s strategy you’re looking for, which I respect the hell out of, by the way, then you’ll set your sights toward Illska for this. Most of the sorcerers I’ve known were raided from Illska at some point. I don’t know anything about the lands beyond their borders, but I heard that’s where most of the sorcerers are captured for enslavement. If there’s any clan that’s got plenty of ‘em around, it’s Illska.”
“Of course, it is,” I muttered.
“Trouble with that is Illska’s posts are all south of their stronghold,” Brokkr continued. “So, you’re either raiding the stronghold at the most opportune moment, or you’re traveling beyond it and back with your clansmen in tow.”
“This is perfect,” Eir decided. “I can solve all of our troubles.”
I smirked at the ironclad conviction in her tone. “How?”
“When I was in my eleventh year, I was captured as a hostage at my first battle,” Eir explained, and my smirk dropped. “Illska chained me in the dungeons of their stronghold to torture me for two weeks.”
“What?” I gasped as I instinctively pulled her closer to me. “What the hell were you doing in a battle at eleven years old? And did they hurt you there?”
“No, they only tried to shame and terrify me so I would lose my mind,” Eir said with a dismissive wave of her hand. “As if a woman-child of Hylmrek could be destroyed so easily! But this is not important. I escaped through the tunnel system that runs throughout the main quarters of Illska. I know how we may sneak in because I have already snuck out, so if you will permit me to cross your borders without the purpose of a battle, you and I could go alone to infiltrate the dungeons, seek out punished sorcerers, and force them to answer our questions. No raiding needed, and you will not have to risk your warriors.”
It took me a beat to catch up since there was a lot to unpack here, but Brokkr’s heavy sigh pretty much summed it up. Then my blacksmith shuffled off without a word, and the sound of him chugging his terrible liquor came shortly after.
“Okaaay,” I eventually muttered. “I’d appreciate it if we could go over this hostage situation sometime, just… as a concerned husband, but other than that, there’s a few hiccups to this plan.”
“What is a hiccup?” Eir asked as she cocked her head.
Brokkr was well able to answer the question since he’d finished gurgling through a third of his bottle, and I pointed in his direction to clarify.
“That sound was a hiccup, but basically, I mean there’s a couple of catches. Issues. Problems.”
“Then let us dissect this plan,” Eir urged. “What are the issues to overcome? One is surely me crossing your borders, yes? I understand the discrepancies, and my former chieftain is always telling me I am too unruly in this regard, but I am certain that given the chance--”
“No, that’s not a problem, you can go wherever you want,” I cut in with a shrug, and Eir narrowed her eyes. “But like I mentioned yesterday, we started poisoning Illska’s water source. More of their clansmen were caught hunting in our grounds this morning, so the heads of at least fifteen warriors of Illska are mounted along our border right now. With tensions increasing between our two clans, I’m not sure having the chieftain of Dalir walk into Illska’s stronghold would be the best idea, but you’re the Farthegn expert here.”
“This is not a concern,” Eir assured me as she shook her head. “These mounting tensions are precisely what will ensure our safety. The violence is centralized in your territory, you have launched no attacks beyond your borders, and there is very little reason for Illska to suspect Dalir has a new chieftain. They will never believe a genuine reprimand is coming from a clan like Dalir, so their stronghold will only be guarded with their regular patrols. The path is clear for us.”
“Aside from their regular patrols,” I pointed out.
Eir smirked and crossed her arms. “My chief, have you forgotten who you have claimed as a wife? I am Eir of Hylm-- Eir of Dalir, and you are the bold man who took this clan for your own within an hour. Together, we could be unstoppable, and it sounds quite invigorating to do this with you.”
“All those points are valid,” I allowed. “Let’s see what we can learn from the sorcerer we already have, though. For all we know, we can learn everything we need right here.”
Eir nodded in agreement, but when we turned to Brokkr, the blacksmith was clutching his bottle of spirits with a wry expression on his face.
“Not that ye’ want my opinion this time,” Brokkr slurred, “but prancin’ off behind enemy lines with the only decent chief Dalir’s had in decades isn’t something I’d advise. The clan won’t support this, the warlords won’t allow it, and even the blacksmith thinks it’s a shit idea.”
Eir furrowed her brow. “Yes, I don’t like this advice.”
My winged wife strutted off without another word, but before I followed, I snatched the bottle from Brokkr.
Then I chugged my way through five scalding gulps, and the blacksmith nodded along through it all.
“Hell of a woman ye’ picked,” Brokkr mumbled. “But there’s worse things to die for. That outfit alone is worth cuttin’ my own fuckin’ throat.”
I belched in response while I shuddered through the aftermath, and then I clapped him on the shoulder, gestured to the unfinished swords, and headed off after Eir.
I found my deadly wife waiting just beyond the front of the blacksmith’s shop, and her sharp green eyes scanned the clearing while she stood like a half-dressed Nordic goddess. One hand clutched the string of her bow while the other was hitched in the crook of her waist, and she sent me a stoic nod as I came to her side.
“The three men near the fire pit cannot be trusted,” Eir murmured without looking their way.
“I agree,” I muttered as I spared them half a glance.
The group were some of the clansmen I’d seen lingering apart from the rest last night, and a couple had their dark eyes glued on Eir while they stacked wood beside the pit. Still, I just led her across the clearing, because a second glimpse assured me my four huntresses were already watching the men.
All four women carried on with their work stirring vats of bones and tallow, so it wasn’t immediately obvious, but I recognized the set of their jaws from our trips into the western grounds. I knew them well enough by now to tell their attention was zeroed in on the men’s every movement, and another three clansmen at the smokehouses were watching from the other edge of the clearing while they replenished the fires under the huts.
Tensions in the area had clearly heightened since the last time I passed through here, and the notion put a sour taste in my mouth. Brokkr’s spirits almost numbed this away, but Dalir already had enough to worry about without threats coming from within the village, too.
But as irritating as the development was, I’d brought it on myself, and I intended to ride it out. I’d already known there’d be fallout from me claiming Eir, and I also knew I couldn’t spare a single warrior with only eighty left in Dalir.
I continued leading my new wife to the southern end of the village without looking over my shoulder once, and Eir sent me a subtle smirk when we were farther down the lanes.
“I counted seventeen warriors prepared to attack,” the green-eyed beauty informed me. “You have loyal guards, my chief.”
I grinned. “I know, I do.”
“How is it you have gained such a strong standing so quickly here?” Eir asked. “If a man of your tongue took over Hylmrek, you wouldn’t live a week before you were slain. Now, you have broken one of the most prominent codes of the Red Forest, and many of your clansmen still stand by you.”
“Actions tend to speak louder than words when you’re living on rodents and dead bodies,” I snorted. “But mainly, I’ve made sure to deliver on my promises to my clansmen from the start. Their former chieftain was a greedy asshole, in more ways than one, but I’m not. I also have knowledge to offer that can ensure my clansmen not only survive, but thrive on the resources they have out here.”
Eir nodded. “Brokkr did mention you know many things that are valuable. Is this knowledge you gathered as a wanderling?”
The inquiry caught me off-guard, and even though I would’ve immediately said yes if I were talking to anyone else, I fumbled when it came to flat-out lying to the woman. Eir had technically been the first one to assume I was a wanderling back in Hylmrek, but this still didn’t ease my conscience.
Only last night, she told me she trusted me implicitly, and that kind of faith wasn’t something I ever wanted to fuck up with a woman like her.
I still hadn’t come up with an adequate response when we neared the door of a longhouse.
“These are the slave houses,” I told her instead. “If you’re uncomfortable going inside, I can look for the sorcerer myself.”
“No, I will do this with you,” Eir said as she looked over the large, triangular structure. “If you are to journey into Illska beside me, I can certainly learn to stomach your slave houses. How recently have you checked the body count?”
“Not at all.”
Eir promptly dragged me several paces back, and with my legs buzzing with liquor, it wasn’t too hard for her.
“Aaron Briggs, we must discuss your duties,” my wife informed me. “If you don’t check your slave houses regularly, the body count can get so high that sicknesses spread among the healthier slaves. They are too dumb to be trusted with removing the corpses themselves, so you must assign this duty to the grunts of your clan. This is why Hylmrek keeps their slaves in separate villages. It’s much cleaner this way, and there are less corpses around the stronghold to attract predators. I know you don’t have the ability to arrange this in Dalir just yet, but I cannot bear the thought of you entering this degrading place until it has been checked.”
“Uh-huh,” I muttered. “I’m not too worried about dead bodies in there. I stopped by here a few days ago to make sure their cooking area was sufficient, and--”
“You permit them to cook for themselves?” Eir gasped. “Aaron Briggs, the slaves are too dumb to control their own fire!”
“Eir,” I calmly replied, and I tried so hard not to smirk, “I don’t want to fully discredit your own knowledge here, but intelligent species have been utilizing fire for about two million years. I’m positive our slaves are not too dumb to use fire. My slaves actually maintain the central pit for all of Dalir to cook our meals, so--”
“They cook for your clansmen?” Eir exclaimed, and she dragged me even farther from the longhouse while I failed to rein in a snicker. “But slaves cannot be trusted not to poison you! My chief, they are too spiteful and--”
“Eir,” I tried once more, “I need you to trust me on this. I know it’s a bit different than what you’re used to, but I have my slaves under control.”
My wife went rigid as a rail while I started tugging her back toward the longhouse, but I managed to get her over there with minimal struggle since I had about six inches of height on her. Then Eir took a desperately deep breath of fresh air right before I opened the door, but the smell of grilled fish and boiled broth wafted over us in greeting, and I entered ahead of her to find about fifteen slaves seated on their fresh grass bedding.
They weren’t as shaky or worn out as they had been when I first got to Dalir, but they weren’t as healthy as I wanted them to be yet. All my slaves were underweight, and some hadn’t fully healed from the months of mistreatment they’d endured before my arrival, but everything was still improving in the slave houses.
They didn’t hunch so heavily, and no one crawled around on account of having no strength to walk, and even the bloodstains from the lashings they used to receive had been scrubbed off the wooden floors.
This wasn’t the most prominent thing I noticed, though.
What brought me to an abrupt halt was the fact all of the slaves in residence were either carving or sanding atlatls while their afternoon meal cooked on the fire.
“What’s all this?” I chuckled as I looked around. “I only assigned the carpenters to make atlatls.”
Everyone looked over the moment they realized it was me who’d entered, and even the oldest slaves dropped their work to struggle up onto their feet.
“You need many atlatls, my chief,” an elderly slave woman countered. “We’ve finished the morning harvest, and there’s time before we gather more supplies for the healer.”
“You’re supposed to use this time for rest,” I reminded the woman. “It’s a long walk to the harvesting grounds and back.”
“But you need many,” the elderly woman insisted as she held up her atlatl, and I couldn’t help smiling at her persistence. “Our house has only twenty finished, but we will have more by tomorrow, my chief.”
“All the slave houses are crafting atlatls right now?” I clarified, and when the slaves nodded, I sighed and rifled my hair. “Well, I’m grateful for your dedication. I really am, but after today, I want you to rest in the afternoons. Craft your atlatls in the mornings or evenings if you like, but for two hours at mid-day, you rest. Understood?”
“Yes, my chief,” several slaves mumbled.
“Thank you,” I chuckled. “Now, I’m here because I’m looking for a sorcerer. The blacksmith told me there might be one among you.”
“Yes, the sorcerer is alive!” a young man eagerly assured me. “He is still alive, my chief. He is eating well thanks to you.”
“I’m relieved to hear it,” I told the man. “Can you bring me to him?”
The young man’s eyes glazed over at the request, and the slaves around him gasped with pride as they smiled his way.
“Y-Yes, my chief,” the young slave stammered while he straightened his rags a bit. “It would be an honor to take you to him. A great honor.”
I grinned and nodded my thanks. “Lead the way, then.”
I’d been so surprised to find my slaves outworking my orders that I’d forgotten Eir was supposed to be in here with me, so I was startled a little when I saw my winged wife standing wide-eyed in the doorway.
“Oh, one more thing,” I said as I pulled her closer to me. “I’d like you all to meet my wife, Eir of Dalir.”
“A wife, my chief?” an elderly man admired. “This is such a blessing for you.”
I sent Eir a broad grin. “She is.”
“We honor you, miss,” a young woman said as she bowed to Eir.
“Many happinesses to you,” another added.
The man who’d come over to lead us bowed lower than anyone. “It is a joy to know our chief has found a worthy mate.”
I nudged Eir since she looked too shell-shocked to respond, and the winged woman blinked several times while she stared at the many sincere smiles we were receiving.
Then she offered a quick and awkward nod. “Th-Thank you.”
I tried not to chuckle at the notion of my deadly wife being unable to put one foot in front of another, and I shuttled her out the door to a chorus of the slaves offering even more well-wishes to us. Then I motioned for the young man to lead us onward, and he had a toothy smile on his face as he took limping strides along the edge of his longhouse.
That’s when I realized his knee looked like it’d been wrenched sideways and healed improperly years ago, and I knew he had to be in constant pain. The extreme angle of the break forced the joint inward with every step, and I furrowed my brow as I tried to gauge how much weight he needed to relieve in order to spare him even some of the discomfort.
“What’s your name?” I asked the slave ahead of me.
“H-Harris, my chief,” the man panted.
“I’d like to have something made to help you get around easier,” I told him. “It’s called a crutch, have you heard of it?”
“I haven’t, my chief,” Harris replied. “But don’t trouble yourself, my chief. It is an honor to show you the way to the sorcerer.”
“It’s no trouble,” I countered. “I insist on having one made. I’ll speak with the carpenters tomorrow about it, but the healer will visit you tonight to take a look at your leg. She may have a tonic that can help relieve some of the pain.”
Harris limped to a stop at the farthest longhouse, and he had a sheen of sweat beading his face as he caught his breath and offered a low bow. “My gratitude, my chief. You honor me more each day.”
Then the slave bowed to Eir as well, and my wife swiftly returned the gesture with a soft smile. Her green eyes followed the slave as he limped away with the same toothy smile on his face, and when she looked at me again, I offered her my arm.
“Ready to speak with the sorcerer?” I asked.
“Yes, my chief,” Eir quietly replied.
I led her into the next slave house much easier than the last, and after I introduced her and delivered the same order to this batch of sanding and carving slaves, I found the old man who’d cooked for me in the far back corner. He had three finished atlatls stacked beside his grass bedding, and he was still only halfway on his feet when I reached him.
“You can sit,” I said as I caught his frail arm. “We’ve come to speak with you.”
The old man nodded several times as he carefully sank back onto his bed, and I kept a hold on him until I was sure he wouldn’t keel over and break anything. He looked at least sixty years old, but that could have been because of how poorly he’d been cared for, and his dull-blue eyes were stained with yellow around the irises.
Eir didn’t hesitate to kneel down beside the man’s bed with me, and I was glad to see she didn’t seem disgusted anymore while she smiled politely at the old slave.
“The blacksmith told us you were a sorcerer,” I began. “My wife and I are seeking answers about a strange sort of magic, and I wondered if you might be able to help us.”
“Anything I can do, my chief,” the old man rasped.
“Have you ever heard of a magic that could create wings?” Eir asked.
“Wings…” The old sorcerer’s blue eyes stared off at the wall for a moment. “The wayward reapers. Their wings are magic.”
Eir shifted uncomfortably. “What magic is used?”
“The necromancers bring the dragons back from the dead, miss,” the slave rasped. “They cast spells on the wings and sever them. Ten days the wings soak in the moonlight, and the reapers are born from the blood.”
I forgot to blink for a moment while I tried to comprehend the fact that this kind of witchcraft actually existed, but Eir let out a relieved sigh beside me.
“This is not quite what I am after,” the green-eyed beauty continued. “The thing is, these wings I wear weren’t always here. They were given to me by--”
“Magic,” I interrupted. “An unknown magic is what we think might have produced them. Have you heard of anything like this? Or seen wings like hers?”
The old sorcerer squinted his dull-blue eyes as he looked at the black feathers, but he shook his head.
“Wings are not given to Farthegns,” he rasped. “Not given to any. The fairies are born with them. The pixies, too. Only the wayward reapers grow from the wings.”
Eir nodded. “Thank you. You’ve been helpful.”
“I have one more question,” I said before Eir could get up. “What is your power? Brokkr said some sorcerers have several?”
The old man shook his head again. “Sorcerers may know of many. They only possess one.”
Then the sorcerer’s eyes shifted from a dull shade to a blazing neon blue, and as he turned his hand once in the air, a fierce and frigid gust of wind whipped around us in a flash.
Eir gasped from the cold as her braids and feathers rippled in the wind, but I had a huge grin on my face before the gust ever settled.
“Holy shit,” I chuckled. “You can do all that with a flick of the wrist?”
“It’s nothing, my chief,” the sorcerer insisted. “Only wind and a bit of cold.”
“It is incredible,” Eir countered.
The old man chuckled as well as he could while he waved the notion off, and I helped Eir to her feet since he was already going back to work on his next atlatl.
“Thank you for your time,” I said in earnest. “And remember, tomorrow afternoon, you rest.”
The sorcerer waved dismissively again as he smiled at the suggestion, and even though we didn’t find the answers we were hoping for, I was glad I’d finally talked with him. As obscure as his power seemed, I was sure it could be put to good use, and I filed his arctic wind away in my mind as I led Eir through the throng of well-wishing slaves and back to the lanes.
“Now, that wasn’t so bad, was it?” I teased. “Not a dead body in sight.”
Eir stopped me short only a few feet from the longhouse. “Aaron Briggs, what have you done here?”
“What do you mean?” I furrowed my brow.
“These slaves…” the woman replied, and she looked genuinely lost for an explanation. “These are not anything like the slaves I have seen.”
“What have you seen?”
“Filthy slaves,” Eir admitted. “Slaves who never look you in the eye and are always muttering strange things under their breath, or eating the dead, or sleeping in urine and filth. Most are too dumb to try and stay alive even. They eat nothing, they disobey their orders on purpose. They’re like animals! Even our best slaves in Hylmrek are so cross and tired all the time, but these slaves you own have smiled. Not only to appease you, either, they truly smiled at you, like you are a blessing to them. They’re cleaner too, and they work when you don’t force them to. How… how have you made them this way?”
“I take care of them like they’re living beings,” I answered honestly. “I own them, Eir. It’s my job to see they’re looked after properly, but they aren’t dumb for letting themselves rot under terrible conditions. When someone does that it means they’ve given up. If the slaves don’t care whether they live or die anymore, they have no reason to work or even eat, and that’s not acceptable to me. I won’t force someone to live in degrading conditions just because it’s the way things have been done. I feed my slaves well, I keep their homes clean, and I don’t beat them. The fact is, if you meet someone’s needs, whether they’re beasts, slaves, or Farthegns, they respond to that. Treat someone like an animal, and they’ll act like one.”
Eir’s expression was completely lucid while she listened intently to me, and I could tell by the look of wonder on her face that she’d never thought of things this way before. I understood why she hadn’t, given the way the Farthegns lived, but I also knew she was a smart and compassionate person. In the short time she was in the slave houses, she’d already shown she could see things differently.
“I feel strangely ashamed when I hear you speak like this,” the woman finally mumbled as she dropped her gaze. “You talk as if the slaves are more than beasts. As if they are almost similar to myself, and I have never been told to see them this way.”
I nodded in understanding. “Well, the truth is, we’re all beasts. Creatures like us and all of the slaves just have more complex intelligence than a skulraeth, but that’s pretty much the only thing separating us from them. All of us are capable of behaving like animals, and when you break it down to the basics, we need the same things: food, water, and shelter. We fight for the same things, too: territory, resources, and the survival of our kind.”
Eir studied me for a minute, and while her bright green eyes held mine, I could see pure admiration shimmer inside them. There was a glint of something I couldn’t quite place too, but it made the mark on my chest warm a few degrees to look at it, and I was suddenly lost in her mesmerizing gaze for the fiftieth time since I met her.
“Brokkr was right, you know,” Eir murmured as she smiled a little. “You have knowledge that is nothing like anyone I have ever met. Even though you see the world so differently from us, you seem to view it more clearly. Perhaps this is why you have come so far.”
I didn’t know what to say because I knew she was talking about me taking Dalir, but her words registered in a very different way. They forced me back to the moment I’d woken up in the Red Forest, and for the first time in several days, I wondered why the hell I’d ended up here to begin with.
Not being able to say any of this to Eir only made it harder to find a response, and for ten seconds, I was on the verge of telling her everything about my crash at the Matanuska.
Then I shrugged instead, took her hand in mine, and left a kiss on the back of it as I led her down the lane toward the central clearing. “We’ll see if any of this knowledge is enough to keep me alive in Illska.”
“You will permit this quest?” Eir gasped and clutched my arm. “Even though your trusted advisor has not approved?”
“Yeah, you went into my slave houses,” I said with a teasing grin. “Now it’s my turn.”
Eir smirked, and she set her jaw firmly as she turned her sights ahead. “I hope this quest does not cause too much unrest amongst your clansmen, my chief.”
“Oh, it will,” I snorted. “Anakol’s gonna fucking combust.”








Chapter 23
I stood with my back posted against the cabinet in my private quarters, and Eir sat on one of the bulky wooden chairs near the door while her fingers traced circles in the black hide under her.
I’d summoned my two warlords well before the afternoon meal because I figured this would get me an easy exit from the village while the rest of the clan feasted, but I hadn’t expected the discussion to take quite so long. It turned out, Anakol had a lot to say about our plan to infiltrate Illska, and in the last minute, I didn’t notice him take a single breath. Whenever he was forced to stop talking long enough to breathe, Thyrri tossed out two or five of her own rebuttals, and I was kind of surprised by how adamantly opposed they were at this point.
But to be fair, both of their concerns were well-founded.
From their side, this sounded like the wild idea of a Hylmrek woman who’d already proven she would break the most revered codes of the Red Forest. Now, Eir had suggested Dalir’s trusted chieftain travel behind enemy lines with her alone at his side, and apparently, a plan like this wasn’t just risky. It was unheard of.
Farthegn chieftains didn’t venture anywhere beyond their borders without a full band of armed warriors at their disposal.
Unfortunately, neither of my warlords knew about the strange instances I’d been experiencing with my mark, so it was difficult for me to counter their arguments. I wasn’t sure if Anakol even knew about the large scar on my chest, but Thyrri couldn’t have known it burned and smoked like coals. They also didn’t know Eir’s wings were never there before we slept together, and while part of me didn’t want to take huge risks over wings and marks, the scientist in me just couldn’t keep ignoring so many questionable factors.
Plus… I was looking forward to some quality quest time with my deadly wife. It kind of felt like an opportunity for a short honeymoon. Just a potentially life-threatening one with weapons and wings, which sounded pretty fucking fun.
But my vague explanation of needing to find more sorcerers sounded pretty weak given the high risk factor, so all I could do was nod along while my warlords listed off every logical issue involved in this plan.
When I realized Anakol wasn’t going to stop talking anytime soon, I finally raised a hand to silence him.
“Alright, now that you’ve gotten all that off your chest,” I muttered, “we’re moving on to village protocol while I’m gone.”
Anakol let out a furious scoff as he threw his arms up, and he started pacing the full length of my private quarters while Thyrri leveled me with a stern and disapproving frown.
“First and foremost, under no circumstance is anyone in the village to know where I’m going,” I informed the warlords.
“My chief, this is unwise,” Thyrri cautioned. “If you are captured, the warriors must be prepared to--”
“It is our duty to accompany you at the very least,” Anakol abruptly cut in. “To follow through with this endeavor at all is obviously not condonable, but if you insist on--”
“I do insist,” I told the man, “and I have good reason for leaving both of you behind.”
The braided warlord clamped his mouth shut, and his nostrils flared with every breath while he did his best to calm down. “I understand your wife is supposedly quite skilled, my chief, but this is not adequate protection for a chieftain.”
“That isn’t the reason,” I replied. “The fact is, having Eir here could bring the wrath of Hylmrek down on us all, and we have no idea how impending that attack might be. She did all she could to keep her whereabouts from being discovered, but this doesn’t satisfy my own concerns.”
“Mine, either,” Anakol growled.
“Then you can understand why leaving my entire clan without their chieftain or their warlords is not an option,” I continued, and Thyrri looked at her fuming husband for a second before she nodded in agreement. “Two things are crucial at this juncture: that the clansmen don’t rise up over me claiming Eir, and that they don’t get wiped out over it, either. I need you both here, not guarding me in Illska, and you’ll protect this clan without making a huge fucking scene that might draw attention to your own issues with the decision. The clansmen should continue their tasks as usual while I’m gone, and as far as they’re concerned, I’m hunting in the western grounds with my new wife. Understood?”
“Why do you insist on this quest?” Anakol demanded as he crossed his arms over his burly chest. “Give me one adequate reason. That is all I am asking.”
I scruffed the roots of my beard while I considered answering him honestly, but I knew the warlord wouldn’t be nearly as easy to approach on the topic of my mark as Brokkr was. Not with him this wound up already.
“Right now, all I can tell you is I’ve been needing answers about something for a while,” I responded. “Eir seems to be entangled in the situation now that she’s my wife, and for all I know, the entire clan is, too. I can’t be sure, but neither of these problems are something I’m willing to ignore. I have reason to believe locating the proper sorcerer could solve the predicament, and Illska has more sorcerers on hand than the other clans do.”
Anakol paced a few more laps on this, and then he came to an abrupt stop in front of me.
“My chief, I fear you do not comprehend what is awaiting you in Illska,” the man announced. “If you are discovered within their walls, death would be a kindness compared to being held prisoner. Hostages of Illska never return. Dalir has lost countless warriors to their hold.”
“I believe you, but Eir escaped their dungeons once already,” I countered.
“What?” Anakol gasped, and he and Thyrri swiveled to the silent woman who sat patiently in the corner.
“You were held captive in Illska?” Thyrri breathed.
“I was,” my wife confirmed in an even tone. “So I respect your concerns, particularly because it is my husband you fear for. I fear for him as well, but I give you my word that I will do anything I must to ensure his safety. Should his life be in jeopardy, I will gladly sacrifice myself so he may escape and return to his clan.”
“Hell no, you won’t,” I scoffed as I straightened up.
“Of course, I will,” Eir countered with a furrowed brow. “Your people need you here, my chief. I am only your woman. I may be your first wife, but you could get any other to replace me. There is only one of you.”
“Eir, this isn’t up for discussion,” I informed the woman, and I made a mental note to revisit this “replaceable” bullshit later. “If something happens down there, it’ll be me who--”
“I have no interest in belonging to anyone but you,” my wife firmly cut in. “If you perish, I am destined to be bought by another. After experiencing all I have in your care, I would never allow another man to touch me as you have. It would be unbearable. Death for the sake of your life is the only acceptable option to me, and if you were to be slain, I would immediately take vengeance and then kill myself so I would never have to live with the pain of your absence from my life.”
“Ahhh… woah.” I cleared my throat while my head spun a bit at her admission.
“I am certain your warlords would agree,” Eir continued with a firm nod of her blonde head.
I tried to find a solid counterargument to all this while Eir held my gaze without wavering, but I was too caught off-guard by the declaration to do much more than stare.
Then Anakol stepped forward with his arms crossed, and he looked down on my wife. “You swear to uphold this? You would sacrifice your life for his?”
“No, she won’t,” I answered.
“I will,” Eir corrected. “On my honor, anyone who threatens my husband’s life must get through me first.”
“Eir…” I warned as I came toward the stubborn woman.
“My chief.” Thyrri caught my arm to stop me. “It is the right of any Farthegn woman to die for the man who owns them. I would do the same in a heartbeat. Any grateful wife would.”
I looked at Anakol to back me up, but the braided man didn’t seem remotely surprised by the statement. He just nodded his approval, and I could hardly believe I was the one person in this room who had an issue with the concept. Every fiber of my being warred against the idea of allowing my wife to sacrifice herself for me, but apparently, that was how things went down in the Farthegn clans.
I ground my jaw as I yanked my arm free of Thyrri’s hold, and I walked off from the conversation since I could tell no one would be changing their minds.
But it didn’t matter.
There was no way in hell I’d ever let it come to that.
For now, the other three continued discussing Eir’s promise to die for me while I started pacing as badly as Anakol had done, but once the warlords finally accepted my wife’s terms, they turned back to me.
“Keep these at your hut for me while I’m gone,” I growled, and I removed the chieftain’s dagger from my belt and started on my hide next.
“But, my chief…” Anakol mumbled as he looked down at the dagger I handed him. “If you are slain in Illska, you will die with no mark of your title.”
“Exactly,” I snorted. “Do you think I’d leave this clan in the hands of some random warrior of Illska? Fuck that. If anyone does kill me, it’ll be a clansman they take down, not a chieftain. We’re taking Eir’s heillhaust to get there, so I plan on being back by the feast this evening if all goes well. If I don’t return within a week, Dalir is yours, Anakol. You’ve got my dagger and hide to prove you’ve earned it. Tell them I was a traitor, and Eir was my accomplice.”
Anakol couldn’t even blink when I dropped my hide over his forearm, and I gestured for him to give me his instead. The braided man stayed shell-shocked for a long minute while I waited, but eventually, he set the items aside on the table and began untethering the strap that held his hide across his shoulder.
“I will tell the clan no such thing, my chief,” Anakol informed me as he passed the fur over. “I would not degrade your legacy, even if you are determined to act as rashly as possible.”
I smirked. “I’m sure I could act way worse.”
The braided man snorted and shook his head, but then he handed over his new tomahawk with the seven-inch spike, and Thyrri passed her two tomahawks to Eir.
“I will bring you the arrows I have been making for our hunters,” Thyrri told my wife. “You may need many more than you have left in your quiver.”
“Thank you,” Eir said with a grateful smile.
“We’ll use the new swords from the blacksmith,” Anakol muttered. “You should take some with you, as well. And wear your armor for once, my chief. Thyrri will find some for your wife.”
“I’ll stop by Brokkr’s before I leave,” I assured the man. “We’re going to see the healer real quick, but as soon as the clan’s gathering for the afternoon meal, Eir and I will leave through the western grounds. If anyone asks where we’re at, you know what to tell them.”
Anakol nodded. “I do.”
With that, my two warlords bowed to dismiss themselves before they headed for the door, and Eir offered them both a respectful nod in passing. Then I strolled over to offer her my hand, and my wife smirked as she got to her feet.
“That was bullshit, by the way,” I grumbled as I leveled the woman with a stern look. “There’s no chance I’d let you die for me.”
“You have no choice in the matter, my chief,” Eir coolly replied. “You have claimed me in every sense, and the one right I am afforded in return is that my life be bound to yours if I wish. Say what you will, but I remain steadfast in my decision. No man will have me but you. And should you die, I will join you in the afterlife shortly after.”
My wife’s stubborn words made me bristle as I registered how much she meant them, but she didn’t storm off or rip her hand out of my hold afterward. Instead, Eir’s expression softened as she tugged me toward the long table near the wall, and she pulled Anakol’s hide from my grip before she grabbed my leather armor.
I let my wife clasp the black leather cuirass in place along with the studded vambraces while I tried to comprehend what kind of vows I’d agreed to, but as much as I hated the idea, something else had occurred to me during all this.
Because Eir said “the one right I am afforded,” and I had a feeling I might know why she’d sent me so many unnerved looks this morning. Each time she did it, it was after I’d offered her anything she wanted from me, but I was starting to understand Farthegn women were raised to give, not to receive. If that was the case, she’d hardly feel comfortable taking control with me.
For all I knew, she’d been taught this was the last thing a wife should ever do.
I didn’t ask her outright if this was the problem though, because Eir was already leading me into the lanes, and several warriors passed by all around us. I settled for shifting her hand from mine to the crook of my arm instead, and the moment I caught the strictly obliging look in my wife’s eyes, the tension I’d been feeling dissolved.
Then I continued along the footpaths with Eir on my arm, and every step solidified my resolve for what kind of lessons our second night together would entail.
If all went according to plan, I’d be in charge for none of it.
Well… if we lived to enjoy another night together.
The thought only made me more determined to see this quest done with, and I quickened my pace a bit as we neared the healer’s hut. Then I opened the door for my wife, and when I followed her inside, I found my elven healer among her four assistants near the fireplace.
They were all grinding more pulp and stirring concoctions to continue stocking the healer’s hut, but full jugs and vials already lined two of the hut walls, and half the woven baskets were too full of wrappings and flora to be closed properly. There were so many bundles of plants drying in here now that dozens hung from the rafters as well as the hooks on the walls, and the soothing atmosphere sent a heady calm sifting through my mind all at once.
The fire was crackling quietly while the scent of warm sap and drying herbs mingled with burning wood, and I guessed these surroundings went against what Eir was used to seeing in a healer’s hut, because she was just as wide-eyed as she’d been when I showed her the slaves’ quarters.
“Does Dalir never suffer injuries?” Eir asked while she looked around at the empty grass beds.
Then the old healer lifted her cloaked head to see who’d entered, and when her vibrant, sunny eyes met Eir’s, my wife gasped lightly.
“Our healer is quite effective,” I said with a proud grin. “Most of her patients recover rapidly after one visit with her.”
“What is she?” Eir breathed in shock.
“Come learn for yourself,” I chuckled. “She speaks as well as anyone else.”
I led my wife forward while I motioned for the slaves not to bother getting up, and they were so stunned at the sight of Eir’s wings that they sank back to their haunches in a daze. Only the healer maintained her composure while she held my wife’s gaze, and as we crouched down in front of her, the old elf bowed her head low to us.
“My chief,” she said in a wavering tone. “If you have come to see the injured huntress, she left not long ago.”
“Is she doing much better?” I checked.
“Yes,” the healer assured me. “She asked that I thank you for the hide you bestowed on her. She was tremendously honored by your kindness. A few women came to tell her of your actions on behalf of her kin this morning, and this seemed to restore her spirit. She will recover with fresh poultices over the next few days, and I sense her will has strengthened.”
“Good,” I said with a nod. “Thank you for looking after her all night. You must be tired today.”
The old elf smiled down at the poultice she was still mixing. “I am perfectly content, my chief. Your lady warlord escorted me into the sunlight today, and I have eaten more than my fill.”
“I’m glad to hear it,” I replied before I gestured to the woman beside me. “This is my new wife, Eir of Dalir. Eir, this is our elven healer and her assistants.”
“You’re an elf?” Eir asked as she blinked in surprise. “But I’ve never seen an elf with eyes like yours. How can this be?”
The healer’s smile faded a little at the question, and when she studiously focused on her work instead of answering, I guessed she didn’t usually share as much about herself with Farthegns as she did with me.
“Forgive me for prying,” Eir mumbled at once. “And for staring. I didn’t mean to offend you. I am still learning about my husband’s practices with his slaves, I… I am not accustomed to this, but I will learn.”
I raised my eyebrows as I registered how anxious Eir was to behave appropriately for me, and I placed a reassuring hand on her leg.
“You’re doing well,” I said with a grin. “You don’t have to be nervous. Our healer is the gentlest being I’ve ever met.”
Eir nodded a few times while she cleared her throat. “What is your name?”
I looked toward the old elf for an answer since even I’d never asked her this, and I was relieved to see her looking Eir in the eye again.
“I don’t recall, miss.” The healer shrugged. “It has been hundreds of years since I was enslaved.”
“Hundreds?” I clarified. “How old are you?”
“I could not guess,” the elf admitted, “but I would rather not know, my chief. The Farthegns have always just called me the healer.”
“But the slaves call her Amaeda, my chief,” one of the other women added with a tentative smile. “This is to show our love and respect for her.”
The old elf promptly waved the idea away with her bony hand, and I grinned with curiosity as she shook her head and refocused on her work.
“What does Amaeda mean?” I asked the other women.
“In her language, this word means ‘mother,’” a slave answered. “When the time comes for us to waste away in this place, the slaves go to see Amaeda. She is the only comfort in this world, and with her magic, she can share our pain, so we do not die alone. Amaeda dies with us.”
The explanation sobered me at once, and the amount of pain my healer must have absorbed over hundreds of years as a slave hollowed my gut out. Then I slowly grasped the fact that the old elf had actually experienced death through her patients over and over again, and I decided I didn’t want to know her age, either.
Meanwhile, the women assisting the healer said all of this with nothing but deep admiration, and Amaeda kept slowly measuring herbs for her poultice without looking up. I could tell by her tense and hunched posture that she didn’t want to continue the discussion, and I honestly didn’t know what to say while I processed how much strength the old elf must have possessed. She’d managed to persevere despite being chained up for months on end, starved, and made to join her dying companions in their final moments for who knew how long, and this was only what I knew about from the last year of her life.
I couldn’t help wondering if all the elves in this world were as resilient as her, but then I noticed Eir’s face was drawn with sadness while she watched the cloaked elf work. My wife bit her lip for a second before she reached out, and she gently placed her hand on the healer’s frail wrist.
“Amaeda, can you care for one of the slaves for us?” Eir asked in a soft tone. “His name is Harris, and my husband wishes to ease the trouble his leg gives him. He thought you may have a tonic the man can use while the carpenters create something to help him walk.”
The old elf stopped working and looked at Eir’s hand as she said this, but then she offered a bob of her cloaked head.
“I know of Harris,” she answered. “I will gladly tend to him if you permit me.”
“Eir, are you sure you don’t need your wings looked at, too?” I checked. “If they hurt at all--”
“No, I am quite well,” Eir replied at once. “I need nothing.”
Then the green-eyed beauty got up and made to leave without another word, but I stayed where I was and considered the old elf for a moment. The four other slaves were working steadily around her while the scent of her tonics and poultices permeated the room, and I took her frail hand to lay a kiss on it.
“Thank you, Amaeda,” I murmured, and the healer’s vibrant eyes snapped to mine.
They were welling with tears again while the slaves around us halted their work in shock, and I bowed my head to the old elf before I got up to join my wife.
When I sent Amaeda a grateful smile at the door, the healer was still frozen in place, and she clutched the hand I’d kissed against her ragged cloak while the other slaves stared at me. Then I left them all to their work and followed my winged wife out the door, but the moment we entered the clearing, the quiet stillness of the old elf was abruptly replaced by the bustle of my clansmen gathering for their afternoon meal.
Most of them were drenched with sweat from hauling lumber or training all morning, and the entire grill was lined with fillets for them already.
I returned the friendly words I received as I quickly headed for Brokkr’s shop, and since Eir had a distracted look about her, I nudged her to get her attention.
“We have to leave now,” I muttered under my breath, and we slipped behind the wooden table of the blacksmith’s shop.
Brokkr was quenching a new blade, but when he saw me grabbing two spare swords from his completed selection, he slowed his stirring. I could tell by the uneasy look in his blue eyes that he’d caught on to my plans, and his gaze flicked toward Eir for a brief second before he diligently refocused on his work.
Then I came over and raised my voice above the sizzling of the vat. “I aim to be back for the feast tonight.”
“Sure,” Brokkr muttered. “Whatever ye’ say, my chief.”
“Hey.” I elbowed the blacksmith, and he glanced up from his work. “Give me a week before you start worrying, alright?”
Brokkr smirked. “One week. Then I’m forgin’ shit swords again, and Dalir can kiss my slave ass.”
I sighed as I gestured for Eir to follow me out the back door, but I sent the blacksmith a last nod before I left his shop.
“How long will it take to get Dyggur ready?” I asked Eir as we turned down a deserted path.
“No time at all,” she assured me. “I only have to see if Thyrri has left arrows and armor for me yet, and to grab my shawl. You will need the fur Anakol gave you, as well, remember?”
“Right,” I agreed. “Why do you need the shawl?”
“Aaron Briggs, this is the Red Forest,” my wife sighed as she sent me a pointed look. “We wear red to blend into the environment, of course.”
“Probably should have guessed that,” I chuckled. “Well, I don’t have any red, but I’ve made it this long without it, so I’m sure I’ll be fine.”
Eir smirked at the statement. “I have learned not to doubt your boldness, my chief, but I do wish you would take proper precautions.”
I shrugged and opened the door of our hut for her, and we found the long table near the wall piled with no less than fifty freshly fletched arrows from Thyrri. Two daggers I recognized from Anakol’s belt were laid out as well, and a fresh stack of black leather for Eir waited on the corner.
My scantily-clad wife turned her back to me as she gestured to the straps that secured her fur across her shoulders, and I helped her out of the hide while I considered her jet-black wings again. Even though I’d never been with a winged woman before, I’d gotten pretty used to seeing them on her in the short time since they’d sprouted, but I was more certain now than I’d been last night that they resembled a raven’s wings more than anything else.
Every time I glanced at them, this was the notion that immediately came to mind, and even though it didn’t clear anything up for me, it was comforting in an unexpected way. I recognized very few of the creatures I saw in this world, and Eir’s stout and glossy black feathers reminded me of the ravens who used to perch in the spruce trees surrounding my cabin all year round.
Part of me wondered if this had something to do with her growing such a specific arrangement of feathers, but then Eir’s green eyes flicked back to me, and I blinked out of my nostalgia.
“Will you help me clasp this?” Eir asked while she held her leather cuirass against her chest.
“Sure,” I agreed.
Then I secured the many small hooks at the back of her armor until the leather hugged her frame seamlessly, and I smiled a little when I noticed Thyrri had removed five hooks to account for my wife’s black wings. Thanks to this and the higher cut on the shoulders, the armor from Dalir stayed in place better than Eir’s leather from Hylmrek did, and the way the steel spikes along her shoulders paired with her black wings added an extra ominous element I enjoyed.
I didn’t have much time to dwell on the pleasing combo, because Eir dropped the fur sash from around her waist, and I finally got a full view of the tiny leather thong she was sporting underneath.
My eyebrows shot up at the sight while Eir sent me a coy little grin, and she made sure to keep her bare ass toward me as she bent to remove her fur boots.
“Damnnn,” I whispered under my breath, and I leaned against the wall to admire my deadly wife as she finished getting dressed. I kept my gaze on her supple back end until she’d finally squeezed all her luscious curves into a pair of taut leather pants, and once she was ready to go, I sheathed one of Anakol’s daggers on my belt and passed one over to Eir.
I chuckled when I caught a tiny eye roll from her.
“I have many blades on me already, my chief,” Eir mumbled as she filled her quiver to capacity.
“You can never have too many blades,” I informed her.
Eir pursed her lips rather than respond as she draped her red shawl around her head, and once she tossed it across one shoulder, she tipped her nose up on her way out the door.
My wife’s sassy strut put an instant smile on my face as I followed her over to the heillhaust who was waiting beside the hut, and as ridiculous as her aversion to blades was, I decided I was up for this challenge.
If I had anything to say about it, Eir would be a knife snob within a month, and I eyed the dagger she’d brought with her from Hylmrek. It was not only roughly-hewn, but even in the sheath, I could tell it was poorly maintained, and I nodded to myself as I decided the overall design didn’t impress, either.
“You know,” I led while Eir got Dyggur’s reins ready, “the thing about blades is it’s hard to really appreciate the craftsmanship if you’re used to working with shitty ones.”
Eir cocked an eyebrow without stopping her work. “My chief, I am wearing two little axes, two daggers, and a sword for you.”
“They’re called tomahawks, not little axes,” I clarified, “but I’m just saying, you may come around to blades if you spend some time utilizing better ones. They’re not only essential for so many things, but pretty fun once you--”
“Aaron Briggs, I may speak to slaves and giggle on occasion, but I am determined to remain consistent in my work if nowhere else,” my wife informed me in a haughty tone. “Regardless of these large wings, my bow will still serve me just fine, thank you.”
I smirked at her know-it-all look, and her stubbornness only stoked my determination, but I decided to let the subject rest for now since she was at least wearing plenty of decent blades today.
She was also actively making an effort to adjust to my way of running this clan, so before she could mount up, I caught her elbow and pulled her over to me.
“Thank you for behaving the way you did at the healer’s hut,” I said as she settled her arms around my waist. “And with the sorcerer. I appreciate it a lot.”
“I will do better,” Eir assured me. “But I don’t know if it is inappropriate for me to speak as openly with the slaves as you do. You are the chieftain, after all. Should I remain silent? Should I not ask them questions? I saw you bow to the healer, is this customary? I have never known a chieftain to bow to their slaves, but--”
“Don’t overthink it,” I suggested. “Speak to them as much as you like. I just think Amaeda isn’t used to being open with Farthegns. She was chained up for seven months before I got here, and she’s still recovering.”
“Seven?” Eir gasped. “What could she possibly have done? She’s so gentle and clearly does her work well…”
“Yeah, I was surprised, too,” I muttered. “I guess her magic relies on sunlight. The clan doesn’t understand this, so when she stopped being effective, they chained her up in the hut as punishment. Then the slaves stopped replenishing her stock to spite the clansmen for it, and it just became a mess. I’ve been happy with their progress this past week, though. Her assistants have worked every day to restore the place, and the sunlight’s helped strengthen the healer.”
“How strange,” Eir mused. “I have never been told about this sunlight rule, but most of the elves in Hylmrek live in the slave villages, so I don’t know their habits. Still, a healer who restores patients so quickly is a rare commodity, elf or not. Her eyes are like nothing I’ve ever seen, too. You are certain she is an elf?”
“Of course, she showed me her ears,” I said with a shrug.
“Fascinating,” my wife muttered. “You are fortunate to have such a talented healer, my chief. In Hylmrek, the healer is only sometimes effective, and rarely so approachable.”
I smirked. “So… you admit Dalir is superior in some ways…”
“Proudly,” Eir laughed. “Our chieftain is much more handsome than Hylmrek’s, as well.”
I rolled my eyes as my wife sent me a smug grin, but then I flipped her around to lift her onto the heillhaust’s back, and Dyggur nickered in response. He was shifting restlessly on his hooves by the time Eir had his reins in hand, and she spoke to him in a soothing, lilting tongue to keep him steady so I could climb up behind her.
Once Eir’s back end was snug between my thighs, she checked the area to make sure the clansmen were all at the central clearing, and then she delivered a quiet order to Dyggur. The heillhaust didn’t take off like a shot this time, but he moved at a graceful trot while Eir steered him toward the west side of the village, and I was impressed at how stealthy the large, scaly beast could be.
The ground didn’t shudder at all under his hooves as he kept this slower gait, and when we reached the tributary, Eir delivered another order. In one bound, Dyggur cleared the river, and he landed with only a light thud on the opposite bank. Then he continued at a trot into the western grounds, and after five minutes passed like this, I was beyond eager to pick up the speed.
I’d never infiltrated anything before, let alone an enemy stronghold, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t riding on a steady adrenaline high right now.
Plus, Eir’s cushy ass was resting snug against my groin, so not a lot was concerning me at the moment.
“You should hold on tightly for this, my chief,” Eir warned. “I would hate for you to be thrown.”
“Anything you say,” I murmured in her ear, and I let my hands slide to her inner thighs before I tightened my hold.
Eir shivered in my grip, and I couldn’t resist grazing my lips along the upper ridge of her wing. The green-eyed beauty mewled like a kitten for me the moment I did, but her hand whipped back a second later to bat me in the ribs.
“Aaron Briggs, how dare you!” Eir gasped.
“Come on,” I snickered, “it’s our first potentially fatal quest together. We should enjoy it a little. Besides, you wouldn’t let me touch your wings at all last night.”
“That is because it is too overwhelming,” my wife groaned. “I am looking forward to the challenges of this day with you, my chief, I truly am. But we must keep our heads about us, and toying with my wings is the surest way to unravel all of my senses and the strength from my limbs.”
“Alright, but if we find a sorcerer with any answers, I get to touch your wings all I want tonight,” I muttered.
Eir’s green eyes flared at the thought as she shot me a warning look over her shoulder, and I was mid-chuckle when she suddenly flicked the reins.
Then Dyggur lurched forward, and I nearly lost my head from the force.
I had to lean forward hard against the wind as the forest began to blur around us, and when I started losing track of the tree trunks, I turned my gaze strictly forward as my grin widened.
Eir wasn’t kidding when she said the heillhaust could move faster in the daytime, but I didn’t expect the world to whip past at lightning speed like this. I couldn’t even be sure the beast’s hooves were hitting the ground anymore, and how he maneuvered around the trees at this speed was beyond me. We didn’t strike a single branch or trunk while Dyggur galloped south, and in a matter of minutes, a line of severed heads appeared to signal the bounds of Dalir.
Then Eir reined in her mount, and as Dyggur pounded to a stop at the river’s edge, he tossed his great head a few times like he didn’t want to slow down so soon. I could practically feel the energy radiating from him while his massive ribs heaved under us with every breath, and not only were his brown scales heated to a scalding degree after the run, but there were tufts of smoke coming from his nostrils now.
“Is Dyggur related in any way to dragons?” I asked while I marveled at the heat trails billowing from the red spines behind his hooves.
“Of course not,” Eir said as if the question was ridiculous. “He is a heillhaust.”
“Right,” I muttered. “So how are we doing this?”
“Dyggur will take us as fast as he can along the cliffs,” Eir replied. “There were no patrols at the cliffside when I came through here last, but his hoof-falls will draw attention if we get too near the stronghold. We will travel there from a separate path further down the ledge that will bring us to the falls, and from there, we climb until we reach the mouth of a canal. Then we travel belowground to the dungeons.”
“Sounds easy enough,” I decided. “Where are we leaving Dyggur during all this?”
“We part ways on the cliffside path, but he will return to the forest to roam while we continue,” she clarified. “Should this endeavor not go as planned, he will need to be untethered in order to assist us.”
I nodded. “He won’t be harmed by the patrol while he’s out there?”
“A heillhaust cannot be taken down easily.” Eir shrugged. “I am not concerned. Now, hold tight, my chief. We will travel faster for a ways.”
“Wait, he goes even faster?” I clarified, but the heillhaust veered to the right before I could get an answer.
Then we were galloping along the river toward the west, and Dyggur seemed to gain speed every second as his hooves pounded through the shrubs and boulders in his path. A few chuckles slipped from my mouth while he took us farther through my territory than I’d explored yet, and even when the river veered south, Dyggur’s course didn’t deviate from the direct line he barreled along.
The air began to smell a little like brine as the temperature dropped several degrees, and not long after I noticed this, I saw an end to the ashen trunks ahead of us. This was surprising enough, given I’d been engulfed in the red trees since I got to this world, but then I spotted an ocean stretching beyond the tree line, and my pulse quickened as my grin dropped.
Just the sight of steel-blue water against a gray sky sent my mind spiraling back to Alaska. The cold, saltier air bit at my lungs in the best way, and I abruptly realized how much I missed my home. My grip on Eir tightened as I drank in the damp air as much as I could, and I didn’t even care how rapidly the cliffside was approaching. For a few fleeting seconds, I felt like I was barreling straight toward the Gulf of Alaska, and my gut actually ached from how much I wanted this to be true.
Then Dyggur whipped to the side, and his hooves skittered over the soil until I found myself staring down at a two hundred foot drop to another blanket of red boughs.
“Shit!” I belted, and one of the heillhaust’s hoofs slipped over the edge.
Eir kept urging her beast onward while I clutched her and leaned far to the left to help counter the weight, and Dyggur managed to regain his balance without throwing us into the forest below.
Then he took off at a gallop again, and I stared down at the sea of red trees.
It turned out the ocean didn’t start at these cliffs at all, but a fierce gale was blowing over the lower forest from the distant coast, and my jaw went slack as I scanned the expanse of forest that continued for miles below us. Everywhere I looked was blanketed with the same red needles and boughs, and I craned my neck to see the jagged cliffside sprawled far to the north at our backs.
“Does Illska have a claim on the forest down there?” I hollered above the wind.
“No, all of this land belongs to Óhreinn!” Eir yelled back. “They’re a vile clan, but they mostly plunder their goods on the seas! This and the cliffs are what keep them from warring with Dalir and Illska!”
“Perfect,” I snorted.
Dalir was boxed in by four clans with more land than we had.
The situation fucking sucked, but it meant that we had opportunities in every direction.
Still, I was too busy watching the two-inch gap between Dyggur and the cliffside to worry about much else right now, and the ground broke loose under Dyggur’s hooves while the red boughs blurred everywhere around me.
One wrong step, and we’d tumble straight into Óhreinn’s territory, but I was pretty sure we were already within the bounds of Illska on top of this, and Eir was urging her mount to travel even faster.
I started to feel like I was on a train running dangerously out of control as the heat of the heillhaust began scalding my ass, but just when I thought this trip couldn’t get any more intense, my wife shrieked a command to Dyggur.
Then the heillhaust leapt right off the cliff.








Chapter 24
My organs shot up into my throat as we dropped into a freefall, and the jagged cliff raced by on my left while the endless sea of red boughs rushed up at us from below. I was so numb from the sudden fall, I couldn’t even summon a scream, but then we struck ground a hundred feet above the treetops, and a cascade of rocks crumbled under Dyggur’s impact.
“Son of a bitch!” I growled.
“Are you alright?” Eir gasped, but I didn’t respond until I was sure the heillhaust had a sturdy footing on the two foot wide ledge he landed on.
“I can’t fucking believe we’re alive,” I panted. “That was… holy shit.”
“Dyggur is quite sure footed,” my wife said as she straightened her braids a little.
“Eir, we’re about one inch from dropping into Óhreinn.”
“Yes, this is enough to work with,” my wife decided, and despite how numb my extremities were, I couldn’t help laughing because she sounded a lot like me.
Except Eir had launched us onto a precarious, rocky pathway that hovered between two enemy clans, and I definitely wouldn’t have gone for the plummeting leap of death approach if I were in charge.
But Eir coaxed the heillhaust to continue, and Dyggur began working his way along the slim ledge as pebbles and stones trickled down from the weight. The cold wind blew straight at us here while I kept my eyes on the heillhaust’s hooves, and I couldn’t help being impressed with the beast.
The heillhaust handled the high-exposure cliffside like it didn’t even occur to him that he might fall, but based on what I’d learned of the red trees, I knew there had to be at least a hundred and fifty feet between us and the ground below the canopy.
Then I craned my neck, and I guessed we’d dropped about eighty feet to this ledge.
“Is this seriously the path you took to escape Illska?” I muttered in disbelief.
“This is our surest way in, but I don’t recommend leaving by this route,” Eir answered, and she turned her face away from the wind as she spoke so she wouldn’t have to raise her voice. “The current of the falls is too strong, and the risk of death or washing into Óhreinn’s river is quite high. This happened to me when I escaped the dungeons, and words cannot describe how infuriating it was to drift in the current looking up at this path from below.”
“How did you get back up the cliff?” I asked.
“I climbed, of course,” my wife replied. “All of my nails were torn out by the time I reached the top, but I survived, and I was proud of myself that day. Unfortunately, it took me two weeks to make it back to Hylmrek, but I would have gotten there sooner were I not starved and without any weapons. We must walk from here, my chief.”
I blinked in astonishment at my badass wife as she carefully climbed down from the heillhaust, and she balanced herself in the slim gap between Dyggur and the cliff wall. Her black wings made the task harder than it normally would have been, and I swallowed hard as I tried not to picture her losing her footing. Then I slowly followed her lead, and the heillhaust let out an impatient nicker as his hooves slid closer to the edge.
Eir hummed something to the scaly beast in her language while she removed her red scarf and tied it in his reins, and while Dyggur kept himself steady, Eir pulled me along on the cliff until we were standing in a line on the rocky ledge.
Where we were, the path was already thinning closer to only a foot wide, and I could tell it just kept shrinking beyond this point. My anxiety spiked a little bit, but then I saw Dyggur blindly retracing his path in reverse, and I held my breath.
When he suddenly bucked and reared up, I jumped about a foot, and I thought for sure he’d crash down into the treetops any second, but he braced his knees on the cliff wall instead. Then he carefully gauged his steps, and the enormous heillhaust was turned around in less than a minute.
“Damn,” I muttered. “These creatures are ridiculous. I’ve never seen anything like them.”
“I told you, he is quite sure footed,” Eir said with a nod. “Only Dyggur could have gotten us down to this ledge so well, and he will find his way back to the upper forest just fine.”
“How will he know where to find us again?” I checked.
“Dyggur’s senses are even more acute than my own,” Eir explained. “If I need him, he will surely find me. He always does.”
I looked over at my wife while I tried not to register the very slim path beyond her blonde braids. “Can I ask you a question before we climb this shit?”
“Certainly, my chief.”
“How the hell did you smell me in Hylmrek that day you hunted me down?” I finally asked. “I have never known a person with senses as acute as yours. But you… you literally sniffed me out, didn’t you?”
Eir chuckled as she glanced over my shoulder to check on Dyggur’s progress. “Yes, I have trained for years to read my surroundings as well as any predator might. You smelled sweet, but sharp. Like something I’ve never come across before. It was almost musky, but in a pleasant way…”
“Ah.” I smirked. “Old Spice.”
“Which elder spice?” Eir asked as she tilted her head a little.
“It’s not a spice, actually, it’s just the name of something I used to wear,” I clarified. “That does make some sense, but what about the nóttmal? You said you could smell someone hunting just before we left the hot springs. How is that possible?”
“This I’ve learned from experience,” Eir said. “Every hunter, no matter the creature, emits a scent that is quite distinct. The scent varies to some degree among the beasts, but I don’t know how to describe it exactly. I can smell the difference between them all, and I can separate the predators from their prey in a similar way.”
“Wait, are we talking on a semiochemical level?” I asked.
Eir blinked at me with a blank expression. “What does that mean?”
“A semiochemical is something an organism releases,” I explained, and since I wasn’t too eager to find out just how precarious this cliff path would get, I ended up rambling more than necessary. “They affect either the same or a differing species. There’s pheromones, allomones, kairomones, and synomones. A pheromone gets a reaction from the same species, whether that’s a warning, an invitation, information, anything. An allomone is used as a defense against other species, and a kairomone is basically a give-away. A predator senses the kairomones of their prey. It helps them hunt. Synomone is just something that benefits both species. Think of the relationship between flowers and bees.”
Eir had the same lucid look in her eyes that I’d seen at the slave houses now, and a hazy smile came to her face. “How do you know these many things?”
“It’s kind of hard to explain,” I said. “But one thing I don’t know is how a Farthegn could become so attuned to all that. We’re talking about pure, animalistic responses. You’re saying you can sense just as much as a skulraeth would by smell?”
“Well… yes.” Eir shrugged. “I have to. When hunting the largest beasts, one must adapt to their tendencies in order to be victorious, but I certainly don’t use so many confusing words when I do this. I hunt the hunters, so I know how they smell when they are hunting me. I am familiar with the scent of their prey too, because that is how I began my training, and of course, I prefer to eat the less meat-hungry beasts. They taste better. Then there is telling the clansmen apart when they trespass, but this is rather easy. Each region relies on differing plant life, and they use these in their soaps. They also have some variance in their tanning processes depending on the resources they raid, so I use this to recognize where they are from without having to get a visual. It is important to remember though, that scent alone will not secure your survival. You must pause long enough to sense your surroundings with the rest of your body as well, and more often than not, you will know you are being hunted before you smell your predator. It is a gut instinct that makes the spine tingle.”
I grinned while my wife finished all this with a tiny smirk.
“You’re an incredible woman,” I told her once again.
“Thank you,” Eir purred. “I apologize for the long explanation. I tend to talk a lot when I don’t want fear to override my system. This cliff is not a comforting place.”
“Same,” I chuckled. “I know you don’t give a shit about semiochemicals. Sorry about that.”
“No, it is fascinating,” my wife insisted. “I have never known the instincts I have honed could be named and categorized so neatly, but time is of the essence, my chief. Shall we infiltrate our enemy’s stronghold?”
I considered the green-eyed beauty for a moment, but it didn’t take me long to realize I really didn’t mind risking my life with a woman like her at my side.
I mean, she hadn’t said “like” once in all that rambling, and I was fascinated through the entire discussion. Eir had surpassed every woman I’d dated over the last three years in just three minutes of conversation, and that didn’t even take into account her unbelievably tight pussy, or the fact she’d been on top for hours last night.
“Yeah, let’s do this,” I decided.
Eir nodded and turned away to continue along the precarious path, and after only a couple minutes, the ledge thinned out to not much more than a breakaway of stone about six inches wide. My flawless wife just continued at a steady pace as she kept her front turned a little toward the wall to account for her large wings, and once I registered the roar of falling water ahead, I kept my attention on this rather than the fact that our thin ledge was gaining in altitude. Then the cliff cut inward, and I got my first glimpse of two waterfalls pouring down the jagged walls and into a river far below.
Looking down was probably a mistake because there was a fifteen foot landing pad of sharp boulders below the falls, but I filed this detail away and placed my palm on Eir’s lower back just to make sure she stayed flush against the wall.
The green-eyed beauty was inching closer to the waterfalls now as the ledge lost another two inches of width, and my front was as flat against the cliff as Eir’s was when she tapped my arm.
The cold spray of the falls blew over us along with the biting wind while she pointed around the next ledge, and I looked over Eir’s head at the thin slip of wet rock she had in mind. I had the errant thought that all this water couldn’t be good for my wife’s bow, but since she was an expert at the long-ranged weapon and didn’t seem particularly concerned about its well-being, I was sure she’d probably protected it with some wax or another water-proofing substance.
Then I realized my mind was desperately distracting me from imminent death.
“That’s where we’re heading?” I clarified.
“See the stones above?” Eir asked. “They are not as loose as the rest of the wall. You can tell this because they have the same coloring as what we stand on. Most of them don’t look wet. We must use those stones to reach within ten feet of the upper ridge, and that is where one of the canals pours out from. The water will wash over us as we near the channel, and this is the trickiest section that caused me to fall in my eleventh year. So, if this happens to you, push hard off the wall before there is no chance left, and you can land beyond the boulders.”
I nodded while I looked straight up at the fifty foot climb, and all I could think was that in the many years I’d spent climbing since high school, free soloing had never been on my bucket list. My brother was always my belayer, and after he died, I didn’t pull my climbing gear out once, but I was also used to the prime climbing conditions Alaska had to offer, not partially wet, poorly spaced holds above a jagged grave.
Then my beautiful wife nudged me, and I found an excited grin on her water-flecked face.
“This is invigorating, yes?” Eir asked breathlessly. “We have never had such an adventure together, my chief! Just think, this is the start of so many more!”
I couldn’t help laughing as I rifled my wet hair out of my eyes, and despite the jarring view from this deadly cliffside, Eir’s enthusiasm was contagious.
“Well, when you put it that way…” I muttered. “I don’t wanna be the asshole who shits on his own honeymoon.”
“What moon?” Eir laughed. “I don’t understand.”
“I’ll explain it later,” I chuckled. “You head up first. I’ll be right behind you.”
“Whatever you do, do not lose your focus,” Eir recommended. “The height will be even less comforting up there.”
“Yeah, no shit,” I snorted.
I inched along the watery ledge while Eir led the way, and I focused on everything I missed about climbing rather than the many life-saving devices missing from the situation. As soon as Eir was in position to start climbing up the slim strip of wall, she didn’t hesitate to head upward, and I got myself into position beneath her while I kept my back to the waterfall.
Then I found myself looking straight up at a pair of tight leather pants clinging to my wife’s splayed and well-toned thighs. I knew that tiny thong of hers was underneath too, and I took a steadying breath as I did a mental recap of how I’d gotten here.
“Aaron Briggs,” my wife suddenly called down. “All of the sex we had last night has hindered my muscles! Be wary of this when you climb! I did not prepare!”
“Jesus Christ,” I muttered to myself. “Yeah, this is what happens when I think with my dick. This right here. Fuck.”
Knowing I’d get to hit that again if I lived through this quest lit a fire under my ass though, and I locked my jaw as I reached up to grab the first shard of stone. Then I followed Eir up the wall, and I kept checking the view beyond my next hold every now and then just to make sure I didn’t forget which perfect ass I was doing this for.
Like Eir had guessed, a few of the rocks were too wet to get a grip, but I tracked the way she readjusted her hold so I’d know what was coming up, and seeing how well the Nordic beauty handled herself was inspiring to say the least. She only looked down to check my progress, but never glanced at the drop, and she didn’t let herself stop long enough for her limbs to lock up with fear, either.
The higher we climbed, the more my adrenaline eased my nerves too, and it wasn’t long before an exhilarated grin spread across my face.
By this point, I’d decided I really needed to go climbing more often, especially since I had a gorgeous wife now who more than held her own in the sport, but then we neared the canal outlet, and I saw both of Eir’s boots slip at the same time.
“Hold on!” I hollered as I lurched for the next stone.
A stream of water doused her head while she choked and coughed on the stuff, and she kept her head down to try and clear her nose. Eir’s arms were holding out, but no matter where she tried, her boots couldn’t find a toehold, and as soon as I got close enough, I caught her nearest foot. Then I clung to the wall with all my strength as I felt her brace some of her weight on my hand.
I couldn’t look up anymore because water was spilling down over both of us, but I did my best to push her upward, even though my fingers threatened to slip from the stone. Eir’s weight disappeared as she finally got up inside the mouth of the canal, and above the sound of water rushing over me, I heard her calling down.
“The stone to your right!” Eir instructed. “Then you have one more good hold, and I will catch your arm!”
“Which arm?” I yelled back while water streamed down my face.
“Your right!” Eir answered. “Grab the right-side stone, then reach two feet over with your left. There is a solid rock there, and you can swing your right arm up to me! Your right boot might hold on the first stone, but that is all there is!”
I nodded as I took a few long breaths to steady my nerves, but then I knuckled down and just kept climbing through the water, and I managed to feel my way to the two stones my wife directed me to. The last one was too wet for me to trust as my final hold though, and I took a bout of water into my nose trying to find a better option.
Then I spluttered to clear my lungs, and instead of swinging my right arm up, I flattened myself tighter against the wall and pulled Anakol’s tomahawk from my belt.
“Eir, move back!” I hollered. “Blade’s coming!”
“You are certain?” she yelled.
“Move!” I ordered, and I could only spare another three seconds to let her get back before I had to swing the tomahawk up.
The downward hook of the spiked heel caught on the ledge above me, and I used this to hold most of my weight as I swung my left arm up through the water. Eir caught my wrist in both hands a split second later, and she hauled me up a ways so I could latch the spike farther into the rocky tunnel. In another few pulls, I was up inside the canal with her, and I braced myself on all fours while I cursed toward the flow of water under me.
“We’re not doing that climb again,” I panted.
“I agree, but this was invigorating!” Eir gushed between heaving breaths. “You are more fun than I ever expected a husband to be, and I would never let you fall to the ground. Not ever.”
I chuckled as I groped around to pull the little adrenaline-junky over to me, and the second I did, I kissed my wife like any man who’d just risked a drop like that with no ropes or anchors in sight.
But to be fair, the climb really was invigorating as hell, and I had virtually no regrets now that Eir and I were on solid ground again. The green-eyed beauty looked just as jacked as me while she laughed against my lips and swiped the water from my face, and I shook my head when I registered how ecstatic Eir’s smile was.
“You are a dangerous woman to get caught up with,” I informed her. “I can already tell I’m gonna be making a lot of questionable decisions with you.”
“Says the man who didn’t stop me or hesitate to follow,” Eir laughed.
I offered an exhausted nod. “Fair enough.”
“Come, my chief,” Eir urged. “We are nearly to the dungeons now.”
“Oh, good,” I chuckled.
Then I grabbed Anakol’s tomahawk from the water, hitched it in my belt, and hauled my sopping ass up to get a look at what we were working with.
The rocky tunnel we were in looked ready to collapse from age, and it stretched into darkness ahead of us while five inches of water spilled over our boots. I had to stoop low to fit through it, but Eir’s wings kept scraping along the ceiling, so she had to stoop even lower to make up for it while she muttered a few irritated phrases under her breath.
In a few minutes, it was too dark for me to see three inches past my nose, but I could hear Eir’s boots slipping over wet rock ahead of me the whole way. The draft of cold air coming at us got more pungent the farther we traveled, and it wasn’t long before the stench of rot and feces began to register. It smelled like it was coming from up ahead rather than the water, at least, so I took this as a good sign, and I kept close to the sound of my wife as I felt along the walls to follow a few curves in the canal.
After what must have been at least ten minutes, a small shaft of light appeared from the darkness, and I saw Eir’s silhouette look back at me.
“Move quietly from here,” Eir whispered. “We are within the bounds of the stronghold now.”
I nodded while we slowed our pace a little to avoid rustling the looser rocks under the water, but as we got closer to the light, I realized they weren’t rocks.
Piles of skulls and bones that must have been decades old lined the canal beneath Illska, and I spat a few times as I remembered this was the same water that was gushing over me about fifteen minutes ago. Then Eir nudged my arm to silence me, and I grimaced instead while I considered that there were too many bones down here to guess how many people in total.
On the plus side, none of them were partially deteriorated.
The bodies I saw were strictly skeletal with no meat on them, and I wondered if this was a decorative decision the Farthegns made. Anything was better than just dropping corpses into their canals to get rid of them, but this reminded me I’d recently started dropping corpses in Illska’s primary water source.
I shrugged the notion off since it wasn’t really my place to be a hypocrite about dead bodies these days.
Eir beckoned for me to move closer to the right wall now, so I refocused and came to her side near a branching in the tunnel system. Then the woman pointed down the canal to our right, and I peeked around the lighted corner.
Three aboveground canals poured into this juncture, and I had a clear view of the sky above beyond the deluge of water. I couldn’t see much of the area except for triangular rooftops made from dark brown wood, but I could hear the distant voices of men who spoke in Eir’s language. The smell of smoke and feces traveled through the opening along with the water, but there was another stench that was so acrid, I had to fight back a gag as a stronger breeze wafted in.
Then Eir pulled me along with her toward the opening, and we swiftly crossed under the funneling water to continue through the underground passage. On the other side, the smell of rot was even worse, but the water flowed the opposite direction since the ground dipped down a little, and we descended into another dark stretch of tunnel for several minutes.
Twice more, we came to lighted inlets where aboveground canals spilled into the tunnels, but the water became dirtier the farther we traveled, and when we reached a pure brown cascade of shit water, I sent my wife a hard look.
“I am sorry,” she whispered. “Only a little ways farther, and we can rinse it all off.”
I sighed as I considered the shitfall for a second, but then I remembered my beautiful wife had once passed through here as a terrorized eleven year old girl, and I manned the fuck up and held my breath. Then I closed my eyes, ducked down, and sprinted through the fall, and I kept right on running until I felt a fresh wave of water crashing down on me.
Eir dragged me to a stop in the stream, and I turned my face up toward the water for a full minute before I finally pushed through and drew in a ragged breath.
I was relieved when I turned around to see the water we rinsed off in was clear and only smelled like a river, but Eir looked determined to stay under it for as long as it took to rinse off her long hair. Then she began tearing at the ties to undo all of her braids, and I couldn’t help chuckling as I came over to help her.
I kept half an eye on the opening above us while we both pulled her silky braids loose as quickly as we could, and once the braids were undone, she began squeezing the water through her dreads while she flipped her long blonde locks from one shoulder to another.
As odd as the circumstances were, the sight of the Nordic beauty bathing herself in frigid river water was surprisingly enjoyable, and I didn’t even notice I had a lewd grin on my lips until Eir arched an eyebrow at me.
That’s when I realized I was just standing out in the open and gawking at her drenched leather-clad body and long silky hair, and I abruptly ducked into the next tunnel with Eir close behind.
“You are aware you are within your enemy’s stronghold, yes?” the green-eyed beauty murmured.
“Yep,” I confirmed. “Completely focused. How far off are we from the dungeon?”
“It shouldn’t be long now,” Eir answered.
Then she quickened her pace to sneak around a broader shaft of light where four separate canals converged, but when I eyed the opening in passing, I nearly tripped over the skulls under my boots.
Because two charred bodies were mounted in my line of sight.
They were chained to iron rods and suspended high above the ground, but the twisted positioning of the limbs made it clear the victims had been burned alive. As I slowly continued onward through the tunnel, I caught a glimpse of two more charred bodies not far away from the first two, but then Eir grabbed my arm to hurry me along.
After that, I checked every opening I could while we passed under one clean or grimy fall after another, and when I counted a total of eleven burnt corpses displayed around the stronghold, my hatred for Illska settled like a hot brick in my stomach.
The first night I’d met Brokkr, the blacksmith mentioned burning at the stake in Illska, but I hadn’t registered how serious he was at the time. Now I understood how accurate his words had been, and I knew without a doubt that all these charred bodies were slaves.
Needless to say, witnessing the reality of Illska’s preferred punishing system put a lot into perspective, but I didn’t have much time to mull over the many things I’d like to do to this clan.
Eir had stopped short a few feet ahead and sent me a sharp look, and she motioned for me not to make a sound as she inched toward another fall that blocked the entire dark tunnel ahead. No daylight seeped through the water, so I couldn’t tell why we were approaching so slowly, but when she knelt and crawled to the left side of the fall, she suddenly froze in an awkward position.
“What’s--” I tried, but Eir vigorously shook her head to silence me.
Then my wife pointed to her wings, and I realized she was stuck.
I came closer to look around her, and as I crouched and pressed my cheek against the side of the canal, I saw a slim space in a stone wall. This tunnel ended here, but there was an opening behind the fall that couldn’t have been more than nine inches wide and a few feet high, and the stench of rot that came through it made me gag uncontrollably. A glimmer of torchlight and dingy, stone walls were visible beyond the opening, and I guessed we were finally at the dungeons.
“Eir,” I said quieter than a whisper. “You won’t fit with the wings.”
“I will,” she mouthed.
I sighed as she hunkered down further to try and make it through, but her wings crunched against the wall as the water drenched her completely. I could tell she had no intention of giving up this late in the game, so I firmly grabbed her wings to compress them a little, but the woman immediately spasmed like a stroke victim in my hold.
At first, I thought someone on the other side had caught her sneaking in. Then I heard her strangling herself to keep her moan silent, and I remembered the rule about touching her wings way too late.
I jumped back in my haste to release my hold on her, and Eir was beet-red when she resurfaced from the water with a lethal glare.
I had to bury my face in the crook of my arm to stifle the snicker that slipped out, and I mouthed an apology to the blushing woman, but she kept her furious green eyes burning into me for a solid minute to make her point known. I warred so hard against the urge to grin the whole fucking time, but I managed to do the smart thing and remain stoic as hell, and the second she whipped back around, I bit my tongue to make sure I wouldn’t laugh.
Then I politely tapped Eir’s shoulder and motioned for her to let me pass while I kept my hands as far from her wings as possible.
My wife rolled her eyes and sent me a wry smirk, but she let me give it a try, and I managed to get my head and shoulders through the opening behind the fall.
The stench on the other side forced another few gags out of me, but I kept my bile down while I eyed the layers of filth caking every surface in sight. I couldn’t tell if the place was smattered with blood, urine, feces, dead skin, or all of the above, but every slimy corner seemed to contribute to the pungent odor. The fall behind me offered a trickle of fresh water through the opening I was in, and when I studied the area more closely, I decided the murky black puddle below me was the primary culprit of the stench.
I was halfway into an alcove now, with no one in sight, and there was a dim hallway a few feet ahead that branched to the right and left. I could hear echoing voices not far away, but I couldn’t tell what language they were speaking, so I couldn’t be sure if they were guards or prisoners. Either way, I knew we’d officially gotten to the riskiest phase of our quest, and I grappled to pull myself through the slim opening as fast as I could.
The muscles of my chest and back scraped against the stone edging on either side while I forced my lungs to deflate as much as possible, and once I crammed my torso through the opening, I tore the rest of my body along with me. I maneuvered my fall well enough that I crumpled onto the floor a few inches beyond the black puddle, but I gagged all over again as I barely kept my beard from grazing the stank.
Then I jumped up and snuck into the hall ahead of me.
In both directions, the dungeon passages were lit with torches and lined with wooden doors. There were no guards posted anywhere, and the voices I heard seemed to be coming from several halls away.
I swiftly returned to the opening as I straddled the puddle, and Eir was already trying to fit into the hole again while her drenched blonde hair streamed over her face. I caught her around her ribs to haul her through, but every crunch of her wings made me want to shove her back to the other side, and when large black feathers started breaking loose, I finally just wrenched her toward me to get it done with.
Then we vaulted backward and crashed into the hallway.
Unfortunately, in my effort to break her fall, I accidentally grabbed Eir’s wings again, and the slap she delivered in return probably would’ve hurt more if my beard didn’t cushion the blow. I still gaped at the blushing woman on top of me as she clamped her hand over her mouth in shock, and Eir looked genuinely mortified by the knee-jerk reaction.
Her eyes bulged out of her head, and her breasts heaved against my chest while we both stayed as still as statues. We listened for a long moment to be sure no one heard our rocky entrance, but then my wife jumped up and lent me a hand in doing the same, and the second I got on my feet, we launched into our first silent fight.
With gestures alone, I attempted to explain that grabbing her wings was an accident, and she basically just raged as quietly as possible through it all. Honestly, though, it was the most enjoyable argument I’d ever had with a woman. Eir was red all over with her unbraided hair tumbling around her gorgeous face, and every time she stomped her foot against the dungeon floor, her wet boots let out a pathetic squishing sound that made it harder not to laugh.
The fact this was all on account of how turned on she got when I touched her wings didn’t help, either, but then I dodged the whole issue by kissing her instead, and against all expectations, it actually worked.
Eir locked my leather cuirass in her grip like she was starved for attention, and this time, she was the one who delved her tongue into my mouth first. I gladly groped her ass without reserve while I stumbled to avoid touching any of the grimy walls, and when I roughly released my wife, she was just as red, but much less scowly.
Then Eir offered a curt nod before she pointed down the hall to our left. I had a wonky grin on my face as I watched her leather pants strut off, and after that, I promptly followed the blonde beauty to the first wooden door.
But half my mind was still mulling over that slap, because holy hell, it turned me on like nothing else.
Not that I wanted my woman slapping me around all the time, but knowing that’s how overwhelmed she could get if I touched her wings was pretty informative. I was suddenly chomping at the bit to get Eir back into bed so I could do that while my cock was deep inside of her.
Then the stench of corpses wafted over me, and Eir puked all over the floor.
So, yeah, I was finally grounded in the present again.
Through the small, iron-barred window in the first cell door, nothing but a plaguish death stench seeped out, and I fought the urge to hurl right along with my wife.
Luckily, Eir was a dainty puker, so it worked out alright, and I hitched my arm in hers to help her step over the puddle while she slumped in disgust. The next two doors smelled even worse, so we quickly passed them by, but when we reached the end of the hall without finding any living prisoners, I started to worry our efforts may have been a waste of time.
Every cell in this place could be littered with dead and long forgotten fugitives.
Still, we quietly proceeded around the next corner, and we split up to check the doors on either side. Most of the shadowy lumps I saw on the cell floors looked either dead, or so close to death that I couldn’t tell the difference, and some of them even wore the filthy leather armor of the Farthegns. Others were dressed in the tattered rags of slaves, but as I glanced into my fifteenth cell, my eyes caught on a familiar glint of steel.
I backtracked and took a breath of slightly fresher air before I leaned close to the iron bars.
The cell was larger than some of the ones I’d passed, and it was crammed full of bodies, but the moment I confirmed a line of steel spikes along one of the fugitive’s shoulders, my jaw locked.
Every Farthegn in this cell wore the armor of Dalir. I didn’t know why these prisoners were allowed to keep their armor, but I recognized it all the same.
“Son of a bitch,” I growled under my breath, and I moved to catch Eir’s arm before she could continue to her next cell across the hall.
The green-eyed beauty sent me an eager look as I dragged her back to the cell in question, but when I pointed through the barred opening, she only furrowed her brow in confusion. Once I gestured to the steel spikes lining our shoulders, dawning realization came to her face, and within a second, her expression changed to one of fury.
“We must free them,” she whispered. “These are our clansmen, my chief. We cannot leave them to rot away like this.”
“We have no way of getting this many warriors back to Dalir,” I pointed out.
“We will find a way,” my wife growled as she clutched my vambrace. “What is our other choice? To let them suffer at the hands of Illska? I assure you, no warrior would rather be left here, no matter the odds. If they survive the journey after this torment, then they will prove stronger than all the warriors you possess now, and twice as loyal.”
Eir’s green eyes sliced through me while her determination stoked mine with a vengeance, and I knew she was right. Whatever it took, there was no way I’d leave any warriors of Dalir to rot like this, and I nodded as I pulled Anakol’s tomahawk from my belt.
“Keep looking for a sorcerer,” I ordered. “I’ll get them out and come find you, but where am I sending them? You said we’re not leaving the same way we came.”
“Yes, but we are leaving the dungeon through the same bathing hole,” my wife whispered.
“Wait, that nasty black puddle is meant to clean people?”
“Technically, it is meant to be a degrading and shameful experience to bathe yourself in the filth while the guards watch,” Eir clarified, and instant rage seared through my veins as I realized my wife had been forced to do this as a girl. “Tell the clansmen to sneak into the tunnel through the hole in the wall, but to not go any further. We must travel a ways to find the proper exit, and without them knowing the way, they will risk being seen by those above the ground.”
“Understood,” I muttered through gritted teeth. “But be careful. If you need me, I don’t care how much attention it draws, start screaming.”
Eir shook her head. “I do not scream, Aaron Briggs. Not unless you are inside of me, but I will be cautious. We are in the farthest corners of the dungeon, and there are more than a hundred cells within this place. I will head toward the front. It is more likely those prisoners will be in a better condition.”
I left a kiss on my wife’s soft pink lips before she hurried down the hall, and once she’d finished checking the last few cells in view, I waited a few minutes longer to be sure she was far from the noise I was about to cause.
Then I eyed the iron latch on the cell door.
I didn’t recognize the locking system Illska used, but they relied on some kind of interior mechanism rather than iron planks across the doors, and I flipped my tomahawk around to the spiked side as I steadied my aim. Two hits got the tip wedged into the wood above the iron, and even though I heard a few startled grunts inside, no one came over to get a look outside.
I kept hacking and wrenching at the iron latch until I had most of the wood above it splintered away, and then I pried at it with the spike until the entire locking system tore out. I tried to push the door open, but there were several bodies in the way, and I shoved with all my strength as a few more grunts echoed in the cellar.
Once I made it inside, the stench was twice as overwhelming, and I turned around in a circle as I swiftly scanned the shadowy lumps of leather armor around me.
No one had moved a muscle.
“Get up,” I ordered. “Now!”
Only a couple bodies shifted a fraction of a degree, and I grabbed the first man I’d seen move and hauled him up. He swayed on his feet, but his eyes didn’t open, and the stench of filth billowed from him. It seemed like he could almost support his own weight at least, and I gradually caught on that he was mostly just delirious from being in here so long.
“This is your chieftain,” I growled as I gave the man a rousing shake. “Wake the fuck up and move, or you’ll die in here.”
Now, a few more men managed to roll their heads in my direction, and they looked at me with listless stares. Some of them were even more gaunt than our slaves were these days, but others looked like they had some ability to think clearly, and the handful who did just shook their heads and went back to staring at the ceiling.
“Oh, you’d prefer a spineless fuck with a different accent to save you,” I guessed. “Yeah, I remember your former chieftain. Gluttonous bastard with four huge warlords, and none of them worth their weight in shit, right? Well, Anakol, Thyrri, and I killed them off a while ago, and now all of Dalir is fixing to move in on Illska for killing our women. So I’ll only say this one more time before I leave your sorry asses in here to rot: get the fuck up and get out of this cell. Your chieftain demands it.”
“Anakol?” a man near my boots rasped. “Did you say Anakol?”
“Yeah, he and Thyrri are my warlords,” I answered. “Bragi’s laid up at the moment after a raid on Hylmrek, but if he wasn’t, he’d be a warlord, too.”
That seemed to shake ten more men out of their dazes in a matter of seconds, and I caught a couple of their arms to force them onto their feet. Then I grabbed a couple more while the rest struggled to get their legs moving, and the clansmen steadied themselves against the walls to catch their breath. A few of them vomited from the effort, but so far, only four of the men in here were dead, and after several minutes, most of the warriors were either on their feet or struggling to get there.
“Your hide,” one of them panted as he swayed backward a bit. “You… you said you’re a chieftain. You sound like a slave.”
“I’m not a slave, I’m a wanderling from the far north,” I muttered. “I left my hide and chieftain’s weapons with Anakol in case I don’t make it back. I couldn’t risk letting Dalir fall to Illska over this, but whether or not you believe me doesn’t matter. You can either stay here and die, or take my word and make an attempt to escape with me. I’ll lead you all out of here if you’re strong enough to make it, but for now, you all need to get to a safe spot while I finish scouring this place. Leave this cell, take two rights, and climb through the hole in the wall of the bathing area. Hide on the other side of the fall, but do not go any further until I rejoin you.”
I waited for any sign that they understood the orders, and a handful of men out of thirty nodded as they shuffled forward.
“Do any of you have the strength to lift a weapon?” I asked.
“I do,” a clansman panted. “Bit hungry, but I’ve only been here two weeks.”
“Myself, as well,” another added.
“Good,” I said with a nod, and I handed them the spare tomahawks from my belt along with my dwarven sword.
I left Anakol’s dagger with them too, but I kept his tomahawk and Brokkr’s sword on me as I headed for the cell door. I nudged a dead body out of the way to get it open wide, and then I checked the hall and gave the clansmen the all-clear.
The two men I’d armed exited first while they squinted from the light of the torches. They posted themselves in the hall to usher the others out, and as a line of limping, vomiting, and twitching warriors slowly emerged, I made sure they were all headed in the right direction.
“Remember,” I muttered to the man who held my sword. “No one is to venture farther into the tunnels. I’ll be there as soon as I can, but I’m not wasting time hunting anyone down once I get there.”
The man managed a wobbly nod of understanding, and I left him to handle the rest of Dalir’s clansmen while I took off in the direction Eir had gone.
There were too many hallways to know which way to turn, but I chose seven different ones at random before I found myself in a long passageway with three dead men sprawled on the grimy floor. They wore the shaggy golden hides of Illska while their battle axes lay beside them, and fresh slashes marred their throats and limbs as a steady stream of fresh blood oozed from the wounds.
Eir was nowhere in sight.
There were no arrow wounds in the corpses, but I hoped my wife had been the one to kill them, and I knew this meant we were close to being in over our heads in this quest. Once I passed three more groups of dead guards, I started all-out sprinting to find her, but then I whipped around another corner, and Eir threw her arms up in a huff.
She held a bloody sword in one hand and a goopy tomahawk in the other, and she sent a livid glare toward the cellar doors as I came to a stop beside her.
“My chief, I am catching hiccups!” Eir growled.
“You’re what?” I panted.
“The hiccups you spoke of this morning,” my wife reminded me. “They are here. These filthy slaves are too dumb to speak to me! I tried using words as gently as you, but that has done nothing, so I am threatening them now, and still… no help!”
“Okay, well, you just left a trail of about fifteen bodies leading right to you,” I clarified, “so we either need to get creative, or get the hell out of here.”
“Where are the clansmen?” Eir checked.
“They’re heading for the bathing hole.”
“Good,” she said with a nod. “Will you permit me ten minutes more? We have come all this way, my chief, and after killing so many guards, we will not have an opportunity like this available again.”
“Deal,” I agreed. “Handle the halls up ahead, I’ll take this one and the left side, but please speak gently to these guys. I guarantee it’ll get you farther than threats.”
Eir pursed her lips like she wasn’t very convinced, but she hurried down the hall while I turned the opposite way.
Then I started calling into every cell I passed whether the occupants looked alive or not, and a few decrepit elves acknowledged me, but they all shook their heads when I asked if there were sorcerers among them. No one could point me in the right direction to find one, either, and I worked my way through five more halls of the dungeon with no luck at all.
One young man admitted to being a sorcerer, but he didn’t even know how to describe his own powers to me, and he didn’t have the strength to exhibit them since he’d been locked in his cell for three weeks now. When I got to the sixth and seventh halls, I just started blatantly asking everyone if they knew anything about magical wings, and even though I felt like a lunatic doing it, no one looked at me like I was crazy.
They just shook their heads, stayed dead, or mentioned wayward reapers, and I finally doubled back to find my wife when I ended up in the more rotted end of the dungeon again.
Then I found four new murdered guards on my way to Eir, and I switched back to running as fast and as quietly as I could to find her.
My gut told me we were way past pushing our luck now.
My wife had already slaughtered upwards of twenty guards in this dungeon, and I still had thirty sickly clansmen to break out of here. I also had no idea how much it was gonna take to do it, but then I turned another corner and slammed into Eir, and since she’d been silently sprinting right at me, she dropped like a sack of flour from the collision.
“Shit!” I gasped, and I stumbled just in time to avoid trampling her, too. “I’m so fucking sorry, are you alright? I was trying to find you.”
“Yes, me as well,” Eir mumbled dazedly, and she clutched her head while I pulled her onto her feet. “Aaron Briggs, a man is talking to me…”
I furrowed my brow with concern. “In your head?”
“What? No,” my wife slurred. “The man is talking to me down the hall. He sounds like you, and he says he knows magic.”
“What do you mean he sounds like me?” I asked.
“The way you speak,” Eir sighed. “Come, he is all I have found to help us, and he will not say anything except that he knows magic.”
“Okay, but we have to handle this fast,” I whispered. “Stick to the basics, and don’t waste any time.”
Eir nodded in agreement while she turned back down the hall, and even though my poor wife staggered a little from side to side, she kept up a clipped pace and didn’t seem too disoriented from the hit. She was able to lead me down five different corridors and straight to the door she was seeking, and when I peered through the barred window, I found one old man sitting in the shadows.
He had his back to the wall and one spindly knee hitched up to brace his arm on, and while his torso was exposed under his thick cloak, he wore a pair of strange woolen pants I hadn’t seen on anyone in this world yet. His filthy, knobby feet were bare, and the crop of thin hair on his head was swept in all different directions like he’d been tearing at it, but I couldn’t be sure if this was the case. At the moment, he sat completely still, and he gnawed on something in his hand while he kept his head turned toward the puddle of piss and shit in the opposite corner.
“You’re sure he knows magic?” I muttered under my breath.
“Yes, I asked him twice to be sure before I threatened his life,” Eir assured me. “He seemed to speak in earnest.”
I thought about this for a second before I heard distant voices a few halls away, and Eir’s eyes widened as we exchanged a glance.
Then I swiftly pulled out Anakol’s tomahawk, and I worked on prying the lock of the door out while every snap of iron made me cringe. The voices I heard echoed too much for me to make sense of them, but the men sounded alarmed, and when Eir began tugging on my cuirass to goose me along, I figured they must be guards who discovered my wife’s death trail.
As soon as I pried the lock out, I caught Eir’s arm and shoved her into the cell. Then I quickly followed before I shut the door behind us, and my heart slammed in my chest as I waited to hear the voices drawing closer. So far, they seemed to be staying right where they were, and I let out a heavy sigh as I turned around.
The cell was extremely dim with only the torchlight of the barred opening illuminating the place, but I could see the old man’s eyes glued on Eir already, and he was gnawing on a chunk of wood with vigor while he didn’t blink.
“Are you a sorcerer?” I asked as I pulled my wife a little closer to my side.
“Nope,” the old man answered. “Just a wanderling from the far north.”
The statement was about half as surprising as his voice.
This man’s gravelly timbre and accent were nothing like a slave’s, and for the first time since I’d come to the Red Forest, I was face to face with a person who sounded like any average old guy from Alaska.
I couldn’t tell if this was a bad or a good thing though, because he still hadn’t blinked at all.
Not even once.
“You told her you know magic, old man,” I said in as steady of a tone as possible.
“My husband is a wanderling from the far north, too,” Eir suddenly announced and took a step forward.
I didn’t add anything to this because a shrewd smirk curled at one corner of the old man’s mouth when Eir spoke, and his eyes locked on mine in a way I’d never experienced before.
It was subtle at first, but the longer he looked at me, the more unnerving his expression became, and I felt like he’d torn straight through my mind and come out with the truth faster than anyone I’d met here.
Then he let out a low chuckle as he removed the wood from between his teeth, and his grin widened.
“Is he really?” the old man drawled. “Could’ve fooled me.”








Chapter 25
The old man kept the same shrewd grin on his face, and everything about his penetrating eyes assured me he wasn’t just talking out of his ass.
Somehow, this random prisoner took one look at me and knew damn well I wasn’t a wanderling.
Which was jarring, but under other circumstances, I might have jumped at the opportunity to delve into this conversation. His accent alone was intriguing enough to keep me rooted to the spot, but he seemed to be functioning on a separate plane. He continued staring me down, and I would have sworn I could almost sense him reading my mind.
Then I reminded myself that even in this world, the notion seemed too far-fetched, and more important than any of this was the fact that Eir was standing right next to me.
All day, I’d been feeling like more and more of a jerk for not coming clean to her about where I was from, but there was one image I’d probably never forget for the rest of my life, and it was Eir sitting naked beside a fire after losing her virginity to me. I could still hear the sincerity in her voice when she told me she trusted me implicitly, and every moment since we’d left Dalir this afternoon made those words count for even more.
I was just about at my breaking point where the wanderling issue was concerned, and I couldn’t let Eir discover the truth by having some creepy old guy out me.
Especially when we were deep behind enemy lines and nowhere close to getting out scot-free yet.
“Come on, we don’t have time for this,” I told Eir. “He doesn’t know anything about magic.”
“Didn’t say that, boy,” the old man countered. “I’m a true wanderling. Seen enough of the world to come across every power there is. That’s the truth. She asked if I know magic. Not if I’m a sorcerer.”
“See? He is the best we can find,” Eir whispered, and she pushed past my shoulder to kneel near the old man.
I slowly followed my wife while the guy kept his strange stare on me, and even though I wanted answers as much as Eir did, I kept my guard up with Anakol’s tomahawk in hand.
“Tell me, do you know any creatures with wings like these?” Eir asked him.
The old man took a brief glance at the plume of stout black feathers, but then he went back to sending me the same penetrating look. I was about to call him out on it when Eir tore her dagger from its sheath, and she pressed the blade firm against his neck.
“I wager you don’t care if I kill you, old man,” my wife said in a deadly purr, “but I’m not here to end your suffering. In fact, this blade has not been cleaned in days, and I will carve my name in every one of your limbs with it if you don’t answer my questions with haste.”
The old man finally dragged his eyes off me, but if he was at all intimidated by Eir’s cryptic mask, he didn’t show it. Apparently, this guy had nerves of steel despite her blood-crusted blade and piercing green eyes, and he gnawed on his wood a few more times before he did as Eir commanded.
“I might’ve seen a drawing once,” the old man answered. “Been a long time. Couldn’t know for sure without seein’ them unfurled.”
“Only a drawing?” Eir clarified. “Not on a living being?”
“That’s right,” he confirmed.
“But you have some idea of what magic brings them about?” Eir followed up.
“Nope.”
“Great,” I muttered.
“I cannot move them myself to make them unfurl,” Eir continued as she kept her blade taut on the man’s neck. “They are stuck.”
“Ohhh, you can’t?” The old man cocked an impressed eyebrow. “Just… can’t, huh? They’re connected to you, aren’t they?”
“Yes, this is why it is frustrating, and I am seeking answers,” my wife huffed. “I feel as if they should be magic in some way, but they are useless. They make me less effective in my work.”
“Then move them,” the man snorted.
Eir’s lips pursed as she leveled the man with an even more lethal stare, and he smirked and chuckled a little in response.
“All that fury’s gotta be good for somethin’,” he drawled. “If the wings bother you so much, get some use out of ‘em.”
“They do not move,” Eir growled as she pressed her dagger harder against his neck. “Do you listen to nothing, old man?”
“Do you give up so easily, girl?” he shot back in a harsh tone, and I came a few steps closer as I registered the hatred in his eyes. “Considering you’re a Farthegn, I’m inclined to doubt it, but I know your kind thrive on forcing others to your will, so I’ll offer a bit of insight: the rest of the world thrives on intent. That’s all there is to anything, be it magic or otherwise. Those wings are connected to you, child. They belong to you. Build a direct line of intent within yourself. You’ll get nowhere trying to simply command them like you do all else.”
Eir kept her expression a deadly mask while she considered this, but despite the severe delivery of the point, I had to acknowledge… the old man may have touched on something.
I’d only been in the Red Forest for a short time now, but one of the first things I’d learned about the clans was that brute force was kind of their forte.
Within an hour of growing her wings, my Farthegn wife had started all-out wrestling with them because they wouldn’t move for her, and she’d seemed too pissed off about this to try another approach ever since.
To her credit, Eir could apparently acknowledge as much. Rather than cut the old man for his brazen statements against her kind, she promptly sheathed her dagger, grabbed my arm, and pulled me down beside her.
“What can you tell me of this symbol, old man?” Eir asked. “My husband bears a scarring--”
“Eir, wait,” I ordered, and I caught her hand before she could get the strap around my chest free.
“But he knows magic,” my wife insisted. “Your mark is magic, so show it to him. We are running out of time.”
The old man grinned again as he continued chewing on his chunk of wood, and his unnerving gaze flicked between the two of us while I tried to decide how much longer I could put up with his creepy fucking looks.
Then Eir turned back to him and barreled on. “My husband bears a large mark on his chest that burns like coals. We were in the throes of passion when I saw it happen, and this is when the wings appeared, but neither of us know why. I am certain it is his mark that bestowed these wings to begin with. There is magic in it.”
This got the old man’s attention better than anything else up to this point. He even stopped chewing his wood, and he studied Eir’s eyes for a long moment in silence.
“You’re not lying, girl,” the old man decided.
“Of course, I am not,” Eir scoffed. “Could I invent such a ridiculous tale? You see the wings for yourself, and my husband can show you his mark.”
Eir turned to me, but I kept my sights on the old man in front of me.
Now that he was intrigued by my wife’s explanation, his unsettling features eased by several degrees, and I didn’t move a damn muscle while I waited for him to stew in this curiosity for a bit.
The truth was, I did want his insight, but he clearly wanted in on this mark now too, and I still couldn’t shake the feeling that this guy had been staring straight through me from the second I broke in here. Whatever he’d found, I wanted to be sure he’d keep his mouth shut about it around my wife, so I waited for the old man to consider Eir’s strange wings a couple more times.
Then he offered me a barely discernible nod like he’d read all my thoughts on this, too.
“Let’s see, then,” the man muttered. “I’ll speak on the mark and nothin’ else. On my honor.”
Eir furrowed her brow in confusion at the statement, but I nodded at the old guy and removed my strap and hide to hand them over to her. Then I got my armor off, shifted my tunic, and turned toward the dim torchlight so the carving on my chest was visible.
The moment the old man saw it, he dropped his chewing wood altogether.
But he didn’t look afraid like Igrid had.
He sat up straighter against the stone wall, and he just wavered between shock and confusion for a bit. Then he settled on genuine intrigue as he looked me dead in the eyes, and he didn’t have any shrewd grins to throw my way this time.
“Where did you get that, boy?” the old man asked. “You couldn’t have made it.”
“He doesn’t know how it was made,” Eir answered for me. “It only looks like this now, but when my wings appeared, it blazed like burning coals, and it smoked as well. He said this has happened before when he meant to kill men, but he was in the midst of claiming me as his wife when it occurred more recently. Since then, we have spent hours lost in each other’s bodies, and it has not glowed the same. There were times when I thought it might have, but I believe it was the light of the fire gleaming off the sweat that drenched us both. We were quite exerted in our lovemaking, and--”
“Eir,” I sighed, “you really don’t have to share every detail.”
“But this is important,” my wife countered. “You were claiming me quite thoroughly when all this began, and you know very well how connected we were in that moment. It was as if there was no divide between us, in body or spirit, and I knew I would be yours for eternity. I thought this very thing when the torturous pleasure took over every inch of me, and the wings appeared. Then you brought me to the home we share, and I experienced the same immense pleasure over and over again as my body became yours. Each passing hour assured me of the bond I feel between us, but the mark didn’t glow the same.”
I couldn’t help smirking a bit at her passionate description, and her green eyes shone with so much dedication that a satisfying warmth spread through my core. Even deep in the rotted dungeon of Illska, this woman made me forget everything around me. There was only my beautiful, winged wife who was smiling so lovingly at me now, and she leaned closer for a kiss before she suddenly gasped and looked down.
I followed her gaze, and that’s when I saw flecks of gold glimmering in my mark, but it wasn’t fully burning this time. Instead, there were fissures in the scarring where a soft glow was seeping out, and at this juncture, the sight just irritated the shit out of me.
“What the hell?” I sighed. “Fuck this mark, man. This thing makes no sense.”
“Her wings,” the old man muttered.
The old man’s eyes were trailing along Eir’s black wings, but the feathers weren’t quite the same anymore. They glimmered with a silver sheen that was almost impossible to discern at the wrong angle, but just as quickly as I noticed this, the sheen faded away.
“Aaron Briggs, did you see that?” Eir gasped. “Your magical marking made them shine so beautifully!”
“We don’t know if it was the mark doing it,” I clarified. “It could have been you. You’re the one wearing them.”
“Don’t matter, though,” the old man countered. “Shows your woman was right. The two are directly connected in some way, because they both responded at the same time, but I figured this was the case.”
“Why is that?” I asked.
The old man retrieved his chewing wood as he let out a tired sigh. “Because the cave painting I saw those wings in had a symbol just the same as yours drawn in it.”
“Really?” Eir gasped, and the man nodded once while he started chewing. “Do you know what the symbol means?”
“Nope. Just seen it before, is all.”
“Were there other symbols near it?” I tried. “Anything that might have given some clue.”
“There’s always more symbols,” he mumbled toward his lap, but his voice was so low, I wasn’t sure if I’d heard him right.
“Wait, what did you--”
“Where is the cave?” my wife demanded.
“Well…” The old man smirked at me. “It’s in the far north of all places. Strange as that sounds.”
I was so confused at this point that I barely managed to blink, but then the voices echoing in the dungeon halls became twice as loud all of a sudden, and I knew we’d run out of time. There must have been at least ten men shouting out there, and I pulled my wife to her feet.
“Eir, we have to go,” I announced. “Old man, you’re coming with us.”
“Can’t do that, I’m afraid,” he drawled.
“What?” I demanded. “You’re fucking kidding me, right? You realize you’re in a dungeon?”
“Course I do, I got myself in here on purpose,” he snorted. “These Farthegn bastards took my staff. I won’t leave without it, but it is a tempting offer. This has been… interesting.”
“You have no choice in the matter,” Eir growled as she caught his cloak in her grip, but the old man just leveled her with a tired look.
“You’ve got no choice, girl,” he informed her. “Those guards will be here any second. This is the first place they’ll look for you, and whether or not I’d willingly leave with you won’t matter. They’re not gonna let you take me. Why do you think I’m in a private cell? Did you find even a single other prisoner in this whole hall?”
I furrowed my brow, and Eir froze in her effort to get the old man on his feet.
Now that I thought about it, every cell I’d looked into so far had at least six bodies in it, but I hadn’t bothered to check any of the ones we passed near here. I’d been focused on following Eir, but judging by the look on her face now, I guessed the old man was right about the hall being vacant.
“What are you in this dungeon for?” my wife asked as she took a small step back. “You cannot be a mere trespasser.”
“I told you,” he said with a shrug. “They took my staff. I knew they’d keep it soon as they saw it, and I can’t leave it here with the Farthegns, so I let ‘em drag me in.”
Eir’s expression darkened. “Was it a magical staff?”
“You told us you’re not a sorcerer,” I growled.
“You sure you wanna talk about identities, boy?” the old man shot back. “I doubt mine’s as mistaken as yours.”
I locked my jaw as I grabbed him by the cloak to haul him up, but while he wrestled against my hold, the door of the cell was kicked open.
I hadn’t heard anyone approaching, but Eir unsheathed her sword at once, and when I whipped around, six hulking warriors of Illska were already bearing down on us.
Eir threw herself in front of me as she slashed one of their arms clean open with a furious shriek, and my chest ignited with a vengeance a second later.
Then I tore Anakol’s tomahawk and Brokkr’s sword from my belt, and I struck hard at two men at once while the guards’ deafening battle cries filled my mind.
The rest was chaos.
More were spilling in now, and the cell was too dark to keep track of how many guards we had surrounding us, but I didn’t let any of this distract me from the burning need to cut every one of these assholes down. The bits of their axes sparked against the stone within inches of me as I dodged their strikes, and the clashing of Eir’s sword rang out close by while one of her tomahawks flew past my shoulder.
I only caught glimpses of her blonde hair whipping around now and then since she moved twice as fast as her hulking opponents, but despite my larger size, I quickly realized I was working with a similar advantage.
I didn’t have pounds of fur and leather on me, and I wasn’t trying to haul a huge fucking axe around, so while my attackers were busy heaving their weapons up again, I doubled back on all of them. Each thigh I saw was slashed open with one hand while I flipped the tomahawk in my other palm to either impale or hack at their arms, and I’d delivered two death blows before I realized every man I rounded on had terror etched into their faces.
I could guess why.
The heat in my chest seared straight through my core in a way I’d started getting used to lately, and without my armor on, the mark on my chest glowed an angry red beneath the thin black tunic I wore.
I could sense the Farthegns’ panic in the way their large axes clashed with my jagged sword. They were confused and terrified in the dim, confined space while the strange symbol blazed straight through my skin. They weren’t focusing on their maneuvers enough to spare their own lives anymore, and their panic fed into every slash and jab I delivered as warm blood splattered across my face and arms.
I ducked axes and hooked the Farthegns’ knees with my seven-inch spike to bring them crashing into a puddle of piss and shit, and once I had them down, I was only one tomahawk strike away from finishing them off. Whenever I had the chance, I tore the jagged tip of my blade across the men’s faces too, and their wails only ended when they stumbled into Eir’s hold.
I had my hands too full at the moment to get a good view, but I could hear my beautiful wife’s furious shrieks echoing around the cell as she picked the stragglers off. Her victims gurgled and spluttered in the background whenever she slit their throats, but some of them screamed too much for that kind of treatment. Then I saw Eir plunge both her dagger and sword down into a man at the same time, and she gave a violent twist to each before she hurled her last tomahawk into the man coming up behind her.
For the most part though, the attack was a blur of shadowy faces gaping at me in terror before I impaled their necks with my tomahawk, but eventually I flipped around to find no one was left standing except Eir.
The two of us were in the middle of a bloody massacre while eighteen guards of Illska laid dead or twitching at our feet, and my breath grated in my throat as I felt my chest finally cooling down at the sight.
On the upside, I was mostly just bruised from slamming against hulking Farthegns rather than cut up by any blades, and Eir looked covered in the blood of her victims rather than her own. Her blonde hair was streaked with blood too, as she turned to me with half a grin, but then she gestured toward the torchlit hall with her sword.
“The old man,” Eir panted. “He is long gone.”
“Fuck,” I growled and grabbed her tomahawks out of a couple of chests. “Let’s go.”
The two of us stumbled over the bodies and out of the cell, and Eir loaded all her weapons in her belt as she drew a deep breath through her nose.
“This way, my chief!” she announced, and she bolted down the hall to our right.
At first, I thought the old man must have made his own escape while the guards were busy with me and Eir, but then I heard the scuffling of boots not far ahead, and my wife pulled her bow off in one swift movement. I still had my sword drawn along with Anakol’s tomahawk, and as soon as we turned the next corner, three more guards rounded on us while another band dragged the old prisoner away.
Eir abruptly ducked back behind the stone wall just before I hurled my tomahawk into one of their skulls, and I narrowly dodged a battle axe as I slashed another man’s shin open.
Then an arrow coursed past my arm, and I dove to retrieve the tomahawk while I let the jagged tip of my sword tear across the back of my attacker’s knees. By the time I drove a seven-inch spike into his ear, Eir had killed off the last man with an arrow to the chest, but the old man was gone again.
“My chief, we must leave,” Eir urged. “The odds are not in our favor.”
“I know, but we need that guy,” I told her as I barreled onward. “For all we know, they’ll burn him at the stake today.”
Eir was right behind me as we sprinted through the corridors and checked every hall we passed. Then a battle axe with a three foot, double bit head suddenly spiraled right at me, and my wife snatched me backward just in time. A split second later, she sent two arrows soaring around the corner before the next axe spiraled in, and we had three men on us once more.
But I caught sight of the old man’s legs kicking beyond them.
“Find my staff, boy!” he growled as his captors attempted to muzzle him. “Find my staff, and I’ll take you to the cav--”
I jumped as the guards slammed the old man’s head against the wall, and the last glimpse I saw of him was of the blood oozing down his weathered face. Then Eir and I finished off the three guards around us while the sound of pounding boots against stone drew closer, and as soon as the last body hit the ground, my wife grabbed my arm.
“The guards who found my victims earlier must have alerted plenty of others by now,” Eir said as she dragged me back the way we’d come. “Time is of the essence, my chief!”
“Yeah, fuck this,” I agreed. “We’re gonna get our asses killed in here.”
It sounded like a whole brigade was searching the corridors now, and we were on the opposite side of the dungeon from where we needed to be. We both turned in unison and ran like hell, but as we wove through the grimy maze of halls at a breakneck pace, the amount of blood smattering my wife’s leather armor still brought a slight smirk to my lips.
“I thought you said you don’t bother with blades,” I panted.
“That doesn’t mean I have not trained with them for most of my life,” Eir retorted with a cocky grin. “My dislike is not based on inadequacy. Merely superior taste. Turn right!”
I raised my eyebrow at her smug tone while we veered down another passageway, but when we reached the end of the hall, Eir flipped around, dropped to one knee, and got an arrow nocked in the blink of an eye. I gasped to catch my breath as I waited at her back with my tomahawk at the ready, but the moment a stream of guards came around the corner, Eir loosed one arrow after another to pierce the incoming men directly through their skulls.
Eight warriors of Illska were dead in a heap in under thirty seconds while my jaw just unhinged, and as soon as my wife finished her work, she promptly got up and sent me a murderous grin.
“That should buy us enough time,” Eir decided.
“Holy shit,” I chuckled as she ran past me again.
Then she led me through four different halls before we found the bathing alcove at last, and Eir shoved me ahead of her before she turned toward the hall with her bow poised.
“Go, my chief!” my wife ordered.
“No fucking way, you first,” I demanded.
“I need you to pull me through!” Eir reminded me. “Go now, and keep the men quiet in there! The next group of guards are drawing closer!”
I practically dove into the slim opening in the wall, and once my shoulders were crammed through, four different clansmen of Dalir caught my arms to haul me the rest of the way into the tunnel. It looked like the whole group from the cell had heeded my orders and stayed here, and most of them were gulping water from the cascading stream like they hadn’t tasted anything on their tongue in weeks.
“Which direction--” one of the men hissed, but I cut him off as I dropped to my knees near the opening.
“My wife’s still in there,” I growled.
Eir’s arm’s shot into the opening, but without a flat wall beside her on the other side, her wings wouldn’t fit through. I had her locked in my hold from under her arms while the echoes of men shouting in the dungeon halls got louder every second, and Eir’s breaths came fast and shallow as she fought hard to make it through.
“Grab her wings,” I ordered the clansman closest to me. “Compress them any way you can.”
Two men stared at the bloody woman in bewilderment as they jumped forward to help, but when they both began tearing at the feathers, my wife didn’t suffer any moaning fits. She only winced in pain as her nails latched into my arms, and while the warriors did all they could to quicken the work, I wrenched her along to get it over with.
Then we crashed back into the water.
Eir immediately sent a hissing order to the clansmen in their language, and I could tell she was warning them to be silent because she locked my arms in a firm grip to keep me still. Her heart pounded heavy against my forearm, and I fought to silence my grating breaths, but neither of us moved a damn muscle.
All we could do was stare at the soft glow of torchlight through the water and wait.








Chapter 26
Most of the clansmen around us were looking at my wife’s tattered wings rather than the dungeon entrance, but they obeyed Eir’s command. None of us did more than breathe as a volley of footfalls pounded past on the other side of the opening, and I expected the dungeon guards to derail their path any moment.
Their growling orders echoed through the alcove nonstop, but no one appeared from the space behind the curtain of water. Their shouts just continued coursing past the alcove for over a minute, and I couldn’t guess how many men were looking for me and Eir now. Whether they noticed one of the cells had been emptied was a toss-up too, but eventually, only the sound of rushing water echoed around us, and Eir craned her neck to look up at me.
“We must go now,” my wife whispered.
I nodded in agreement as I hauled her up onto her feet, and I motioned for the clansmen to follow the winged woman. Then I hung back to bring up the rear, and Eir swiftly led everyone through the underground tunnels.
A few of the men kept vomiting every few minutes, but they staggered onward regardless, and we snuck along the walls whenever we passed the upper openings of the canals. The few glimpses I got of the cloudy sky above showed the day was waning now, and it sounded like the lanes of Illska’s stronghold were more occupied at this time of day.
Eir was leading us down a winding path I didn’t recognize from before, so I had no idea what our options for escape would be, but my anxiety heightened the longer I took stock of our situation.
Thirty starved and unarmed men were not what I expected to be traveling through enemy territory with today, but crossing Illska’s northern lands wasn’t the only issue. If we made it as far as Dalir’s border without being caught, it would be well past moonrise, and I knew this group had no means of outrunning the nóttmal.
Setting up camp in Illska’s territory for the night almost sounded like the least dangerous option.
Then the group ahead of me abruptly stopped in a cluster, and I heard Eir whispering back to me, so I shifted between the men to reach her, and she pointed to a flow of water pouring in ahead of us.
It was another inlet from the aboveground canals that flowed into the tunnel system, but this water brought the pungent stench of death with it, and I had a bad feeling about this part of the journey already.
“This is where we swim,” Eir whispered.
“In the upper canal?” I clarified.
“Unfortunately, yes,” she answered. “This canal leads straight to the stronghold wall, but whatever happens, do not break through the surface too early. The sides of the canal are not high enough to shield you from the view of the clansmen. There are many bodies in the water too, but if we can reach the stronghold wall, there is an iron grating at the base which allows the water to flow through.”
I rifled my hair and looked up at the dimming sky, but at the moment, it was the rushing current spilling toward us that worried me more than the late hour or being seen. Most of the men behind me hardly had the strength to hold themselves upright, let alone swim against a current without resurfacing.
“How long of a swim?” I asked.
“That depends on how many bodies obstruct our path,” Eir replied. “The grating does not reach quite to the base of the canal. It goes only almost to the bottom, so the Illskans weigh down their dead and pile them there to seal the gap. Several corpses wash away but are not removed from the canal base, and they are all over the place in there. I am ashamed to say this is what kept me from escaping by this route as a child. The bodies were…”
Eir grimaced at the memory, but I could imagine well enough without her explaining it. A wall of waterlogged corpses didn’t sound like anything I wanted to dig through, even as a grown ass man, but at this point, it beat letting all the prisoners we freed slip from the falls and die in Óhreinn.
“Well… fuck,” I sighed. “Alright, I’ll lead the men that way and start dislodging the bodies from under the grating. What kind of cover will I have once I reach the iron grate?”
“Very little, I am afraid,” my wife admitted. “The thickness of the defensive wall is perhaps two feet, maybe less, and this is all there will be, but if we make it under the grating, we can swim upstream. This is the northwest side of Illska, and the patrol is not likely to watch the area too closely for a little ways. I expect that will change once they realize Dalir’s men are missing from their dungeon.”
“I’ll bring five men with me to start,” I decided. “Count to three hundred like this: one… two… three, and so on so we have time to start on the bodies, then keep sending more at a steady pace, and bring up the rear, but do not open your eyes in this water.”
“Yes, my chief,” Eir agreed with a diligent nod. “Would you permit me to kiss you before you go?”
“What?” I scoffed. “Eir, you don’t need my permission to kiss me.”
My wife narrowed her eyes, but the skepticism in her expression just reminded me how badly I needed to get this woman home and into my bed.
After a long soak and a lot of soap scrubbing.
With this in mind, my determination officially peaked, and I dragged her toward me for a vehement kiss until she whimpered against her will. Then I roughly released the green-eyed beauty and turned to the five men closest to us.
“You’re coming with me first,” I informed them. “If we can make the swim through this canal, the stronghold walls are just on the other end, and there’s an iron grate we can--”
“No, do not go there!” one of the men hissed. “There are bodies in the water by the iron grates, too many to count. I saw them when I was first brought in.”
“I know,” I muttered. “There’s a whole heap of them wedged under the grating to seal off the gap, but once we dig through them, we’ll be out of the stronghold. Just take a deep breath and don’t open your eyes on your way there.”
“And do not come out of the water for air too soon,” Eir added. “Stay as far beneath the surface as possible so you cannot be seen by the clansmen while you swim.”
“I’ll grab you at the other end once it’s safe to resurface,” I assured the warriors. “The rest of you are under my wife’s command. She’ll let you know when to start swimming.”
The haggard men nodded, and I was relieved to see they looked as determined as I felt to see this handled. The few who were vomiting were my biggest concern, but they seemed to be working to control the urge. They were a sickly-gray color from whatever bug they’d caught here though, and I leaned in close to Eir on my way to the canal opening.
“Send the sick ones last and swim ahead of them in case they give us away,” I muttered, and Eir offered a discreet nod.
Then I positioned myself at the side of the opening, braced my boot on the wall, and caught hold of the stone above my head. As soon as I was higher in the tunnel, I had a clear view of seven hulking backs standing not far from the water’s edge, and I swiftly ducked my head back into the shadows while I snuck a look along the canal.
The stout wooden walls of the stronghold rose thirty feet high, but there were no ramparts at this side of the village. A half-moon opening at the other end of the canal was barred with an ancient iron grating, and it was mounted from the outside, so there was room to wedge at least a few men within a small hovel. We had around a hundred feet to swim with a strong, cold current rushing through the bars, but beyond the ironwork, I could see a wash of ashen tree trunks and black thorns waiting.
I craned my neck to gauge how many huts might flank the canal, but for the most part, it looked like the area was wide open. Only one larger, triangular hut was built close enough to block the view farther along, and the stone walls of the canal reached about four feet above the water’s surface.
“Stick to the right-side wall,” I quietly told the men below me. “Don’t come up for anything. We’ve got seven warriors not far away and no cover until we reach the perimeter.”
The five men nodded once more in understanding, and I only waited long enough to draw in a lungful of air before I reached farther into the canal and pulled myself under the stream. For several feet, I had to drag my body forward beneath the water while my belly scraped along the base, and I just hoped I was submerged enough for no one to notice me slipping into the canal. Then I reached the deeper flow, and I began to crawl hard against the current while I let my fingers latch onto anything that could help me along.
At first, I ignored how many chunks of chains and slimy lumps of flesh I found along the way, but after a while, the disgusting texture started to get to me. Only halfway along the canal, the entire base was just a slippery mass, and chunks of decomposing corpses broke loose whenever my hands struck them. Then I found a rigid pile of muck blocking my path, and I almost vaulted out of the water as I realized what it was.
I managed to keep my shit together as I carefully resurfaced instead, and I clawed upward toward the iron grating. As soon as I was above the water, I swiped my eyes and face while I flattened my back against the hollow of the wall, and with my boots on the corpses under me, the water came up to my armpits.
From this end of the canal, I could see the village of Illska more clearly, but it was too extensive for me to get a good idea about the overall layout. Scores of triangular structures as large as my own were built within a foot of one another all over the place, and I could see a few extended ridges of longhouses interspersed throughout. The rest of the stronghold walls were out of sight beyond the lofty roofs of the huts, but at least a dozen burning stakes jutted up from the lanes, and most of them had charred bodies strung up on them.
A couple were still smoking, but since the nearest group of Farthegns were walking away now, I refocused on the task at hand.
I plunged my arms downward into the water so my own warriors would hit me instead of the corpse wall at my back, and then I caught a grasping hand and hauled the man up to the surface. He was shaking either from the effort of the swim or how fucking nasty the water was, but he swiftly braced his weight flush against the iron grate so I could grab the next warrior.
“Remember,” I muttered as I caught another arm, “the sooner we dig through the bodies under this grating, the sooner we’re in cleaner water, so--”
Both of the shaking men I’d pulled up immediately drew deep breaths at my words, and they were back under the surface before I had the third man in hand. Once the last two joined us, I pulled Anakol’s tomahawk out, and I dropped under the water with the others to get to work.
I forced my mind to think of anything except the shredded, slimy, and bloated bodies I was hacking and digging through, but every time I felt the chunks washing back at me, a violent shiver shook through my body. Eventually, the spike of my tomahawk caught on a chain, and I wrenched at it as hard as I could to dislodge a good portion of the corpses.
I almost regretted it as I felt whole bodies sliding into me, and I shot back to the surface to find three of my warriors quietly vomiting against the iron grate.
“I think we broke through over here,” I gagged as the rest of the men came up looking as pale as sheets. “See if you can swim through on this side.”
Two of them shook their heads while they puked some more, but one warrior shoved past all of them even though he looked like he’d rather die than go back under the surface. I sent him a nod of approval as I held him steady by the arm, and after he took a few ragged breaths, I shoved him down and propelled him toward the opening.
He caught on something at first, but then he gave a firm kick against my legs, and he came out gasping and puking all over again on the other side of the stronghold wall. Then the warrior clutched the iron in his relief, and he stared at me like he couldn’t believe he was free.
“Now, take this sword and swim like hell,” I ordered as I fed my jagged blade through the grate. “Stay below the surface as much as you can, and if there’s cover anywhere along the banks, wait there and gather the rest of the clansmen with you. I’ll meet you all once the last are out, but make sure the men don’t drink any more of the water. We poisoned the river upstream.”
“Y-Yes, my chief,” the man stammered, and he secured the sword in his belt.
I could hardly believe he’d accepted my title without solid proof from the clansmen back at Dalir, but I appreciated the hell out of the guy for it. He even stuck around long enough to help the other four men get up on the other side, and then the group took a few seconds to prepare themselves before they dropped under the water to keep swimming.
I decided Eir was right about the men in the cell. They probably would prove stronger than half the clan if they made it back to Dalir after all this shit.
Another arm groped at my legs within a few seconds, and I promptly dragged the next man up to the surface before I held him upright for a moment so he could get his strength back.
“The wall’s open,” I said in a low voice. “Follow the rest of the men upstream, and just know there’s boar and ale waiting for any warriors who make it to Dalir.”
The gaunt man stared deliriously at me while he processed this news, and then he gave a vigorous nod, dunked himself under the water, and swam like hell.
After that, I hauled one hostage after another up for air, and I kept sending them through the canal grating while I checked the view of the stronghold every few seconds. The sky was turning a dark gray now as the sun sank lower, and torchlight began to glow beyond the nearest huts. Not many Farthegns were mulling around near this corner of the village, and I was just beginning to feel like we’d lucked out in this escape when a loud, metallic clanging broke out across Illska.
It sounded like someone on the other end of the stronghold was rattling a rod inside a thirty-gallon steel drum, and I guessed this was some kind of warning signal because it immediately brought several hulking Farthegns out of the nearby huts. My gut clenched as I ducked low in the water and crammed myself back against the wall, and all of the dozen or so Illskans I could see were fully suited in their leather armor while they strapped spears and axes to their backs.
Then I quickly caught another arm under the surface, and I hauled a blonde beauty up into my arms.
“Thank fucking god,” I croaked as I helped my wife clear her eyes. “Is it only the sicker men we’re waiting for?”
“Yes, my chief,” Eir gagged.
“Good, because I think we might have hit another hiccup,” I muttered, and I pulled her close against the grating as I turned her around. “Does it look like these assholes are getting ready to move out for an attack?”
Eir narrowed her green eyes while she scanned the many Farthegns disappearing down the lanes, but then she shook her head. “This must be a hunting party. These spearheads are three times the length of a battle set, and the warriors have roping with them. See?”
“They’re sending out a hunting party even though they know we broke into the dungeon?” I clarified.
“Illska is well over three hundred strong, my chief,” Eir replied as she kept her gaze on the last of the hunters. “Two trespassers are hardly enough to disrupt the whole clan. Evening is drawing close, and it is likely this group guards against the jakyls in the south each night.”
“Wait, you have jackals in the Red Forest?” I asked.
“Yes, the hides Illska wears belong to the jakyls,” my wife explained, but one glance at the shaggy golden hides assured me we were talking about two very different species. “They are not half as large as the skulraeth, but more cunning, and they hunt in packs. They are also disgusting to eat, so the skulraeth don’t bother with them. If they are not managed, they can gather as many as forty jakyls to a pack. This is more than enough to slaughter all of Illska given the chance.”
I furrowed my brow while I imagined yet another crazy as fuck deadly monster hunting in this forest, but then I caught sight of four giant, curved horns drifting between the farther huts. Two of them curved forward from some beast’s skull while two more sloped back and down on the side of its brown head, but before I could find out what kind of creature the horns belonged to, someone locked their hand on my leg.
I promptly dragged the next man up just to end up with vomit all over my chest, but I was relieved to know at least one of the sicker men had made the swim. I held him steady while he shook uncontrollably and let more puke stream from his lips, and I knew the overall state of him didn’t bode well for the next leg of his journey.
“The healer in Dalir is more adequate than we’ve ever had,” I assured the sick man. “You just have to make it that far. The rest of the clansmen are waiting upstream. Keep going.”
“They’re dead,” the warrior slurred through his puke.
“What are you talking about?” I demanded.
“The last two men,” he gulped. “They washed back into the tunnel before I could climb up. They were already dead.”
“God damnit,” I growled as I glanced at Eir, but she shook her head the moment my eyes met hers.
“The rest are still freed, my chief,” Eir reminded me. “We must focus on helping those we can, not those who could not make it.”
I didn’t respond as I guided the last warrior under the grate, and Eir made to follow him next, but I caught her arm before she could go. Then I pointed toward the crop of curved horns in the distance that had multiplied tenfold in the last minute.
“What are those creatures?” I asked. “They have four horns apiece and look almost as tall as Dyggur.”
“Those are the drekkadyr,” my wife answered. “Illska rides them.”
“Where would they be kept? Illska must have more than this group if only some of the warriors are sent out to hunt the jakyls each night. Is there a pen or some kind of holding area?”
An instant grin sprang to Eir’s face as she caught on to my idea, and I knew what she would say before she even opened her mouth.
“This will be invigorating, my chief,” she decided. “I will free the drekkadyr. You go with your men and lead them to the cliffs. This is the safest--”
“Hold on,” I cut in. “Just tell me where I’m most likely to find the holding area, and I’ll free the drekkadyr. I don’t want you wandering around this stronghold alone.”
“But your clansmen need you to keep their strength up, my chief,” Eir countered. “They are dwindling, and there is much left to accomplish. It is nearly a mile to the cliffside, and several more before they have swum far enough to risk that journey. The beasts are likely kept outside the stronghold to the south, anyways, and I have been trained for this kind of work. I can do this if you trust me to.”
“Of course, I trust you,” I muttered as I considered the firm set of her jaw. “It’s Illska I don’t trust.”
“Then save your clansmen from them,” my wife said in a stern tone. “I will meet you at the cliffside with as many drekkadyr as I can wrangle, but we must move fast. The nóttmal will surely be out within two hours, and there is a long journey ahead of our warriors.”
I nodded in agreement even though I didn’t want to, and then I took a last glance at the torchlight of the village before I drew a deep breath and ducked under the water. Just on the other side of the iron grating, Dyggur suddenly let out a low and impatient nicker from directly to my left, and I jumped at the sight of Eir’s massive heillhaust.
He was stooped in a pouncing position near the river’s edge, and his ominous eyes bored into mine like he had a hell of a bone to pick with me.
“Go,” my wife hissed as she resurfaced behind me. “We will handle all of this for you, my chief.”
“Be careful,” I warned. “I’ll meet you at the cliff, but if you don’t show up in--”
“I will be there,” Eir promised as she swam to reach Dyggur.
I didn’t continue upstream until my drenched wife climbed onto the heillhaust’s back, turned tail, and started quietly trotting along the wall to the west. Then the pair crossed over five more canal inlets before I finally forced my gaze back toward the north, but as worried as I was for her, the clanging in the village had stopped by now. I knew Eir’s chance of getting away with this would only decrease if I wasn’t at the cliff to meet her in time, and both of us were facing equally shitty odds right now.
Eir had massive, horned beasts to secretly release and herd north, and I had nearly thirty starved clansmen to keep alive for miles.
I didn’t waste another moment before I began swimming upstream. I stayed below the surface as long as possible while the cold current pushed back against all my efforts, and only a few minutes upriver, I found the sick warrior gasping and choking through every stroke. Then I hitched my arm around his chest from behind to tow him along, and another ten minutes upstream, I caught up with the last of our clansmen.
They were wearing out, but they kept up their pace once I joined them.
“We may have a ride back to Dalir,” I panted as I continued towing the sick warrior with me. “We just have to reach the cliffside. It’s about a mile away.”
The men’s rasping breaths were the only response I got to this statement, but after fifteen more minutes of nonstop swimming, I finally saw a band of three Dalir warriors on the banks. They were part of the very first group who’d made it through the grating, and they caught the arms of their clansmen to help them out of the water while they shivered from the night chill.
“O-Other end of the boulders,” one man stuttered as he dragged my ward up. “Th-The men are waiting.”
“You’ve done well,” I told the warriors. “We have to keep moving. Get the men up and head straight west to the cliffs.”
“W-West?” a warrior stammered. “But Dalir’s northeast of here, my chief.”
“I know, but Illska’s patrol is less likely to be watching the cliffs,” I said while I hauled myself out of the river, and I caught the sick man to keep him on his feet. “We don’t have any time to waste. My wife is working to get us enough beasts to ride north, and we’ll lose our chance to catch them if we stay here much longer.”
This seemed to rouse the warriors enough to get them up off the ground, and as soon as we made it beyond the nearest cropping of boulders, I found all the others in a huddle of drenched leather and pale faces.
It took several minutes more to get them going again, but the stronger of my clansmen refused to let up until we were all moving west again. More than half the hostages were shaking so much from the effort that they stumbled blindly along without seeming to register anything around them, but I still pushed everyone onward.
I didn’t stop dragging the stragglers up off the ground whenever they collapsed, and the one who was still puking every few minutes finally just went unconscious. Then I hitched him up over my shoulder to carry him the rest of the way, and the less worn-out of the clansmen helped the others hobble along as fast as they could manage. It was pitch-black in the forest by the time we reached the cliffs above Óhreinn, and the wind blowing in from the distant shore bit like ice the closer we came.
I only had a wet black tunic and jeans on, but I’d been way colder plenty of times in my life, and my main concern was how stiff-legged my haggard warriors were getting. Their own leather armor and buckskin pants were soaked through, and they hunched against the frigid wind while they limped to a stop on the blackened ridge.
With the wind chill, it felt close to thirty degrees here, but I knew we couldn’t risk a fire, and letting the warriors stay still for too long would just be a death sentence. They were dead tired and twitching from cold and exhaustion, but even if they did remain conscious, Illska would notice their dungeon was dozens of prisoners short some time, and we were nowhere near safety yet.
“Keep moving north!” I hollered above the howling wind. “We can’t afford to sit around in this cold!”
The men swayed on their feet, but most of them nodded their agreement, and I was relieved to see them all trudging forward without me having to repeat myself. I still had an unconscious warrior on my shoulder, and one other needed me to drag him along with the other arm, but we managed to travel about a quarter of a mile further before the ground began to shudder.
I was so relieved, I shivered a stream of curses under my breath as I hobbled back around, but just as I made out the large wall of shadows approaching from the south, we were overtaken by a stampede of horned beasts.
The drekkadyr streamed around our troop without missing a step as they thundered past on both sides, but only three of the hostages got clipped in the process. The outlines of the horned beasts showed they were a foot shorter and more sleek in build than Dyggur, but they seemed to have his night vision at least, and as soon as the herd passed, I dropped the unconscious warrior from my shoulder into the arms of a nearby clansman.
“Run!” I bellowed to anyone who could manage it. “We need to catch that herd before they spread out!”
Half the men barreled ahead at the command while the rest staggered to try and keep up, and I outstripped them all as I sprinted after the horned beasts. Dyggur’s hooves beat heavier than any of the drekkadyr though, and I could tell he wasn’t behind us anymore.
He was coming right at us instead.
The stampede of horned beasts thundered back around and bolted straight toward us from the darkness again, and I realized Eir was trying to keep the herd locked along the cliffs.
I threw my arms up high to prevent the drekkadyr from running any further south, and I ordered the former hostages to spread out and do the same. All of the horned beasts reared up in a panic as they were blocked in between us and Dyggur, but Eir eased up on chasing them down as soon as she saw we’d caught up to the herd.
Still, the drekkadyr were stomping hard in a frenzy on the darkened cliffside, and I could tell they were too riled up now. They let out distressed brays and started kicking at every shadow near them, and I did my best to talk them down in a level but commanding tone while the clansmen kept the beasts surrounded.
A few began to respond once I got my hand on one of their shoulders, and I was surprised to feel a thick patch of fur there even though the dark outline of the horned heads looked smooth. The more I spoke to the drekkadyr, the calmer it became, and the second I felt the muscles in its shoulders relax a bit more, I grabbed the nearest clansman with my free hand.
“Climb up,” I ordered as I pushed firmly against the furred sternum of the horned beast. “They’ve been tamed for the warriors of Illska, and they won’t be able to trample you if you get your ass up there.”
“But--” the man stammered.
I shoved him to the drekkadyr’s side as I kept trying to maintain the beast’s calm, and luckily, these guys weren’t as tall as a heillhaust. The clansmen probably wouldn’t have had the strength in them to mount up if that was the case, but I managed to get two men mounted on one drekkadyr with less trouble than I expected. The rest of my warriors were more determined to see the plan through after that, and the whole herd responded likewise once more riders were seated on their companions’ backs.
Eir tried to get close to the herd several times during this process, but Dyggur’s presence only seemed to agitate the herd all over again. Then she called out above the wind.
“My chief, we must hurry!” my wife warned. “I could smell our clansmen from far downwind, and the skulraeth hunt in the same lands as the jakyls!”
“Shit,” I muttered under my breath.
The stragglers of our group were just catching up now, and I hustled to situate three men on each drekkadyr within about ten minutes. The last dozen or so needed to be hoisted up and draped across the beasts’ backs, but this was good enough for me, and with only eleven horned beasts at our disposal, we were set to head north.
The dim light of the moon was just beginning to glow beyond the horizon though, so I decided to use Dyggur’s effect on the drekkadyr to our advantage.
As soon as I got the unconscious warrior secured on the last horned beast, I mounted up behind him, caught hold of one of the creature’s side horns, and hollered to Eir in the shadowy forest.
“Alright, we’re ready, hunt us down!” I ordered. “Don’t let up for a second! Just keep the whole herd moving straight for Dalir like their lives depend on it!”
Eir didn’t answer, but her heillhaust let out a low snarl from the shadows to our south side not long after.
Then every drekkadyr began bucking at the sound while I lost hold of the horn altogether, but I locked my grip in the thick fur around it’s shoulders instead, and I wrenched the beast to the side to direct him back toward the north as Dyggur began to charge.
The entire herd let out low and rattling squeals as they took off to flee the heillhaust’s advances, and even though they weren’t half as fast as Dyggur, they were still faster than any horse I’d ever ridden. They were twice as agile and more cautious than the heillhaust too, and they stayed several feet from the cliffside no matter how much they were forced to weave between the darkened trees. Despite the scaly beast who nipped at their hocks, none of drekkadyr struck the trunks, and they barreled through the pitch-black forest in one mass of horns and warning brays.
When Eir came up along our left side to force us east, I knew we were finally within Dalir’s territory again.
But half the molten moon was above the horizon now.
I took a last glance over my shoulder at the rivers of lava as I dug my boots into my drekkadyr’s sides, and above the thundering of hooves, I could hear Dyggur snarling while the clansmen cursed to themselves in their efforts to stay mounted.
Every hectic minute only served to calm my nerves, though.
The herd of horned beasts were set on course to reach the village by the western tributary, and none of Illska’s patrol had tracked us down since we left their stronghold. Nearly thirty men were spared from their rotting dungeons, and against all odds, my new wife and I would live to see another steamy night together.
Then the flames of the pit in Dalir gave off a dull glow up ahead, and a greedy grin came to my face as I smelled grilled venison on the breeze. We were trudging through one tributary after another at mach speed now, and shouts rose up from beyond the half-built walls. Just as the thundering of our hooves drew closer, I saw a swarm of warriors filling the torchlit lanes, but we galloped straight through the western river without pause.
For about five seconds, I expected a tomahawk to impale my skull as the drekkadyr ran headlong for the village. I knew without a doubt that this looked a hell of a lot like an Illskan raid descending on Dalir, but then my beast barreled into the torchlight, and Igrid’s voice grated above all the shouts.
My warriors instantly began ordering one another to spread out as they raised their arms, and the whole mass tried to slow the charging herd instead.
I grabbed hold of my mount’s side horns just as he reared up and let out a frantic cry, but we were surrounded by the clansmen now, and the rest of the herd at my back came to a pounding stop while they bucked in distress.
Eir wasn’t right on our tail anymore, which made things a little easier, and I worked to calm my mount down as Anakol rushed forward.
The warlord nearly caught a hoof to the head for it, but the two of us managed to get the drekkadyr under me to steady its bucking, and I dropped to the ground as I dragged my unconscious ward with me.
“We need to get these men to the healer,” I yelled above the panicked squeals and snorts of the herd.
“What is all of this?” Anakol asked as he scanned the scene with wild eyes.
“These are the hostages you told me about,” I answered. “We lost two, and the rest are in pretty bad shape. We need to get them to the healing hut and find them some dry clothes. They’ve been swimming through dead bodies and filth.”
“Yes, my chief,” Anakol immediately agreed, and ten others gathered around us while half the warriors hurried to get the hostages off their bucking mounts. “What of the drekkadyr? Shall we release them?”
I followed his gaze toward the swarm of agitated beasts, and in the torchlight, the drekkadyr were much more rugged in build than I expected after their agile maneuvers.
Their bulky muscles rippled under their smooth, deep-brown hides, and I recognized the curved side horns on their heads as the ones my clan had been drinking out of all this time. The two horns on top of their skulls were ribbed with jagged ridges and came to angry points that had blood caked to them, but their faces were a lot like a horse’s, and their eyes were jet-black like Dyggur’s. Only the thick scruff of brown fur around their shoulders gave them a resemblance to the eldradyr I’d seen in our western grounds, but I was beginning to understand the Red Forest creatures with “dyr” in their names were most likely any horned or antlered beast.
These drekkadyr were tamed to be ridden though, and they’d proven they could hold their own well enough to be valuable in the future.
“No, we’ll keep this herd,” I answered. “They could be of use to us. We need to build a pen that can pass for the night. Something simple, but sturdy. Use lashings to bind the wood if that’s all we’ve got, and make sure there’s plenty of torches around to keep the nóttmal away. We’ll find a more permanent setup tomorrow, but we need huts for the sick as well.”
“Over a hundred are vacant, my chief,” one of the clansmen said as a few sick men were carted off by a group of women warriors.
“Get the fires lit in about thirty huts and fresh hides brought in,” I ordered. “These men will have to be kept separated until we’re sure they haven’t caught any illnesses that could spread throughout the clan. I’ll bring the healer to visit with them myself.”
“Shall we bring them ale and meat?” another man asked.
“No, not tonight,” I decided while I scanned the firelit commotion around me. “They probably can’t hold much down after everything they’ve been through, but bring out some jugs of bone broth and get it heated in their huts. Any greens are fine to toss in, and we’ll see how they’re faring tomorrow. If all goes well, I want them eating like kings for the rest of the week with double rations of ale if they can hold it down. We have to triple the night guard immediately too, especially near the southern wall, and take twice the men with you for your morning patrol in the southwest grounds. Update me the moment you return, but aside from this, we should …”
I trailed off as my gaze settled on a pair of bright green eyes in the chaos.
Eir’s smile widened as a full-blown grin hitched at the corners of my mouth, and I had no idea how long she’d been watching me. She stood tall amongst the commotion with tattered black wings at her back and an exhilarated blush on her cheeks, and I thought I saw a glimmer of pride in her eyes before Thyrri suddenly approached her.
My warlord looked like she was scolding the woman as she eyed her muddy and tattered armor, and she gestured toward me with a stern frown before she caught Eir’s arm to pull her toward the lanes.
My wife just chuckled and nodded while she kept her eyes on me until the last second, and I was still staring at the spot where she’d been when I realized Anakol was talking at a rapid-fire pace.
“… feast to celebrate your success, my chief,” the braided man continued. “It is only appropriate given all you have risked, and I can assure you, those who have questioned your leadership in the past day already appear to be changing their views on things. Look at the men to the west. Their own kin have been returned to them thanks to you.”
“Yeah, great,” I said with a distracted nod. “That’s good, uhh… don’t bother with a feast, though. You’ve all eaten tonight, and I’m pretty worn out as it is. I’ll dine in my hut with Eir, but let’s get these hostages situated first. We’ll celebrate as a clan tomorrow.”
“As you command, my chief,” Anakol said with a broad grin.
Then I followed my warlord and two other clansmen toward the central clearing, and while I went, I began to register the acute relief and shock permeating the warriors of Dalir. They ran around in a rush to get everything prepared for the hostages, but they did it with confused and gaping smiles on their faces. Every man or woman I passed offered me deep bows of gratitude, and seeing the coal-black marks of my own clansmen surrounding me was oddly gratifying after the wild time I’d spent down in Illska.
But it wasn’t only their presence that put my mind so at ease. Even the slaves were out and hurrying to assist the warriors without being told, and as I neared the healing hut, I found Amaeda waiting with her yellow eyes glowing in the firelight.
Thanks to our efforts over the last week, everything and everyone in Dalir was prepared to handle the situation without any resources wanting, and my elven healer came forward to meet me without needing assistance to make the walk.
“My chief, what do you need?” Amaeda asked as her four assistants looked up at me for an order. “Have you been injured in any way? What of your wife? Shall I--”
“We’re just fine, Amaeda,” I chuckled. “Don’t worry about me right now.”
The deep concern in her yellow eyes only eased a fraction of a degree while she looked around at the injured warriors being carted over, but I gently took the healer’s arm as I turned her toward the lanes.
The old elf obediently followed me, and she listened intently while I wove between the rushing clansmen and detailed the conditions I’d found our warriors in.








Chapter 27
Eir moaned lightly as she slipped another morsel of grilled venison between her soft pink lips, and I couldn’t help chuckling at the way her sea green eyes fluttered shut with every bite. My winged wife was perched on her knees at my low table in another tiny thong that Thyrri clearly had something to do with, and only a swatch of nóttmal fur held her ample breasts at bay. My woman warlord had even refreshed my wife’s braids for our private meal, and Eir’s wings were neatly smoothed out instead of tattered like they’d been before.
The green-eyed beauty had been so ravenous by the time she got back from bathing that we’d hardly exchanged more than five words since we retired to my private quarters, but I was kind of hoping the meal would keep her distracted for a little while longer.
My warriors and slaves went the extra ten yards to make sure Eir and I were eating like kings this evening, and Anakol even delivered a line of stout clay mugs filled to the brim with ale. They stretched the length of the candlelit table just behind three platters of greens, venison, and flatbread, and with a thick hide of fur under me and a gorgeous, half-dressed wife beside me, I did feel more like a king than I ever had in this world or the last.
Which didn’t help ease my conscience.
I’d been running around at full-steam ahead for over an hour getting the hostages and the village settled for the night. Then the second the work was finished, my mind spiraled straight past all of my kinky plans to the looming issue of the lie I’d let my wife believe about me.
And I hadn’t been able to relax since.
Just before Eir arrived, I’d doused myself in the frigid river to wash off and scrubbed every inch of my body with the rough soap we made from fat, but even this didn’t distract me enough. It hadn’t settled my nerves in the slightest, either, and now that I was redressed in dry buckskin and linen with a raging fire at my back, I took my sweet ass time picking through my meal.
Eir nearly orgasmed over the savory dishes, but even her moans couldn’t distract me. Every little groan and approving glance only reminded me how fucking good I had it, and how close I might be to screwing all of it up.
But I had to tell her the truth. One way or another, my real background would come to light at some point, and with a woman like Eir calling me her husband, I wanted to make damn sure it would be on my terms.
I downed my third heaping mug of ale, and I pulled another over from the line in waiting.
“I am relieved you declined a celebration this evening, my chief,” Eir sighed as she reached for a fresh mug of her own. “I am eager to formally join with your clan, especially after all we have accomplished today, but I have been hoping to discuss so much with you.”
“Me, too,” I admitted, and I drained my ale without meaning to.
“I was thinking about the cave the wanderling mentioned earlier.” My wife leaned her elbow on the table’s edge, and the way the firelight illuminated the flawless planes of her face made the knot in my gut tighten even more. “Do you think we really need this old man to find the cave? The risks of returning to Illska now are so much higher, but your knowledge has proven so extensive. Surely, in your own travels, you have heard tell of some--”
“Eir, can we talk about this another time?” I gently cut in. “I know there’s a lot we have to go over about what happened in Illska, but I need to tell you something. You might not like it, and this might mean you never see me the same way again, but I have to tell you the truth. That’s more important at the moment.”
“Oh.” Eir’s bright eyes studied mine for a moment before she straightened up with a nervous nod. “Of course, my chief. You may tell me anything, but I am sure I could not dislike a truth of yours. You are my husband. I accept you entirely, however you appear.”
I swallowed hard, and then I instinctively snatched up another mug of ale.
“Okay,” I mumbled above the rim. “Let’s keep that in mind during this conversation. Just… acceptance is crucial, I think… in any relationship, but especially in this one. In these circumstances, is what I mean.”
“I agree,” Eir said with a confused smile.
I nodded anxiously before I chugged my ale for a bit, but neither this nor Eir’s open expression did shit to calm my nerves, so I just took a deep breath, shifted on the fur rug, and looked her straight in the face for this.
“Alright, I’ll just dive into it,” I decided. “Eir… all that stuff Brokkr told you about me coming here from the far north isn’t true.”
Eir nodded without concern. “Yes, I know.”
“You… what?”
“Aaron Briggs,” she sighed, and my wife sent me an amused smirk. “Why should I believe some slav-- some blacksmith who tells me you have fought through all of Svelgard to reach Dalir? I watched you walk out of Hylmrek and toward this place with my own eyes. Of course I know what Brokkr said was false.”
“Oh, yeah,” I muttered and furrowed my brow.
“However…” Eir murmured, and she searched my eyes carefully as she continued. “When I met you in Hylmrek, you said you were from the north, and yet, you didn’t know where the mountains were, so I have been quite curious to know where you are truly from. It bothers me a little that I cannot read you so well.”
“That’s fair.” I offered a sober nod. “I’ve been wanting to tell you where I’m from, but it’s gonna sound crazy. Soooo… yeah… please try and have an open mind about this?”
Eir adjusted her posture to make herself more comfortable on her knees, and she sent me a studious look once she was ready with her ale in hand.
All of this only made me want to get everything off my chest even more. I mean, this beautiful woman was wearing little more than a leather thong and a strap of fur across her tits, and she just gave me her undivided attention like nothing mattered more than the next words that dripped off my tongue.
“Okay, so… do you remember the truck I told you about?” I asked.
“How could I not remember your dearly departed truck?” Eir said with a respectful frown. “She was a loyal, and sturdy, but quiet companion of over ten years.”
“Yes, she was,” I chuckled. “Those things are all true, but I left out a few important details about the day she fell off a cliff. See, I actually fell with her. I thought I died. At first, anyway. The more I’ve thought about it, I’m still not sure what happened, because I never hit the ground. I was broken all to shit, I dropped over the cliff, and it was like the world faded away completely. Then I woke up in the Red Forest without any injuries and this mark carved into my chest. My truck wasn’t anywhere to be found, and there were no cliffs in sight, but none of that’s even the strangest part, because it isn’t only the forest I’m lost in right now. It’s this whole world, Eir. This isn’t my world. It can’t be. I’m not from a world with elves or magic. There aren’t Farthegns or sorcerers running around anywhere. We fucking fly planes where I’m from. We build machines, and computers, and launch rockets into space. We drop bombs on people, we don’t hunt them and decapitate them, and when we buy shit, it’s with money, not skulls. We don’t buy our wives, either, not most of us anyways, and I’ve never met a woman as devoted to her husband as you are to me after only a couple days. You might be the most shocking thing I’ve come across out here, but the point is… my world is nothing like this one. I just woke up here the same day I met you, and I have no idea how or why.”
I drew a ragged breath as the weight of all this made my blood pressure skyrocket, but Eir sat perfectly still with an unreadable expression on her face.
For a full minute, I waited for her to get up and walk out, or maybe throw the entire contents of her mug at me, but then she just took a small sip of ale and cleared her throat.
“I have questions,” my wife announced. “If that is alright.”
“Yes,” I said as I nearly collapsed with relief. “That’s completely fine, ask me anything or everything. I have no problem telling you about all of it. I’m just sorry I let you think I was a wanderling, but I didn’t know how to approach the topic. It’s crazy talk, I can acknowledge that, but it’s… it’s the truth, and I couldn’t not tell you the truth about something this important.”
“I appreciate this,” Eir calmly replied. “But what I am wondering is if you have angered the Sinvol.”
I blinked. “The what?”
“The Sinvol,” my wife repeated. “They are dark elves, the drow, and they are known for hexing those who anger them. As a child, I was warned about a selfish little Farthegn girl who was hexed by the Sinvol after speaking and acting against her clan. The little girl put her own interests before those of her clansmen, and in her self-conceit, she waged a war with the dark elves thinking she was somehow mighty enough. This little girl was, of course, nothing without the strength of her clan at her back, and for her foolishness, the Sinvol cast her into a pit. But this pit had no end. She has wandered the wasteland within it ever since, forced to remain a stranger to all around her, and doomed to live in a tangle of turmoil and homelessness. The most horrifying part of this whole tale is that no matter how much the little girl begs to be forgiven and wishes to be found, she has exposed her truly selfish nature, so no Farthegn clan will ever welcome her back into this land again.”
“I see…” I nodded slowly while I filed this pretty transparent fable in the back of my mind for now. “Well, I feel like I’m learning more about Farthegns from this story than I am about my own predicament. But no, I haven’t angered the Sinvol. There aren’t any dark or light elves to anger in my world, and I didn’t really have any enemies there. I was just a normal guy doing my thing in Alaska. That’s the name of my homeland.”
“Interesting…” Eir mused as she narrowed her eyes in thought. “Who did you fear in this Alaska?”
I shrugged. “Depends on the situation, I guess. Alaska’s a northern region in my world with mountains, tundra, and a frigid ass ocean, so the elements are especially harsh up there. Long, dark winters tend to be the primary killer, but there’s large predators as well. Nothing like the skulraeth or the nóttmal, though. The way my people live, we don’t necessarily have to worry about predators if we don’t want to. Plenty of people have homes and resources to ensure they live long and happy lives, so in that sense, I’d say it’s sort of mild compared to what I’ve seen here with beasts and men.”
I chuckled a bit at the idea of Alaska ever being described as mild, but the term was applicable in this case. I’d never been hunted by a band of ruthless Vikings in Alaska, and getting my head cut off or being burned at the stake never crossed my mind during any of my hunts with Jimmy.
Eir drank on this for a minute while I gauged her expression for a sign that she might be questioning my sanity, but when my wife met my gaze again, she actually looked strikingly innocent.
“And you are seeking to return to this mild Alaska now?” Eir asked in a barely audible tone. “You want to go home?”
“Oh, uh…” I furrowed my brow at the question, but I was surprised to find I didn’t know my answer right off the bat. “I did, at first. When you told me the mountains were north of the Red Forest, I kind of thought I might find Alaska up there. Then I saw the elves, and the dwarves, and the heillhausts you guys rode in on, and I realized I was a lot farther from home than I thought. Too far to get back by just wandering north.”
“But perhaps you can get back there.” Eir sent me a hopeful smile as she crawled a little closer to me. “We can hunt for it, my chief. If you are wanting anything, I will help you track it down. I cannot imagine being torn from my homeland like the selfish little Farthegn girl, and I don’t want you to feel lost. You speak of your home as if you miss it very much.”
“I do,” I admitted, and the rush I’d felt when I was galloping toward the coast today washed over me all at once.
My heart clenched at the memory, and it suddenly occurred to me that I might never spend another weekend hunting at Lake Louise with Jimmy. For a hazy minute, my mind raced with a hundred places I’d grown up exploring that I’d probably never set foot in again, and along with all of this came a wave of moments I’d shared with my brother and grandfather over the years. The same sinking feeling I’d been warring against in Talkeetna swelled up as I remembered facing off with the elements or just screwing around in our woods through every season, but then Eir’s sea green eyes brought me back to the present, and I was forced to acknowledge that most of the stuff I missed about Alaska was already gone before I left.
Eir crinkled her brow a bit while she waited for me to continue, and I managed half a grin.
“I love Alaska,” I told her. “It’s the only home I’ve ever had. I miss my friends there, and a lot of other things, but… I don’t know. Getting by in a place like this has been stranger than I expected. Scary as hell at some points, but pretty fucking awesome, too. I never imagined I’d end up leading an entire clan of Vik-- I mean Farthegns, or infiltrating enemy dungeons with a sexy ass bowhunter. The beasts here are crazy and challenging in a whole new way too, and I kind of thrive on survival situations, but mostly, you’re here. So I don’t feel like leaving anymore.”
I shrugged, but Eir was blushing now, and I awkwardly scruffed my beard as she sent me the most lovey smile I’d ever seen on a woman.
“You would stay here with me?” my wife asked softly. “Even though it is not your home?”
“Fuck yeah, I would,” I chuckled. “I’ve had more fun being with you for two days than I have in years. I don’t know how I ended up lucky enough to have a woman like you, but I can appreciate a good thing when I find it. The Red Forest is your homeland, and I know you love it here. Not that I have any idea how I would get back to Alaska, but I don’t want to go. This can be my home, too.”
“Aaron Briggs,” Eir croaked, and she clutched her arms tight around her chest. “That is such a gesture. I don’t know what to say… I never expected a husband of mine would be so considerate.”
“Hey, don’t act so surprised,” I teased. “You’re the one who’s ready to die for me already. Which I am too, by the way. Same rule applies.”
Eir’s adorable smile dropped on the spot. “My chief, do not speak this way. You must endure, above all else, and I refuse to let you sacrifice yourself for me.”
“Actually… you don’t have a choice in the matter,” I informed her, and I watched my wife slowly turn to ice at the statement. “Pretty infuriating to hear, isn’t it? I can relate.”
“Take it back,” the green-eyed beauty growled. “Perhaps in a mild land like Alaska, these things can be taken lightly, but in the Red Forest an oath like this is no laughing matter. I would give my life for you, Aaron Briggs, without any regret, and--”
“I would, too,” I firmly interrupted, “but me being from Alaska means I don’t give a fuck about the codes here except that they matter to you. I wouldn’t be content to just move on with my life if you died for me, and I wouldn’t buy up some random woman and wash my hands of the situation. I’d be miserable and pissed off like none other, and I’d be stuck in this crazy ass forest without the one person I’m here for. So, no, I don’t take this lightly. That’s why I offer the same oath in return. Keep that in mind next time you think you can just throw yourself between me and a line of axes.”
“But…” Eir was flushed as she sat there stunned. “You are a respected chieftain, and you should continue your legacy with the wife who replaces--”
“No one is replacing you,” I clarified. “I only became a chieftain for you, Eir, you know damn well that’s all there is to it. I have no other reason to be here. Do you really think a man from another world would just show up ready to run shit in this one?”
“Well, I don’t know!” Eir huffed. “I have no knowledge of these other worlds! You are the bold man who falls from Alaska and takes Dalir! I am just a woman with a bow! Surely, you can run more than I could!”
I couldn’t help laughing at the statement, and Eir rolled her eyes while she smirked back.
The fact that she spoke so casually about my background after just one conversation made it impossible to keep up any kind of argument with her, and I dragged her onto my lap without a second thought.
Then Eir sighed as she tugged on my beard, and I pulled her legs tighter around my waist.
“You’re not upset about the whole… not from this world thing?” I checked. “I’d understand if you were.”
“How could I be upset with you?” Eir murmured. “I knew you were not like other men when you refused to kill me to save yourself. I am quite confused about what has happened to you, but it sounds as if you are as well. Whatever all of this means, or the magic of the mark you bear, I suppose I don’t mind where you have come from. So long as you don’t mind being my husband here.”
“I’d have to be a fucking idiot to mind that,” I snorted. “Being with you honestly makes up for every near-death experience I’ve had in this forest. It even makes me want to risk a few more, apparently, but I don’t mind that, either. You make it all seem more invigorating.”
Eir giggled as her green eyes sparkled at the words, and I sent her a roguish grin before I pulled her tight against me for a kiss.
My entire body felt weightless now that my wife knew everything I’d avoided telling her, but the way she kissed me was even more tender than she had before. It made me realize I’d at least made all the right decisions so far, even if a lot of them were life or death ones. Then Eir’s fingers knotted in my hair to keep me close, and as I reveled in the sweet taste of her lips, I decided there wasn’t anything I’d change about showing up in the Red Forest.
The notion sent a satisfying heat through my chest that I recognized, and I opened my eyes to see a silver sheen on my wife’s black wings. It really was almost impossible to notice in the firelight, but after our time in Illska’s dungeon, I knew I wasn’t imagining it.
“I wanna try something,” I whispered against Eir’s lips, and I let the back of my hand graze the inside of her wings.
“Aaron Briggs!” Eir immediately scolded, but I locked her against me before she could push me away.
“Trust me, alright?” I muttered. “That old man in the dungeon said you need to connect to these wings. I didn’t want to point it out in mixed company, but if you think about it, you already have in some ways. I know you can’t move them yet, but me touching them makes you lose your mind, so that’s a connection to start with. Maybe we can use this to help you get more in tune with them. He said to build a line of intent, remember?”
“Yes, but I cannot even control myself!” Eir insisted. “You have no idea how overwhelming it is to have you touch my wings, and it is only becoming more so. All of me tingles at the slightest touch, and I ache so much for you deep in my center that I fear I will burst into flames! It feels as if you are inside of me once again, but just out of my reach, and I want to tear everything around me into pieces to have all of you!”
“Damn,” I muttered while her cleavage heaved against her swath of fur. “Alright, we’re definitely doing this.”
“But it’s too--”
“You said it’s getting more intense,” I reasoned. “It sounds to me like you’re bottling a lot up. Maybe you need me touching you more like this. In my experience, denying yourself rarely improves a situation, so let’s just see how long you can last. In the meantime, focus on the connection you feel to the wings. Stop fighting against it, and lean into it instead. But do not slap me again.”
“I won’t,” Eir groaned. “I am so sorry, my chief. I was overcome with desire and at the most inopportune moment. I panicked!”
“I know,” I snorted. “Now, close your eyes and relax.”
Eir drew a shaky breath while she held my shoulders for support, and she did as I asked even though a worry line etched itself between her eyebrows.
Then I gradually slid my palm up her bare spine, and when I let the back of my hand trail across the inside of her wings, the woman’s nails latched into my shoulders.
Eir didn’t bat me away this time, and I watched her bite down hard on her plump bottom lip as a desperate whimper tore from her throat. The sound instantly shot through my bloodstream and straight to my dick, but even though she was squirming in my grip already, I let my hand stroke slowly along the jet-black feathers without giving her a break.
With one hand locked on Eir’s hip, I made sure she couldn’t bail on me, and the woman curled forward while a trembling moan shook through her. She was quivering like a leaf, but clearly fighting against the urge to unleash all this energy on me, and I’d never had such a strong effect on a woman by touching her so lightly.
Not on a pair of wings, anyways.
Eir moaned like I was actually inside of her, and the way she clutched me tighter with each passing second betrayed how much she’d been needing this. Then I felt her wings flex a tiny bit against my palm, and her feathers began to ripple in response to my touch.
“It’s working,” I realized.
“Uh-huh,” Eir stammered, but I could tell she didn’t give a shit about her wings right now.
They were beginning to quiver as much as her, but the green-eyed beauty was panting like I’d been pounding into her for the last ten minutes, and she started rolling her clit against my erection until I couldn’t ignore her desperate moans anymore.
Eir was obviously aching for any kind of release as her nails dug painfully into my shoulders, and I finally slid a hand between her thighs while I locked her in place by the innermost ridge of her wing.
The wail she let out made my dick throb as she threw her head back, but when I started stroking her clit with my thumb, Eir gasped and bucked in my hold. Her wings fluttered back in response too, and I slid the leather of her thong aside so I could slide my fingers along her wet pussy lips.
“You want more?” I growled against her ear, and I let my teeth graze her neck the slightest bit.
“I-It is my duty to pleasure you each evening, my chief,” Eir panted. “You can have me, if you want.”
I narrowed my eyes mid-bite at these words, and as turned on as I was, they kept me frozen in place.
Because once again, my deadly wife was suddenly not the commanding badass I knew her to be just because sex came up, and this was one lesson I refused to put off any longer.
I straightened up, slid my wife off my lap, and turned back to the meal I hadn’t finished eating yet.
Eir was struggling to catch her breath while her green eyes burned into the side of my head, but as much as my balls ached from the effort, I took my time chewing through a few bites like nothing had just taken place between us.
Then I glanced over at the blushing woman again, and I casually offered her another helping of ale.
“Thirsty?” I checked.
Eir looked ready to combust over the offer, and a devious grin hitched on my lips as I recognized the pure, Farthegn rage in her eyes.








Chapter 28
The silence in my hut was so stifling, I wouldn’t have been surprised if the flames died down over it, but I held my wife’s gaze for an excruciating amount of time while I waited for her to snap.
She never did.
Eir just silently warred against her arousal while her wings shivered every few seconds, and I nodded once I realized my wife wasn’t quite at her breaking point yet.
“Interesting,” I mused. “Sooo… this morning when I asked what you wanted, you looked terrified, but now you look more like you want to kill someone, and yet… still nothing. You sure you don’t have anything you wanna say?”
“Why should I, my chief?” Eir muttered through painfully clenched teeth.
I smirked at her red cheeks. “Because I can tell it bothers you every time I ask what you want.”
“That is because you are confusing!” Eir blurted out as she shot to her feet. “I do not understand why you speak like this! It makes no sense!”
“It makes complete sense, Eir,” I countered. “It’s a simple phrase.”
“No, it isn’t,” the green-eyed beauty snapped, and she started pacing an irritated circle between me and the door. “Aaron Briggs, I am your wife. It is my duty to do what you wish, not the other way around. A woman has no right to demand anything of her husband in bed, and what I want is frankly irrelevant!”
My jaw unhinged. “That’s seriously what’s going on? I called that?”
Eir halted in her tracks, and she looked at me like this was too obvious to be acknowledged with a response.
“Yeah, this is not gonna work for me,” I informed her, and I got up as well. “What you want is absolutely relevant, especially in bed. In fact, getting what you want is a requirement of being my wife.”
“Aaron Briggs, do not speak that way!” Eir scolded. “It is entirely--”
“Fair!” I cut in. “It’s completely fair, and by the way, you did tell me what you wanted at the hot springs. You said you wanted more that time, what the hell is the difference now?”
“I asked for more,” Eir corrected as she leveled me with a stern finger. “I asked my husband for more pleasure, and you allowed me to have it! Am I ashamed about being so forward? Yes, but I was quite overwhelmed at the time, and I--”
“Nooo!” I clutched my hair as I realized that was exactly what happened. “Fuck that rule! Do not be ashamed of that!”
“Aaron Briggs!” my wife scoffed again, and her green eyes were as wide as an ocean.
“Eir, I am not kidding here,” I clarified. Then I gestured to my entire body with both hands just to make sure she fully understood my stance on the matter. “This right here, alllll of this, is yours. You own it just as much as I own you. I’m not saying I won’t tell you what I want, because I sure as hell will, but you will, too. Not only because that’s how things are done where I’m from, but because it’s hot as hell when a woman goes for exactly what she likes, and I know you want to. It’s written all over your face.”
“What?” Eir gasped as she turned bright red.
“You heard me,” I chuckled. “In fact, I’m not doing anything I want until you do.”
“This is not appropriate!” Eir hissed as she stomped her bare foot. “It is my duty to pleasure you! You are just going to refuse to be pleasured tonight?”
“On my terms? Yes.” I nodded. “What are you gonna do about it?”
Eir crossed her arms while she studied me with a calculating look, and I was glad to see her wings taking part in the fury. Whether my wife noticed it or not, her black wings were slowly shifting back and forth, and the effect was honestly terrifying in the sexiest way.
I felt like any second now, Eir was either gonna kill me or jump my ass, and the steady beat of her wings matched the warning thrum of her fingertips against her arm.
“Then what you are saying…” my wife stiffly responded, “is that you order me to pleasure you by--”
“Nope,” I cut in. “I’m not ordering anything. I’m saying that bullshit code about you not taking what you want in bed doesn’t exist in this house, so what are you gonna do about it? You’re turned on, right?”
“Yes,” Eir whimpered, and her wings shivered mid-flap.
“Can’t stand the idea of going another whole day without my dick in you?” I guessed.
“Why are you torturing me like this?” Eir groaned. “I thought you enjoyed yourself with me.”
“Oh, I do,” I assured her. “I haven’t stopped wanting to tear your clothes off since you put them on this morning.”
“Me as well,” Eir admitted as she tugged on her long blonde braids. “You look so nice in your clothing, but I just wish they were off you now, so will you please--”
“What the hell?” I scoffed, and I closed the gap between us in three long strides. “Eir, if you want my clothes off so bad, then tear them off, woman!”
“I cannot!” she squeaked.
“You murder people!” I bellowed back. “You hunt thousand pound game! You can absolutely have your way with me! Forget everything you’ve been told you’re not allowed to do, and just take it! I’m standing right here, and it’s all yours!”
Eir let out a furious growl as she abruptly wrenched my belt open, but then she gasped and covered her mouth in shock.
“That’s a good start,” I decided.
Eir’s green eyes glinted while she considered my wolfish grin, and I waited her out as I watched her pupils slowly dilate. Her cleavage was straining against her fur top with every hungry breath, and even though I knew I’d finally hit the right nerve with her, I didn’t move an inch.
As much as I wanted to tear my wife’s tiny leather thong to shreds, I wanted her to unleash her most unbridled energy on me this time, and I could tell my tactics were working.
Eir blushed more and more the longer I waited with my belt torn open and my erection straining against my pants, and five times, her eyes flicked down like she couldn’t help herself.
Then I let my own gaze slowly rake over every inch of her, and I didn’t bother masking how much I enjoyed the view. I took my time admiring her plump cleavage, cinched waist, and supple curves, and the whole time, I thought about all the nips and licks I had in mind. I even lingered on the tiny leather strap clinging to her hips, and I didn’t abandon this particular view until I imagined snapping the leather against her soft skin a few times, probably with my teeth.
The second my eyes made it back to hers, Eir unfurled her wings and pounced.
“Shit!” I yelped as I crashed backward onto the floor, but my wife didn’t miss a beat as she straddled me and sank her teeth deep into my neck.
My carnal side took over about two seconds later when she tore my shirt clean in half, and her tiny thong really didn’t stand a chance after that.
I ripped the damn thing to pieces just as Eir clawed into my chest, and she bit hungrily at my tongue while she wrenched her fur top off in one impatient pull.
Then Eir dragged my face to her tits by my beard, and she forced a pink nipple into my mouth while a satisfied moan slipped from my lips. I let the woman do anything she wanted with me too, while I suckled at her heavy breasts and slid a finger inside her tight entrance, but Eir was already sopping wet with arousal from this little bit of attention.
Every scratch and bite only made it harder to resist pinning her down myself, but I made myself hold back, and when I forced another finger into Eir’s slick pussy, the woman pinned me flat across the ground so she could writhe against my grip.
“Tell me what you want,” I tried again. “I’ll do it to you.”
Eir’s sea green eyes locked with mine, and she left a punishing bite on my lips as she let out a shaky sigh.
“I want you to fuck me this time,” my wife confessed. “Without being gentle.”
“You sure about that?” I checked as she rolled against my fingers for more.
“The other wives say their men take them like animals sometimes,” Eir panted. “I want to know what this feels like with you. Do you know how to do it?”
It took me all of two seconds to process what she meant before I had her flipped around and on all fours in front of the fire, and Eir giggled with approval as I let her feel the heat of my dick between her thighs.
Then I bent forward, and her wings shivered against my chest as I brought my lips to her ear. “Tell me if I’m being too rough with you.”
“Yes, Aaron,” my wife purred.
My wife hadn’t called me this since our first night together, but the lilting sound of my name on her tongue undid me almost as much as the way she tilted her ass up so readily.
Every silken inch of her made my blood burn as I dragged my hands from the slim curves of her waist to her supple hips, but the sight of her blonde braids and dreadlocks tumbling over the wings I’d given her made my grip tighten more than anything else.
Suddenly, my chest ached with a possessive drive I’d only ever felt with this one woman, and as I palmed the meat of Eir’s ass to hold her steady, she started trembling with anticipation. Feeling her shake like a virgin again only heated my chest even more, and I teased her with the tip of my cock for a moment to make her squirm.
Then I abruptly gave the woman as much of my dick as her tight pussy could handle, and my wife’s gasp hitched in her throat the second I did.
Eir’s fingers locked in the hides under her to brace herself for more, but despite her trembling, I didn’t take it easy this time. The green-eyed beauty had told me not to be gentle, and tonight, it was all about what my woman wanted.
I forced myself deeper into her quivering tunnel with long, firm thrusts, and while I watched her taut, pink entrance strain around my shaft, Eir let out a trembling moan of approval. It wasn’t long before she was so wet for me that the last of my restraint snapped, and I finally just locked her muscular hips in my grip and drove my full-length into the Nordic beauty.
Eir shrieked from my girth as she collapsed onto her elbows, but having her ass propped up like this only made the feline curve of her body more enticing. The small dimples above her ass wove rhythmically to meet my thrusts without being shy about it too, and I watched her jolt against the fur hide while I eyed the delicate curve of her spine and the way her wings splayed from her back.
Then I shifted my legs so Eir had to spread hers wider for me, and my wife let out a breathless whimper as my cock moved even deeper. I could feel her quaking to her core as I started taking her like this with unrelenting thrusts, but every trembling shriek proved how badly she’d been wanting this kind of treatment, and I realized I probably should have expected this.
Eir made it clear how much she admired the fiercer beasts in the Red Forest, but I never would have assumed a woman as tight as her could take it for so long.
Having this much control over her seemed like a dangerous game at first, but no matter how rough I got, Eir never told me to ease up, so I kept her braced on all fours with her ass up and legs spread wide.
My cock slammed into her pussy until she was frothing wet, but all the tempting little sounds she made only egged me on until I couldn’t resist taking it a little further. Then I stooped to lock Eir against me while I kneaded a heavy breast in one palm, and when my other hand gripped hers where she clutched the hides beneath us, Eir shivered with longing just to feel me bearing down on her.
“Aaron,” my wife whimpered. “I-I like it so much… I don’t want you to stop yet. Please don’t stop.”
“If you want more, you just have to say it,” I growled as I teased her taut nipple with my thumb. “You know I like hearing you.”
“I want more!” Eir moaned without reserve. “I want you to take me like you’re the only man who will ever be allowed to own me!”
“Fucking hell,” I croaked as her words struck a nerve I didn’t even know I had.
Suddenly, owning Eir took on a whole new meaning. Feeling her supple body locked and writhing in my hold ignited a primal drive in my loins, and my entire lower half ached for more.
Then I fucked the Nordic beauty harder than I’d ever risked with another woman, and the taut walls of her tunnel became scorching hot around my shaft as I bottomed out with every powerful thrust.
Eir didn’t bother trying to be quiet about how much she liked it, either.
Her shrieks echoed around the whole hut and probably into the lanes, and I grinned without remorse as she started wailing my name, too. My breaths grated hard in my throat while my muscles burned from how hard I was pounding into my wife, but she felt so good I couldn’t stop myself from unleashing years of raw, pent-up lust on her.
I knew having my skin flush against her wings was driving her wild through it all, because she kept bucking uncontrollably the longer I held her like this, and I chuckled against her braids as I felt tremors deep in her womb.
“See what you get when you tell me what you want?” I growled. “You get all my seed deep inside of you. Take all of it, woman.”
Eir tried to form words but couldn’t stop moaning long enough to do it, and as her frothing tunnel clenched even tighter around my cock, I locked my teeth in her shoulder.
The way Eir’s back arched submissively brought a torrent of my semen coursing into her, and a feral shriek tore from my wife’s throat while I kept a firm bite on her. Then I delivered deep, powerful thrusts to keep her orgasming in waves, and I could feel my cum seeping out of her pussy from the force, but Eir instinctively tilted her hips up for more. Her fiendish moans only kept my dick throbbing heavily to fill her to the brim with my seed, and I couldn’t even tell how long it was before we came down from our shared climaxes.
We were both drenched in sweat and shaking when I finally dragged myself off her, and I collapsed in the middle of the wooden floor while I wheezed to catch my breath.
The intensity of my orgasm left stars in my vision as I stared up at the ceiling in a comatose state, and my body kept twitching involuntarily with residual pleasure while I listened to Eir gasping beside me.
My wife was still strewn where I’d left her on my bed of hides, and I managed to roll my head just enough to get a look at her sweat-soaked tits and chiseled abs in front of the fireplace.
Then Eir let out a breathless laugh when she caught me looking, but none of this distracted me from the sheer victory of the moment.
I’d finally gotten it through to my wife that this relationship wouldn’t be anything like the other Farthegns had, and holy shit did it pay off in spades.
“So… like I was saying,” I panted. “Equal treatment is a requirement in this household. Deal?”
Eir chuckled through her gasping breaths as she crawled over on shaky legs, and she let out a moan of agreement while she shifted her tousled braids over her shoulder. Then the green-eyed beauty laid herself out on her belly against my side, and as she started brushing soft kisses across my chest, I watched her black wings flutter lazily at her back.
Then my comatose state shattered as Eir’s lips grazed the scar on my chest.
My spine went rigid as pleasure rippled through my entire body from this one touch, and Eir froze at the reaction. She had her eyebrows raised ever so slightly when I looked her way, but then a mischievous grin spread across her pink lips.
I locked my jaw as the green-eyed beauty dipped her head to kiss my mark, and sure enough, a jolt shot through my body like I’d just orgasmed all over again. Eir kept on trailing her soft pink lips across my chest too, and by the time I started twitching from the sensation, I decided I really didn’t mind this weird, magical connection binding us.
Not in the slightest.
“Sooo, what if I want more of you?” Eir murmured against my skin, and even her warm breath made my limbs tingle with arousal.
Then I chuckled at her sultry tone. “Come and get it.”
Only the tiniest hint of a warning came to Eir’s green eyes before she pounced again, and she had my dick buried in her cum-soaked pussy in seconds flat as she dug her nails into my chest.
After that, I let my gorgeous wife ride me as long as she wanted while we took turns occasionally torturing each other, and whenever I gripped her wings, Eir trailed her tongue across my mark just to get me back for it. The two of us pounded our way across every inch of our hut that night while the ancient furniture threatened to give out underneath us, and when the chair I had her bent over finally snapped, I just rolled my wife over in front of the door instead.
Eir’s black wings unfurled across the floorboards while I locked her legs open by the back of her thighs, and a sadistic chuckle slipped from her soft pink lips when I told her this was one of those four things I wanted to show her.
Somewhere between the many rounds, we managed to finish off all the mugs of ale and three helpings of our dinner, but most of the night became a haze of Eir begging me to give her more.
Or demanding I give her more.
And there were a couple times the deadly woman even crawled to me on her hands and knees and pouted for it.
Needless to say, I lost track of everything except the feral moans of my new wife, and I was actually confused when I suddenly opened my eyes to a sunlit hut. I could have sworn I was balls deep in Eir only minutes ago, but the fire was spent already, and the air was chilly with a hint of grilled fish wafting in through the vents in the ceiling.
I groaned as my aching muscles protested against every stretch, but then Eir’s soft giggle brought an instant smirk to my face.
“How are you awake already?” I mumbled.
“I cannot help it,” Eir sighed. “I like watching you.”
I chuckled as I scruffed my entire head, but when that didn’t get my mind working, I started in on my beard. Eir giggled even more at the sight, and as I turned a groggy look her way, I found the green-eyed beauty on her belly with her chin in her palm and her creamy ass fully exposed in the crisp morning air. Her breasts hung heavy against the hides as she sent me a sleepy smile, but then her black wings fluttered a bit as well, and I was so overwhelmed by the sight that all I could do was stare.
“Damn,” I eventually croaked. “You’re so fucking beautiful.”
“Am I?” Eir purred. “Is that why you say my name in your sleep?
My eyebrows shot up. “Maybe… but you’re not allowed to watch me sleep anymore.”
Eir laughed and blushed in embarrassment, and I dragged her into my arms while I let my heavy eyelids fall shut again.
“Will you tell me something about your world?” Eir murmured against my chest. “I have never gone anywhere beyond the Red Forest, and I cannot stop wondering about this Alaska.”
“What do you want to know?” I mumbled.
“What did you do there?” she asked.
“A lot of things.” I shrugged. “Anything I wanted to do, really. Sometimes I explored the wilderness or hunted, and I read and worked a lot.”
Eir shifted to prop herself up on one elbow. “Your work is not hunting for your people?”
“No, I hunted for myself,” I answered. “If I already had plenty, I’d give what I caught away to the people I knew, but my work was separate. I was a wildlife biologist, so I studied different species and ecological systems for years, and then I started working with wolves.”
“You worked with wolves?” Eir breathed, and when I opened my eyes a sliver, she had a look of sheer wonderment on her face. “Full-grown ones?”
“Yeah, you know what a wolf is?” I asked with some surprise.
“Yes, there are wolves in the mountains,” my wife explained. “Quite far in the north, and mostly near the coast, but I have only heard tales of them. I cannot imagine working with such clever and powerful creatures.”
“Yeah, they’re impressive,” I said with a grin. “We took a lot of precautions to make sure we were safe, though. My team used something called darts to tranquilize the wolves. It basically makes them go to sleep. Then we’d head over and put a device called a tracking collar on them. These made it possible to keep tabs on the wolves’ movement no matter where they were.”
Eir sat up and stared at me. “You control the beasts for your work?”
“No,” I chuckled. “We didn’t control them in that way. We only kept track of them to gather data. Population growth, territory size and boundaries, that kind of thing. Knowing all this makes it easier to gauge the effect wolves have on the other species in the area, and based on this and a number of other factors, my department helped make informed decisions about hunting regulations and bagging allotments.”
“You control the hunters?” Eir gasped. “Do they obey your commands willingly, or do you use force?”
“Neither,” I chuckled while I rubbed my tired eyes. “The game wardens keep tabs on the hunters, not me.”
Eir let out an impatient huff, and she promptly dragged me up to a seated position. “Aaron Briggs, wake up! I want to know about this, it sounds fascinating!”
“Alright, I’m up,” I yawned, and I did my best to satisfy her curiosity. “Uh… okay. Wildlife biologists study the animals and give their data to the Department of Fish and Game. They in turn use this data to make a lot of laws, or codes, with regards to how the wilderness is managed. Hunting laws are part of that, and the game wardens enforce those laws.”
“But what is so wrong with your wilderness that it must be managed?” Eir frowned. “Are the beasts too dumb to live as they are?”
“Not at all.” I smirked. “Here, I’ll break it down in the most basic way. Let’s take a game management unit, or an area, of Alaska that’s about twenty-three thousand square miles. That’s the area I worked in. The population of wolves there could get to five hundred in the winter. That doesn’t sound too bad, really, but the same area has a caribou population of fifty-thousand.”
Eir held up a hand to pause me. “What is a caribou?”
“Kind of like an eldradyr, but a little bulkier, and they move in huge herds,” I answered. “Tasty as hell, too. Now, a mid-sized pack of wolves will kill a caribou every few days all winter, but larger ones might kill more. There’s also other predators like bears picking off the caribou, and the harsh winter conditions will knock off a lot of the herd by springtime. The thing is, thousands of people hunt them for food. So given the need of maintaining a large enough population of caribou for all the predators, plus the requirement of not killing the caribou off entirely, and factoring in environmental effects, we look at the elements we can control to help get the outcome we want.”
“What elements?” Eir eagerly asked. “The wolves?”
“Yeah, managing the bear and wolf population will in turn affect the caribou population, and even out the playing field a little bit,” I confirmed. “We might allow for about two hundred and fifty wolves to be hunted per year in that area I talked about. This number changes in other areas depending on the population density of different species, but there’s always a limit. We’re not looking to kill off all the wolves. They’re incredible creatures, and they play an important role in the balance of it all. That’s why the hunters are strictly regulated for all game in Alaska. You can’t just go out and bag yourself ten caribou. There’s a lot of factors to keep in check, and people will get worse than the wolves if you don’t pay attention.”
Eir had a gaping smile on her face by the time I finished, and her sea green eyes were glistening with excitement.
“This is fantastic work!” she exclaimed. “I cannot believe this is what you are trained to do! Did you get to hunt these beasts to manage the wilderness?”
“Hell yeah, I did.” I grinned. “Anything you can hunt in Alaska, I’ve gone after. Bears, wolves, bison, caribou, moose, deer, wolverines, sheep, goats, fucking squirrels. You know how it is, though. Hunting’s just some good, exhilarating fun, and if it helps keep everything on an even keel, there’s no harm in getting out there and seeing what you can do. Gets your mind working and sharpens your senses, but you’ve gotta put your kill to good use. I don’t go out for that trophy hunting shit--”
I almost bit my tongue mid-sentence as Eir jumped me for a kiss, and I chuckled when I ended up flat on my back under my wife again. Then I just let her do her thing while my hands roamed all over her perfect ass, and Eir was still giddy with excitement when she finally let up.
“How did I get so lucky to have a husband like you?” my wife groaned as she sat back to straddle me. “The hunters in Hylmrek are only focused on gore and who can slaughter the largest skulraeth, but they don’t appreciate the process of hunting, especially other game. They behave as if stalking more cunning creatures is a long and arduous process. It is infuriating the way they become so garish about their kills, and I know they have spent an entire hour skulking around looking as if they are bored while I do all of the work. But you… you are a man who can appreciate the invigoration of such endeavors. I hope we can hunt together for the rest of our lives.”
I was still dead-tired at this point, but not too groggy to miss the fact that these words might just be all I’d ever wanted to hear from a woman.
My vision even glazed over as I stared at Eir’s sparkling green eyes and sweet smile, but then I swiftly rolled her under me, and she giggled as I started laying kisses all over her silky skin.
Eir’s wings unfurled easily this time, and I made sure to tease her feathers a bit while she wriggled in my hold. She didn’t slap me for it, either, and when I resurfaced from my wife’s tits to find her blushing with a hooded gaze, I kept right on trailing my fingers across her wings.
“I take it you’re feeling better about these wings,” I murmured.
“Yes, my chief.” Eir bit back a smile. “I think you may have been correct about the dangers of denying one’s self. Thank you for forcing me to endure so much.”
“Anytime,” I chuckled. “You just let me know when you need some more attention. I know we haven’t figured out much about these wings yet, but personally, I’m enjoying the hell out of them, and I don’t want you to feel like they’re a burden you’re stuck with.”
Eir sobered as she sat up and brushed her braids over her shoulder. “I don’t feel that way at all. I know I have been impatient with them, but last night…”
The green-eyed beauty trailed off with a telling blush, and I smirked as I recalled the way she started all-out pining for me to toy with her feathers once all the ale was gone.
“Go on…” I coaxed.
“Last night, I started to feel closer to them because of you,” Eir admitted with an innocent smile. “Then I felt closer to you because of the wings, and I don’t know how to explain it, but I think they are a gift. My wings are something not many others have seen, and in this way, they show I am yours because only you could have given them to me.”
“That’s an adorable way to look at it.” I smiled. “I have no idea if it’s scientifically accurate, but I like it.”
“Good.” Eir nodded. “It makes me feel quite proud to think this way, and I am determined to own my wings as well as you own me. I even practiced with them a little while I waited for you to stop dreaming about me all morning.”
I rolled over to bury my face in the thick brown hide under me, but Eir burst out laughing and refused to let me. Then the green-eyed beauty got up to show off her skills, and I did my best to look at her wings instead of the streaks of pearly cum she had on her inner thighs.
“I cannot do much,” my naked wife admitted, “but I am pleased with my progress.”
“Let’s see,” I chuckled.
Eir looked a little shy while she straightened her posture in a way that only made her breasts more distracting, but then she took a deep breath, shifted her expression to a more focused one, and let her wings unfold behind her.
The stout black wings opened to her full wingspan at first, and even though Eir’s control on them was slow, they shifted gracefully without any clumsy movements. I grinned in admiration while the appendages lifted back so the primary feathers sprawled out in a rigid line, and when Eir brought them forward and raised them higher, she looked poised to take flight. Then she flapped her wings once to send a gust of wind whooshing across the floorboards, and she fluttered them a little at the end of her show before she neatly tucked the feathers at her back.
“That’s all I have so far,” Eir muttered through a tiny smirk.
“That was awesome!” I laughed. “I can’t believe you’ve figured all that out this quickly. Yesterday, you couldn’t even move them an inch.”
“Yes, well, I am quite irritated with the rude old man from the dungeon,” Eir admitted in a haughty tone. “He had no right to question my dedication like that. I do not give up. Not with anything, so if he has not been burned at the stake when I see him again, I will tell that foolish wanderling a thing or two about the dedication of a Farthegn woman when presented with a challenge.”
I smirked and nodded at her resolute expression. “Okay, so this is about your pride.”
“Only a little!” Eir huffed. “Mostly, I am practicing because I am honored to wear the wings my highly respected husband has bestowed on me. But also, that rude old man will eat his words, and when he does, I will very much enjoy it. We will see how condescending he is then. He thinks he may judge all Farthegns based on the undeniable might of our clans, but he is incorrect. We are infinitely more capable of bending others to our will than he could ever imagine. Magical wings included.”
“Right,” I snickered. “I think that statement just validated his point, but… I’m still proud of you. You’re doing great.”
“I am,” Eir tersely agreed. “Now, how are we going to steal this foolish wanderling in time to use his knowledge to our advantage? Since you are from the mild land of Alaska, you will hardly know where to begin looking for the cave he told us of.”
“True,” I allowed.
“And I don’t think we should abandon this quest,” my wife persisted. “Your magic is surely a fascinating thing if it makes me feel so wonderful inside, and we must learn about this. Who knows when we will ever find another rude wanderling who can help us?”
“I actually wanted to run an idea by you about that,” I told her. “I know Illska’s a formidable clan, but I’ve been thinking about their fighting tactics, and I honestly feel like Dalir could--”
A hammering fist against the door of my hut made both of us jump, and I snorted when Eir promptly shielded her nipples and nothing else.
Once I caught on that the banging wasn’t going to stop, I swiftly got up from my bed of hides, because my women warriors never made such a loud entrance when they brought me my breakfast. I didn’t have a shirt to throw on that wasn’t torn to shreds by my wife, so I just answered the door and shifted behind the wooden planks to keep my junk out of view, but luckily, Anakol was too wound up to even notice the mark on my bare chest.
“My chief, the patrol has returned from the border of Hylmrek, and the clan is in an uproar,” my warlord reported.
I furrowed my brow as I registered the distant throng of voices in the central clearing. “Why? What’s happened?”
“Nothing yet,” Anakol assured me. “It is what they found and brought back that is of great concern. A message from Hylmrek.”








Chapter 29
I ignored the buzz of conversation taking place all over the clearing.
I didn’t understand most of what my clansmen were saying, anyways, but I could grasp how worried they were without needing a translation. I just took another slow lap around the heap of flesh my patrol had brought in, and I did my best to appear unruffled for the sake of the clan.
The pile was mostly composed of about fifty severed limbs, but there were a decent number of decapitated heads in the mix, and more than a dozen of what I assumed were castrated dicks as well. Some extremities looked like they’d been severed more recently while others were already partially decomposed, but I found it more interesting that none of the appendages could have belonged to a woman.
This was a strictly male massacre that Hylmrek delivered to Dalir’s border, and I noted this as a positive thing based on what I’d learned about Farthegn views of women.
Clearly, Hylmrek were less inclined to break some of the more prominent codes of the Red Forest.
Which probably didn’t bode well for me.
Anakol offered a stoic nod when I pointed out the lack of female body parts, but aside from this acknowledgement, my braided warrior stood glowering down at the heap with his arms crossed. He never opened his mouth to comment no matter how many concerned warriors approached him, and only when Eir arrived freshly dressed with Thyrri did he finally choose to answer a couple questions.
Still, he kept his responses to my wife short and to the point, and I came over to join the group as I noticed half the onlookers were eavesdropping.
“They were not there during the evening patrol,” Anakol confirmed.
“And you are certain none of these appendages belong to Dalir?” Eir checked.
“Yes.” Anakol nodded once. “We are missing none of our clansmen, and the trail appeared to continue along the eastern border of both Dalir and Illska, but the men did not venture to follow it.”
Eir looked relieved to hear this. “So overall, there were more appendages than only this batch?”
“Yes, the clansmen carried back what they could,” my warlord answered, “but I am told there was simply too much to gather it all.”
My wife turned to me rather than continue her inquiry, and I addressed the whole clan first since the clearing had gone silent by now anyways.
“Take this mess to the woods and burn it all,” I ordered the clansmen. “Leave what’s still at the border there for the beasts, but we’re adding another ten men to the patrol in our eastern grounds. The rest of you, continue your training. Anakol, Thyrri… a word in private.”
“Yes, my chief,” Thyrri agreed.
“This would be best,” Anakol muttered through clenched teeth.
I considered his tense scowl for a second. “Let’s talk this over at your hut.”
“Bragi is still not himself after the death of our women, my chief,” Thyrri warned. “He prefers to be alone.”
“Then he shouldn’t be,” I muttered. “I understand the inclination, but he needs to keep busy. What we have to discuss will distract him from his grief for a while and help him feel useful.”
Anakol nodded in agreement, and he and Thyrri turned to lead us toward the lane while the rest of our clansmen began gathering the severed limbs, heads, and dicks to be burned.
“Who is Bragi?” Eir whispered as she fell in step with me.
I lowered my voice. “Anakol’s brother. He was injured at the raid in Hylmrek, but he’s a man of good sense, and he keeps Anakol’s temper in check.”
“Ah.” Eir smirked at my pointed look. “Yes, I remember he is a loyal warrior. They are always rather quick-tempered, but this will serve you well in battle.”
“Will it?” I snorted, but I got distracted as we passed Brokkr’s shop.
The blacksmith was posted near the wooden table watching the mess in the clearing, and he sent me a cheery salute in passing. I rolled my eyes at the careless grin on Brokkr’s face though, because I could tell he was more certain than ever that all of Dalir would be dead within the week.
I kept a steady stride, and I focused on not letting the notion get to me.
Sure, a miles-long trail of severed body parts was unsettling, but Eir didn’t look too upset about the message, and I was already mulling over a few ideas of my own.
When we reached Anakol and Thyrri’s hut, I calmly followed the warlords inside with Eir close behind, but we were greeted by a furious outburst from Bragi that I didn’t understand a word of. He was laid out on his bed of hides and glaring at the ceiling, and I was surprised to hear the man’s tone was actually more threatening than Anakol’s for once.
Then I cleared my throat to interrupt his growling tirade, and Bragi sat up like a shot.
He looked even worse than he did after his amputation, and he clearly hadn’t slept in the last two days despite being bedridden. His skin was too pale, and his eyes had deep-blue bags under them, but the way his arms shook with the effort of holding himself up worried me the most.
Eir’s arrival seemed to distract him even more than I did, and he fumbled to straighten his messy brown dreadlocks and rumpled tunic the moment he saw her behind me.
“Forgive me, my chief,” Bragi mumbled with some chagrin. “I did not know who had arrived. I am only resting, and--”
“You look like shit,” I informed the warrior.
Bragi offered a frank nod. “Yes, my chief.”
“Have you been eating?”
“No, my chief,” the man admitted without pause. “I have not felt hungry.”
“Thyrri, get him some food,” I ordered. “Bragi, I didn’t save your life so you could die from misery. You’ll eat while you heal, and you’ll remember that the deaths of our women will not go unchecked. Understood?”
Bragi bowed his head in agreement.
“Good,” I muttered. “This is my wife, Eir. We’re here to discuss a few issues that have come up this morning, but don’t mind us. Focus on your meal.”
“Yes, my chief,” Bragi mumbled, and while Thyrri began scooping a helping of stew from the cauldron for him, Anakol motioned toward the few chairs he had in the small hut.
“I’m fine standing,” I told the man. “You got that dagger and hide I gave you?”
“Of course.”
The braided man retrieved my chieftain’s hide and unbundled it to hand over the dagger too, and as I traded him his own weapons for it all, I noted Anakol’s satisfied smirk the moment he had his tomahawk in hand.
“Eir, what do you think about this issue at the eastern border?” I asked.
“I think it is of little concern,” my wife assured me, and Anakol immediately scowled. “If the limbs had been of Dalirian men, we would have great cause for concern, but they are not, and they span more than our border alone. This is Hylmrek’s way of warning the clans that they are seeking retribution. I wager they have delivered this same message to all of the bordering clans.”
“Seeking retribution over you?” Anakol asked, and I noticed Bragi lean forward with some intrigue.
“Yes, they must know I am alive,” Eir guessed. “I did all I could to make it appear as if I were slain in my hut, but perhaps I was not thorough enough. I am certain the slave I murdered had a body quite similar to mine. Someone must have seen me drag her in.”
Everyone in the hut glanced down at my wife’s leather-clad body, and even Thyrri couldn’t mask how much she disagreed with this reasoning.
“What are you staring at?” Eir scoffed as she looked around at us all.
“It… was a good idea,” I assured her. “I’m sure it could have worked with someone else, but there’s just no chance a slave’s body could compare to yours.”
“None at all,” Anakol sighed.
“Someone would notice a difference,” I continued. “The man who bought you, especially. After all the time he spent trying to meet your price, he’s probably got your body memorized.”
“Bought?” Thyrri gasped, and she almost dropped Bragi’s stew right on him in her shock.
The amputee didn’t even notice because he was too enthralled in the conversation, and his tired eyes flicked between my wife and his brother.
That’s when I realized Anakol’s dark skin was turning red with fury.
“She is owned by another?” the braided man asked in an ominously low tone.
“Um… not exactly?” I tried. “Eir was only paid for, not claimed.”
“She tricked you?” he demanded.
“No, I knew she’d been bought,” I explained. “It’s a long story, and the details probably don’t matter.”
“On the contrary,” the braided warlord scoffed. “This means she is not owned by you at all, my chief!”
“I am owned by no one but Aaron Briggs,” Eir staunchly announced, and she sent Anakol a challenging glare while I shifted my weight in confusion. “Your chieftain has claimed me, and there is nothing else to be said on the matter.”
“Except that no man of the Red Forest may claim another man’s wife!” Anakol growled. “It was bad enough that you came here at all, but to turn your back on the man who earned you proves you have no sense of decency, and certainly cannot be trusted!”
“Dude!” I scoffed as Eir visibly shrank under the warlord’s reprimand, but Thyrri stepped forward with a tentative frown.
“She… was not claimed, Anakol,” his wife tried. “She was pure when she arrived, and this counts for--”
“It counts for nothing,” the braided man spat. “You know this as well as I do. I should have guessed this was the case! This woman knows her true husband is another man, and she has come here to endanger our chieftain by--”
“Aaron Briggs is my true husband,” my wife seethed, and her black wings arched backward in her fury.
“Eir, I’ll handle this,” I assured her. “Anakol, I know you’re acting out of loyalty here, but--”
“No, I am perfectly capable of defending myself,” Eir huffed, and my eyebrows shot up as she shoved past me.
Then the Nordic beauty stormed straight to Anakol, and when she stopped within an inch of the burly man, I couldn’t help noticing they both had a hand on the hilts of their daggers.
Two seconds later, I’d planted myself next to my deadly wife just in case, and Thyrri inched to Anakol’s right side as we exchanged a wry glance between our stubborn spouses.
“Anakol,” I muttered for the sake of cooling down the situation. “Remember our discussion yesterday morning about accepting my decision and treating Eir as a member of this clan? We have more important things to address--”
“I am not challenging your decision,” Anakol said as he kept his dark eyes glaring down at Eir. “I simply aim to make it clear that regardless of how proud your Hylmrek wife is for luring a respectable man into her clutches, any woman in this village would gladly replace her should she prove unworthy of your trust.”
I ground my jaw as my hackles rose, but my wife was too worked up to let me get a word in now, and the discussion ran off the rails.
“You may be my husband’s warlord, but I will have you know that any man who challenges my place beside Aaron Briggs will meet his end,” Eir warned in a cryptic tone. “I do not care if that applies to you, or even all of Hylmrek.”
“I doubt that,” Anakol snorted with a callous grin. “You are born of Hylmrek, and I know well enough what your kind are willing to do for the sake of your real clan. You care only for your own, and it does not matter if your prey are innocent or unarmed, Hylmrek will always--”
“I am not ashamed of where I am from!” Eir hissed. “Nothing you say will make me so, but this doesn’t mean my loyalty does not lie with Aaron Briggs. Dalir is his clan, and so it is mine now. If you truly have an issue with this, I suggest you take it up with your chieftain instead of lashing out at me. The man you claim I have lured and degraded so terribly can more than vouch for the way I worship him.”
Thyrri blushed at the words as her gaze flicked to me, and I abruptly realized most of Dalir definitely heard Eir wailing my name last night. Now that I thought about it, there was a decent chance they heard the furniture collapsing too, but I shoved this notion aside for the time being because Anakol was still towering over my wife, and his dark eyes were as threatening as hers.
Then he sent Eir a taunting grin. “You know any wife may worship their chieftain just the same. You are not more worthy of his attention than the other women in Dalir, and you will do well to remember this.”
“The fuck did you just say?” I demanded as I caught Anakol by the armor, but Bragi spoke up before I could tear into the man.
“Anakol!” Bragi roared from his bed, and Thyrri hauled her husband out of my hold as Eir dragged me backward. “It is clear this woman is highly valued by our chieftain, and only you are shamed for speaking to her this way.”
“I defend the honor of my chief!” Anakol shot back over Thyrri’s head.
“Yeah, well, your chief will kick your ass if you talk to my wife like that again,” I informed him.
“Aaron Briggs,” Eir hissed as she pushed me farther toward the door. “What he said is true! I am not superior to any woman in this village, I told you this!”
“Like hell you’re not superior,” I growled. “Do you see me fucking any of these women like I fucked you last night?”
My wife turned beet-red at the words, and I swiftly offered her an apologetic grimace.
“Sorry, I was just…” I fumbled, but Eir buried her burning cheeks in her palms. “I’m sorry! For the sake of argument, I was just trying to say I think it’s pretty obvious I disagree with the fundamental bullshit here, and Anakol’s gonna have to respect that.”
“I respect you!” the braided warrior scoffed from across the room. “This is obvious, no? I am here defending you! It is your lying Hylmrek wife I have issue with! She has tricked you!”
“If you have a problem with Eir, you have a problem with me,” I shot back, “and I already told you, I knew she’d been bought before she ever came here! That’s why I claimed her, alright? So be pissed at me if you wanna blow up about these codes, not Eir.”
“You…” Anakol gaped like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing. “You claimed another man’s woman? Intentionally?”
“Yeah, I did,” I said with a shameless shrug. “And before you give me any shit about honor, remember I’ve made it clear where I stand in terms of the clansmen’s wives around here, and I’ve shown your wife more decency than you’ve ever shown mine. In several ways.”
Anakol’s demeanor immediately cooled as he looked down at his warlord wife, and Thyrri gave him about five seconds to think this over before she punched him hard in the arm.
“I have told you to let go of your issue with her!” Thyrri scolded. “Hylmrek or not, this woman has vowed to give her life for your chief. She has aided him in saving our clansmen from Illska too, and she honored this clan with a nóttmal! She has done nothing to earn your distrust! You are blinded by your anger over Bragi’s leg, and you will control your temper!”
“But… she could have been placed here on purpose!” Anakol hissed back. “If Hylmrek knew we had a promising chieftain here again, they would do anything to--”
“Anakol,” Bragi sighed from the bed, and his brother reluctantly looked over. “The time will come for our revenge on Hylmrek. I have promised you as much, but to take out your anger on this woman will not settle your mind. You must see sense, brother. You wish to make Hylmrek pay for this violence, yes? Here is a woman who can tell you all you need to know of our enemy.”
“Hold on,” Eir interjected as she turned away from me, and she walked to the center of the room while Anakol glared at her still. “What has Hylmrek done to you?”
“That bastard brother of your chieftain took my brother’s leg,” Anakol growled. “Bragi was the best warrior Dalir has had in a decade, and now he will never fight again thanks to Hylmrek. He was not even armed when that brute struck him from behind, and Stranholf laughed like a madman while he did it, too.”
“Wait, Stranholf did this?” I clarified, but Eir whipped around to send me a warning look that clamped my mouth shut.
“I understand your anger, Anakol,” my wife loudly announced. “Stranholf is a ruthless man. I know this to be true. I only hope I can assist you in the revenge you seek one day. Perhaps then, you will understand where my loyalty truly lies.”
“And in the meantime, stop bitching about my wife,” I added as an afterthought. “I had good reason to claim Eir, and not one regret about it.”
Anakol took a deep, steadying breath as he propped his hands on his hips, and Thyrri crossed her arms while she kept him cornered near the fireplace. Then the braided man offered me a bow of his head, and he cleared his throat.
“Okay, my chief,” the warlord muttered. “I am calm now. We may continue.”
“Great,” I snorted, and I couldn’t help shaking my head as I eyed my hotheaded warlord for a second.
The guy really was loyal to a fault, but I’d never had a legitimate guard dog before, and I kind of wondered how a woman like Vicky would hold up to his standards. Granted, Vicky wasn’t born of Anakol’s most hated enemy, but she definitely fell short of any woman in this village.
By a mile.
“Moving on,” I sighed, and Anakol shifted his shoulders to ease his tension a bit. “Hylmrek has to know Eir’s alive, but it seems like they’re looking for her everywhere, not only here.”
“This will not protect us, my chief,” Thyrri cautioned. “When Hylmrek are seeking retribution, they do not mind if their wrath is unleashed on the wrong enemy. We are all the same to them.”
“This is true,” Eir agreed. “They will set their sights on Illska first, but when they learn I am not there, they will continue searching.”
“Why would they start with Illska?” I asked.
Eir bit her lip for a moment, and we all waited for her to answer while Anakol watched my wife closely.
“Before I left Hylmrek, the warriors were preparing to destroy all of Illska at last,” Eir finally admitted, and Thyrri’s eyes widened in shock.
“This cannot be,” Bragi countered. “No clan has ever sought to destroy another entirely. Surely, it is only control they seek there.”
“Not at all,” Eir assured him. “The chieftain of Hylmrek made his decision many moons ago. He does not desire control of another clan’s warriors. He only wishes to destroy them and gain access to the Oegyrian Fields beyond Illska’s southwestern border.”
“How many strong is Hylmrek?” Anakol asked.
“Many younger warriors are still in training,” Eir answered without hesitation. “But when the attack begins, Hylmrek will have over five hundred at their back. This is all the chieftain is waiting for.”
“Five hundred?” Thyrri gasped. “Even Svelgard does not have as many.”
Eir nodded like she knew this already, but the others looked too shell-shocked to respond. A heavy silence settled in the hut while my warriors processed this information, and even without knowing much about the Farthegn clans, I could easily comprehend the dangers we’d be facing soon.
Whether Eir was here or not, Hylmrek was set to become the biggest threat in the whole forest, and this was a clan who rode beasts as unstoppable as heillhausts and took down skulraeths on a regular basis.
“The warning of retribution will have been made to all the clans,” Eir continued, “but it would be wasteful for Hylmrek’s chieftain to attack any other than Illska at this time. They cannot have proof of where to begin, and Dalir is the last clan they would suspect. Given the might of Illska, and the recent battles between the two, it is likely Hylmrek will assume I have been taken hostage there.”
“Then it will hardly matter when they do not find you in Illska,” Anakol muttered as he dropped into a seat, and he shook his head toward the floor boards. “If Hylmrek gains even more territory, wars amongst the larger clans will begin, and Dalir is in no position to survive. Our lands are rich in resources, and they are all that rests between Illska and Svelgard.”
“He is right,” Thyrri admitted. “Moving north to conquer us will be child’s play to Hylmrek once they have destroyed Illska.”
“Then we know our next move,” I decided, and everyone’s eyes snapped to me. “Anakol, did you have any trouble at the southern border during your patrol this morning?”
“No, my chief,” the warlord said with some confusion.
I nodded. “I’m guessing they’ve realized the hostages from Dalir are missing, but if not, I left my armor and hide in their dungeon where we fought their guards. The few men who were dragging a prisoner away would have seen the markings on my face too, so let’s assume Illska knows it was Dalir who infiltrated their dungeons yesterday.”
“This is good,” my wife replied. “If they have stopped ravaging your lands so quickly, they are finally aware that Dalir cannot be pillaged so easily as they have been in the past.”
“We can’t give them much time to think about what this means, though,” I added. “They’ve been relying on our resources, and their chieftain won’t ignore a loss like this. We have our own debts to settle with Illska, and now more than ever, it’s important we see the work done.”
“What, slaughter Illska?” Anakol asked in disbelief.
“Not exactly,” I replied. “We’re gonna take it instead.”
My warlords and Bragi all began talking at once as Anakol shot to his feet, but Eir didn’t move a muscle. The green-eyed beauty just looked at me with a slightly hooded gaze, and I sent her a subtle smirk when I noticed a shiver in her wings. Then I held up a hand to silence my clansmen.
“Hylmrek will march on Illska,” I clarified. “Thanks to Eir, we know this is a certainty, and it will ensure Dalir’s downfall if they succeed. However, unlike Hylmrek’s chieftain, I have no issue leading the warriors of an enemy clan. In fact, killing Illska’s leader and forcing them to obey my own command feels like a fitting punishment for their arrogance where our territory is concerned. Would you agree, Bragi?”
I glanced at the amputee, and for the first time since he’d regained consciousness after the raid in Hylmrek, Bragi’s expression showed he really was a cold-blooded warrior at heart.
“This is acceptable, my chief,” Bragi murmured with a cruel grin.
I bowed my head at the sentiment. “All our means can be accomplished with this one retaliation. We punish our enemies, secure the resources of Dalir, gain access to those of Illska, and strengthen our army against the inevitable.”
“But taking Illska will mean we are placing ourselves directly in Hylmrek’s target,” Thyrri pointed out. “Can we do such a thing without preparing for their wrath?”
“Hylmrek will come for us anyway,” I assured her. “This is the best preparation we can do. Either we wait them out and die, or fight this battle on our own terms with as many warriors as we can gather. Starting with Illska. With them under my control, we’ll have nearly four hundred warriors to stand against Hylmrek and who knows how many miles of territory surrounding us.”
“I believe Dalir owns roughly thirty miles of territory?” my wife checked, and I nodded with some surprise at her accuracy. “Illska boasts around one hundred miles to add to this. Plus, the bounty of the Oegyrian Fields will be ours for the taking.”
Anakol furrowed his eyebrows toward his brother while he considered this, but then he turned to me. “My chief, I will always fight for what you seek. Do you truly believe our men are strong enough to win out over Illska?”
“If we play our cards right, they could be,” I answered. “Illska’s guards are strong, and they wield some brutal fucking axes, but they’re slow on their feet, and their weapons are cumbersome. Based on what I’ve seen at the training field, Dalir’s strength lies in the swiftness of our warriors. With more versatile weapons and careful planning, the clansmen would be able to hold their own against Illska long enough for me to murder their chieftain. Once I wear his hide, the battle’s won, right?”
“It is,” Eir said with a nod, “but if we wish to gain all we can from this, Dalir must spare as many lives as possible. Dead warriors are no use to us against Hylmrek.”
“Could you not infiltrate their stronghold in the same way you have already done?” Thyrri suggested.
“I thought about it,” I allowed, “but Eir pointed out that a man with my language trying to take over a larger clan could mean an uprising. If that’s a risk, I need Dalir at my back to keep everything in order. I figure in some ways, it’s best to keep the clansmen of Illska fighting while I do my work. They’ll be focused on trying to stay alive, their chieftain will appear to have a fighting chance, and when it’s all over, Illska’s warriors are all injured, and I won fair and square. It’s a little more work than how we took Dalir, but it’ll pay out in the long-run and keep Illska more in line.”
“We can do this,” Anakol decided. “Dalir warriors are swift in their work, and while we enjoy mutilating our enemies, we have never experienced the glory of overpowering another clan. This will inspire our warriors to act rationally.”
“Well, without the proper preparations, you will not experience anything like glory,” Eir told the warlord. “We have much to do if we are to accomplish this. Illska is a fierce enemy.”
“I know this,” Anakol scoffed, and he crossed his arms defensively.
“I am sure you do,” Eir stiffly allowed, “but I have battled with Illska numerous times in my life, and I can help to prepare the warriors for what awaits them.”
“I am a warlord of Dalir,” the braided man reminded her. “It is my duty to do this, and I will do it well.”
Eir snorted and rolled her eyes. “I didn’t say you could not do it well, I only mean--”
“Can we refocus?” I butted in. “Both of you will be preparing our warriors along with Thyrri, but we need to talk about transportation. There are only eleven drekkadyr in the village right now, but we need many more if we’re gonna get eighty warriors down to Illska.”
“My chief,” Eir spoke up, “if you will permit me to cross our borders without the purpose of a battle, then I am certain I could--”
“Eir,” I sighed, “I already told you, you don’t need my permission to cross borders.”
“Yes, my chief,” the green-eyed beauty said with a small smile. “Then would you trust me to steal more drekkadyr for our clan? The pens in Illska are not guarded, and they are west of the stronghold. It was easy enough to free the small herd we used to bring the hostages home, and running more of them north along the cliffs would be no issue for me.”
I scruffed my beard while I thought over the offer. “You’re confident you can do this without getting ambushed by a patrol? Their guard will probably be more extensive now than it was before we broke in.”
“I will be cautious,” Eir promised. “Dyggur can outrun any drekkadyr if need be, but if I only steal a small group each day, Illska may never be the wiser. They have hundreds there.”
“You might be right, then,” I muttered. “But I don’t like the idea of you going alone. You should have at least one other warrior with you to guard your back. Have Igrid ride with you.”
“My chief,” Bragi cut in. “Surely it is not advisable to allow two women to travel unaccompanied into enemy territory. Have my brother guard them at the very least.”
Anakol immediately nodded in agreement, but I shook my head.
“I know it’s not the way things are usually done,” I allowed. “But Eir’s proven she can hold her own, and Igrid’s lethal as hell. I can vouch for how fast Dyggur is, too. Eir, just remember our discussion last night. I don’t give a fuck about adding to our herd if the situation gets too dangerous. Understood?”
“Understood,” my wife confirmed. “I will take no risks beyond freeing the drekkadyr and herding them north.”
I nodded. “Good. Thyrri, where are we at with those bows you were making for the warriors?”
“I have made only twenty so far,” the woman warlord answered. “I can dedicate more time to this if you wish.”
“No, that’ll be perfect,” I decided. “Eir, let’s get twenty women training exclusively with the bows. We have less clansmen than Illska, so I’d like to have a band of stealth fighters in position throughout the battle to give us an upper-hand. If we station them in the treetops surrounding the stronghold walls, they can focus on utilizing spears and arrows to injure Illska’s warriors. Given what I’ve seen of our fighters so far, a week of training should be enough for the women to become adequate.”
Eir smirked. “Oh, they will be more than adequate when I am finished with them, my chief.”
“Did you say a week?” Thyrri asked as she kneaded her hands anxiously at the thought. “You are certain we can prepare in time?”
“Positive,” I chuckled. “You’ve seen how much this clan can accomplish in that time, and with Eir’s experience, we’ll be more than prepared. The faster we jump on this, the better chances we have of catching Illska off-guard, but let’s get the clansmen alerted immediately. They’re riled up as it is, and I want all this energy going into training and preparation.”
“I will report to the training field at once,” Anakol decided.
The second he moved toward the door, Eir promptly fell in step beside him, and the two exchanged identically hostile glares.
“I will assist, of course,” my wife curtly informed the warlord. “My honorable husband has assigned me to the task of training our warriors as well.”
“My warriors,” Anakol corrected as he threw the door open, and the pair stormed down the front steps while Thyrri and I blinked at each other.
“Has Anakol ever killed a woman in this village?” I checked.
“No, but your wife is concerning,” Thyrri muttered. “She told me she hunted her own clansmen before. Did you know this?”
“Ummm,” I hummed. “Yes. I actually have seen her do this, but I’m sure it’ll be fine. She knows I value Anakol. I think.”
Thyrri arched an eyebrow at this statement before she headed for the door, but I could respect the inclination. Anakol and I had a complicated relationship on account of how loyal the braided man was, and how unconventional I was, so there was a small chance Eir could have misinterpreted his worth.
Either way, Thyrri was already long gone and headed for the training field, and I turned to find Bragi sitting in bed with his stew and a slightly dejected look on his face.
“You bored in here?” I asked.
“Very much so, my chief,” he admitted.
“Good, I’ll help you up,” I said with a nod. “I’ve got work for you, and I think you’ll find it enjoyable. Better not tell Anakol, though. He’s already wound up, and he’s probably not gonna like this.”








Chapter 30
Getting to the blacksmith’s shop was easier than I expected, but we took it nice and slow the whole way. The amputee shook from the effort, but since I knew most of this was from him not eating for the last couple days, it didn’t concern me much. So long as Bragi pulled his weight with Brokkr this week, he’d be ravenous by the end of each day, and he’d have no choice but to eat twice as much as he’d been lately.
As it was, Bragi was so determined to get out of bed and get moving that he did an admirable job of supporting a lot of his weight, and he kept his right side braced on me and his arm around my neck while we hobbled down the footpaths.
We still ended up taking several breaks along the way, but only because Bragi was a very well-known warrior in Dalir.
Apparently, most of the residents had been waiting to see him again, and every clansman and wildish woman we passed derailed their paths to come and greet Bragi.
None of them looked at the amputee with anything like pity while they hugged him, shook his hand, and prattled off everything they had to say in rapid succession, and he smiled graciously as he listened to everyone. All the men who spoke with him placed their hands on their chests when they bowed and left us, but I didn’t miss how blushy a lot of my women warriors got when it came time to say goodbye.
Whatever Bragi said to them in their language brought a charming half-grin to his face and a few playful chuckles from the wildish women, and they’d scruff his dreadlocks or steal a hug from the warrior before they went on their way.
I finally cocked an eyebrow at Bragi after this happened with about seven different groups, but he just shrugged nonchalantly and motioned for us to continue.
Eventually, we made it to Brokkr’s shop, and I was glad to see the blacksmith up to his elbows in soot and metal shavings while he hammered the crap out of a tomahawk head.
“Hey, Brokkr!” I hollered over his hammering. “I brought--”
“Be done in a minute!” Brokkr yelled back without looking up.
Then I helped get Bragi over to a stool near an anvil, and we waited while Brokkr finished shaping the glowing steel and brought it over to his forge.
The blacksmith was burying the tomahawk head in the coals to heat treat it when he started talking again, but unfortunately, his back was still turned to us, and I really, really wished I would’ve known the direction his conversation would go.
Because I sure as hell would’ve stopped him.
“Ye’ know, I’ve been thinking about this infiltratin’ your woman’s so fond of,” Brokkr told me while he raked the coals around. “Ye’ ought to send me into Illska sometime. I could sneak in same as you, take over their blacksmith’s shop, and forge a bunch of shit blades for them, and then your enemies will all be dead in battle before ye’ ever--”
Brokkr froze in the middle of his shit-eating grin when he looked over his shoulder, and he whipped around like a kid caught stealing ice cream at two in the morning.
All I could do was stand stock-still as I met his wide-eyed gaze, and I figured there was a ten percent chance the amputee didn’t comprehend Brokkr’s full meaning just now.
Then I glanced down at Bragi’s cold, hard stare, and I realized there was no hope.
This one statement was enough to prove the forge had never been broken.
“This is Brokkr.” I gruffly cleared my throat. “Brokkr, this is one of Dalir’s best warriors, Bragi. He’s Anakol’s brother.”
“Shhhit,” Brokkr sighed. “Uh… good to meet ye’.”
Bragi didn’t acknowledge the greeting. He just folded his hands in his lap and continued staring the blacksmith down.
“Anyways,” I barreled on, “Bragi’s gonna be working with us here for a while.”
“Ah.” The blacksmith eyed the warrior’s leg injury. “Well, whatever ye’ need, my chief. I could show him how to--”
“You know… right before I lost my leg,” Bragi interrupted, and Brokkr visibly cringed in preparation for the warrior’s speech. “I raised my sword against a madman in Hylmrek. He was stronger, larger, and more ruthless than myself, but I did not fear him.”
“Really?” the blacksmith muttered with a grimace.
“Yes, I was prepared to do all I could to save the last of my warriors,” Bragi assured him. “No matter the opponent. But on the first strike between the madman’s blade and mine, my weapon shattered.”
Brokkr shifted uncomfortably as he shoved his hands in his pockets, and he decided to drop his gaze to the floor for this.
“Many things happened that day,” the warrior continued, “but the most memorable moment to me was not actually the butchering of my leg. You see, I was prepared to fight until death, but I could not resign myself to simply laying down and dying at the hand of my enemy in so disgraceful a manner. Do you know the difference? Have you ever experienced it?”
“No, warrior,” Brokkr mumbled.
Bragi nodded without any surprise. “Well, that day, I learned I had come too far in my life to die an unarmed death, so I was forced to flee, and although I made it to the ramparts, I was still caught by my enemy. His laughter as he severed this leg is a sound I will never forget, but the terror on my brother’s face while he fought to drag me over the wall and spare me a butchering… that was the worst part. Neither of us were armed at that moment, thanks to you.”
I glanced between the two men as a strained silence fell in the shop, but there honestly wasn’t anything for me to say.
As much as I understood the blacksmith’s plight, Bragi was more than justified in calling him out and making it clear what his sabotage really cost the clansmen, so I waited on the sidelines while Brokkr let the warrior’s tale sink in for a long time.
When he finally responded, I couldn’t understand him. The blacksmith spoke in the language of the Farthegns while he struggled to hold Bragi’s gaze, and the warrior looked just as surprised as me to hear it.
His eyebrows shot up while he listened to each slow and choppy phrase, and he didn’t interrupt Brokkr once.
I tried to follow along based on the blacksmith’s gestures, but I got lost within seconds, and when Brokkr finished, he shrugged awkwardly and dropped his gaze to the floor again.
Then Bragi actually grinned a bit as he shook his head, and the amputee crossed his arms to mull over the blacksmith’s statement for a bit.
“Well said,” Bragi eventually replied, “but do not admit as much to my brother. I have some capacity for forgiveness, and just enough malice to almost admire your actions. Anakol is not at all like me in this way. He would kill you for this.”
“That’s alright,” Brokkr snorted. “I’m pretty sure Anakol will be the one who kills me in the end, anyways. Just a matter of time. He fuckin’ hates me.”
“He does,” the warrior flat-out agreed. “However, Anakol believes your forge was broken all these months. I will allow him to carry on thinking it. Not for your sake, but for his.”
“That’d be best,” I muttered.
“I do have one thing to ask of you about this matter, though,” Bragi said as he shifted on his stool to look at me.
“What is it?”
“For several days now, Anakol has been complaining of something,” the warrior replied. “Is it true you have stopped calling this man a slave?”
“It is,” I confirmed. “Once I was certain Brokkr could provide quality weapons to Dalir, I promoted him to clansman. Call it incentive. A good blacksmith is an irreplaceable asset, but a poorly treated one could cost us the entire clan. I haven’t made a formal announcement about it because I knew someone would most likely murder him in the middle of the night. I need the clan to value his work as much as I do first.”
Bragi smirked at the confession, but he didn’t blow up like Anakol would have. The warrior just looked around at the partially finished blades laying on the tables of the blacksmith’s shop, and then he nodded a few times.
“Well,” Bragi sighed, “if he continues creating weapons like the tomahawk my brother carries, it might work out for him.”
“If you’d rather work somewhere else, I’m sure I could find another task for you,” I offered. “It’s only that we need a lot of weapons made up, and bladesmithing’s not only engaging for the mind, but strengthens the body. I thought you might enjoy it given your appreciation for weaponry.”
“No, I will do this work, my chief,” Bragi assured me. “I am curious about it, but I have my misgivings with these new swords. The jagged tip is ideal for mutilation, which I like very much, but this weakens the strength of the blade at one end, no? We are up against battle axes, Brokkr. Not every counterstrike can be perfectly placed when heavier blades are coming down all around you. We need something sturdier to supplement the new swords.”
“You want axes?” the blacksmith asked. “I can make you axes, I just thought it wasn’t--”
“No, no axes, ever,” Bragi quickly replied. “The battle axe symbolizes only brute force. This is why Dalir never lets you forge them. Our warriors train toward more than brute force alone, and not only the women are skilled with their blades here. We pride ourselves in this, but I like your tomahawks. They are more engaging, quick, and versatile, and the spikes… the spikes are very good.”
Brokkr smirked. “Yeah, the spikes were actually our chief’s idea. Don’t tell Anakol.”
I sighed toward my boots, but at least Bragi chuckled at the sentiment.
“I do want to make a lot more tomahawks like the one we made Anakol,” I told the men. “It served me well down in Illska, and the work is something that could be learned pretty quickly.”
“I could make the same design?” Bragi clarified with a greedy grin.
“Identical.” I nodded. “Making a piece like that mostly involves beating the shit out of hot steel, which is incredibly gratifying. You’ll do some forge-welding too, before you start grinding edges to sharpen the bit and the ridges of the spike. Brokkr can take you through the processes.”
“I would enjoy this,” the warrior said without pause. “The tomahawk is impressive.”
“Good,” I chuckled. “I think I have a solution to your issue with the new swords as well. Have either of you ever heard of a Khopesh sword?”
Both men shook their heads, and I grabbed a sheet of steel from a nearby stack before I laid it out on the anvil near Bragi. Then I got some parchment and a chunk of graphite from Brokkr’s worktable, and I knelt down to start sketching out the sickle-sword design of the Egyptians.
The blacksmith and the warrior leaned close as they watched my progress, and I exaggerated the curve of the blade to meet our purposes before I adjusted the back-turn of the tip so the hook-like edge was more prominent. I also wrote a note about the tip being sharpened on both sides, but I made sure to clarify the spine should remain blunt.
“Okay, so think of the Khopesh as a blend between an axe and a sword and a sickle,” I explained as I turned the sketch toward Brokkr and Bragi. “Another term for it would be a sickle-sword, and it has a few similar merits to the tomahawk. It has excellent hacking power, and the curve of the blade with the back-turned tip works perfectly for disarming opponents, especially tearing a shield away from their bodies. The tip is still in line with the wrist though, so you have the thrusting power of a sword, and since it’s a shorter and more compact blade, it can take a heavier hit. There’s more surface area for countering a battle axe too, which you obviously won’t get with a tomahawk.”
“Weight distribution’s ideal,” Brokkr theorized. “It’ll come out heavier than a sword, but it should be easier to wield with precision than a battle axe would be.”
“Much easier,” I agreed, “and our warriors won’t have any issue working with this. The sticks they’re using in training weigh three times more these days.”
“It is a distinct style,” Bragi admired. “I have never seen something like this in the Red Forest.”
“You sure you don’t want it double-edged?” Brokkr checked.
“No need to bother,” I assured him. “I want the spine as thick as possible to add weight, but with this much steel, the warriors could still bludgeon someone to death with that side if they want to. But for this upcoming attack, I need more blocking maneuvers and disarming ability. That’s why I’ve extended the end hook to account for the stoutness of the axes. I know from experience how much time we’ll have between one swipe and another to try and pull Illska’s weapons from them, and that’ll be our best chance of lowering the slaughter rate.”
“But under different circumstances, this will be an ideal weapon for a slaughter that is both efficient and satisfying,” Bragi pointed out. “It sounds as if this blade could hack into the gut like an axe, but slice deeper like a sword. Two quick swipes, one to each side, and many innards would spill out. Plus, mobility would be destroyed on account of the core muscles being severed entirely.”
I nodded. “Definitely.”
“You know, it is so frustrating when you seek to disembowel a man, but he ends up only half-bludgeoned,” Bragi mused as he shifted his long dreads over his shoulders. “Then the bastard is crawling away, and you have to waste time stabbing him repeatedly just to be satisfied, but then his comrades may defend him… Too irritating. I prefer maximum damage with prompt results. Warriors need this kind of satisfaction in the moment of battle. It helps to feed the killing drive and ignore the rest.”
Brokkr blinked at Bragi’s offhanded explanation, but I chuckled in approval of the warrior’s more bloodthirsty side.
“Then we’ll definitely use the Khopesh to slaughter Hylmrek,” I assured him. “For now, Illska can be our test subject for the versatility of its uses.”
“This is true,” the warrior agreed. “Either way, the clansmen will enjoy utilizing this Khopesh. I can tell you that much already. It is a testament to the might of a clan when their weaponry is distinct amongst the others.”
“But that can’t always apply,” I said as I furrowed my brow. “Hylmrek and Illska both just rely on battle axes, and they all have swords and spears. Where does the distinction lie?”
“In the details,” Bragi answered. “Of course, every style of weapon has their uses, and the warriors who are skilled with all of them are never left wanting. However, each clan has their own traditional battle tactics, and this determines what their warriors are known to carry. For example, you can look at Hylmrek’s axes and tell right away that they are not as large as Illska’s, but they have a ball of iron at the base of the head to add weight. They do this because there’s a two-prong spike on the top center, so the weapon can be dropped straight down on a victim without swinging. This is for when they cannot risk injuring their nearby comrades, which is a common issue for Hylmrek. They wage large battles, and they bring all of their warriors with them when they do. Hylmrek’s warriors always have a dwarven sword on hand as well, and this is because they enslave the most dwarves. This is admirable, so they like to flaunt it.”
“Huh,” I muttered. “That all makes a lot of sense.”
“Illska, on the other hand,” Bragi continued, “are more likely to carry a spear with their axes because they hunt the jakyls this way, and it comes naturally to them. A warrior from Illska could spear a running man dead center from fifty yards away.”
“What of Svelgard?” Brokkr asked with a captivated grin. “I’ve never been enslaved by them, so I haven’t seen their weapons, but I’ve heard they lock their slaves in iron boxes filled with spikes when they don’t work.”
Bragi shrugged. “I do not know about these boxes, but Svelgard’s most prominent weapon is the serrated scythes they carry at all times. The first battle I ever fought was against Svelgard, and I will never forget the way they marched across the foothills. Hundreds of warriors came through the snow with a line of three foot scythe blades held high. It was an impressive sight. Things like this are of importance in Farthegn warfare. They define the might of your clan.”
“Yeah, but they’re not all that convenient,” I pointed out.
“Does not matter,” the warrior assured me. “Convenience is not something worth standing for. There is no pride in it. But strength, ruthlessness, or cunning… this is what the Farthegns can take pride in. Virtues of the beasts.”
“Damn,” I muttered, and I decided I did not want to battle any more of these bastards than was absolutely necessary. “What weapon sets Dalir apart?”
“Before you came? None,” the warrior snorted. “It has been many years since we enslaved a blacksmith who could do us credit. Never had one in my lifetime. This is in part why Dalir is not respected. We cannot even wield a weapon of prominence. The tomahawk, though… this is distinct, as are the mutilating swords. Both represent much of what Dalir stands for in a battle. They provide skilled, swift, and bloody deaths, and through many tactics. We must continue this work, so we will be known for our quick and fearsome attacks. Swords of any kind have always been preferred among our warriors too, so I know the clan will take great pride in wielding this Khopesh. I certainly would have.”
Brokkr’s grin faded at the statement, and as Bragi studied the sketch with a nostalgic smirk, the blacksmith promptly hopped up to get some steel in the forge for him.
“Well, walking into Illska with three new weapons of prominence is definitely a good place to start, then,” I decided, and I shifted the paper to make a few more notes on the sketch. “Given what we know about the weight of their axes, let’s set the jagged swords aside and focus on the Khopeshes for now. Brokkr, what’s your thickest sheet of 5160 steel?”
“About two-fifths of an inch,” the blacksmith answered. “Hardly ever use the stuff, so there’s plenty to pull from. I take it we’re in a time crunch if you’re not forgin’?”
“Yeah, I’d like to let you forge all these sickle-swords, but we need to work as fast as possible this week,” I told him, and Bragi stroked his chin with intrigue while he listened. “If the Khopesh works out well for the clan in this upcoming attack, we’ll focus on perfecting the design any way we can. I think it’s about time Dalir has some distinction in the Red Forest, but for now, those two-fifths sheets will be perfect. We’re gonna do a single, solid cut with this design to keep the finished product sturdy as hell. Run the tang all the way through the handle, but don’t get too heavy-handed grinding the spine. Like I said, I want to keep as much overall girth as we can. The blade will be two and a half inches wide at its broadest point in the curve, so that should give us some decent weight.”
“Yes, my chief,” Brokkr agreed. “How many do you want made? Between the tomahawks and cutting all this sheet steel, I’m not gonna be able to finish enough for the whole clan too quickly.”
“I have an idea that can help with efficiency,” I said, and Brokkr cocked an eyebrow from his spot near the forge. “We can make a full-sized pattern of the sword using some of the 1095 steel. Then we can trace out the designs on the 5160, and since we wouldn’t have to measure each piece, all we’d have to do is cut them out and remove the burrs.”
“That could work,” Brokkr muttered with a thoughtful expression.
“Good, because I need every warrior carrying a Khopesh within the week,” I said, “but Bragi can fill you in on the details about this attack. I also have a few ideas about increasing productivity here that I need to address first thing. Right now, get Bragi forging the tomahawks, and you can start cutting for the Khopesh. Set up a station for him near the forge, and as soon as I’m back from the slave houses, I’ll work on the cutting with you.”
“Alright, but I really don’t need to be trippin’ over slaves in here,” the blacksmith grumbled. “This warrior, I don’t mind, but if ye’ think having me train ten more people will increase productivity, you’re dead wrong. I won’t be able to get anything done.”
“Don’t worry, I’m only bringing you one slave,” I assured him. “He won’t require any training, and I think you’re gonna love him, but how many grinding stones do you have?”
“One set up, four stowed away.” Brokkr shrugged. “Why?”
“I think I can cut your grinding time down by about twentyfold,” I said on my way to the back door. “Get Bragi set up and pull two spare grinding stones out. I’ll be back soon.”
Then I left the blacksmith’s shop, and as soon as the fresh air hit me, I started making a mental list of everything I needed to get accomplished in the short time before we moved in on Illska. The list was more than extensive, and it overlapped with everything I already had to keep track of in Dalir, but I dialed my attention back to getting through this first day of preparation.
Finding out how much we could accomplish today would give me a decent idea of what Dalir could bring to the table.
So far, everything was already lining up to get us off to a strong start, and I had a handful of right-hand warriors to help me cover all the bases. Plus a blacksmith who would work his ass off with me to meet our goal, and an entire slew of clansmen and slaves prepared to heed my every order.
Not to mention, a deadly and highly-trained wife who’d fought battles against our primary target since the age of eleven.
All I had to do was keep my head on straight and all my cards in order, and this attack could be entirely manageable.
I continued with my chieftain’s duties like it was any other day, and I stopped at the healer’s hut first thing to see how the hostages were doing. Amaeda was out making her rounds though, and I got the impression she hadn’t taken a break all night.
Luckily, one of her assistants was around and able to give me a thorough update on the situation, and it sounded like everyone would make a full recovery. Aside from malnutrition and some residual delirium, the main problem we were up against were the infections from their lashing wounds.
According to the more cognitive patients, Illska used scourges with sharpened metal scraps tied at the ends, and this left most of my hostages with badly lacerated backs they’d been forced to wash in the filthy water from the bathing alcove. A handful of the men were flailed in more tender areas, and four had their tongues cut out within the last two weeks. Unfortunately, the infections for these last patients had spread to their throats already, and I rifled my hair and nodded along while the healer’s assistant listed all this off for me.
Still, she reassured me several times over that Amaeda was confident my clansmen would recover, and I’d already learned I could place a lot of faith in the old elf.
The man who’d been puking his brains out even managed to stop retching after three straight hours in Amaeda’s care last night, so that part was good news.
About fifteen of the patients could keep their stew down as well, and anyone who could speak showered the slaves with gratitude, which I didn’t expect to hear. The men who had wives in the village expressed their eagerness to be allowed to see them, but I instructed the healer’s assistant to hold off for another day or two until Amaeda was certain the infections were well in hand.
My warrior women would all be training hard for the week, and I knew how many open wounds they always got in the process.
Then I arranged for more supplies to be foraged from the woods in case our healing stock ran low, and I let the slave know we’d need plenty extra within the week to prepare for the fallout from our attack on Illska. Before I left the healing hut, I made sure she would pass on my order to have Amaeda rest this evening and spend an hour in the sun first thing tomorrow, but then I headed for my private reserves.
I grabbed a few clansmen along the way and helped them haul a fresh barrel of ale from the cellar, and I delivered orders for them to make the rounds to the hostages’ huts. Anyone who could keep their stew down would get a ration of ale each afternoon, and the same group was left in charge of bringing solid foods for them within the next two days.
Then I made my way to the longhouses at the southern edge of the village, and I was relieved to see I didn’t have any surly or suspicious clansmen watching my every move anymore. It looked like Anakol was right about morale improving after our efforts in Illska last night, and I just hoped Eir’s dedication at the training field would further solidify Dalir’s acceptance of her.
I had enough on my plate without the threat of a mutiny looming over me.
On the plus side, one of my largest concerns could potentially be addressed by employing a certain old slave to help me out, and my fingers tingled with anticipation as I entered one of the longhouses.
I’d been hoping I could find use for the one sorcerer I had in Dalir, and today I might have landed on the perfect task for him.
Every slave in the longhouse was bundling freshly foraged herbs for the healer even though I never ordered them to, and they all offered deep bows and congratulations on freeing our hostages from Illska. I thanked them as I passed on my way to the far back corner, and when I found an old man still struggling to rise, I waved him back to his grassy bed.
The old sorcerer Eir and I had spoken to wheezed in the effort to sit again, and I smirked while I counted seventeen carved and sanded atlatls piled around him.
“I take it you haven’t been resting like I told you to,” I sighed, and the old man chuckled lightly.
“Apologies, my chief,” he rasped. “I wasn’t tired. Don’t mind the work.”
“Good,” I said with a grin, “because I have an important task for you, but it’ll require the use of your magic. Are you able to sustain your wind powers for extended periods of time?”
The old sorcerer looked up at me with blank surprise in his dull-blue eyes at first, but then he nodded. “Sure can, my chief. So long as I drink plenty of water, I can work in my craft. It’s never been of much use to the Farthegns.”
“Well, you just became a hot commodity in Dalir,” I informed him. “Come on, I’ll help you up. You’re working in the blacksmith’s shop from now on.”
The slaves looked on with wide smiles as I led the sorcerer to the door, and I supported his weight by his arm as he shuffled slowly along. The proud smirk the old man kept sending the other slaves made it impossible not to grin as much as they were, and I let him soak up his glory moment whenever we passed a rogue slave on our way through the village, too.
We talked about his craft for part of the way, as well as how long he’d been in Dalir, and it turned out the old man was stolen during the raid in Hylmrek. His name was Westis, and he was at the slave village for the sole purpose of making sure the stench from their shitting area blew away from the one useless guard in the place. This meant he’d been apart from the rest of the slaves and easily stolen when the raid began, but aside from being beaten all the way back to Dalir, the old man assured me he felt fortunate now that he worked for a decent chieftain.
After processing this, I took us on a detour to the tanner’s shop, and I grabbed the thickest hide he had in the place. Then I bundled it under my arm, and Westis and I arrived back at Brokkr’s shop to find Bragi set up and hammering on a lump of steel.
The amputee now had his own anvil right near the forge, and I could tell he’d already tapped into the therapeutic nature of the work. I’d beaten out a lot of my frustrations on axe heads before, but Bragi used that extra bit of Farthegn rage in every hit, and he wore a satisfied grin on his sweaty face while he did so.
The warrior was so absorbed in his work that I left him to it without interrupting, but Brokkr stopped sawing on a sheet of 5160 when he saw me enter with the old man.
“Hiya, chief.” The blacksmith mopped some sweat from his brow with a rag as he came over to meet us. “I’m finishing up the first cutting already. Is this the slave you mentioned?”
“Sorcerer,” I corrected, and a grin twitched at the corners of Brokkr’s mouth. “Westis, this is Brokkr. You’ll be working together from here on out.”
“If you prefer this, my chief, but I don’t know a thing about smithin’,” Westis said with a worried frown.
“That’s just fine,” I assured him. “Your station’s over here near the worktable. Brokkr, can you send someone to get a pail of water in here?”
The blacksmith nodded. “Sure thing, my chief.”
I led the sorcerer to the back of the shop while I eyed the grinding stones Brokkr had already got set up around the place, and I moved a stool closer to the corner wall so the old man would be able to rest his back. Then I laid the thick hide from the tanner on the stool to make it more comfortable, and the old sorcerer looked at me in utter confusion as I helped him to his seat.
“Now, your primary job is to sit here, drink water, and make those grinding stones turn as fast as possible whenever we use them,” I told the man.
Westis stared at me like a guppy. “That’s… it? Ye’ sure you don’t want me making something, or--”
“That’d be good, too,” I said with a shrug. “The grinding stones are the most important duty, and we’re going to use them a lot this week, but you’ve proven you have a decent talent for woodworking. This is also useful to us. We need handles for our tomahawks, and scales for the sickle-sword hilts, so anything you can do while also running the grinding stones is fine by me. I’ll have dimensions drawn up and wood delivered whenever you need more, but I do have a couple minor tasks I’d like you to keep track of while you’re here.”
“Anything, my chief,” Westis quickly answered, and I smirked at how big his weathered grin was getting. “Whatever you need. Happy to be of use in any way I can.”
“See that man by the forge?” I asked and gestured to Bragi. “He’s gonna get hot as hell over there, so keep a steady breeze heading his way, but try not to let it cool the metal he’s forging. Other than that, order us ale every few hours. We’ve got a lot of work ahead of us.”
“Yes, my chief,” Westis agreed, and he straightened up on his stool as he looked around the shop with an eager glint in his dull-blue eyes. “I’ll handle all of this. It’d be an honor to serve ye’ myself.”
“I certainly appreciate it,” I told the old man. “I’ll arrange to have your meals brought here, including breakfast. Brokkr starts work early in the day, and I’d like you available for anything he needs, but if you’re out of water or need a break from using your magic, just let him know. He’s a good man, and he’ll find a routine both of you can work with.”
The old sorcerer bowed his head in gratitude, and once a young slave woman arrived with a pail of water and a clay cup, I assigned her the task of making sure our new smithing assistant was looked after throughout the day.
Then a cool breeze kicked up in the shop, and Bragi abruptly stopped hammering as he let out a sigh of relief near the forge.
“That’s our sorcerer, Westis,” I explained while I came over to check on his progress. “He’ll be helping out in here. Looks like you’ve already got a decent handle on these tomahawk heads.”
“This is good work,” Bragi panted with a tired smile. “Not quite as satisfying as disembowelment, but rather close.”
“Glad to hear it,” I chuckled. “From now on, you’ll be eating the same fare as the clansmen whenever you’re in the shop, but I need your word you’ll keep up on that stew in the morning and evening. It’ll feed your blood.”
“Certainly, my chief,” the warrior agreed, and I clapped him on the shoulder before I headed over to Brokkr.
I noticed Bragi sent a friendly nod to the sorcerer while he buried his tomahawk head in the coals, and the many bows Westis returned to him made me chuckle a bit. Working with sorcerers and war heroes was definitely a new setup for me, but it looked like this crew might balance out pretty well, and Brokkr seemed just as pleased when I joined him near the wooden tables.
“What have we got over here?” I asked Brokkr while I eyed the line of scale-crusted tomahawk heads.
“These are the pieces I finished the first temper on yesterday,” the blacksmith replied. “Got twelve of the spiraled spike design ready for grinding and cleaning up, and those four jagged swords at the other end of the table need a heat treat still. I know you said to switch to the Khopesh, but I already started ‘em yesterday, so I’ll probably finish them up later tonight. Don’t like to leave unfinished work layin’ around. Can’t stand a cluttered workspace.”
I cocked an eyebrow as I eyed the many piles of scrap metal all over the shop floor, and Brokkr sent me a broad grin before he tossed his sweaty rag in the corner.
“Well, it’s your shop,” I snorted. “We’ll start grinding all this as soon as we have some rough stock cut out for the sickle-swords. I’ll bet two ales I finish cutting five Khopeshes before you do.”
“Ohhh, so the wanderling’s gonna outshine the blacksmith, eh?” Brokkr crossed his arms. “Feelin’ pretty cocky now that you’re set to take yet another clan…”
“I wouldn’t say tha--”
“Nooo, I understand,” Brokkr cut in with a solemn nod. “Got yourself a fine woman and a whole slew of Farthegns at your beck and call. It’s gone to your head a bit, but ye’ have yourself a deal, my chief. Only it’s three ales, and I’ll get seven done first.”
“Deal,” I agreed, but when I reached over to grab a hacksaw off the wall, the blacksmith swiftly knocked it to the ground on his way to his workstation.
I chuckled and shook my head as he shamelessly shoved a stool in my path too, but then he started sawing like his life depended on it, and I calmly stretched my arms and back a bit while I set up shop at the next vise.
Back in Alaska, my grandfather insisted I work without any power tools for two full years when he first taught me about knife making. I hated most of those days spent hand sawing and filing my ass off, but I’d actually learned to appreciate the more hands-on approach.
Burt probably didn’t know it’d pay off in this way, but still, the old guy knew what he was doing.
I took my time transferring Brokkr’s outline to my sheet steel, and then I settled in for a long day of sawing while the blacksmith shot me a smug glance.
After that, the two of us only stopped our work long enough to teach Bragi about forge welding or give him pointers on shaping, and even though Brokkr had a head start on me, I still finished cutting the rough stock for seven Khopeshes a matter of minutes before he did.
Brokkr insisted I only won because I’d never had to live on a slave’s diet, but when I reminded him he’d been eating like a clansman lately, he didn’t have much to say. I ordered him a horn of ale anyway, along with my three and a couple for Bragi, but testing out our new grinding setup instantly cheered the blacksmith up.
With Westis using his arctic wind to turn the grinding stones, I was finally working with some tools in this world that could hold a candle to my setup in Talkeetna, and the look on Brokkr’s face was priceless. We both finished off a pair of tomahawk heads in a little under a half hour, and then the two of us set up shop at the grinding stones for the rest of the day to finish the tomahawks and the four jagged swords.
Westis gladly kept more ale coming in for us every few hours, and he ordered grilled fish and flatbread for everyone without me having to ask. The hours blurred past while we drank and worked our asses off to meet our quota for the day, and we’d just finished refining the edges on our first two Khopesh swords when Brokkr nudged my arm.
“My chief!” Brokkr hollered above the racket of the shop. “A woman’s here for you!”
I cooled my blade and set it aside before I swiped some metal shavings from my forearms, and I turned around expecting to see my beautiful, winged wife waiting for me, but it wasn’t her.
One of my warrior women was standing at the wooden table outside the shop, and as soon as I saw the bandages on her head, I recognized her as the one huntress who’d escaped Illska’s attack a couple days ago. She was clutching the hide I left at the healer’s hut for her, and the worn-out look on her face abruptly reminded me how many duties a chieftain had in the Red Forest.
I promptly abandoned my workstation, and I came around the table to talk with my injured hunter while I raised my voice above Bragi’s hammering and Brokkr’s grinding.
“Are you alright?” I checked.
“Anakol sent me to confirm the celebration feast for this evening, my chief!” the huntress hollered back, and she offered me the fur hide. “I brought you this, too!”
“You can keep it!” I assured the woman. “But I asked if you’re alright! How are you feeling?”
The huntress forced a blank smile and nodded, but her eyes welled with tears a split second later.
I looked around for the nearest bench as I took her arm. Then I led the wildish woman away from the noise of the shop to sit down, and I tried to swipe some of the sweat from my face while I joined her.
The day was dimming already, and the chilly air through my thin tunic was a welcome relief after hours in the blacksmith’s shop, but it looked like my huntress had been working hard as well.
She wore fresh blood in her messy blonde dreadlocks, and I recognized several new injuries from the sticks at the training field. I was glad to see the woman was up and about so soon, especially considering her head was still bandaged, but I could tell she was barely keeping it together.
I couldn’t blame her.
Amaeda warned she was in a bad way after being attacked with her hunting companions, and my other women informed me her older sister was one of the bludgeoned warriors we buried. Judging by how frantic she was when she finally reached Dalir, I had a feeling my huntress had witnessed her own sister’s mutilation out there.
“I’m sorry, I’d hug you,” I told her, “but I’m all sweaty from--”
The woman immediately tucked herself under my arm before I finished talking, and I couldn’t help smirking a bit as I hugged her tighter.
I forgot I wasn’t dealing with the type of women who’d insist I take a shower before I came anywhere near them anymore. I was a Farthegn chieftain now, and my warrior women didn’t give a fuck if I was sweaty, bloody, or covered in scraps of metal.
They just needed me to take care of them, so I gave the huntress a minute to cling to me while we sat at the edge of the clearing, and I could tell from her shaking that she was trying to cry as quietly as possible.
“I came by the healer’s hut to visit you earlier, but you weren’t awake,” I murmured. “I wanted to tell you I’m sorry you lost your sister like that. It shouldn’t have happened, but I promise I’m doing everything I can to make sure nothing like this ever happens to our women again. I won’t let it.”
“I know, my chief,” the hunter sniffed. “I am sorry for my weakness, I just--”
“Hey,” I cut in, and I tilted her chin up so she had to look me in the eye. “There isn’t anything like weakness in you. You escaped those bastards and made it all the way home to warn me in time. Because of you, we were able to butcher their asses and leave them in the river to rot, and now Dalir is guarded better than it has been in ages. I’m proud of you.”
This seemed to ease the woman’s mind a little, and she nodded while she dabbed the last of her tears away with the hide I gave her.
“You’ve heard about the upcoming attack against Illska?” I asked.
“Yes, my chief,” she mumbled, “but can Dalir truly do this? We are not as formidable as Illska, and those men were… they just… we couldn’t…”
I shook my head to silence her. “Forget about those men. I already made sure they got what they deserved. What matters now is if you trust me. Do you?”
“Of course, my chief,” the woman answered without skipping a beat. “You have honored Dalir in all ways.”
“Then you know we can do this,” I continued, and I brushed one of her bloody braids out of her face. “I wouldn’t give the order if I wasn’t sure Dalir could rise to this challenge, and you’ll be in Illska fighting beside us, so our chances are already looking good.”
The wildish woman smiled at the praise, and I recognized a telltale glint of bloodlust in her watery eyes. It was a look I’d come to appreciate in my warriors by now, and seeing this assured me she’d be feeling much better soon enough.
“I’ll have new weapons for the clan within a few days,” I added so the huntress would perk up even more. “New tomahawks and a new style of sword, but I’m training more hunters this week, too. Why don’t you come out and hunt with me tomorrow?”
“Really?” she asked, and her relief was palpable as she tightened her hold on my hide. “I would feel better if I hunted, but I was too nervous to go today.”
“That’ll pass,” I assured her. “You’re a fucking lethal woman, you just need to get back out there and remember it. Meet us in the clearing tomorrow morning. A few days hunting with me and the other women will do you good.”
“Thank you, my chief,” the huntress sighed.
I grinned as I pulled her to her feet and into my arms, and I left a light kiss on her bandaged head while she buried her face against my chest. She didn’t let go right away, so I let her stay with me a while longer, and when I released the woman, she looked infinitely less worn out than she had when she first showed up at the shop.
“Now, go and tell Anakol the feast is still on for this evening,” I said as I tilted my head toward the training field. “Dalir has plenty to celebrate despite our losses, and it looks like you’ve trained hard enough to earn a decent meal today.”
The wildish woman sent me a grateful smile, and she didn’t hesitate to make her way across the clearing to the lanes as she kept my hide clutched against her armor.
I watched her go while I headed back toward Brokkr’s shop, but as proud as I was to see the hunter already responding well to my efforts, I was suddenly acutely aware of how much Illska had wronged our clan.
Not just one, but four of my women were bludgeoned beyond measure at Illska’s hand this week, and thirty of my starved clansmen were dug out of their dungeon with lashings, infections, and missing tongues. Those bastards even had the balls to raid our lands for resources despite their territory being almost four times as large, and these were only the misgivings I had with them personally.
Illska also burned slaves alive, degraded and beat every prisoner they jailed, piled their own dead up for canal sealant, and who knew what else?
It was past time these Farthegn fucks had their asses handed to them, and as I re-entered the blacksmith’s shop, I took a second to tally up the many tomahawks and Khopesh swords I saw.
Then a deadly grin came to my face.
We were less than a full day into our preparations for battle, and I could already tell Dalir would more than deliver the punishment that was due.








Chapter 31
Over the next few days, a storm system gathered in the area, but it didn’t disrupt our preparations. The clan continued their work through drizzly mornings and stormy afternoons, and if the weather let up by the evening, we gathered for our feasts just the same.
This meant I had even more details to attend to in terms of lumber storage and muddy building conditions at the defensive walls, and my schedule was so jam-packed between the village and the blacksmith’s shop that I hardly had time to pause long enough to keep track of the days.
Honestly, though, I might have had a less hectic schedule if Eir wasn’t in the middle of what I could only describe as a sexual awakening.
Ever since I finally got it through to my virgin wife that she had every right to jump my bones whenever she wanted, I found myself fucking her an average of three times a day, depending on her training schedule. Sometimes, Eir would saunter up and casually request I join her to discuss important matters that didn’t exist, but other times, she straight-up dragged me out of the blacksmith’s shop without a damn word.
Brokkr, Westin, and Bragi smirked from their workstations whenever my winged wife grabbed my shirt and hauled me away, and all I could do was mumble a few apologies to the group as I tripped over everything in my path and out the back door.
During half of these instances, we never made it to my hut before Eir was tearing my belt buckle open. Then I’d ended up fucking the Nordic beauty up against the walls of three random residents’ homes that we stumbled into along the way.
There were some occasions when Eir felt more seductive about her appetite though, and my wife learned pretty quickly that she could lure me away with little more than a flirty look and “accidentally” snapping the string of her thong near me. Every time I heard the sound, my head swiveled her way like a magnet, and I abandoned training, hunting, smithing, and even feasts to bend the green-eyed beauty over felled logs, barrels of ale, or one time… a grinding stone.
But that was only because Brokkr helped Westin get back to the slave houses at night, and Eir developed a bit of a kink for the smell of smoke and hot steel on me.
Another thing that drove me wild about her.
So, safe to say, I’d never cummed more frequently in my entire life than I did in my first week of marriage with Eir, but she actually trumped my record by a mile.
I could make my woman orgasm just by teasing her wings and growling something filthy in her ear, and damn it if she didn’t turn into a fiend for me immediately afterward. One climax was never enough either, and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t take full advantage of this a few times.
Whenever I made my wife wait to orgasm, Eir reverted to two different extremes: calling me her chief and begging for it, or clawing and biting for it, and in both scenarios, I climaxed in under a minute whether I wanted to or not.
I could never deny the Nordic beauty any longer than that because I was just as addicted to her tight wet pussy as she was to my cock.
And it didn’t matter how many orgasms she’d gotten out of me that day. Every night I still found myself looking up at Eir’s flawless form while she rode my dick in front of our fireplace, and some mornings, she got a quickie out of me before I had to meet my women hunters at dawn.
Then I’d half-limp, half-shuffle my way through the rainy lanes of Dalir, and my warrior women would offer me eager smiles as they passed over a spear so I could lead the way into the western grounds.
All of this aside though, it wasn’t long before I noticed Eir wasn’t the loudest moaner in the village anymore.
Within a couple days of announcing the battle against Illska, the sound of my warrior women panting and shrieking with pleasure filled the lanes even before darkness had fallen each night, but this made sense to me.
Why shouldn’t the impending chance of death inspire the clansmen to embrace the more pleasurable things in life?
But this was only the tip of the iceberg.
It turned out, Farthegns fed off the promise of bloodshed in ways I hadn’t been prepared for, and it was subtle at first.
The shift in the atmosphere of Dalir started with sterner scowls and a more purposeful stride among the clansmen, and I noted early on that they left the training field with more blood on them than usual. There was less jovial comradery at the feasts in the evening too, with low conversations about past battles either won or lost becoming the norm, and I never saw my warriors mulling around the lanes with little to do. Everyone was either training their asses off, prepping meals, or hauling lumber for the walls no matter the weather.
Then it came time to pass out our first batch of new weapons, and that’s when shit got strange.
We’d been working three straight days and averaging about ten tomahawks with the extended, ridged spike by the time we closed up shop for the night. We also managed to complete over twenty Khopesh swords in the same time, and thanks to Westin and the carpenter’s help, Brokkr was able to secure the handles on everything we finished by the next morning.
By this point, most of the village was already carrying either dwarven swords or the regular style of tomahawks Brokkr handed out before, but I wanted our warriors to have plenty of practice implementing all of our weapons together, so we decided to hand out what we’d finished so far.
This was only half of the reason we chose to do it on the third day. The other half was Anakol finally started using full sentences with me again.
The first day my braided warlord walked into the blacksmith’s shop and found his brother hammering hot steel was a tense one to say the least. Anakol didn’t exchange more than a clipped “yes, my chief,” with me ever since, but he still did his duties. He patrolled, trained, and managed the build on the defensive walls just as he should, but he mostly stuck with curt nods or shakes of the head whenever I was around.
Then Bragi’s enthusiasm for his new work must have finally won out because on the third day of our preparation, I caught Anakol rubbernecking his brother’s progress near the forge. Brokkr had just left to get wood for heating his quenching vats, and Anakol made a big show of pretending he showed up for advice from Bragi about training the warriors. The braided man dropped the charade pretty quickly once he switched to his native language though, and Bragi’s gestures during their discreet conversation made it clear what they were talking about.
I pretended I didn’t notice Anakol’s obvious intrigue in the process, but the grinding work on the spiraled spike actually made him grin a bit. He was even chuckling with pride by the time Bragi finished lining up seven of his most recent pieces, but then Brokkr returned, and since he understood the Farthegn language, it took the blacksmith five seconds to realize what was going on.
“Ahhh, so you’re curious about smithin’, Anakol?” Brokkr loudly inquired, and the warlord jumped as his expression hardened. “Why didn’t ye’ say so? Just because you’re a prick don’t mean I won’t answer your questions.”
“I have no questions, I am here on important business involving real work,” Anakol growled. “The warriors require--”
“Expertly crafted weapons,” Brokkr cut in with a smug smirk. “Yeah, I know, but don’t worry. I have everything under control. In fact, why don’t ye’ stick around and learn a thing or two? Smithing’s a true art form, and even the chief himself and one of Dalir’s most celebrated warriors can appreciate--”
“My chief, Thyrri wishes to discuss our plan of attack at your earliest convenience,” Anakol firmly interrupted, and he knocked into Brokkr as hard as possible on his way to join me near the grinding stone. “She believes it would settle the energy of the clan if we gave them more explicit instructions.”
“Are the clansmen getting anxious?” I checked while I cooled the Khopesh blade I was grinding.
“On the contrary,” Anakol replied, “they have begun to feel the heat of the upcoming attack in their veins. It would be wise to hone their focus as much as possible at this time.”
“Great, let’s go over it all this evening,” I decided. “Eir and Igrid have managed to get us another thirty-eight drekkadyr already, so we should be able to move ahead with the plan we have in mind. I’ll bring Bragi back after we finish working, and we can finalize everything at your place, but why don’t you gather the clan in the central clearing right now? We have about thirty tomahawks and twenty-eight of the new sickle-swords to pass out. I’ll go over the techniques real quick, and you get them practicing hands-on with it all today.”
“Thank you, my chief, I will see it done immediately,” Anakol said with an eager grin. “This would help the warriors quite a lot.”
The warlord offered a bow of his head before he turned for the back door of the shop, but before he made it there, Brokkr decided to give Bragi several loud compliments about what a natural he was at smithing. He even told the amputee a talent like his must run in his blood, but then Anakol slammed the back door behind him.
Bragi just snickered to himself. “You tread on thin ice, Brokkr… my brother will cut your tongue out one of these days if you keep it up.”
“Oh, absolutely,” the blacksmith heartily agreed. “No doubt he’ll do it with a blade you made specially for him.”
I laughed at the sentiment while the amputee nodded with pride, and even though I couldn’t believe the gall of my blacksmith sometimes, I was glad to see the two men got along so well. Bragi’s health and strength improved with every day he spent forging in the shop, and Brokkr gave him more work to do as he perfected different stages of the forging process. It was hard to believe Bragi was Anakol’s brother sometimes given how easygoing he was with the blacksmith, and he didn’t even slit Brokkr’s throat the day he suggested the amputee run faster next time a sword shatters on him.
I half-expected Bragi to at least hurl a forging hammer at the blacksmith’s skull, but he chuckled down at his missing leg instead, raised a horn of ale in Brokkr’s direction, and drained it on his behalf.
Overall, having a celebrated warrior around the shop worked out in a lot of ways, and not only for his own health and state of mind. Brokkr got a lot less glares from the clansmen once they saw the two working amicably together, and when I casually had the blacksmith start wearing the same black tunic and buckskin pants as the clan, no one batted an eye.
Everyone in the blacksmith’s shop wore the same aside from Westin, and the clansmen who were now gathering in the clearing outside didn’t seem to mind that Brokkr had a hornful of ale in one hand while he arranged the new weapons on the front table.
Probably because their most respected warrior and the chieftain of Dalir were both emptying a couple horns, too.
Only Anakol eyed Brokkr with disdain when he arrived and posted himself beside me in front of the shop tables, but even he couldn’t focus too much on the strange sight. There were too many deadly and glinting blades lined up now to be ignored, and my braided warrior grinned down at the display while the last of the clansmen joined us in the drizzly clearing.
Then I revealed the new swords to the clan, and no one could have focused on anything but the Khopeshes after that.
I had to hand it to Bragi, he really knew what he was talking about when it came to weapons of prominence among the Farthegns.
The whole clan hung on my every word as I explained the tactics they’d be implementing with our new weapons, and I was pleased to see a glint of longing in all of their eyes. Hearing they’d each be wielding the same tomahawk as Anakol soon sent a wash of greedy grins rippling through the crowd too, but the Khopesh sobered them all as their expressions gradually darkened to murderous ones.
The more I detailed the various techniques the thick, curved, and hooked blade made possible, the more the clansmen pressed forward toward the blacksmith’s shop, but I didn’t yet know how much this reveal would end up impacting the clan.
I was just excited to give my warriors a weapon of prominence they could take pride in wielding. Anakol’s encouraging nods kept me rambling about several different perks of the tomahawk-Khopesh combo, and then I finally beckoned the warriors closer to grab one of each design.
That’s when the first full-on brawl suddenly erupted in Dalir.
“Again, we’ll have more of each design available in the next couple days!” I bellowed. “There will be plenty to go around!”
My words did nothing to quell the issue as a mob of Farthegns rushed the blacksmith’s front tables, and they shoved, punched, and climbed over one another while the razor-sharp blades were consumed in the mass.
Anakol dragged me out of the line of fire a bit while he chuckled with pride, and when I sent a confused glance his way, my braided warlord advised I let the clan fight it out.
“This is good, my chief!” Anakol hollered above the cat-like hisses of my warrior women. “Thyrri and I were hoping for as much! The clansmen are impatient to spill the blood of our enemies, and when Farthegns fight in their own village, you know their focus is in the right place!”
“Okay, but did you tell them we’re only spilling the minimal amount of blood in Illska?” I yelled back. “Because I do need as many of their warriors left alive as possible if we’re gonna defend ourselves against Hylmrek!”
Anakol shrugged while we watched three women take a burly clansman down so they could wrestle his Khopesh sword from him. “Your warriors will obey you when the time comes, my chief! This kind of behavior is healthy at this time! As the chieftain, you should encourage it! Tell the women you are proud of them!”
I raised my eyebrows as I considered the tangle of braids and dreadlocks in front of me, and when one wildish woman crawled out victorious, she sent me a huge, bloody grin with a Khopesh sword in hand.
“Looking good!” I yelled above the hissing.
The warrior woman let out a devious chuckle as she panted through her bared teeth, but her eyes burned with pure predation like no one else I’d come across in Dalir so far. I couldn’t deny it was an impressive sight, even though it did catch me off-guard, but then one of my clansmen decided to try and steal her new blade away.
The idiot took her claws across his face at full force, and Anakol and I stumbled backward just in time to dodge her flailing strikes.
“Ohhh, shit!” I groaned. “Should I…”
“Nope,” Anakol snickered. “This will serve us very well, my chief! Let them tear each other apart for a while, but I should get to the training field! This thirst for blood will fuel our practice quite well today!”
“Uh… yeah,” I replied with a blank nod. “Sounds good.”
Anakol sent me a broad grin before he strolled into the fray, and as four men toppled into him, he laughed and decked two of them in return.
I smirked and shook my head while I watched my braided warrior wrestle his way to the lanes on the west side of the clearing, but if my most uptight warlord wasn’t concerned, then I figured I shouldn’t be, either.
I slipped back behind the empty wooden table and into Brokkr’s shop, and Bragi sent me a reassuring nod from the forge.
“I told you, my chief!” the warrior hollered as he raked the coals around. “They appreciate this new design! You have honored Dalir immensely!”
“Well, that’s good, I guess,” I chuckled as Westin and Brokkr came over to enjoy the show.
The three of us watched in silence as Igrid beat two warrior women at once and made out with both a new tomahawk and a Khopesh sword for herself, but eventually, I realized my warriors were starting to spill a lot of each others’ blood out there.
I nudged Brokkr toward the stacks of sheet steel.
“Okay, we have to get to work,” I announced. “No one sleeps tonight until we finish off at least ten more of each design, and we’re all starting early tomorrow. No breaks. Westin… double the ale deliveries.”
“Certainly, my chief,” the old sorcerer rasped as he bobbed his head. “You boys just focus on your work. I’ll take care of it all.”
It was hours after dark before Bragi and I hobbled our way from the blacksmith’s shop to my warlords’ hut. Eir strolled along beside us in the pouring rain, and she gushed about the violence she’d been seeing at the training field today with adorable enthusiasm.
My bowhunting wife even acknowledged the sickle-sword was a blade she could see the merit of, but when I offered to make a custom one just for her, she promptly shot the idea down. According to Eir, it would make no difference whether her blade was specially designed by me or not, and she didn’t want to waste the time of the chief on such a trivial thing.
I smirked as I eyed the dismissive wave of her hand, but I didn’t push the topic. The way I saw it, every haughty speech she made about bladesmithing would only make my victory on the matter even sweeter one day, but Bragi cocked an eyebrow at me when Eir referred to the Khopesh as a “charming design, but obviously less versatile than a bow.”
He was still chuckling at her opinions when we climbed the few steps to Anakol and Thyrri’s hut, but then we all refocused on the task at hand as we gathered at my warlords’ table.
Anakol passed around mugs of ale for everyone while Thyrri updated me on the progress among the warriors, and I grinned through it all to hear how enthusiastic the sparring matches had gotten this afternoon. Her decision to leave the warriors’ shields behind for the battle concerned me at first, but once she detailed the two-hand tactics our clansmen were implementing with their Khopesh and tomahawks, I decided my warlord knew what she was doing.
“What about our bowhunters?” I asked as I turned to Eir.
“The women I’ve been training will not fail you, my chief,” Eir assured me. “They are well-prepared for this, and I’ve had them making more spears for themselves, too. Each woman will have numerous spears and a quiver full of arrows at their disposal when the time comes to move out.”
“Excellent,” I replied before I finished my first mug. “Then in four days, Anakol, Thyrri, and I will lead our troops south an hour before sunset. Eir, let’s have your group of women positioned in the trees outside Illska an hour earlier. That should give you all enough time to find decent firing positions long before the attack begins. Remember to make sure they can shield themselves from Illska’s spears if our enemies catch on to where their onslaught is coming from.”
“Only rely on the thickest branches,” Bragi cautioned. “I’ve seen Illska’s battle spears fell whole limbs before.”
“I have, too.” Eir grimaced. “We will account for all threats, including any patrols who may attack from below, but our beasts will be left to roam loose once we arrive. This may draw suspicion, my chief.”
“I’m counting on it,” I admitted. “Once Illska realizes dozens of drekkadyr got loose, they’ll have to send out groups to regather them quickly before the night beasts can eat up their herd. Between this and the hunting party being sent out at sunset, we’ll be facing off with half as many warriors as we would be otherwise.”
“As long as they do not know Dalir has raided them of as many beasts,” Thyrri countered, and she glanced at Eir while she refilled my mug. “You are absolutely certain your work with Igrid has not stirred any suspicions in Illska?”
“They have no idea,” Eir confirmed. “All four pens of drekkadyr are let out to graze in the southwest grounds at the same time, and that is when we have been separating a dozen or so each day. No guards have been assigned to watch over the herd, so Illska must not notice they’re rounding up fewer drekkadyr in the afternoon.”
“Sounds good,” I decided. “Keep it up for the next few days, but if you could gather a few extra beasts each trip from here on out, I’d prefer it. I don’t want you and Igrid anywhere near Illska’s stronghold for a full day before the attack. The last thing we need is those iron grates being watched too closely for us to sneak the warriors into the northern canals.”
“Have you seen any increase in their patrols?” Thyrri asked my wife.
“Yes, they have doubled the guard at the gates of the stronghold,” Eir admitted before she took a long swig of her ale.
“Which side of the stronghold is their entrance at?” Anakol checked.
“The southeast corner. Thirty men line the ramparts at all times, and Igrid and I plan on traveling south later in the day tomorrow. I want to get a head count on their evening hunting party. Other than that, the path south along the cliffs remains clear, but Igrid noticed more warriors on foot patrolling the grounds directly beyond the border of Dalir.”
“Good,” I muttered. “If they’re focusing on the central border, then they’ll be miles off course when the clan rides south along the cliffs. So long as the path is clear from there to the north side of the stronghold, we can get our warriors in position by nightfall, but Eir, your bowhunters need to take down any northern patrols as quickly and quietly as possible.”
“You said there are bodies to dig through?” Anakol asked while he scratched at the line of scruff along his jaw.
“Yeah, but the tomahawks make quick work of it,” I assured him. “Get an opening dug out in the bodies under the iron grates, and then send your troops in with the current. I want no more than ten warriors left hiding in each canal. The rest should get down into the tunnels and sprawl out beneath the village. Once I give Eir the signal, her troops will start picking off as many of Illska’s clansmen as they can with their arrows. Kill them to buy us some time, but the second an alarm is raised, we attack. After that, we’re disarming anyone we can, and aim to injure their arms first thing. If they can’t lift those fucking axes, we’re already better off, but Eir, anyone who raises a spear is your troops’ primary target.”
“Aim within the crook of their throwing shoulder,” Bragi advised. “They will not have the range of motion left to strike hard, and the warriors on the ground can hold them off from there.”
“I think this will work quite well,” Anakol mused as he continued stroking his chin. “Our only concern is Dalir itself.”
“Yeah, I don’t feel too good about leaving the village without the bulk of its warriors,” I admitted. “You said the defensive walls are almost complete?”
“There is only about a hundred yards of the northern wall to raise,” Anakol confirmed, “but the entrance is in place, and the wooden gates have been constructed. It is only the hinges we are waiting on. I ordered them days ago, but the blacksmith has not delivered.”
“Brokkr finished them late last night,” Bragi told his brother, and Anakol spared half a glance of acknowledgement. “I will make sure the hinges are sent over tomorrow, brother, but what of the lookout platforms?”
“We’ve raised five for the night guard,” my warlord answered. “The rest will be finished within the week.”
“Then we should be right on schedule to move out in four days,” I decided. “Amaeda told me this morning that fifteen of the hostages are up and walking around, and seven will probably be able to join the guard by then. I just wish we could spare a few warriors to stay behind, but we really do need all the help we can get down in Illska.”
Thyrri furrowed her brow at this as someone knocked at the door, and Anakol got up to retrieve the raw boar’s meat and baked bread our slaves had been delivering on rainy nights to the huts. Then Thyrri got up to start cooking the dinner while her husband refilled everyone’s ale, but when the woman warlord rejoined us a minute later, she turned to me.
“My chief, we should order half as many torches lit the night of the attack,” Thyrri suggested. “Then the nóttmal will not keep such a great distance from the rivers, and our lands will be less accessible if Hylmrek or any others cross our borders. A few torches mounted on the huts and near the platforms will be plenty to ensure the beasts don’t attack those we leave behind.”
“This is true,” Bragi agreed. “We did this before the last of the children were sold. Do you remember, Anakol? Svelgard wanted a decision faster and began threatening the village, so the warriors doused most of the torches in the lanes, and the woods were overrun with nóttmal right along the tributaries. They prowled the perimeter of the village all night with less smoke around.”
“I remember,” Anakol said with a nod. “It was not a peaceful time, but we survived the nights.”
“Good enough for me,” I decided. “Bragi, you’ll be in charge of the guards when we go. Make sure they follow your instructions about the torches, but once the fighting’s over, I’ll be sending the more injured back here to Amaeda if they can make the trip. Once someone arrives, light every torch we have to rid the woods nearest to Dalir.”
“Yes, my chief,” the warrior replied. “I will see it done.”
“Other than that,” I continued, “let’s make sure the warriors are prepared to fight, but not to kill our enemies unless their own lives depend on it. I don’t doubt warriors will be lost in this, but Hylmrek is only becoming stronger as they train more warriors, and we need as many of Illska’s conquered clansmen to survive as possible.”
“This will not be a problem,” Anakol swiftly assured me, but Eir sent him a pointed look.
“You know you cannot promise this,” my wife informed him. “Once the battle begins, our warriors will do what their spirits demand of them, and this is why I told you--”
“My warriors will do as I demand of them,” Anakol stiffly replied. “Perhaps they will not obey a mere woman, but their warlord’s commands, they will heed.”
“A mere woman?” Eir scoffed, and Bragi smirked as he watched the two above the brim of his mug. “This woman is single-handedly ensuring twenty of our warriors are prepared to even the odds between--”
“Yes, you are teaching them to pull on a bowstring,” Anakol snorted. “I noticed you have not taken part in my efforts where the swords and tomahawks are concerned, and this is the work that will truly ensure a victory for our chief--”
“I have advised all of our warriors on strategies of all kinds!” Eir shot back as she shoved her ale away. “Perhaps if you were not so determined to remain blind to my efforts, you would be able to do justice to--”
Thyrri loudly cleared her throat. “Will you be staying for dinner this evening, my chief? The slaves delivered more than enough to go around.”
“Actually, I think we’d better--” Eir’s thong strap snapped just loud enough for me to hear, and my eyebrows shot up. “We’ll be on our way, but thank you for the offer.”
I didn’t miss the smug glance my winged wife sent Anakol as I offered her my arm, and the braided man rolled his eyes while he led us to the door. Then I bade everyone a quick good evening as I felt Eir discreetly tuck her fingers in the edge of my belt, and she tugged me out into the rainy night.
Eir said goodbye to everyone except Anakol along the way.
“You know…” I sighed once we reached the muddy lane. “It’s always an option to avoid arguing with my warlord. I’ve told you, I’m impressed with everyone’s efforts, and whether Anakol can acknowledge how much you bring to the table doesn’t really matter.”
Eir snorted at the suggestion. “Well, I would not have to go to the trouble of avoiding anything if Anakol did not always insist on ignoring my advice, belittling my efforts, and attempting to make me look incompetent in front of my honorable husb--”
I promptly caught my wife by the waist and draped her over my shoulder, and Eir shrieked through her laughter as I slapped her ass for good measure. I’d already heard this side of the story four times in the last few days, so I just carted her down the footpaths without bothering to discuss it all again.
The torches mounted near the hut doors burned bright despite the pouring rain, and when we arrived at my private quarters, I grabbed the rations our slaves delivered and discarded my dripping wet wife on the table. Then I got dinner cooking while she crawled across the woodwork to strip herself down for me, and I spent the rest of the stormy night making it clear how much I appreciated Eir’s efforts around here.
Just with less words and more light spankings than I would have used in the lanes.
The next day, construction on the northern defensive walls moved forward at full bore, and with my warriors hauling twice as much lumber, I added a fourth meal to our daily rations to make sure the hard labor was put to good use. Now that my clansmen spent every moment from sunup to sundown in constant motion, I wanted them eating as much as bodybuilders to keep their weight up, but they were already infinitely more jacked than they’d been when I first waltzed into Dalir.
Brokkr was even starting to look like a man I wouldn’t want to piss off outside a bar. The hours of sawing and hammering we did all day had doubled the size of his upper-body muscles, and since my crew at the blacksmith’s shop stayed as busy as everyone else, I had Westin order double rations for us throughout the day, too.
Still, after that third day of battle prep, I was forced to acknowledge I had less control on the delicate balance I was striving for than I’d hoped. The effect of our new weapons on the mindset of the clan threw a wrench in it all, and the brawling situation only continued to escalate.
All over Dalir, my clansmen were suddenly walking a precarious line between fucking like tigers in heat and kicking each others’ asses day and night, and the heightened tension didn’t seem to surprise anyone except me. The Farthegns fully embraced a more primal nature from there on out, and every hiss and shifty glance was met with more of the same from their comrades.
I started to wonder if they were the same species as me.
The slaves took this all in stride, and they remained calm and collected while they steered clear of both the brawlers and the fuckers. I took their lead and did the same, and I calmly received their gracious bows and smiles like there weren’t ten very audible orgasms all happening at once in my village.
And about four different fist fights.
And possibly a mauling.
I couldn’t be sure with all the moans going around.
Either way, even Anakol’s unwavering dedication to his duties began to slip as the battle drew near, and I turned a corner one rainy afternoon to find him pounding into Thyrri against the back of a hut while his wife chuckled and bit at his lips without reserve.
I promptly ditched the scene before either of them saw me stroll up, but the same thing happened twice more that week, just in different and more inventive positions each time.
But everyone was training and building like I ordered them to, so I just carried on pounding into my own wife every chance I got. When I wasn’t doing that, I let the racket of the blacksmith’s shop drown out most of my feral clan’s behavior for the rest of the day.
Brokkr was the one person who seemed genuinely irritated over the shift though, and I could understand why.
Women warriors started constantly flocking to the blacksmith’s shop now that their favorite warrior was helping make their new favorite weapons, and they mostly hung around Bragi like blood-smattered groupies. Whenever they had a spare moment in their day, they were either gawking at Bragi’s work, teasing him, or offering me obliging bows and asking me when I would take them hunting again, but the blacksmith didn’t seem to exist to any of them.
He stayed productive with his work at least, even though he had to slip between four busty and leather-clad warriors to make it to and from his forge.
I would have insisted the women clear out, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. The truth was, a week ago, these Farthegn women wouldn’t have set foot in this shop if I paid them to, and the more accessible the blacksmith’s place became, the more accepted his new status would be once everyone caught on to his promotion.
I let the women come around during their short breaks as long as they didn’t slow our progress, and the only warrior who showed up for better reasons than to fawn, bow, or flirt was Igrid.
I started looking forward to the pierced woman’s visits, not only because she gave the most enthusiastic training updates, but because Eir was too frisky whenever she turned up to tell me how her trips to Illska were going. Igrid ended up providing my most informative intel on all fronts that week, but she also usually ended up punching Brokkr at some point during her visits.
The blacksmith never provoked her, other than a few of his usual snarky comments, and he always answered her questions about the blades we were making. Whether Igrid wanted to know why Brokkr switched to a hand file, or why he was heating and cooling the same Khopesh sword four times over, the blacksmith spared her enough of his time to give an explanation.
Still, no matter how interesting she seemed to find the science of steel hardening or edge retention, the pierced woman found cause to deliver a firm punch to the blacksmith before she returned to the training field.
And Brokkr never bitched about it. He just took the hit, told her off, or ignored her entirely, and that was it.
I didn’t read too much into the situation since Brokkr didn’t seem to look forward to or dread Igrid’s daily punches, and I’d seen the woman fighting half the village multiple times a day lately. That’s actually how I caught on that most of the brawlers in the evening were the virgins, but during daylight hours, it was a toss-up.
Thyrri even slapped Igrid at breakfast one day for some reason that was beyond me, and it took myself, Anakol, Brokkr, and two other clansmen to pry the vicious women apart. Thyrri still managed to tear three of Igrid’s dreadlocks straight out of her skull in the fight, but that night, the two women were chuckling over their horns of ale together at the feast.
So overall, I was confused, my town was riled up like none other, and I gradually accepted this was just the Farthegn way.
The promise of battle and bloodshed was in the crisp air, and it made them as unpredictable as the beasts.
Which was a huge fucking problem.
Here I was, busting my ass to arm these feral bastards, and all for the sake of gaining control over three hundred more just like them. If they didn’t rein it in, my strategic takeover plan would end up a bloodbath rather than a massive grab for warriors. Then we’d be just as screwed as we currently were when Hylmrek came storming the gates.
The days passed like this with my concerns growing more as my warriors’ self-restraint unraveled, but eventually, I found myself sharing a private meal with my wife on the stormy night before the big day.
At this point, I couldn’t even register the flavor of my food anymore.
One bite after another was mechanically consumed while I stared at the flames of the rugged candles on the table, and my mind cycled endlessly through the web of impending dooms and gains ahead of me.
I’d never waged a battle before, but I knew for damn sure that having no control over the soldiers involved was a weak point in any plan.
“You look tense, my chief,” Eir purred into my ear.
“I am,” I snorted before I drained my ale. “The clansmen have all gone feral, and I honestly don’t see how we can come out of this attack with more warriors than we have right now. I might still murder the chieftain, but Dalir’s gonna fucking massacre Illska. It’ll be a bloodbath.”
“Mmm…” Eir let out a sinful chuckle. “I like when you talk like this. Do it more.”
“Eir,” I laughed, and I tried to pry her hand off my belt. “This is an issue we have to address, so please focus. You know I can’t let Dalir kill off most of Illska tomorrow. Remember, we need those warriors to defend against Hylm--”
“But we only seek to do you justice, my chief,” my wife murmured in a lusty tone, and she groped my dick through my jeans as she sank her teeth into my neck.
Then I narrowed my eyes. “Son of a bitch!”
Eir growled and tried to claw at me when I forced her back and locked her wrists together, and one glimpse of her flashing green eyes confirmed my suspicion.
“God damnit!” I scoffed. “It’s fucking contagious! You’re feral as hell right now!”
My wife let out a malicious chuckle that only a Farthegn woman could pull off, and she licked her plump, pink lips while she pretended to fight against my hold. The way she pouted a little as she did made my blood temperature rise to a scalding degree, but pairing this with the murderous glint in her sea green eyes made it even harder to ignore how much I wanted to explore this raw, Farthegn side of her.
“I can tell you like it when I’m thirsting for blood,” my deadly wife teased. “And I love the way you like it.”
“Eir…” I warned in a firmer tone. “Tomorrow has to go according to plan, and you’re helping Anakol and Thyrri lead our warriors. I need you to--”
“Dalir will bring you victory tomorrow, my chief,” Eir moaned as her breasts heaved against her scrappy leather top. “Soon, all of Illska will taste the steel of our blades in their throats, and they will realize too late the fury they provoked the day they disgraced Dalir. Then you will take their chieftain in your powerful grasp and tear his beating heart from his chest, and I will be there beside you as our clan devours theirs like the nóttmal in the night. From this day forward, every clan of the Red Forest will cower when they hear the name Aaron Briggs, but I will say it with nothing but undying devotion to my formidable husband. Every time you penetrate me, I will feel it deep in my womb that I belong to a man of unwavering strength, and your claim on both Illska and Dalir will remain as unshakable as your claim on me.”
“Jesus fucking christ,” I croaked. “Woman, how am I supposed to keep my head on straight with you talking like that?”
“Shhh…” Eir purred as she pressed her breasts against my hold on her wrists. “You don’t need clarity, my chief. Not now. You only need to harness the killing beast within you. Lay back and let me stoke your bloodlust with my body alone. Tomorrow, we ride to victory, but tonight, there is only the two of us and many hours of pleasure to be shared.”
I groaned as my grip on Eir’s wrists practically evaporated, and she had me pinned down with my cock inside her within seconds. Then my Farthegn wife fucked me like I’d already won this fight, and the whole time, Eir kept purring in my ear about the Illskan blood we’d spill together and how much power I’d possess as the chieftain of not one, but two clans.
The way she carried on and on about our bloody victory while she fucked me harder and harder lulled me into a more Farthegn state of mind, and it wasn’t long before even I lost sight of my initial goal. Seeing my deadly wife writhe in pre-battle ecstasy brought out my own primal side, and while I rolled her under me to pound it out of my system for a bit, I let Eir tell me all about how much she’d worship me once I claimed Illska as thoroughly as I’d claimed her.
That night was probably the most ego-boosting and blood-themed sexual encounter I’d ever had in my life, but then I opened my eyes to the first light of day and the cold morning air.
This was it.
Today, Dalir would either conquer, slaughter, or fall to Illska.
And there was already a chorus of orgasmic moans echoing around my village.








Chapter 32
It was just past dawn with a light rain falling over the village when I reached the central clearing, but all my huntresses had already gone out and returned with three eldradyr stags. Thyrri was among them and getting the last beast strung up by its ankles from an ashen tree, and I furrowed my brow when I saw the warrior women bleeding the deer now rather than in the forest.
The tubs we usually used for our meals were set under the eldradyr to catch the blood, but this was only one of the changes I noticed in the village’s morning routine.
A decent number of my warriors were still loudly fucking in their huts, but all the rest appeared to be gathered here for their morning meal rather than at their homes. No one was speaking a word to one another, so it was silent except for the pattering rain and the scraping of utensils against clay, and every damp clansman I saw wore a focused scowl.
Both men and women were in their black tunics and buckskins, but none of them had their weapons or armor on, and the few who’d already finished eating didn’t head for the training field like usual. They just stayed at the wooden tables and glared at nothing in particular, and I quickly made my way to Thyrri as I realized something must have gone wrong in the middle of the night.
“What happened?” I asked. “Did the patrols report an issue on the grounds?”
Thyrri shook her head, and she continued massaging the hanging carcass beside her to bleed it faster. “No, my chief. Anakol is out in the southern grounds now, and the other three patrols are in position for their morning watch. No alerts have come in, and the women and I had no issue during the hunt.”
“Okay…” I muttered with a confused frown. “Any reason in particular why you’re filling our cooking vats with deer blood?”
“Yes, my chief,” Thyrri chuckled, and she sent me an amused glance. “It is the day of battle. Tradition is of the utmost importance.”
“Right.” I nodded. “What are the traditions in Dalir?”
“To begin with, no training is done on the day of battle,” my warlord explained, and she gestured to the sea of silent Farthegns behind me. “The warriors are too likely to kill one another at this time. They must remain unarmed until the hour before we depart, and until then, they sit in contemplation of the feat before us. This will ensure their focus is sharp, and their aggressiveness fully ripened. Those with wives are permitted to exert themselves by sensual means at any time, though. It is dangerous to enter a battle with too much lust in the system.”
“I see…” I muttered.
Then Thyrri ordered the huntresses to bring the fullest tub of blood to the fire pit, and I glanced around at the hardened scowls I saw everywhere.
I could understand now why so many of my clansmen were sitting stock-still and looking straight ahead, and why about fifteen of my warrior women were climaxing at the moment.
But the deer blood was still questionable.
“Alright, I get most of this,” I decided. “But why are we heating the blood vats?”
“So you may honor us, my chief,” Thyrri said with a proud smile. “Only the blood of an eldradyr stag is sacred in Dalir, and to drink from the beasts will unite the clan. On the morning of battle, a warlord must deliver the eldradyr to be bled, and the chieftain serves his warriors their share. Then you mark each of us to guard us from death and to cleanse our minds. Should Dalir claim victory for you today, the hides of the stags will grace your bed, my chief.”
I nodded again. “You killed all three of these stags yourself?”
“I did,” the warlord confirmed. “Your huntresses joined me so we could return them quickly, but it is my duty to provide the sacred blood for our clan. I admire the atlatl you have been utilizing. It made rather easy work of this.”
“Damn,” I chuckled as I eyed her kills. “I’m impressed you got these three so early.”
“Thank you, my chief.” Thyrri bowed her head to the praise, and then she motioned for the other hunters to bring the last two vats of blood to the central pit.
I followed the group over while our slaves worked on getting a fire going, and by the time the pit was smoking with flames, Eir and Igrid came strolling into the clearing. Both women were unarmed and underdressed like the rest of the clan, and I tried to keep my eyes off Eir’s breasts while her damp, thin tunic clung to her nipples in the cool morning air.
In the process, I noticed Brokkr’s gaze was fucking glued to a similar display going on with Igrid.
“Shall we begin?” Igrid asked as the two women joined us.
“Yes, gather the clan,” Thyrri said with a nod. “Eir, as the wife of our chief, it is your place to drink with him before the rest.”
The green-eyed beauty smiled from ear to ear at this news. “I am so honored. I have never drunk the blood of an eldradyr before.”
“It’s an enlightening experience,” Igrid assured her. “Their blood has blessed the warriors of Dalir for centuries. You have, of course, been a member of Dalir since the day our chieftain penetrated you, but today, you will fight beside us for the first time. Drinking the blood of the eldradyr will awaken your heart to the living spirit of this clan, and only then will you truly feel the strength of Dalir pulsing in your veins.”
“What a beautiful tradition,” Eir mused.
“What do the warriors of Hylmrek do to prepare for battle?” I asked my wife.
“We sacrifice our five weakest warriors,” Eir said with a casual shrug. “Then their bodies are cut apart so each clansman may carry some part of them into battle. This guards us against death. I prefer to take the first two fingers, one in each pocket. It’s a silly superstition, perhaps, but these are my bowstring fingers.”
“Smart.” Igrid nodded. “We don’t have any fingers available for you, but maybe there’s a sick slave, or--”
“Oh, don’t trouble yourself,” my wife cut in. “If I die today, it will be an honor to do so among my husband’s clansmen, but I trust in Dalir’s traditions to guard me well enough.”
The huntresses all bobbed their heads in calm agreement along with Thyrri, but I narrowed my eyes at the concept while Igrid headed off to summon our warriors to the fire pit.
Then I took my place beside the first steaming vat of blood, but drinking eldradyr blood for breakfast wasn’t too concerning to me since the tradition struck home in some ways.
I hadn’t drunk a deer’s blood since I hunted my first black-tail as a kid, and back then, I’d done so proudly with my grandfather looking on. Burt was an old-school outdoorsman to his core, and he didn’t abide anyone taking a beast’s life unless they were man enough to drink its blood afterward. So while I was growing up, anytime I took down a new animal, he’d pull out his tin cup and tell me to drink up, and I’d always appreciated the tradition.
Then my brother was deployed to Iraq, and my grandfather gave him the tin cup as a joke to take with him overseas, but as far as I knew, Brandon never drank the blood of the first man he killed over there. He wasn’t wild enough for that kind of thing, but this notion abruptly sobered me as I looked down at the mug of blood Thyrri handed to me.
Because I was never the brother who was supposed to wage wars.
In a matter of hours, I’d launch a battle against a clan three times the size of my own, and eighty men and women relied on me to lead us to victory or death, but my brother was the one who’d wanted to be a hero.
Fighting for a bigger cause was Brandon’s thing, not mine, and I knew too well where this had gotten him. The dream I had the night before my crash at the Matanuska was a potent reminder, but the truth was, I didn’t need any vivid dreams to remember how fucking pissed I was about losing him like that.
From where I stood years ago, it looked a lot like Brandon went off to war with the blind faith that he’d be among the ones to return, and I’d honestly believed this, too. I was twenty-two years old, and like an idiot, I just assumed I’d get my brother back. Then I spent every day and every year since trying to forget how naive I’d been.
Now, I looked out at a line of amped-up warriors forming near the pit, and the fact that they might slaughter half of Illska wasn’t the concern anymore. It was knowing some of them would die in my name today, and here they were, waiting for me to impart some kind of mark on them like this would mean they’d live to see tomorrow.
Which was horse shit, in my opinion.
I couldn’t promise them a damn thing, and for a fleeting moment, I started doubting this plan more than I had all week.
My palms turned clammy as I clutched the warm mug and remembered Brandon’s voice in my dream, and I could hear him telling me to watch my step like he was standing right next to me.
Then Eir nudged my arm, and I looked over to see her brow crinkled with concern.
To my surprise, this grounded me on the spot.
Eir’s sea green eyes held mine without wavering while I considered the weight of everything riding on me right now, and as unnerving as the situation suddenly felt, I couldn’t ignore how much I’d faced since I woke up in the Red Forest.
I’d fought against and survived dozens of hulking Farthegn fucks, and while I’d killed some of them alone, others were brought down with my clansmen beside me. A whole slew of Illskan warriors died at the hands of my beautiful wife and I in the dungeons, and there wasn’t a single time in all those circumstances when I let the chance of dying cripple my resolve. I’d focused solely on fighting through one second after another, and I did whatever was necessary in the heat of the moment to accomplish my means.
Probably the only thing that kept me alive this long was fighting my opponents more than death itself, and as I processed this, I realized my brother didn’t have so blind a faith as I did when he left.
Brandon knew exactly what he was risking, and he walked headlong into the fray anyway. Same as I’d done several times in the Red Forest, and same as my warriors were prepared to do now. This was the nature of the beast, and whether I led my clan to battle or not, it would still be there waiting somewhere down the line. Today, the fight just happened to be in Illska, and surviving in the long-run meant bringing every warrior we had to their doorstep.
I nodded to myself, took a deep breath, and drank my dose of blood in one gulp while the clan let out a roar of approval.
Then I handed the next helping to my winged wife, and Eir eagerly gulped hers down as well before she sent me a glittering and bloody smile. I couldn’t help chuckling a bit at the girlish glee she seemed to get from the situation, but then Thyrri ladled more blood into a clay bowl and held it up to me.
“Now, you streak her forehead in blood,” Thyrri explained, “to cleanse the mind of fear. Then imprint your hand on her stomach, so if the moment of death rises up before her, she continues with the strength of her chieftain rooted in her center.”
I nodded in understanding before I did as my warlord instructed, and as soon as Eir wore my crimson handprint on her chiseled abdomen, she sent me a proud little grin with blood streaking down her temples.
Then the next warrior promptly stepped forward to receive their sacred offering, and I spent the next hour or so passing out helpings of eldradyr blood and laying my handprint on every one of my loyal warriors. When the morning patrols returned, they joined the long line without pause, and they handed their weapons and armor over to Thyrri for the day.
Some of my clansmen took their time savoring each drop of deer blood like they were taking communion, and when they finally finished, they’d sigh and smile like they’d seen angels. Others were so jacked up for battle that they chugged their helping down like frat boys, and they let out low growls afterward while I stamped my hand on their abs and dripped blood across their foreheads. I smirked with approval while these particular types fumed their way back to their seats, but no matter what approach the Farthegns took, none of them looked worried in the slightest.
Every clansman who came before me was nothing but honored, resolute, and gunning to slit a fucker’s throat, and that’s when I realized this tradition would probably do me as much good as it did them.
Dalir needed a chieftain as unwavering and homicidal as they were, and all I could really promise them now was that I’d match them cut for cut and fight my ass off beside them.
Especially since the options were literally victory today or death at the blades of any other clan in the near future.
It was nearly two hours before I’d finished marking the warriors of Dalir, and once the deed was done, I turned my focus to the rest of my preparations. I left Eir and the other clansmen to contemplate their bloody cause while I headed to the defensive walls with Anakol, and my warlord filled me in on his patrol without any issues having come up.
The construction on the walls was complete, with the gates already mounted and barred shut with iron, and ten lookout platforms studded the perimeter along with over a hundred covered torch mounts. Dalir was finally enclosed all along the outer banks of the tributaries surrounding the village, and on the inner side of the western river, a solid enclosure had been erected to house our herd of drekkadyr.
Eir and Igrid managed to raid ninety-two horned beasts this week, which meant a few would be left behind for the guards of Dalir. Our tanner, Orn, finished enough sets of reins for them all, and my wife even arranged for our drekkadyr to be tended to by the slaves like she’d seen Illska doing in the south. The group of raggedy men and women near the enclosure informed me my Nordic beauty had bowed in gratitude after she’d done so too, and I smiled at the news.
Then I visited Amaeda just to find out Eir had requested she be given her own quarters to live in rather than the healing hut, and despite the old elf’s insistence that this was unnecessary, I immediately ordered Anakol to see the matter handled. I made sure Amaeda was more than prepared to address the fallout from the battle, and I warned her I may send for her in Illska if they didn’t have a decent healer there.
Fatalities would surely be an unavoidable part of this endeavor, but if there was anyone who could help me save the lives that were wavering in between, it was Amaeda.
Once I was certain my elven healer was ready to do everything she could, I headed to the carpenter’s shop, and since the slaves there had little to do this evening, I ordered them to start working on a pair of crutches for Bragi while we were gone. I’d put it off so far on account of the mud, but I knew I couldn’t leave Bragi relying on others to get him around the village forever. Plus, the crutch the carpenters made for the slave with the twisted knee had worked out perfectly.
Then I went next door to confirm our tanner finished the last twenty sheaths for our new Khopesh swords, and I grabbed a spare set of black leather armor and a nóttmal hide while I was there.
By now, the slaves had started grilling up an afternoon feast for the clan, and all that was left for me to do was check in with Brokkr about the heat treat on our last batch of sickle-swords.
It turned out the blacksmith stayed up all night finishing the blades, and he even completed seven more of the jagged swords just because he “had time.”
I smirked as Brokkr shrugged and rubbed his exhausted eyes, but when I suggested he get some well-earned rest today, he waved the idea off.
“Nah, I’ll make a few more swords, I think,” Brokkr mumbled. “Don’t feel much like sittin’ still.”
I nodded as I caught his anxious tone, but then I handed over the bundle of armor and fur. “Here, I brought you these. Once the clan leaves for Illska, put them on. You’ll be wearing the same as your clansmen from here on out.”
“Uh-huh…” the blacksmith muttered with some concern. “You sure it’s a good week for this? These Farthegns are even ready to kill each other at the moment, and that really don’t bode too well for my chances of survival.”
“It’s the perfect time,” I assured him. “If we live through this battle, Dalir will be riding a power high for weeks, and part of that victory is owed to the weapons you’ve made for them. Everyone will have their hands full helping manage any blow back from Illska too, and with Hylmrek fixing to attack, your next pieces will be a hot commodity. Unfortunately, we’ve used up more than half your stock this week though, so once the battle cools down in Illska, I’ll be sending for you to come join us. I want you to take stock of what their own shop has to offer first thing, and showing up in slave’s clothing won’t do you any favors.”
“Right…” Brokkr blinked as he processed all of this. “Ye’ want me comin’ down to Illska to update you on their supply and such. Just… walk about all casual… in Illska… with the burning stakes and the… dungeon of torturous death.”
“Yeah,” I said with a shrug. “But don’t worry, you’ll be wearing Dalir’s armor and fur, and if you keep your mouth shut, none of Illska will guess you’re not a Farthegn. If anyone from Dalir gives you shit about it, tell them you’re my advisor. If they don’t like it, kick their asses. It’s what a clansman would do.”
Brokkr nodded blankly, but then he abruptly leveled me with a stern finger.
“Look, you better not fuckin’ die out there,” the blacksmith demanded. “I mean it. I’ll fuckin’ kill ye’ for it.”
“I’ll see what I can do,” I snorted. “If it makes you feel any better, Eir’s ready to die to save my life, so that’s… a thing.”
“Aye, she came in about it when you were checkin’ on the torch supply yesterday,” Brokkr said with a smirk.
I cocked an eyebrow. “What do you mean she ‘came in about it?’”
“Well, ye’ did tell the woman I was your most trusted advisor,” the blacksmith reminded me. “Your wife was seeking some trusted advice on the matter. Asked me what I thought she should do if she tries to die for you, but you try to die for her, and she can’t bear the idea of you dying…”
I chuckled and shook my head as I imagined how serious Eir’s face must have been when she pitched this issue to my blacksmith.
It was probably adorable.
“What was your advice?” I asked.
“Told her I had no fuckin’ idea,” Brokkr sighed as he brushed the soot off his hands. “Bragi was there though, and he said she ought to tell Anakol about that oath ye’ made to her. Thinks it’d be the surest way of making sure no one lets you die, but your wife’s not too fond of the prick, so I doubt that got sorted out.”
“Good,” I snorted. “I’d most likely end up killing Anakol if he tried to stop me anyways.”
“Is that so?” the blacksmith mused, and he stroked his chin with intrigue. “Ye’ know… as your friend, I could speak to the prick on your wife’s behalf. Just to make sure he’s aware of all that’s at stake--”
“Put the damn armor on,” I sighed, “and don’t say a word about this to my warlords. It’s between my wife and me.”
Brokkr snickered to himself while I walked off, and by the time I joined Eir and the clan for the afternoon meal, the blacksmith was already grinding the edges of a sword down while Westin assisted in the process. This and the moaning of the warrior women were the only sounds in the village through the whole meal, but neither seemed to disrupt my clansmen’s meditation.
They continued brooding over the upcoming battle in focused silence as they shoveled their feast in and downed their ale without saying a word to each other, but I genuinely appreciated the lack of conversation at this point.
In Alaska, I was never one for constant chatting, but it seemed like there was always an order to be given or a report to receive in this village. Today, I really did need some fucking quiet to sort my shit out, so I let out a heavy sigh as I finished my meal and shoved my plate away.
Then I sat there in the clearing among the clansmen with Eir across from me.
I’d never intentionally mediated before, but the Nordic beauty took to the tradition naturally, and she wore a soft smile on her lips while she kept her hooded gaze on the raindrops dotting the table top. My wife didn’t fidget nearly as much as the surrounding Farthegns, and an aura of deadly calm radiated from her as her breasts rose and fell beneath her thin tunic.
The whole time we sat, the black wings on her back shifted slowly and methodically like a cat’s tail, and her smile got a little more devious with the passing hours.
For the most part, I spent my time watching the water drip down her glossy black feathers at first, but as my nerves slowly settled, I had to admit that these feral bastards knew a thing or two about preparing for battle.
Every detail started filing itself into place while I ran through our plan a few times in my head, and even the idea of leaving my village eighty warriors short worried me less and less. My healer was prepared for this, my guards were prepared for this, and Bragi was prepared to manage everything in my stead.
More and more affirmations cycled through my thoughts until only the task of murdering the leader of Illska lay ahead of me, and the killing instinct Eir had been so adamant about stoking last night finally overran any lingering concerns I might have had.
What mattered most was that Dalir survived the day, and anything after that would be taken in stride one task at a time.
If we slaughtered half of Illska to get this done… then so be it.
I took a steadying breath as calm assuredness began seeping into my veins, but this was joined with a subtle burning in my chest that reminded me I’d already managed to kill a chieftain of the Red Forest before. Giving it another go was almost too enticing to pass up, and who knew what cards I’d end up with this time?
This was around the point when Eir’s boot started brushing against my ankle, and I snapped out of my death-dealing trance to find her green eyes watching me with a hint of lust.
I figured my first stint with meditation had been successful enough.
It was time I partake in another Farthegn tradition for a few hours and fuck my wife’s brains out until her wails could be heard across the entire village.
But only for the sake of lowering the risk of death.
Obviously.
This tradition ended up being my favorite of any in Dalir, and we didn’t stop until neither of us could move a muscle without shaking from exhaustion. Then I let the green-eyed beauty redress me since it was her duty to prepare her husband for battle, and I took my sweet time dressing her as well while she blushed and let me tease her wings a bit.
I didn’t bother mentioning I knew she’d been running around doing all kinds of things I’d approve of, and since she didn’t say a word about her conversation with Brokkr, I didn’t either. I just made sure to kiss damn near every inch of her creamy skin before covering it all up, and when I got closer to the mound at the apex of her thighs, I made myself stop so I’d still have another lesson worth living for.
Then Eir hitched her arm in mine, and I returned to the clearing fully drained of semen for the next few days probably.
The light rain had let up by this point, and the warrior women were making their rounds to refresh the black markings of Dalir on all of the clansmen. Anakol was shuffling in at the same time as me with a blushy and smirking Thyrri at his side, and the braided warlord managed a lazy grin in greeting.
I returned the gesture to the best of my ability.
The last few married clan members were resurfacing from their huts now, and as I gauged the light in the clouds, I knew it was nearly time for Eir to lead her group of bowhunters south.
The sun would be setting in a little over two hours, and we needed to leave some room for error in our plan, so I had Thyrri start redistributing the weaponry while Anakol ordered the clan to get their cuirasses and vambraces in place.
Then the slaves brought enough drekkadyr out for Eir’s group while I untethered Dyggur from our hut for her, and I met my wife and her twenty warriors near the northern entrance of the village. The women all offered me deep bows, and I took a moment to look them over.
Each stealth warrior was cloaked in a red shawl to cover their braids and black armor, and they even dusted their buckskin pants with ash to blend in with the trunks of the trees they’d be hiding in. They each had a quiver of arrows on their backs with a slim bucket of spears hitched over one shoulder, and they all looped their bows over their chests before they began mounting their drekkadyr.
A few who had hunted with me this week stole quick hugs before they went, and all of them assured me they’d honor my leadership anyway they could. Then I started wishing them luck, but the women refused to let me finish.
“We bear your mark, my chief,” one of the wildish women told me. “This is better than luck.”
I smirked as the twenty warriors all sent me murderous grins, and Eir nodded in approval of the sentiment.
“Make sure Dyggur runs your herd far to the east once you’re in position,” I told Eir as I handed the heillhaust reins off to her. “Illska will have to take their focus far from the cliff if they notice them running loose early on, but our mounts should go straight south once we arrive. If you can get Dyggur to make a scene about it, that’d be ideal.”
“Dyggur will do all he can to serve Dalir well,” Eir solemnly assured me.
“You said the hunting party for the jakyls usually numbers around sixty men?” I asked.
“Yes, my chief,” the green-eyed beauty confirmed. “The two evenings Igrid and I scouted their group, we counted sixty on the first day, and then just over seventy the next. They left at sunset both times, same as they did when we raided their dungeon. I would guess eighty drekkadyr running loose may draw another twenty men out of the stronghold, but I don’t think we can expect many more than that. They feast shortly after the hunting party leaves.”
“That’ll have to do,” I muttered. “You and I killed off about forty warriors in the dungeon last week, and we know there will be thirty men on the ramparts, too. If all goes well, we may get away with fighting only twice as many warriors as we have with us. With your group in the trees, I’d say there’s a good chance we’ll hold them off just fine.”
“Yes, my chief,” Eir said with a stoic nod.
Then she nervously bit her bottom lip, and my wife jumped up to lock her arms around my neck.
I let her kiss me all she wanted since I really didn’t want to send her to Illska right now, but I knew Eir was better trained for this kind of thing than I was. I focused on this fact rather than let my nerves get the best of me this late in the game, and then I hoisted Eir up onto her heillhaust, stepped back, and listened to her address her troop in their own language.
The twenty women warriors gave her their undivided attention as they tightened their red shawls around them, and when Eir finished speaking, they nodded in the affirmative and took a firm hold on their reins.
It looked like our stealth squadron was fully prepared to ride out, but instead of turning toward the gates, my winged wife glanced down at me.
For a second, I could have sworn the deadly beauty looked scared to leave, but in a blink, Eir forced a hardened expression on her face, gave the order to her warriors, and took off through the open gates of Dalir.
Then the red-cloaked women galloped out behind Eir on their horned beasts, and I didn’t stand around long enough to overthink a damn thing.
I turned on my heels and fell in step with Anakol instead. “We leave in one hour. Let’s get the torches mounted, the guards in place, and the warriors ready to move out.”
“Yes, my chief,” the braided warlord agreed, and he sent me a callous grin.
We went our separate ways to get the village locked down for the night, and I gathered up the hostages who were fit enough to wield weapons. There were twenty-six men in all who’d almost entirely recovered under Amaeda’s care, but the few who’d lost their tongues still had mouthfuls of poultice as they joined me in the clearing.
All of the hostages were scraggly and underweight, but they stood straight with deadened stares as they received my orders, and when I sent them to the blacksmith’s shop, Bragi and Brokkr were waiting to arm them all with jagged swords and tomahawks.
About thirty of my other warriors wore the jagged sword design sheathed on their hips as well, but the rest wore dwarven blades from the raid in Hylmrek. Every single fighting clansman also had a Khopesh sword hitched on their belts, and I saw no less than three tomahawks per warrior, too.
The Farthegns all kept a safe distance from one another while they prowled the village paths to keep their tempers in check, and when I finally met them all at the gates of Dalir, I found an army of identically marked faces waiting beside sixty drekkadyr.
“You have your orders,” I announced while I scanned the stir-crazy eyes of my clansmen. “Hylmrek is the primary enemy of Dalir now, and Illska’s just a means to an end. The fewer we kill of these bastards, the more warriors we gain to keep Hylmrek in their place.”
My clansmen let out low growls of approval as they shifted their weight in anticipation, and several of them spat at the ground while my women warriors flashed each other devilish grins.
“That being said, no one is to strike hard against Illska’s chieftain tonight,” I continued. “That bastard has a lot to answer for where Dalir’s concerned, and it’ll be me who sees he pays the ultimate price. His warlords, on the other hand, are of no use to me, so if you identify them out there, cut them down fast and show no mercy.”
Raucous cheers broke out at my words while I took about ten firm punches to the arms, but I noticed half the warriors exchanging competitive glares now that a handful of approved slaughters were on the table. Every damn one of them were practically foaming at the mouth to get going, and I motioned for them to mount up before any more brawls could break out.
Even the four-horned beasts were restless from the energy of the clan, and I quickly ordered the guards to open the gates while Thyrri and Anakol split the band of sixty warriors into three groups.
Then I mounted the massive drekkadyr Igrid had waiting for me, and the horned beast tossed its head and stomped its heavy hooves in agitation.
“Ride hard and fast for the cliffs!” I hollered above the braying of our mounts. “We rein our herd in on my command, but if you see any patrols along the way, kill them swiftly and keep going!”
The clan’s grating roars of approval made half the drekkadyr buck and rear up, but as soon as I dug my boot into my beast’s dark brown fur, he lurched toward the open gates to lead the clan out into the Red Forest.
The thundering of hooves echoed behind me while the drekkadyr wove seamlessly through the dense brush, and we galloped straight across tributaries and between the ashen trees as we headed deeper into the western grounds. The horned beasts didn’t slow their pace for anything while they bounded clear over boulders and felled logs, and I goaded my mount onward and kept myself low against the thick brown fur of its neck.
Then I caught the scent of cold brine on the wind, and the cliffside appeared through the ashen trunks.
My first glimpse of the slate-gray ocean against the cloudy horizon brought a grin to my face, and I drank in the familiar bite of sea air while icy rain began to pelt my skin. My blood heated with a vengeance as I realized this might be as close to Alaska as I’d ever get again, and I kept my gaze locked on the dimming horizon as I turned our clan to the south.
The steep drop-off plummeted down from our right side, and a blanket of red trees swayed in the fierce wind below. I could see storm clouds thickening in the sky to the west, and I knew the frigid gale would no doubt bring the whole mess right on top of us soon.
But my warriors kept their beasts galloping at full speed along the cliffside, and each passing minute brought us streaking closer to Illska’s stronghold.
There was no turning back now, and not a scrap of me wanted to, anyway.
Not when I was on the verge of finally delivering a long overdue punishment and claiming yet another ruthless clan for my own.








Chapter 33
I was chest-deep in river water outside the defensive walls of Illska, and darkness had finally fallen in the Red Forest five minutes ago.
Up until this point, a bleak, greenish-gray atmosphere had permeated the area on account of the gathering storm, and rain was streaming down my face while twenty of my clansmen stood flattened against the defensive wall on either side of the stream I was in.
Thyrri and Anakol were stationed at two other inlets farther along the perimeter, and all of our troops remained as silent as the dead while the three of us worked to dislodge the corpses under the iron grates.
I definitely wasn’t stoked about hacking into waterlogged bodies again so soon, but I still couldn’t help smirking whenever I came up for air.
Apparently, Illska really thought this nasty shit was enough to keep their enemies out and their prisoners in, but they had no idea how much Dalir was willing to go through.
My clan had gone cannibal for years just to survive.
Fucking cannibal.
We’d do whatever we needed to do to win.
I’d do whatever I needed to do to win.
I gladly chopped and pried at the corpses on their behalf, and the low rumble of thunder in the blackened sky masked most of the sloshing around I was doing in the process. I still worked as quietly as possible since four Illskan warriors were near the canal I was about to enter, and even though the evening hunting party had already gone out, there were still over two hundred hulking Farthegns left in the stronghold.
Eir’s twenty women warriors were dispersed somewhere in the rainy boughs above us, but I couldn’t see or hear any sign of them now. Only the brief flicker of a shawl when we first snuck over assured me our bowhunters were in position, and I was relieved to know they stood the smallest chance of being injured out here. Twenty hidden fighters could turn the tides in our favor completely, but entering Illska with only sixty warriors on foot wasn’t the best odds.
Unless we played this very, very smart, and so far, we were well in line to have every advantage we could manage.
Dyggur had been obediently waiting for my clan and I a mile from the stronghold, and as soon as we all dismounted, he lurched and snarled at our drekkadyr without me giving him any orders. He was long gone by now and herding our sixty mounts to the south, and as long as he made a hell of a scene doing so, it shouldn’t be long before Illska realized their herd was loose when the jakyls were hunting.
I was about halfway through the wall of corpses when an alert was suddenly raised from inside the stronghold, and I halted my work as I ducked down low in the water.
The rattling of a metal drum rang out across the torchlit and muddy lanes, and I watched several beefy warriors emerge from their huts and storm into the rain to answer the call. It wasn’t long before the clanging died away, and I could hear angry voices and growling orders being delivered somewhere beyond the nearest triangular huts.
“The drekkadyr,” one of my nearby clansmen murmured, and he kept his voice just loud enough for me to hear him over the rain. “They say they are loose in the south. No one may eat until the trouble is handled.”
I nodded my understanding, and I waited while a few irritated women with lumpy dreadlocks stalked back into their huts. They wore a swatch of shaggy gold fur around their hips, and the telltale marks of Illska streaked down their cheeks from their eyes to their chins. The three of them were unarmed at the moment, but their confident and careless strides gave the impression they’d rather pummel a man’s ass than cut him up anyways, and they spoke in low and bitchy voices as they climbed the steps of their sleeping quarters. The last of them sent an annoyed glance toward the rainy sky before she spat in the mud and went inside.
As soon as they were out of sight, I began hacking into the corpses’ joints to dismember them quicker with twice as much zeal. I kept my head above the water as much as I could now in case more warriors emerged, but in another minute, I hooked on a chain.
Then I tore at the iron with the spike of my tomahawk until I felt the bodies finally breaking loose, and I kicked at the remaining limbs under the water to make a wider passage. I sent a message down the line of my clansmen to let my warlords know we’d broken through over here, but then I swiftly got my twenty warriors heading into the stronghold canal one at a time.
“The first ten of you will let the current drop you into the tunnels,” I ordered under my breath. “Travel east for a few minutes and take positions near the other canals, but remain underground until you hear the fight begin. The last ten warriors stay in the canal flush against the left-side wall.”
My warriors didn’t hesitate to dunk themselves under the iron grate at my command, and one by one, they drifted low in the canal with only their drenched heads above the water. It was so dark out that no one would have noticed them even if Illska weren’t avoiding the downpour right now, and I squinted through the rain to make sure the first of my troops were reaching the fall on the other end of the canal.
The last woman in my warband to duck under the grating was the injured huntress, but her head wasn’t bandaged anymore, and I hardly recognized her now that she had her jaw set firm and a detached sort of bloodlust in her eyes. She sent me an obedient nod after she caught my arm on the other side to help me keep my place in the current, and we filed into place against the canal wall.
As soon as I was in position, I gauged the four foot gap between my head and the ground above me, but then my hands shot under the water to check my sword belt.
I knew I still had four throwing tomahawks, a broad sword, a Khopesh, my hunting knife, chieftain’s dagger, and a replica of Anakol’s tomahawk on me, but still… I had to check twice. My adrenaline was beyond spiked at this point, and taking stock of my personal reserves always steadied my nerves in most situations.
It worked just as well in this one as it did when my generator broke down midwinter in Alaska, and I felt calmer after checking my belt a third time just to be sure I memorized where each hilt and handle was.
Then I sent a nod to the huntress on my left when I noticed her watching me.
“Did you forget something in Dalir, my chief?” she whispered.
“No,” I snorted. “I just… like to know I’m prepared.”
“Do not fear, my chief,” the woman advised. “I will not let any harm come to you. The women spoke at the hot springs last night, and if ever you should be in a chance of peril, there is no one among us who would not readily lay down their lives for you.”
“What?” I blinked at the hunter’s rain-streaked face. “Absolutely not. Focus on you. I’ll be fine.”
“But your wife is not within the stronghold walls,” she persisted. “We honor her, as we honor you, and so we take her oath just the same. There are twenty-four women within the walls, my chief. Your life is in good hands.”
“Look--” I tried, but then the sound of a man quietly wheezing his way toward death caught my attention. I craned my neck in time to see a warrior of Illska drop to his knees with an arrow stuck in his throat. “It’s started.”
The huntress nodded and turned her gaze straight ahead as she locked her jaw, and as much as I wanted to make it crystal clear that I did not support my women warriors dying for me, there wasn’t time for anything anymore.
Eir’s bowhunters were already picking off any stragglers they could find in the rainy lanes, and more and more pained gurgles were rising up around the outskirts of the village.
I knew it was only a matter of seconds before Illska realized they were under attack, so I slipped along the corpses on the canal floor to make it back to the iron grate real quick, and I ducked under to check that the rest of our warriors had made it into their canals. The shadowy woods were completely deserted, and I swiftly returned to my post while my heart pounded heavy in my ears.
Then I drew my tomahawk as the others in the canal did the same, and we all flipped the handle with the seven-inch spike out as we turned to face the wall. A familiar heat started kindling in my chest as I listened to the thudding of bodies not far away, but then a dying man wailed in pain, and I heard several hut doors open in the area.
A woman spoke first in a commanding tone, but then several others joined in, and one shout in particular alerted me to the fact they guessed which direction the arrows were coming from.
A split second later, I heard a spear impale a tree outside the stronghold, and my troops hooked their tomahawks on the top of the wall in unison.
Then we emerged from the darkened canal to find no less than fifteen dead warriors strewn around the lane. A dozen Illskan warriors were running for their huts, and seven others had spears in hand already, but their backs were turned to us as we swiftly closed in.
My huntress pounced on the first woman she came to.
Then she tore the spike of her tomahawk through the woman’s neck in seconds flat, and after that, the battle cries of my warriors tore from their throats as our enemies whipped around too late.
Only a few of the men ahead of me had their massive, two bit battle axes on them, but no shields, and it took me and my huntress under a minute to disarm them all and leave them bleeding and growling in fury on the ground. Then we turned and continued on to the warrior women of Illska, but war cries were rising up all over the stronghold now, and I knew my troops were emerging from the tunnels.
Warriors of Illska streamed from their huts all over the place, and they brought shields and axes with them as they swarmed the muddy lanes with their own battle cries joining the mix. My group was already leaving our first batch of victims behind though, and we bolted between huts to hack at every beefy warrior we came to.
Screams of pain and the clashing of steel grew louder than the storm in a matter of minutes, and every time I turned, another giant axe swiped at me. I focused on slicing into elbows whenever I could, but I took whatever opening I got as I found myself quickly outnumbered in all directions.
Hundreds of Illskan warriors were after us now, but arrows kept soaring in to spare us any spears to the chest, and while I was grateful for the assist from my wife’s squadron, I couldn’t help noticing they weren’t aiming to maim at all.
I’d told Eir to only kill the warriors in phase one. Now, every arrow that caught my eye was followed by several more, until men and women were dropping into the mud with five arrows oozing in their chests and heads.
None of Eir’s group were sticking with the protocol.
Then I looked around at my fighters on the ground, and I realized this battle was already out of hand anyways.
Not a single warrior of Dalir was settling for a swift disarm and maim strategy.
I couldn’t count how many of my women were hurling tomahawks into men’s groins and slashing their throats as they doubled-over, and my clansmen jabbed straight into their attackers’ guts with their Khopesh swords only to twist the hooked blade afterward. I did a double-take when I saw Anakol tear his blade out of a woman with a string of intestines attached, and my braided warlord didn’t hesitate to drop his tomahawk into his victim’s skull a second later, either.
I cursed under my breath as I carried on trying to stick with the initial plan.
My Khopesh sword served me well as I worked, and I tore my opponents’ shields away while I let my tomahawk impale their axe arms. Then I split the tendons in their legs or hooked their ankles if I had to dodge another axe, and I managed to only kill two of the next six men I came up against.
I gradually made my way deeper into the village like this while my warriors forced their opponents’ shields down with their Khopesh swords as well, but one after another, they impaled the spikes of their tomahawks in their victims’ throats, ears, collar bones, or arms. Then they’d wrench the bastards’ tissue open before they flipped around to lash out at the next, and after a heated ten minutes like this, I started to get a better feel for the clan I’d been leading all this time.
I’d gotten used to seeing Dalir in work mode for weeks, and only once did I catch a glimpse of their frenzied raiding tactics. But after all their training and bulking up, I could finally appreciate what set Dalir apart.
To be fair, the Illskan fighters I came up against were ripped enough to do some serious damage with those axes, and they roared with fury as they defended their keep. It was both impressive and intimidating, but there was a striking difference between them and Dalir.
Illska just fought fiercely in general, but Dalir’s warriors were fucking animals out here.
There was no pause in their attacks, and not a single moment wasted for decision making. Their eyes burned with nothing but raw, primal drive as they hacked, jabbed, gutted, and lacerated every enemy they came across, and they moved too fast for Illska to stand a chance of keeping up.
My clansmen fought like nothing in the world existed except the vulnerable points on their opponents, and as I comprehended how vicious Dalir was at its core, a deadly grin came to my face.
They’d more than earned this moment, and I was the man who got to restore them, bring them here, and set them loose on our enemies.
So… after that moment of clarity, my own restraint started slipping, and blatant, bloody pride took over as the battle intensified.
I wasn’t necessarily aiming for death though, it just kind of ended that way more times than I’d care to admit.
I slashed harder at legs and arms than I’d intended to, but I was stunned when I hacked a man’s hand off at the wrist without actually thinking about it. A tiny voice in the back of my mind told me to dial it down, but a louder voice reminded me I was the chieftain of Dalir, and Dalir came here to do some punishing tonight.
It was also nearly impossible to ease up, because axes, tomahawks, and sickle-swords were swinging within inches of me in every direction.
The thunder was cracking above us while a deluge of icy rain hammered our hides and armor, and I couldn’t even tell where the blood was coming from anymore. It was muddy and bloody mayhem while the war cries of the Farthegns rent the air, and I fucking loved every second of it.
All of it.
Sometimes blood just cascaded over me when I hadn’t slashed at anyone, but other times, my own swipes sent a spurt of crimson flying over every warrior near me, and my chest burned steadily beneath my cuirass every moment of the way.
The heat of it was so familiar to me now that it seemed to ground my nerves despite the chaos raging around me, and the burning fed into my limbs with every strike while blood, sweat, and rain streamed into my eyes.
I couldn’t stop grinning like a fiend no matter how many axes I narrowly dodged, because that first battle in the Red Forest was like coming up from a cave and finding a garden of Eden waiting for me. Except this garden was surging with grit, sweat, and hellish screams, but then the gates of the stronghold lifted, and the brays of beasts echoed across the village.
A band of over two dozen Illskan warriors streamed in on horned mounts, and I knew this had to be the group who’d been sent out to gather the loose herd. They’d clearly heard the carnage taking place too, because their spears were already drawn while their beasts reared up at the slaughter that awaited them.
My clansmen dove out of range just before the first batch of spears were launched right at us.
I was in the middle of cutting down a Farthegn with twice my muscle mass, but then a spear skewered his back. If he’d been one foot to the left, that would have been the end for me, but I hardly registered how close I’d come to dying.
Because the spear was thrown with so much force it now stuck three feet out of the man’s chest, and I watched the light leave his eyes as he keeled forward into me.
Another volley of spears had just been hurled into the fray, but then ten tomahawks spiraled over to impale the culprits’ skulls, and the last of the incoming band galloped into the narrow paths between the huts.
“God damnit!” I growled as I shoved the dead guy off me. “Ten spearmen just got away!”
My warriors sprinted to handle the situation, but I managed to chuck a tomahawk into a fleeing man’s spine just in time, and he flailed to the ground before he was trampled by his drekkadyr.
Then I barreled after two others as I kept my eyes on the few glimpses I saw of the deep-brown horns above the huts, but when I turned the next corner, I was engulfed in madness. Hundreds were battling at the center of the village while fallen bodies tripped everyone up, and the men I was chasing were consumed in blades as their beasts bucked and trampled warriors to get away.
Two Illskan women pounced at me a second later with battle axes held high, and one struck out at my legs while the other swiped for my neck. I barely dodged the ambush, but my Khopesh sword saved my neck as I lunged over the lower axe and then whipped around to disarm the women who were after me.
Before I could, an arrow pierced one of them in the back of her neck, and the other didn’t have time to notice before she took an arrow to the side of her own skull.
I jolted in shock as another two men to my left met a quick and similar end, and they both dropped at my feet with axes still in hand and arrows implanted in the back of their necks.
Then I smirked as I realized Eir’s sharp eyes must be locked on me from the trees, and I promptly raised my sickle-sword against the next Illskan asshole I came to. After that, it was nothing but blood and the sparks of clashing blades, and I found myself butchering my way through the mass with seven of my warrior women surrounding me. Their wild shrieks as they slashed and jabbed at every Illskan we met made me chuckle a bit, and when I sent one of them a grin, she promptly decapitated a man with his own axe.
That’s when I decided I really shouldn’t be goading my fighters on at this point, but only a minute later, all of my attention derailed onto one man.
The Farthegn was my height with twice the bulk and a sopping wet beard hanging down to his chest, and the large cloak of shaggy gold on his back showed he outranked the others. He held a battle axe in each hand while he remained locked at the center of the mayhem, but aside from the fact that his blades were several inches longer than anyone else’s, the most distracting thing was the animal head he wore like a headdress.
The beast must have had a hundred three-inch teeth crammed into its maws, and its lips were peeled back to display every one of them. It looked like a deranged joker smile on the face of a hyena, and the milky-blue eyes bulged from their sockets beneath a whole crop of twisted, spike-like horns. The shaggy golden fur around its neck matched the hides of Illska though, so I knew I was looking at the head of a jakyl.
Knowing these kinds of creatures traveled in packs all over this territory was unsettling to say the least, but I shoved the notion aside as I realized no other warrior I’d seen tonight wore the deranged, grinning jakyl on their heads.
Only this one Farthegn with the exceptional cloak did, and my mark reached a searing degree as I sized up the chieftain of Illska.
I could tell right away that this one wouldn’t go down as easy as the last.
He swung relentlessly with both hefty axes at once while a horde of my clansmen kept him contained like an animal, and sparks flew as his blades clashed with theirs at full force. Still, my warriors didn’t cut him to pieces, and they continued battling their asses off to watch each others’ backs the whole time.
Thyrri was among the band containing the chieftain for me, but she was mostly trying to get a swipe in against the hulking man who flanked the leader. This second man was nearly two feet taller than her and scarred enough to prove he was a warlord, and he almost took Thyrri’s arm off while she attempted to get an opening without the chieftain coming after her, too.
I remained where I was just long enough to size up the sheer girth of the chieftain I was about to come up against, and I knew he had about sixty pounds worth of sharpened steel in his hands. With battle axes like that around, it hardly mattered if I wore armor or not, because leather definitely wouldn’t spare me a butchering.
But sheer terror… that might serve me better than anything else could at this point. It definitely worked well enough on the Illskans I battled in the dungeons.
With my women warriors encircling me, I tore my hide and armor off, and I let them drop into the mud. Then I strolled over bodies to reach the chieftain of Illska. I could feel my mark blazing as hot as coals while icy rain poured down on me, and smoke sizzled from my chest as the water seeped through my thin shirt.
I didn’t have to look down to know how fucking scary this looked right now.
The chieftain’s eyes bulged as much as the jakyl’s, and his vicious sneer dropped at the sight of me.
Half my clansmen in the area nearly lost their limbs when they did a double-take, but they quickly recovered and held the onslaught off as I entered the ring of warriors the chieftain was locked in.
Then I came to a stop with my tomahawk in one hand and a Khopesh in the other, and the hulking leader roared something at me in his language as he shifted his weight in a guarded crouch. But the ferocity in his voice didn’t reach his eyes, and I was grinning now on account of how scared shitless the chieftain of Illska looked.
He was blocked in here with me and only one warlord to defend him, and all around us, Dalir was slaughtering his clansmen without restraint.
Judging by the panic-stricken look of him, I guessed he’d caught on what was coming to him, but he still lashed out wildly with his axes anyways, and I stepped back to easily avoid the harried attack. Then he continued shouting at me in a language that meant nothing to me, and I sighed as I realized he wasn’t gonna shut up soon.
Once he finally panted to a stop, I nodded and raised my voice, and the way the chieftain’s arms went limp when he heard the language I spoke was a sight I’d never forget.
“We haven’t met yet,” I hollered with a callous grin. “I’m the chieftain of Dalir. You must be the fucker who killed my women.”
The chieftain’s bearded jaw went slack, and he looked all over at the carnage taking place like this was news to him. In all likelihood, it could have been, seeing as we massacred the assholes who did the deed, but I knew a thing or two about the Red Forest now, and it didn’t matter whether the culprits were dead.
Breaking a code like this was worthy of a hell of a lot more punishment than that.
“I did no such thing!” the chieftain finally growled in a thick accent. “If my men--”
“No, no,” I snorted with a shake of my head. “You know damn well that’s not how leadership works, man. Those ruthless bastards were your warriors, and under your orders, they crossed Dalir’s border and hunted my game. Then they killed my women. So, essentially… You crossed my border, hunted my game, and killed my women. That was a big fucking mistake.”
The chieftain in front of me was shaking either with rage or fear, and he white-knuckled the handles of his axes while his scarred warlord bared his teeth at me. Neither of them moved to attack just yet, and I waited them out as I watched their faces glow in the dull-orange light of my marking.
Thyrri was flanking my left side now with her own tomahawk and Khopesh drawn, and the two of us didn’t move an inch while the chieftain of Illska took to staring at my mark like he was seeing a ghost.
The scarring burned on, and white smoke seeped through my drenched tunic, but every passing second only heightened the sense of resolve radiating in my core.
I could see ten different spots on this asshole right now that would cripple his chiseled limbs, but his cuirass left his hairy chest exposed to his sternum like a macho fuckboy, and I grinned at the notion while I noted my kill shot.
I probably could’ve cut him down right then thanks to his panic, but I didn’t want to. I wanted this hulking Farthegn fuck to give it his best shot because there was no doubt in my mind now that I’d win Illska anyways.
There wasn’t any other option as far as I was concerned.
“Feel free to take your time!” I hollered as a nearby warrior met a loud and gruesome death. “The longer you sit here shitting yourself, the more warriors die at the blades of Dalir, but don’t worry. So long as the survivors keep in line, I’ll lead Illska with a fair hand.”
That did the trick.
The bearded chieftain charged at me as he swung both his axes inward, but I ducked and hooked his knee with my tomahawk, and I wrenched him to the ground before Thyrri even took her first swipe at the warlord.
Then she hacked so hard, she severed the scarred warlord’s arm at the elbow, and as his hefty axe dropped to the ground along with his forearm, I leapt to dodge the chieftain’s strike at my legs. He was back on his knees, but I deflected his next two attempts and got behind him, and even though he had a decent range with his axes, I managed to sever his front shoulder muscles on one side.
Then I darted out of range as his rage heightened, and with only one useful arm, the chieftain got up on his feet and came after me like a man possessed.
His grating words sounded like Farthegn curses as I wove and struck out at his legs, arms, and ankles every chance I got, and he whipped his massive axe around without restraint.
Then I felt the whoosh of his axe come within inches of my head as I ducked, and I lunged forward to tackle the man before he could bring it back around. The chieftain was so worked up as he hit the ground that he nearly dropped his axe straight into his own leg trying to get at me, but it was too late to fight me off now.
My tomahawk pierced the crook of his shoulder as he howled in pain, and I left it there to take my Khopesh hilt in two hands.
Then I plummeted the hooked blade into his burly chest, and the chieftain jolted as his yowling abruptly stopped. His eyes bulged up at me as I sent the asshole a remorseless grin, but then I twisted the blade, and the man went limp under me.
Thyrri’s shriek to my right was met with a pained roar a split second later, and I whipped my head to the side to see Illska’s warlord on his knees and armless with his face twisted with agony. Then Thyrri grasped his grimy hair from behind to force his head back, but she didn’t slit his throat.
My woman warlord hooked the seven-inch spike of her tomahawk under his chin instead, and I nearly puked as I watched her wrench her victim’s jaw straight off his head.
I was pretty sure he was dead after that, given his neck was torn open to his spine, but Thyrri wasn’t done. She let the body drop backward as she circled him with a bloody smile, and she grabbed his battle axe from the ground. Then in one swift move, my warlord deftly let the bit drop through the dead chieftain’s neck, and her tomahawk slashed her victim’s gut clean open through his leather armor.
“Raise your trophy high, my chief!” Thyrri bellowed and shoved her bare hand into the warlord’s gut. “This fight is won! Illska belongs to you!”
I nodded blankly at the vicious woman’s command, but then I grabbed the chieftain’s severed head by the jakyl on top of it, and once I was on my feet, Thyrri forced my elbow up to raise the head high into the air.
Then she raised a slimy wad of entrails as well, and her voice split through the air as she shrieked something I couldn’t understand. More shrieks rose up in response while my warriors joined in, and like a wave, the fighting surrounding me ceased.
The members of both Dalir and Illska turned to me, and I looked out at them all while rain hammered into my glowing mark, but I could already feel the heat beginning to ebb.
Then Dalir’s warriors began forcing their enemies onto their knees as they tore the axes from their fists, and everywhere I turned, the last of Illska’s warriors gaped up from the ground.
All of them were too shocked at the sight of their chieftain’s severed head to do much more than obey.
My clansmen still hovered over them with their bloody blades drawn, and as the last of the war cries died out in Illska, the warriors of Dalir flashed me murderous grins and bowed their heads.
We’d won, and all of Illska belonged to me.








Chapter 34
The rain let up only a fraction of a degree over the next hour, and I couldn’t tell where the mud stopped and the bloody bodies began. Illska was a hellscape of severed limbs, bludgeoned corpses, and matted fur hides, and my warriors slipped and slid through the mess to try and haul the wounded out.
I assigned a group to search every hut and disarm those who took refuge inside, and another band was in charge of gathering the weapons from the lanes of the village. Some stood guard at the gates in preparation for when the jakyl hunting party returned, and I also had a smaller group taking stock of all the stowed resources here.
I was still awaiting word on whether they’d located the former chieftain’s private reserves yet, but aside from this, there were so many bodies out here that most of Dalir had their hands full of half-dead Illskans.
Unfortunately, this clan only had one healer in residence, and she was a standard, middle-aged woman with no magical powers. She probably meant well but couldn’t work half as effectively as my ancient healer did, so the wounded were piled up under the shelter of the hut entrances, and my clan did their best to slow the bleeding of their gaping slashes.
I knew we’d need Amaeda if we were gonna come out of this with any useful warriors, but I was waiting until we could safely spare some men to send north to fetch her.
In the meantime, I was overseeing damage control, and I was flanked by two women warriors at the insistence of my warlords. Now that I wore the thick, golden cloak of Illska’s chieftain on my shoulders, I had to be sure I didn’t end up with a rogue spear in my back, but I intended to ditch the cloak for my regular nóttmal pelt as soon as Illska was locked down. Part of me also felt like Dalir was my true clan, even if Illska was now under my control as well, and this sodden gold hide weighed about six pounds in the rain and smelled like the body odor of the last guy who’d worn it.
“How many dead?” I asked Anakol as I joined him near a particularly gruesome quarter of Illska.
The braided man was dragging an unconscious woman to shelter, and he heartlessly let her drop with a crunch before he turned a broad grin my way.
“So far, only seven from Dalir have been lost,” Anakol reported.
“Shit,” I sighed as I swiped the rain from my eyes.
“My chief, this is good news,” the warlord insisted. “We lost more than eighty at the raid in Hylmrek, and we were only there trying to get slaves and a bit of goods. Today, seven were lost while an entire territory was gained. I assure you your clansmen gave their lives for a more just cause than they ever expected.”
“Hmm.” I nodded, even though I only partially agreed. “What about Illska?”
My warlord didn’t respond as promptly this time, and he sent a sheepish glance toward the slew of muddy bodies ahead of us. “We are still checking for the wounded, my chief. Several of these warriors are likely to be alive. Blood loss, and bludgeoning… These contribute to a heavy sleep, as you know… I am certain many will survive.”
“Uh-huh, but you’ve counted some dead already,” I led. “Where are we at?”
“One hundred and thirteen,” Anakol mumbled without meeting my gaze.
“Shhhit,” I groaned.
“I offer my deepest apologies, my chief,” the braided man tried. “This failure is my own, and I can assure you our warriors will heed their orders in the future. It is only that it has been many, many moons since we put our efforts toward battle rather than raiding, and to fight for a cause of such merit against such an enemy--”
“It’s fine,” I sighed, and I clapped him on the shoulder while he slumped with disappointment. “I understand. I was there.”
“Yes, I could do nothing to rein this in,” the warlord admitted. “This was… a learning experience for me.”
“Hey, me too,” I snorted. “Our warriors may have been fucking savages out here tonight, but I was right there with them. Illska had it coming, and to be honest, I only kind of regret it.”
“Yes, I do not think it is possible to give less than my all in matters of justice,” Anakol mused. “But I will try, my chief. I will control my violent nature when necessary. Surely, this is something that can be worked toward.”
“You did good,” I assured him. “Let’s just salvage as many as we can, alright?”
“Certainly, my chief.” Anakol gave a diligent nod. “You might be interested to know, however, that I have personally counted over thirty warriors out here who died with an arrow piercing their spines directly at the base of the skull. I would like it known that those losses were by no fault of my own, and given the accuracy and consistency of the hits, I believe there is only one bowhunter who could possibly--”
“Are you trying to get my woman in trouble?” I cut in.
“Not at all,” he curtly replied. “I am simply alerting you to the fact that your Hylmrek wife was among those who failed to adhere to your orders this evening. Many times.”
I crossed my arms and nodded. “Anakol, I watched you hook a fleeing and unarmed warrior by his testicles from behind. Then you decapitated him and smothered another fallen man with the bloody tissues dangling from his severed head. Now, before you say any of that was self-defense, just know I heard you cackling when you did it. That was a fucking ruthless cackle. It didn’t sound anything like restraint.”
The braided man’s dark eyes shifted awkwardly from side to side, but then he gruffly cleared his throat, bowed, and dismissed himself.
“That’s what I thought,” I muttered, and the two women guarding me chuckled as quietly as possible.
Then we headed back along a pathway my warriors had cleared of bodies, and I started tallying up the wounded who waited against the huts. Luckily, only a handful of Dalir’s warriors suffered brutal enough injuries to lay them up, but Illska’s warriors were about as mutilated as could be expected. Several were just trying to keep their split muscle tissues together, but most were unconscious with bloody heads or partially torn faces. My count was already at fifty-three by the time I met with Thyrri at the other end of the lane, and she finished putting a man out of his misery before she came over to me.
To be fair, the man had no feet or hands, two tomahawks in his arms, and was rapidly bleeding out.
“Have you heard from the stealth squadron?” I asked as I gathered the tomahawks from the corpse.
“Yes, my chief, I met with them first thing,” Thyrri confirmed. “Your wife and her women suffered no injuries or casualties. They are now in position outside the gates of Illska to ambush the returning hunting party and force them into submission. Eir recommended this approach.”
“Perfect.” I smirked. “Make sure the men on the ramparts hold their positions, but send another ten to join them. There should be about sixty hunters riding up, and if they don’t submit right away, my women will end up taking quite a lot of them out. At this point, we need every warrior we can get.”
“I will see it done immediately,” Thyrri assured me.
“How are we doing on morale?” I checked.
“Better,” she answered. “Now that the wounded have realized we intend to heal them and not kill them unless necessary, they have stopped resisting our efforts. Those who were found in the huts are unarmed and being contained in the feasting hall by Igrid and ten others. I am told most of this group are relatively uninjured, but they have not spoken since they were rounded up.”
“Alright, let’s keep them there until I come up with some incentive for everyone,” I muttered. “How are our clansmen doing?”
“They are proud, my chief,” Thyrri said, and a sweet smile spread across her bloody face. “You have honored Dalir immensely, and I feel we have begun to know ourselves better again. Tonight, I saw more strength in my clansmen than I have in many years, thanks to you.”
“And thanks to my warlords.” I grinned. “You and Anakol did an incredible job training everyone on such short notice. It didn’t go quite as planned, but our warriors definitely know their way around their new weapons.”
“I wish to beg your forgiveness,” Thyrri abruptly announced, and I furrowed my brow. “You expected much of us this evening, but I have failed you, my chief. You should know I slaughtered sixteen warriors of Illska in cold blood. Only one of them was a warlord, and none of the others could have bested me. I murdered them solely because the fire of battle was in my heart.”
“It’s alright,” I chuckled. “I was deeply impressed with your work tonight. You’re terrifying.”
“Oh…” Thyrri blushed beneath the bloody streaks on her face, and she waved a dismissive hand. “It is nothing, my chief. I am certain several of your warriors--”
“No,” I firmly interrupted. “There were not several warriors out here wrenching the jaws off men three times their size. None of them decapitated a chieftain while simultaneously gutting a warlord, either. You’re a hell of a woman, Thyrri. I’m honored to fight beside you.”
Thyrri’s soft brown eyes actually teared up at the praise, and the two women guarding me brushed her arms as they exchanged proud grins.
Then my warlord’s gaze flicked to my chest, and she frowned a little as she eyed my tunic beneath the thick golden hide. “My chief… it is not my place to pry, but I do wonder about this wound on your chest. You have refused my concern on the matter before, but tonight, I saw it burning as you fought with the former chieftain.”
“I know,” I muttered. “I’m sorry if it scared you, I just--”
“It did not,” Thyrri quickly assured me. “I could never fear you, my chief. I know too well you are a man of great honor. But tonight… I did not know what to think. You looked rather cruel with this mark blazing at your center, and I have never known a man of any race to emit smoke without his flesh charring away. It strikes me this is as strange as a Farthegn woman who bears black wings…”
“It is,” I agreed with a nod. “I owe you and the others some kind of explanation about all this. It’s probably about time I’m honest with those who are most loyal to me, but I’m just not able to explain much at the moment. Once I have a better hold on everything, we can talk it through. For now, let’s focus on getting Illska in hand, alright?”
“Yes, my chief,” the warlord replied. “I will send more men to the ramparts and assist their efforts in containing the hunters when they arrive.”
“Thank you,” I replied. “Could you also send five warriors back to Dalir? Maybe get Anakol to lead them. It looks like we have Illska under control for the time being, and I want an update on how the village is holding up. I also need both the healer and the blacksmith sent down as soon as possible. We’ll lose half these wounded men if we only rely on the healer who’s in residence. Have them bring two boars from my cellar, and make sure the group has plenty of spare torches with them, too. The nóttmal will be all over the place tonight.”
Thyrri bowed her head in agreement, but I noticed a tiny smirk on her lips as she strolled off to find her husband, and I could guess where her mind was at. The woman warlord probably anticipated Anakol’s opinions about having to fetch the blacksmith for me, but she had no idea how pissed he’d really be once he arrived in Dalir.
Brokkr would officially be dressed like a clansman now, but I figured this was as good a time as any to let Anakol in on the promotion.
My braided warrior had been in a fantastic mood ever since the battle ended. He’d also used up most of his violent energy mutilating the fuck out of our enemies, so I wrote the issue off as handled for now and continued tallying up the wounded as I made my way around Illska with two fierce women guarding my flanks.
I spoke with a few of the more injured warriors to assure them I’d have them tended to by my personal healer soon enough, but one Illskan woman with a bloody head and a gaping wound in her thigh clutched my hand in a vise grip at the news.
“I cannot die tonight,” she croaked as her eyes failed to open all the way. “My daughter is in the children’s village. I must see her.”
“Children’s village?” My eyebrows shot straight up into my hairline. “What children’s village?”
“Two miles south,” the woman winced against the pain. “Guarded by sixty, and housing one hundred. They must remain safe. You will not harm them?”
“Holy shit,” I muttered. “No, I won’t harm them. Of course, I won’t, but I do need to get a hold of those sixty guards. How many more of your clansmen are outside the stronghold right now?”
“Seventy-five are hunting,” the woman rasped. “Sixty guard the children, another forty guard the slaves who tend the fields. We only keep ten in total to watch the slave villages in the south. The guards live at their posts.”
I nodded. “How many did Illska number in total before this attack? Not counting the children.”
“Close to four hundred,” she promptly answered.
“Thank you,” I replied. “I’ll have my healer tend to your wounds as soon as she arrives. If you’re healthy enough to travel tomorrow, you can go see your daughter, but you will give them word at the children’s village that Illska has a new chieftain. If you cause an uprising, I’ll be forced to bring Dalir down there and sort things out.”
“No!” the woman gasped. “I will not betray you, my chief. I give you my word. I only… I only need to see my daughter again.”
“You will,” I assured her.
The injured warrior nodded weakly as her eyes fluttered shut, and I gently removed her hand from mine as I stood up. Then I pulled my two women guards out of earshot.
“One of you needs to get to Thyrri,” I ordered. “She should be at the ramparts by now. Warn her we have about a hundred and eighty-five warriors of Illska outside the stronghold, and seventy-five hunters coming in. We need every one of those hunters contained before they can get word to the others in the south.”
“Yes, my chief, but you must remain guarded,” one of the women countered.
“I’ll find someone to stand in for you. Go.”
The warrior woman turned on her heels to obey the command, and I headed the opposite direction while I scanned the area for more of my clansmen. I found a woman of Dalir whose long blonde dreadlocks were stained red from the battle, and once she was in place with my other guard, I swiftly made the rounds alerting my warriors that Illska housed more clansmen than we anticipated.
Then I sent about twenty of them to join the efforts at the front gates, but even though we were potentially in trouble sitting around here, I was actually relieved to know Illska numbered more than we’d anticipated. Depending on how I managed the fallout over the next week, I could come out of this battle with more than three hundred warriors between Dalir and Illska. This wasn’t enough to hold off Hylmrek, but it was a hell of a lot better than I thought we’d end up with.
Especially after the way my warriors were slaughtering tonight.
What we could do to make up for the many losses was beyond me, but for now I focused on the more positive developments. Namely, I had a hundred young Farthegns to train up. This would increase my numbers over time, but this notion immediately reminded me of another loss Dalir had suffered.
Illska was one of the clans who had bought Dalir’s children in exchange for land years ago. If any of them were still alive, they could be returned to their families in the north now that I had control over those who bought them.
So things were looking up despite the missteps in all this, and once I received word the former chieftain’s reserves had been located, the view from where I stood improved about tenfold.
The bastard with the jakyl on his head had not one, but four underground cellars in Illska, and all of them were as large as my own. One was used exclusively to store barrels of ale and jugs of mead, and the bounty filled the entire cellar back to front. The next two cellars were for meat and food storage, but the fourth was the closest thing to a treasure trove I’d ever encountered.
I felt like a fucking pirate strolling into this guy’s glittering and golden reserves, and it took me about five minutes of gawking and prodding at the many piles of finery before my eyebrows settled in their regular place again.
There were rough-cut gems, bronze and gold jewelry, inlaid weaponry, and even ornate goblets studded with what looked like bluish-green emeralds. Bundles of silk in all colors lined the shelves along with carefully kept pelts I didn’t recognize, and over a dozen intricately wrought staves stood propped in the corner. Some of them had enormous gems mounted on the top, but the ones that were made of solid silver with filigree winding down the stock were more impressive in my opinion.
Wrapping my head around the fact that this was all mine now didn’t come easily to a man like me though, and I numbly left the treasure heap with not a single idea what to do with any of it.
I figured I could maybe just hand it over to my beautiful wife, but part of me doubted Eir was the type of woman to fawn over rubies and silk. The nice pelts were more to her tastes, but she might look pretty sexy sipping ale out of an emerald-studded goblet with those black wings on her back.
Either way, I continued taking the wins in stride, and my warriors updated me on the resources of Illska as I visited the former chieftain’s private quarters and the feasting hall.
The scant amount of barley, oats, and millet in the stronghold was disappointing, but I guessed the majority of Illska’s stores were kept at the fields in the south. They still had plenty of lumber, and three slave tanners to keep up with their jakyl harvests. There were even two elven slaves in residence who maintained beehives in enchanted habitats year-round.
Most of the healthier slaves lived in the slave villages, and according to one less disgruntled Illskan man, his clan boasted over one hundred slaves at the moment, not including the ones rotting in their dungeon. I decided I’d visit these villages at the first opportunity, in case they were treated anything like the slaves in Dalir were before I arrived, but I had a feeling this would be the case. The fact that the slaves in Illska had to worry about being burned alive or left to die in filthy cells spoke volumes of their masters’ management style.
I didn’t get to take stock of much more, though.
Igrid was in the middle of updating me at the feasting hall about the clansmen being detained there, but shouts of alarm erupted outside before she could finish.
Then I bolted out into the rain with Igrid and my guards close behind, and the commotion seemed to be coming from the stronghold entrance. The warriors on the ramparts were already hurling tomahawks down from their posts, so I knew the hunting party must have just returned, and I could hear the braying of riled up drekkadyr piercing the night along with furious voices.
The gates were still shut when I finally made it over, and Thyrri joined me at the base of the rampart steps with her weapons drawn.
“They are contained, but they will not yield,” she reported. “Your wife has only killed four who threatened the safety of our women.”
“Open the gates!” I bellowed to the men up above, and a few abandoned their posts to raise the stout wood and iron entrance.
I drew my Khopesh sword as the gate slowly lifted, and I walked out with Igrid, Thyrri, my guards, and about fifteen other bloody clansmen at my back.
The torches outside the entrance shone on a horde of hunters strewn across the mud with arrows all over their limbs, but they looked to be alive at least, so I left them wailing in the mud for now. Their beasts were bucking wildly with dead game roped to their backs, and some had tomahawks embedded in their hides to make matters worse. The entire herd had thrown their riders by now, and the hunters who weren’t injured yet stood with their spears and axes drawn.
Eir’s squadron of cloaked women surrounded the band of enraged Farthegns with their own spears and bows at the ready, and my winged wife led the brigade with her red shawl still clinging to her drenched hair. Her green eyes flashed in the torchlight as she belted commands at the hostage hunters, and she loosed seven arrows into a few of their legs before I reached her side.
The moment she saw me, Eir sent me a diligent nod and took a place on my left, and she growled something to the hunters that I didn’t understand.
Then half the contained Farthegns started sizing me up with menacing scowls, and I guessed my wife was introducing me. Some of the men began muttering under their beards while others just spat and held their places, and the women hunters of Illska mostly bared their teeth at my own women warriors around them.
I motioned with my hand, and Eir’s squadron began closing in on the resisting group. They barked orders in their language as they delivered a few firm kicks to their wards’ backs, and a handful of Illskan hunters relented and threw their weapons down into the mud.
“Illska is under my command now,” I announced as I leveled them all with a hard glare.
The moment I spoke, several men immediately raised their spears, but before they could launch them, their shoulders were impaled with our own spears. The men stumbled and yowled as they clutched their deadened arms, and before I could blink, Eir decided to kill two of the culprits who roared something at me.
I hooked my fingers in her sword belt to pull her close.
“Take it easy,” I muttered out of the corner of my mouth. “It’d be great if most of these assholes lived.”
“I disagree, my chief,” the Nordic beauty growled. “They insult you!”
“I don’t give a shit,” I snorted. “They’re outnumbered, and a third of their clan is dead. Give them time, and they’ll cool down, but if you kill them tonight, they’ll never do us any good.”
Eir narrowed her eyes on the two nearest men who sneered back, but she obeyed the order and left her next arrow poised in her bow rather than firing it.
Then I raised my voice above the wheezing rebuttals of the injured warriors, even though the others continued hurling curses my way regardless.
“Over a hundred of your clansmen are dead!” I informed the group. “The rest have yielded. Those who do the same will be spared any punishment tonight. Any who continue to resist will be sent to the dungeons.”
More enraged rebuttals came my way, but my twenty clansmen from the ramparts were already joining us now, and I motioned for Igrid and Thyrri to do their thing.
Igrid didn’t hesitate to shove her way through the ring of women I had enclosing our captives, and my gathered clansmen followed on her heels while Thyrri gave the order.
Eir let out a mirthless chuckle as Igrid began beating the women hunters into submission, and it only took a few punches to get most of them on their knees and weaponless. The riled up men didn’t go down so easily, and Eir’s squadron delivered plenty of well-placed arrows now and then to break their resolve. Thyrri relentlessly slashed at their limbs whenever they struck out too, and I nodded along as one rebel after another was sent yowling to their knees.
In only a few minutes, Dalir managed to disarm the last of the hunters, and once they were mostly subdued, I ordered my clansmen to haul them into the stronghold along with those who were too littered with arrows to stand.
Despite the beatings, a handful of hulking and irate men just wouldn’t stop resisting, and Eir led the way to the dungeon when they refused to let up at all.
It took twelve of my men to haul the hostages off with five bows poised on the group the whole way, and I sighed as I counted ten dead hunters in the mud outside the stronghold. Then I gathered the last of my warrior women, and I assigned them the task of getting the drekkadyr inside and ridding them of the deranged jakyls on their backs. My two guards and I joined their efforts for a while since we already knew where to find the tanning shop, and Igrid assured me she’d get the right Illskans to handle the skinning and disposal of the carcasses.
Apparently, there were several being detained at the feasting hall who hadn’t given her any trouble tonight, and I told her she could choose a few extra to work on digging through the bodies as well.
I was arranging for the drekkadyr to be brought back to their pens when a herd of seven horned beasts rode up out of the rain, but I could tell by their torches that this was the group of clansmen I’d sent north.
Two drekkadyr had boars strapped to their backs with several baskets secured against their sides, and a pair of warriors guided their reins from their own mounts while Brokkr rode just behind. The blacksmith was in Dalirian pelt and armor with Amaeda held safely in front of him, and two more guards brought up the rear.
Anakol led the way, and based on the tense nod he sent me, I guessed he had some opinions to share about Brokkr’s attire. To his credit, the warlord didn’t unload on me just yet. The braided man reined in his mount, got the men unloading the cargo, and delivered his full report from Dalir, and I was relieved to hear our village was well in hand.
No threats had come into the area, and while the nóttmal were numerous tonight, none of them attempted to get beyond the defensive walls. Three of the massive beasts stalked my band of warriors both coming and going from Dalir, but the torches kept them from lashing out along the way, and they stopped hunting the group miles before they reached the border.
Once Anakol was done with his update, he fell into a tense and lock-jawed silence, and I decided to send him to the feasting hall so we could start cooking up the boars he’d delivered.
Then I turned to find Amaeda anxiously looking me over from the back of a drekkadyr.
I sent the old elf a reassuring smile as I reached up to help her down, and Brokkr made sure I had a solid hold on Amaeda before he released his grip on her tiny waist. The old elf began patting my arms and shoulders all over the moment she was on the ground, and I couldn’t help but notice that her golden eyes glowed even in the rainy evening light.
Amaeda was stronger than ever, and she was exactly what I’d been needing down here.
“You are bleeding, my chief,” Amaeda fretted. “Where are your injuries? How deep are they, and have you broken any--”
“Just a few scrapes,” I gently cut in. “I promise I’m fine, but the others are in desperate need of your care. The healer here isn’t effective enough, and the wounded have lost a lot of blood. There’s one woman in particular I want you to tend to first, but then visit Dalir’s warriors. As soon as they’ve been taken care of, we have scores of Illskans that I really need to keep alive, and you can start with the more dire cases.”
“Anything you need, my chief,” Amaeda said in earnest. “I brought the supplies I prepared earlier.”
“Excellent, I’ll show you where to start,” I said before I ordered the elf’s four escorts to carry her baskets along with us.
Then I stooped to pick the old healer up into my arms, and Brokkr chuckled as her yellow eyes flared at the gesture.
“My chief,” Amaeda scolded, “you should not be seen carrying slaves around. Illska must grow to respect you, and if they--”
“It’s a mess out here,” I said with a smirk. “I won’t have my healer trudging through blood and mud while she works. These men will guard you for the night, too. I don’t think the wounded will give you any trouble, but others are out here handling some game, and I can’t risk you getting attacked. If you need any more supplies, send a man to track down the other healer, but I’ll be around the stronghold, so get word to me if there’s anything else you need.”
“Yes, my chief,” Amaeda whispered while her eyes welled with tears, and I chuckled a bit as I shifted my hold so I could dab them away.
The way she teared up whenever I showed her any kindness never ceased to warm my heart these days, and after the gory night I’d had, Amaeda was a more than welcome presence.
Especially since she would probably save the lives of every injured Farthegn in this stronghold by sunrise.
I kept the ancient healer secured in my arms while I brought her to the warrior who’d told me about the guards in the south, and even though the Illskan woman was unconscious, my healer assured me she was nowhere near death. I stayed with the elf until the woman’s wounds were fully tended to, and I had some of my clansmen carry her to a nearby hut so her bandaging wouldn’t get drenched in the rain.
The wounded from Dalir were all gathered in another, larger hut by now since they could be trusted out of sight, and as soon as I entered the place with Amaeda, all of them either sighed or smiled with relief to see their healer again. After that, I left her to her work with four men to guard and assist her, and I found Brokkr waiting with my two guards in the rainy lane.
The warrior women had their hands on their hilts as they scanned his new attire with narrowed eyes, but the blacksmith didn’t seem to notice or care. He was stone-faced and staring up at an iron stake posted a few feet away, and I grimaced as I followed his gaze to the charred remains of whoever had been burned there last.
“Don’t worry,” I muttered. “These will be the last who burn in Illska.”
Brokkr nodded, but he kept his blue eyes on the mangled, black body. “Guess ye’ stole yourself another clan, eh?”
“I did do that,” I snorted. “Thanks for bringing Amaeda here. I take it Anakol gave you some shit along the way? He looks pissed.”
“Yeah, he’ll snap in a matter of hours, I’d reckon,” Brokkr mused, and he finally tore his gaze off the burnt corpse. “Not sure if he’s more pissed about me or your wife.”
I furrowed my brow. “What’d she do this time?”
“Bragi’s the one who’s done it,” the blacksmith clarified. “He was… pretty anxious about having you all down here. He did well leading the guards and all, but I noticed he was feeling a bit off. By the time Anakol got back, Bragi was really wound up, and he mentioned he worried ye’ might’ve died for your wife down here.”
“God damnit,” I sighed.
“Yeahhhh,” Brokkr muttered. “Anakol wasn’t too happy to hear about that oath of yours. He was talkin’ too fast for me to catch all the words, but overall, he’s fuckin’ adamant about you living. I guess Eir made some kind of promise to him and Thyrri of that nature, and now he’s taken it like she tricked him.”
“Of course,” I snorted. “Well, I’ll have to sort it out with him later, but at least this all distracted him from you being a clansman.”
“Yeah, he hasn’t killed me yet,” Brokkr said with pleasant surprise. “Feel a bit shorted, to be honest. I thought I’d finally get to go head-to-head with that prick, but… your wife kinda stole the show.”
“Right,” I chuckled as I turned to head down the lane, and my two wildish guards fell in step at our backs. “I’m not sure you could survive Anakol’s wrath just yet, but that’ll change. I intend to have you training with the weapons you make from now on.”
“Really?” Brokkr asked with a toothy grin. “Who the hell’s gonna train me that won’t try to kill me in the process?”
“Probably Eir and Bragi.” I shrugged. “So long as you pay attention and pull your weight, you’ll be up there with the best of them some day, and you can use what you learn to avoid getting killed by the rest of Dalir over this promotion. The experience will give you a better idea about the pros and cons of the weapons you build us as well, especially since Bragi knows a lot about the various tactics of the clans.”
Brokkr was gaping at the prospect by the time I finished, and I clapped him on the shoulder as we turned to make our way toward the center of Illska. I filled him in along the way about the battle, Illska’s population, and the resources we’d taken stock of so far, and I kept my eyes out for the three Dalirian clansmen I knew could point him in the direction of the blacksmith’s shop.
They’d mentioned locating it earlier, but it was locked shut, and I gave Brokkr one of my tomahawks to handle the issue with while I scanned the rainy warriors around me. I could have sworn I saw the three men in this vicinity not long ago, and I’d ordered them to help unearth the wounded from the sea of dead at the center of Illska. It was the most brutal quarter in the village with too many bodies to count, including the former chieftain’s, but the three men weren’t around when we arrived.
Several others from Dalir and a few from Illska were hard at work picking through the bloody mass, and Brokkr nudged my arm as he cracked a smirk and pointed to my left.
Then I saw Eir standing at the center of the clearing, and rain dripped from her black feathers while she looked down at the bodies piled around her. The lightning flashing above her made the wings glisten in an eerie way as her black armor clung to her curves, and my blood heated on the spot as I realized I hadn’t kissed my deadly wife in way too long.
We’d both lived through the first battle of our marriage too, and now that neither of us were very busy, I only wanted to drag her into my arms and thank her for the many warriors she’d killed on my behalf.
I sent Brokkr a lewd grin, and the blacksmith chuckled and shook his head.
“Yeah, go on,” he sighed. “Lucky bastard.”
“I’ll be right back,” I assured him. “I just need to take care of this real quick.”
“Uh-huh,” the blacksmith snorted. “Better not leave me alone out here for long, though. If Anakol finds me, I’ll be lost in all these fuckin’ corpses.”
“You can have my personal guards,” I snickered as I gestured for the two women to remain behind.
Their eyes flared at the thought, and Brokkr sent them an awkward nod of thanks.
I was already making my way in Eir’s direction, and I whistled sharply to get her attention as I tripped over a particularly huge dead man. My grin only widened when my wife raised her head to find me, but the second our eyes met, I slowed to a stop as my grin dropped.
There was only the torchlight and lightning to illuminate her, but this was enough to see by, and my wife’s striking green eyes weren’t there anymore.
Instead, a dark abyss gleamed back at me, and even the whites of Eir’s eyes were consumed in an inky-black. Her hollow stare turned my blood to ice while she just stood there not smiling or acknowledging me at all, but while my mind grappled to process what I was seeing, Eir slowly tilted her face up toward the stormy sky.
That’s when smoke began to drift up from the ground under her boots.
The blue wisps curled around her legs like snakes as she turned her palms upward. Then more smoky tendrils started billowing up all over the battlefield, and my heart hammered in my ears as my confusion left me rooted where I stood.
The nearby warriors scattered at the sight while they stumbled over dead bodies to get farther away from Eir, and all I could do was watch the blue haze grow thicker around my wife. People were shouting at my back now as the stampeding of boots drew closer, and when I managed to look around, I saw more smoke coming from nearly every corner of Illska.
What looked like over a hundred smoky pillars rose up without any flames under them at all, and the warriors gasped and shrieked whenever the blue mist sifted over them. One plume drifted across my fingertips and left my skin feeling as cold as ice, but I couldn’t even think about this because Eir’s wings were unfurling to their full wingspan.
Then a strange, high-pitched screech started building in her throat.
It was so soft at first that I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it, but then her lips parted as her black wings shifted back to take flight, and Eir let out a deathly shriek as she vaulted from the ground.
All the smoke tore after her as a whirlwind of icy air ripped through Illska, and I squinted against the blue haze while horror-stricken screams echoed around me.
Just before Eir reached the stormy clouds, her entire figure morphed, and I could have sworn I saw a jet-black raven against the lightning before she vanished into thin air.
Then frantic voices rose up as warrior women rushed over to where she’d been standing, and I vaguely registered the sound of my warlords and Igrid talking all at once.
I couldn’t even blink anymore.
No words computed, and whoever was yanking at my arms might as well have been ghosts. I had no capacity to process anything no matter how loud and crowded the bloody village became, and my vision tunneled out as one thought blared in my mind above all else:
My wife was gone.








Chapter 35
I’d never had a wife before, so I had obviously never lost one in such a sudden and supernatural manner, but I quickly learned I was the kind of man who’d get mad enough to burn a fucking village down if something happened to my woman.
White-hot rage and a hefty dose of panic shot through me within seconds of Eir vanishing, but over a dozen Farthegns were clustered around me now. A crowd formed all over the gory clearing, so all I could do was remain frozen in silent rage, but Brokkr was a pretty astute guy.
The blacksmith must have realized I was about thirty seconds from bulldozing everyone in the nearest vicinity, and somewhere beyond my muffled headspace, I could hear Brokkr telling Anakol off. The yelling around me got louder after that, but I let the blacksmith say whatever he wanted as he shuttled me several paces back from the crowd.
Normally, I was a man who could remain somewhat calm under pressure, but right now, nothing made sense. Just trying to imagine what could have happened to Eir made it hard to breathe, and without knowing enough about the magic in this world, my mind spiraled out of control.
My winged wife was right there in front of me a minute ago. Then whatever all that blue smoke was, possessed her like a fucking demon before she literally morphed and disappeared.
Just… vanished into thin air.
Brokkr suddenly caught hold of my hide to shake me back to the present, and I resurfaced from my panic to find my two women guards anxiously flanking us with wide eyes. Then Brokkr lowered his voice even though we were all well out of earshot of the crowd by now.
“Alright, let’s take a breath, yeah?” Brokkr hastily muttered.
“She’s gone,” I growled. “She was right there, and--”
“Yeah, I saw it,” the blacksmith assured me. “But, hey… no one’s come and taken her. She flew off on her own, and we don’t know if that’s a bad thing. It sure as hell isn’t a regular thing, but whatever’s going on, you gave your wife the wings she did it with. That means it can’t be half as bad as whatever you’re thinking right now.”
I nodded a few times as Brokkr’s logic doused most of my more outrageous concerns, and my women guards remained as still as statues on either side of us.
“What if it wasn’t the wings, though?” I countered. “What if there’s some voodoo shit going on in this stronghold?”
“What’s voodoo?” Brokkr asked.
“Dark magic,” I hissed. “Curses and shit! Who knows what kind of sorcerers they have here!”
“I can understand the concern,” the blacksmith allowed, “but I’m gonna tell it to ye’ straight: that wife of yours looks like the one who’d do the cursing. She’s fucking gorgeous with spooky black wings and a scary ass glare. Personally, I doubt anyone here would have the balls to try something with a woman like that.”
This time, my guards offered me two nods of agreement, and I returned the gesture.
“That’s true,” I realized. “Eir does look like a hellion even without the black eyes. But what was up with her eyes? And the smoke and the… the eyes? What the fuck was that?”
“No idea, but I’d wager Eir will be back, and you can ask her then,” the blacksmith calmly replied. “That woman worships the ground ye’ walk on, chief. She’ll be back. More importantly, you better turn this crazy shit to your advantage real quick.”
“Use my missing wife to my advantage?” I growled.
“No, use your demon wife to your advantage,” Brokkr bluntly clarified, and he snuck a peek at the crowd behind me before he lowered his voice a bit more. “You only took over these Illskan bastards a couple hours ago. You can’t have them knowing Eir’s a weak spot for ye’, or all hell could break loose now that you’re distracted, so it’s best to play it off. That smoky shit was scary as fuck, and you can use it to keep these assholes in line until we figure out what’s going on.”
As on edge as I was, I couldn’t deny Brokkr made some excellent points, and I drew a few deep breaths while I worked to calm the fuck down. I may have had no idea what happened to Eir, but I couldn’t let things get out of hand here and lose all of Dalir on top of it. Right now, there were over two hundred warriors inside this stronghold who looked to me as their chieftain.
Whether they wanted to or not.
“What did you tell these guys after Eir disappeared?” I checked. “I honestly didn’t hear a word of what was going on.”
“I told them to stop bitchin’ and get back to work,” the blacksmith snorted. “Figured it’d be best to pretend I’ve seen something that ridiculous before. Then Anakol told me off since it’s not my place to order no one around, but that was a separate situation.”
“Okay,” I muttered through gritted teeth. “Thanks for that. I’m gonna play this off, like you said, but I need you to track someone down for me. He’s a prisoner here, and he looks like an old lunatic, but he sounds exactly like me. Same accent, creepy look in his eyes, and he’s a wanderling from the north. Find him in the dungeon and bring him to my private quarters. Now.”
“The dungeon?” Brokkr gulped, and his eyes went wide as he glanced up at the nearest charred corpse. “You’re sendin’ me into Illska’s dungeon? Alone?”
“No, not alone, but keep my tomahawk, and take this with you.” I pulled my Khopesh sword from its sheath, and then I looked over my shoulder toward the crowd. “Igrid! Get over here.”
The pierced woman immediately jogged to me while the rest of my clansmen maintained a safe distance, and Brokkr visibly relaxed a few degrees as she arrived with one of his jagged swords and a Khopesh on her belt.
“You and Brokkr are scouring the dungeon for a prisoner,” I told Igrid. “He’ll fill you in on what you’re looking for, but do not harm the guy once you find him. He has information I absolutely need. Hopefully, he hasn’t had his tongue cut out yet, but just be quick about it, and get him to my private quarters in one piece. Then I want you to guard him there while Brokkr comes and finds me.”
“Yes, my chief,” Igrid said with a clipped nod.
The pierced woman and Brokkr headed down the lane at once, and I drew a couple more deep breaths as I forced my jaw to unclench itself. Then I glanced between my two women guards, and I was pleased to see they’d already taken my cue. Neither of them looked anxious in the slightest anymore, and they practically oozed stoicism while they waited for me to regroup.
“That conversation will remain private,” I muttered.
“Of course, my chief,” the women answered in unison.
Then I turned around as my guards took their places on either side of me, and I took stock of the three dozen clansmen staring at us from twenty yards away. They were from both Illska and Dalir, and I guessed from the lack of mortal injuries on the Illskans that these were the men Igrid permitted to assist in the village tonight.
Regardless of which clan they hailed from, all the spectators kept their eyes locked on me, and I calmly rejoined everyone like nothing out of the ordinary had just taken place.
By the time my guards and I reached the crowd, most of Dalir had decided to follow my lead, and they copped expressions as stoic as my guards’ while they bowed to me. Some of the wildish women even offered their usual obliging smirks in greeting, and to look at my clansmen, I never would have guessed they’d all been in a frenzied panic only five minutes ago.
Which made me appreciate Dalir’s loyalty a hell of a lot more all of a sudden.
Then Thyrri and Anakol came forward to meet me, and I sent the braided man a stern look of warning in case he felt like making his opinions known.
Even Anakol soberly bowed his head like all the rest, and he held his tongue about my wife while he met my gaze.
“Now that that’s handled,” I said in a level tone, “how are things going at the feasting hall?”
Anakol blinked at the statement, but he bounced back and answered swiftly enough. “The boars have been butchered and skewered, my chief. I ordered our women to get the roasting pits lit, and they have likely begun cooking by now.”
“How many will the place hold?” I asked. “I only saw the front entrance when I stopped by there earlier, but it looked as large as three longhouses from the outside.”
“Yes, this feasting hall can seat more warriors than are left alive,” Anakol assured me.
“Then let’s turn our efforts toward preparing for the evening meal,” I decided. “Our clansmen more than deserve their fill, and anyone from Illska who hasn’t given us a reason to lock them up will be feasting on boar and ale with us tonight.”
“Ale?” I heard a man croak.
“F-For anyone?” another stammered.
I glanced around at the question, and half the Illskan warriors in the area didn’t look anything like hostile.
They were still clearly unnerved by the whole “winged woman in a fireless smoke show thing,” but the forced calm of my own clansmen seemed to keep them in a state of anxious confusion more than terror.
Apparently, I’d just said the magic word, too.
Ale.
Several of the bearded Illskans around me were decades older than the chieftain I killed, and they licked their lips like they could taste the hops already. More than a dozen stared at me with glazed eyes, and as I compared this to the deprived look of the older men, I realized a lot of these younger Farthegns had never gotten to experience it for themselves.
From what I’d learned so far in this world, ale seemed to ease nearly as much tension here as it did on Earth, so it was fortunate I had no issue with the idea of luring my followers into peaceful submission.
And I just happened to have more than enough ale to go around.
Anakol wore a subtle smirk on his face when I exchanged a brief glance with him on the matter. Then I quickly raised my voice so anyone in the area could hear.
“That’s right,” I announced. “Those loyal to me drink ale for every evening feast.”
“Every evening?” a gruff man with a graying beard asked, and I didn’t miss the gleaming look in his weathered eyes.
“Of course,” I answered. “This is how it’s done in Dalir because my warriors earn as much. I intend to lead Illska the same way, so long as you pledge your loyalty to me without issue. Otherwise, you can join your comrades in the dungeon. My wife will be your warden there for the foreseeable future.”
“Wife?” The gruff warrior furrowed his bushy brow, and he glanced around at the wildish women in the crowd. “Which one’s your wife?”
I grinned. “The woman with the black wings.”
“Shit,” the old warrior snorted, and he actually smirked as he shook his head. “Where do you want me workin’ for this feast, my chief?”
“Dig up enough mugs for a hundred and fifty,” I ordered, “and alert the others we eat in one hour.”
The man with the graying beard gave a firm nod of agreement before he promptly headed for the feasting hall, and several older warriors followed suit while they offered me a bob of the head along the way.
I watched the band as they strolled over every dead body in their path without pause, and I made a mental note that none of these older guys had more than a couple slashes on them after the battle. It looked like they’d tended their own wounds with spare scraps of old linen too, and I decided I’d keep this particular group of rugged Farthegns liquored up for the next week.
They were exactly the kind of Illskans I wanted in my back pocket.
When I looked back at their remaining clansmen, the younger men and women seemed too unnerved by the night’s events to do much more than stare at me. Then Thyrri hissed a few sharp orders in their language, and the group jumped to do her bidding as my own clansmen snorted at their haste.
“Anakol, get some men to haul out three barrels of ale,” I muttered. “One for my private quarters, and two for the feasting hall.”
“Certainly, my chief,” the braided man agreed, and he dismissed himself to see the work was handled.
“Alright,” I sighed to the rest of my warriors. “How are we doing on harvesting the wounded?”
“The majority of the village has been looked over, my chief,” a woman warrior reported. “Myself and thirteen others are doing our final pass in this area, and one other group is finishing the western quarter of the stronghold.”
“Okay.” I nodded. “Let’s get this place closed up for the night. The seventy-five hunters have all been accounted for, and there’s little chance anyone from the southern posts will show up in the middle of a storm like this. Finish checking for the wounded as quickly as possible, and then start preparing the huts.”
“For the wounded?” Thyrri asked.
“For everyone,” I answered. “I’ll send you all back in groups to check on Dalir each day, but we’ll be staying here for a bit. Just long enough to make sure everything’s completely in hand. Let the others know as well.”
“Yes, my chief,” Thyrri agreed, and I continued addressing our clansmen.
“We’re keeping the wounded Illskans consolidated in the feasting hall,” I decided. “This will make it safer for Amaeda to tend to all of them, but she must have ten guards with her at all times when she works there. The less injured warriors can sleep in the huts closest to the feasting hall, and our clansmen can bunk just beyond there. Gather plenty of hides for the feasting hall and huts, but make sure no spare weapons are left where Illska can get a hold of them.”
“We have all the gathered weapons locked in the back room of your private quarters here, my chief,” one man assured me. “This seemed like the safest place for the present, and the keys are with Anakol.”
“Perfect,” I said with a nod. “I also need ten of you to head to the dungeons and confirm the rebels are fully contained for the night. Other than that, we follow the same protocol we keep in Dalir. I trust you all to handle the night guard shifts, but only five need to stand watch on the ramparts, ten will guard the feasting hall, and the others can patrol the lanes. Use the same alert system Illska has in place in case anything comes up, and I do mean anything. Now isn’t the time to take things lightly with these Illskans, and we need to make it clear nothing will slip under our notice.”
“Yes, my chief,” several warriors agreed at once.
“Once all of that’s done, it should be time for the feast,” I continued. “I’ll find others to help get the wounded over there, but you’ve all done well, so double rations of meat and ale are on the menu for all of Dalir.”
“Thank you, my chief,” a few wildish women said with broad grins, and my clansmen all offered obedient bows, but they still stuck around rather than get to work.
After a long, awkward minute passed, a few men pointedly flicked their eyes toward the spot where Eir had been standing.
I cleared my throat. “Yeah, we’ll address all this weirdness back in Dalir. For now, say nothing about it and carry on.”
The warriors quickly dispersed while Thyrri and my two guards kept their places beside me, and the second I didn’t have everyone else’s eyes on me, my jaw immediately clenched. Then I took a few tense breaths to keep my head on straight, and Thyrri waited for me to deliver her own instructions.
“Are you alright, my chief?” the warlord asked after a moment.
“Not at all,” I snorted. “I’m gonna check in with Amaeda, sort out the wounded, and then probably try to locate the blacksmith’s shop, but I need you to keep an eye out for Eir while you’re overseeing the others. I honestly have no idea where she went, and I doubt she knows what’s going on, either. So if she… when she gets back here, bring her straight to me.”
Thyrri placed her hand on my arm. “Eir is a fierce woman, my chief. I am certain she can handle whatever comes her way.”
“I know she can,” I admitted, but my nerves stayed tightly wound anyways while I rifled the wet hair out of my eyes. “Let’s get this place closed up as quickly as possible. It’s been a long day.”
My warlord offered me a reassuring nod before she headed off to make sure Illska was locked down for the night, and I stayed where I was for a moment while I instinctively checked the sky again.
The rain was less torrential now, and the lightning only flickered every few minutes, but there were no more icy drafts blowing through the village. The blue smoke was entirely gone, and no black birds soared through the clouds while I scanned and rescanned the area.
No beautiful, winged women were walking around with deadly smirks or adorable blushes, either, and I finally forced myself to turn away while my two guards silently followed along.
Checking on Amaeda’s progress did ease my concerns about the wounded, at least, and I was pleased to hear the old elf hadn’t come across any patients yet who might slip away overnight. Amaeda was already done fully tending to Dalir’s warriors and another thirteen from Illska, and her four guards assured me no one had given her any trouble.
I couldn’t contain my smirk when I sized up the four men, because their burly arms were full of vials, pouches, plant sprigs, and fresh linen, and none of them seemed to mind being the old elf’s personal assistants. One of them even volunteered for escort duty, and when Amaeda needed to rise from her knees to continue on to the next patient, he diligently offered his arm and helped her get around.
Amaeda was definitely in good hands, and once I filled her in on the setup for the next few days, I arranged for a hut to be prepared for her. Then I made sure her personal guards would be housed in the huts surrounding her own, and I started checking in with the patients Amaeda had visited so far.
The conscious warriors of Illska all looked at me with much less hostility now that they weren’t in excruciating pain, and they even gestured to their fresh bandages and poultice with a hint of gratitude. I made sure to speak as naturally as I could with them, and I made a deliberate effort to look at the survivors as my new clansmen, rather than my southern enemies who’d been raiding my lands for months.
And burned slaves alive.
Once I ran out of things to do in that regard, I gathered up a crew, and we began transferring the wounded into the feasting hall.
“Anyone who’s conscious enough to eat is getting the same fare as their clansmen,” I told my warriors.
“What about those who haven’t been tended to yet?” a wildish woman asked.
“Gather them last, but I want everyone in the feasting hall before the food’s served,” I answered. “Let Amaeda know where to find her next patients once we’ve cleared them all out of the lanes.”
My guards and I helped the others start moving the injured warriors into the huge feasting hall, and we laid them out on hides near the roasting pits so they’d have some warmth after their hours in the cold night air.
Barrels of ale were being rolled in from my private reserves now, and uninjured men and women from Illska thunked mugs and cutlery down on the long, wooden tables that lined the center of the room. The three roasting pits were actually massive fireplaces built into the farthest wall, and they stood six feet tall and just as wide with mounting prongs for skewers across them.
Some of my women warriors were rotating the skewers with juicy cuts of boar dripping down into the flames, and the smell made my stomach growl ravenously as I realized how long it had been since my afternoon meal.
But it didn’t really matter how famished I was from the battle. I knew I couldn’t eat a damn thing.
My body remained in constant, mechanical motion while my mind stayed stuck on Eir, and all I could do was keep trudging back out into the lane to gather more wounded warriors for the sake of my sanity.
On my sixth trip out, I finally caught sight of Brokkr running down the lane, and my two guards and I abandoned our work to meet him near a pile of wounded men.
“We found the wanderling,” the blacksmith panted. “He’s not lookin’ good. Lashings front and back, and he can’t stand up too well, but he’s still got his tongue. Had a lot to say about us forcing him to leave that cell, but Igrid’s pretty persuasive.”
“She didn’t beat him, did she?” I asked as we turned to jog through the muddy village.
“Only a bit,” Brokkr muttered, “but to be fair, the old guy took a bite out of her arm, so… Once he saw the dead bodies outside though, he calmed down. Igrid’s got him at the private quarters the former chieftain lived in. That’s where ye’ wanted him, right?”
“That’s perfect.”
I quickened my pace as the four of us wove through the bloody lanes, and when we came to a triangular structure three times larger than my hut in Dalir, I ordered my two guards to wait outside as I scaled the wooden steps and shoved the door open.
The old wanderling was slumped in a worn-out wooden chair in front of the fireplace, and he turned his battered face in my direction.
Right away, I could see deep and jagged gashes torn out of the man’s torso, and his woolen pants were stained with blood around the waist. His thick cloak covered most of him, so I couldn’t tell how much worse the damage was, but even his wiry forearms were just as cut up as his stomach while he clutched the arms of the chair.
I recognized most of the wounds from my rescued hostages in Dalir, and I knew he’d suffered the same razor-sharp scourges my men had.
Just in way more places.
Still, the old man was casually chewing on a chunk of wood as he smirked at my arrival, and I ordered Igrid to help get the wounded into the feasting hall as Brokkr and I came over to the fireplace.
“So you’re the one who caused all that mess out there,” the old man drawled. “Did you get my staff yet?”
“No,” I muttered as I crouched down near his chair. “What do you really know about this mark on my chest?”
The old man looked at me for a second, and his expression remained wholly disinterested. “Nothin’, but I need that staff, boy.”
“We’re not talking about your staff,” I informed the man. “I know you know something about this mark because I saw the look on your face when I showed it to you. Now, my wife is gone because some fucking smoke turned her into a damn bird, and she vanished. If this has something to do with her wings, then that makes it my fault, so answer the question. What do you really know about this mark?”
“Smoke, eh?” The battered wanderling removed the wood from between his teeth. “Was it real wispy? Kinda blue?”
“Yeah, that’s the stuff,” Brokkr confirmed, and he took a few eager steps forward. “What was all that about? It was all over the place, and when it left, it took the chieftain’s wife with it. Did it control her?”
“Couldn’t tell you.” The wanderling shrugged. “I just saw it in a drawing, but I didn’t think it was smoke. It was coming off the bodies.”
“What bodies?” I asked.
“The bodies under the women with the wings,” the old man answered. “There were a few of these women drawn on the cave wall with a bunch of bodies under them, and blue shit was coming up from the bodies. That’s all I can tell you about it, but I need that staff. These Farthegns could make off with it in all this mess. We need to find it, now.”
“Man, I will strangle you if you bring that staff up one more time,” I growled. “Unless what you have to say is directly related to where the hell my wife--”
“Take it easy, boy,” the old man cut in with a tired sigh. “There’s nothing I could say that’ll fix this. I told you the truth. I don’t know what that mark’s about, but I’m willing to help you find out. I said I’d take ye’ to the cave, and I meant it. But right now, you’re in a lot more trouble than you realize. You’re standing in the middle of an enemy clan, and if these Farthegns have figured out how to use my staff, we’ll all be dead before morning.”
“Then it is a magical staff?” I narrowed my eyes as I studied the old man’s swollen gaze.
“It is,” he admitted outright. “But it doesn’t carry any magic these bastards know about. This is the old magic, and if it gets out of my hands, it won’t matter what kinda bullshit you’re fighting for here. All it takes is the wrong man wielding that staff, and every clan in the Red Forest would be devoured. Some of this lot are still your enemies tonight, so that’s the biggest issue you have, not where your wife’s gone.”
I rifled my sopping wet hair while I exchanged a glance with Brokkr, and the blacksmith nodded in agreement with the man’s logic.
“Alright, I’ll look for the staff,” I decided. “I saw a few in the chieftain’s private reserves, but if this staff is as powerful as you say it is, then I’m holding onto it for the time being. My entire clan’s out here, and I can’t have you--”
“The hell am I gonna do to you and your clan?” the old man snorted, and he winced a bit while he shifted his cloak to cover his lashings. “I’m in the middle of the Red Forest with pus coming out of my ass cheeks. Now, I may hate the Farthegns, but that’s no reason for me to wipe them out. Especially if you’re standing here among them with that mark carved into your chest and a woman with wings at your side. Both of those are something I’ve only ever seen in the bowels of the old world, so I’m intrigued, to say the least. If you want my help, you’ve got it, but I can’t trust no one with my staff, boy. That’s all there is to it.”
“Did you say the bowels of the old world?” I asked.
“Yeah, what old world ye’ talkin’ about?” Brokkr crossed his arms.
“One of many.” The old man smirked, and his sharp eyes locked on mine beneath his swollen lids. “There’s a lot to be known, boy. More than these Farthegns could ever imagine. You’ll find it all out soon enough. I promise you that.”
I grinned a bit. “What’s your name, old man?”
“Vegvisir.”
“I’m Aaron Briggs,” I replied, and I gestured to the blacksmith as I stood up. “This is Brokkr. He’s my blacksmith, and he’ll look after you here while I find your staff. You’re dining with us tonight, too. I’ll get my healer to look at those lashings in the meantime, but what does the staff look like?”
“It’s made of wood,” Vegvisir answered. “About as tall as you, twisted at the top, and charred at the bottom. It’s got symbols carved into it.”
I nodded. “Brokkr, clear this table off when you get a chance, and dig some mugs out of the cabinet in the corner. I have ale being sent over, feel free to dive in. We’ll worry about the blacksmith’s shop later.”
“Yes, my chief,” Brokkr agreed.
I left the pair in the large hut as I quickly returned to the lane, and my two women guards fell in step behind me while I hurried through the rainy village. I stopped off at the feasting hall long enough to arrange for plenty of boar to be sent to my private quarters, and I found Amaeda so her guards could escort her to the large hut at once.
Then I booked it several lanes over until my guards and I came to my fourth cellar, and one of the women fetched me a torch. The other helped me drag the stout iron door open, and I left the women waiting for me outside as I descended the steps into my new treasure trove.
The torchlight glittered on every pile of silver and jewels in sight as soon as I arrived.
I had to pause for a second while the riches overwhelmed my senses, and I briefly wondered if the hoard had actually doubled since I last visited it. It really was just unbelievable how much fucking finery I won off the former chieftain tonight, but eventually, I snapped myself out of my daze and carefully made my way to the collection of staves in the far back corner.
Then I shifted one after another aside, and it turned out there were way more staves in here than I initially thought. I uncovered a wealth of smaller designs that were tucked behind the gaudier styles, and one was even carved from a dark green stone that seemed to emit its own heat.
I shook my head in bewilderment while I rifled through the array of mystical items, but it wasn’t until I’d dug through them all that I found a twisted and well-worn staff made of wood hidden at the very back.
I couldn’t help wondering if the Illskans had shoved the old man’s staff in the very back here after our previous little prison break.
I’d known it would have carvings on it, but I didn’t expect to see quite so many, and I picked the staff up to turn it around in the torchlight for a moment. Then I realized there must have been hundreds of symbols etched into the wood, and some were larger than others. A few were carved much deeper than most, but there were so many, it was hard to tell where one symbol ended and another began. The markings were mostly made from straight lines arranged in various ways, and I took a minute to study the strange staff from the twisted top to the charred bottom while my curiosity peaked.
Then I caught sight of one symbol in particular, and my brow instantly furrowed as my heart stuttered with shock.
Hidden amongst all the symbols was a small marking almost too tiny to notice, but the interlocking triangles were so familiar to me now, my gaze locked on them like a magnet.
The symbol was identical to the one chiseled into my chest.
And here it was, carved into the staff of the wanderling who told me he didn’t know shit about it.
The notion made my skin prickle while I tried to decide what to make of this, but then my guards began shouting to me from the lane. I swiftly rushed toward the entrance while my boots sank into piles of gems along the way, and once I made it back to higher ground, the two women warriors caught my arms and turned me to the right.
That’s when I saw a pair of black wings dripping with rain.
My knees went numb with relief as Eir stormed through the mud with a nervous-looking Thyrri at her side, and every nearby Farthegn jumped aside when they saw my wife coming.
Once she neared the torchlight, I could understand why.
Not only did Eir look ready to kill anyone who crossed her path, but her eyes were still stained an inky-black, and her fists were clenched tight as she took long, angry strides through blood and mud to reach me.
“Fucking finally,” I groaned as I passed the staff and torch off to my guards. “Eir, what the hell is going on, and what happened to your eyes?”
My wife stopped short of reaching me. “What did you just say?”
“Your eyes,” I repeated. “They look like--”
“How am I supposed to know what my eyes look like?” Eir snapped. “Do you think I have any means of staring at my own eyes?”
My guards and I flinched in response, and there was no denying my wife was blistering with rage right now. Her fury was actually twice as intimidating with a hollow black stare to go with it too, and she looked like she should have fangs, or some venomous pet snake wound around her neck. She was so worked up, her nostrils flared with every breath, and her breasts heaved against her black armor like she might combust at any second.
“Woah…” I muttered. “Okay, let’s calm down, and--”
“Aaron Briggs, I have vanished!” Eir growled and stomped her foot. “I very much disappeared from this place! How dare you complain about my eyes and tell me to calm down at a time like this!”
“You’re right, I’m sorry, it’s just that they’re--”
“Have you vanished tonight?” Eir seethed, and her all-black eyes flashed with menace as she leveled me with an accusing finger. “Not at all! You are perfectly safe and handsome exactly where you are supposed to be! So do not say even one word to me about something so trivial as--”
I dragged my raging wife into my arms even though she looked ready to kill me, and to my surprise, the winged woman completely melted into my hold and buried her face against my chest. Then Eir let out the most pathetic squeak, and she locked her arms around my waist.
“Woman, you scared the hell out of me tonight,” I sighed.
“Yes, I am concerned about the wings,” my wife whimpered against my chest.
“Me, too,” I agreed. “You want some ale?”
Eir tilted her face up to mine, and her sad little pout clashed entirely with her spooky black gaze. “Yes, please.”
My heart cracked open on the spot, and my poor wife tucked her pout against my chest again as she tightened her hold on me. So I buried a dozen kisses in her blonde braids for good measure, and I let her hug me as long as she needed while I just worked on regaining my sanity.
Then I noticed Thyrri and my two guards watching us with seriously dumbfounded stares. Right behind them, Anakol stood stone-faced and waiting.
“My chief, the feast is beginning,” he reported in a monotone voice.
I nodded while I tallied up the state of the group, but then I thought… what the hell? Shit was getting crazy enough for me in this world, and based on what I’d seen so far, there was a good chance it would just keep getting crazier.
The only reason I’d kept it together tonight was probably because I had a solid team of loyal warriors on hand, so I figured I might as well get my warlords on this crazy train with me.
“Igrid can lead the guard for the feast,” I told the two warlords over my wife’s head. “You’re both dining with us in my private quarters tonight. We have a lot to discuss, and now’s as good a time as any to fill you both in.”
“Yes, my chief,” the braided man muttered. “I have some things to discuss as well.”
“Your stuff comes last,” I clarified. Then I glanced at my women guards. “You’re both dismissed for the night. Enjoy your meal, and uh… this whole conversation will remain private.”
“Of course, my chief,” the warriors responded in unison, and they promptly handed the torch and staff over to Thyrri before they retreated from the scene.
“Alright,” I sighed, and I carefully shifted my wife so she could hug me from the side and walk at the same time. Then I gestured toward the chieftain’s quarters. “Let’s do this.”








Chapter 36
Vegvisir was still seated in a worn-out wooden chair in front of the fireplace, and he held a mug of ale in his gnarled hand while he puffed on a pipe Brokkr found in a cabinet.
I’d offered to let him sit on one of the tree stumps around the table with us multiple times, but the wanderling said he couldn’t shake a chill he’d picked up in the dungeon. He was still shirtless under his thick cloak, so I could see the poultice Amaeda covered all of his wounds with, but he seemed to be in less pain already.
He still didn’t add his two cents to anything that was being said, but this could have been because he was listening intently to Eir’s explanations.
It probably had something to do with his magical staff as well. I’d brought it back with me from my cellar like I said I would, but I never handed it over to the wanderling. Now the twisted, carved up wood was propped against the wall to my left, and the old man’s gaze hadn’t left the fireplace since he’d watched me deliberately place it out of his reach.
No one else in the hut paid the staff any attention though, because the moment we gathered around the table to eat, Eir started rapidly explaining how she’d gotten her wings to bring everyone up to speed.
The Nordic beauty was seated to my left with Anakol on my right, and I was relieved to see her eyes were the right color again. I wasn’t exactly sure when the black had disappeared, but somewhere between me hugging her and leading her into my private quarters, her sea green irises reappeared with not a hint of black to them.
Anakol, Thyrri, Brokkr, and I had sort of collectively chosen not to point out the change yet, and Eir hardly stopped talking long enough for us to get a word in anyways. Her tangent was actually why I was so intently focused on my boar and ale too, because my wife felt it was necessary to go into excruciating detail about the ultra-orgasm moment we shared when I claimed her.
Again.
But she was so worked up after her vanishing episode that I didn’t have the heart to lecture her about privacy.
Thyrri ended up blushing beet-red to her roots as she hung on my wife’s every word, and Anakol rolled his dark eyes every time Eir detailed yet another wave of pleasure that assured her she would belong to me for all time. Brokkr just twiddled his thumbs on the tabletop from Eir’s other side, and the blacksmith did his best to pretend he was enthralled with his roasted boar rather than what my wife was saying.
Once Eir got to the night she learned how to connect with her wings, the blacksmith’s bulging eyes finally shot to mine, and I managed to remain straight-faced as I offered him a subtle nod of confirmation.
Needless to say, it was an uncomfortable fifteen minutes or so, but I was mostly just grateful my wife never mentioned our conversation about my crash at the Matanuska. She glazed over anything related to me showing up in this world without any idea how or why I had this mark, and while she did admit I wasn’t entirely sure what kind of magic I was in possession of, she generally stuck with her side of the things.
Thyrri clutched her hand sympathetically when she finally finished explaining the wing situation, and Anakol let out the most pointed sigh I’d ever heard.
“You are handling this all very well,” Thyrri praised my wife. “This struggle shows your inner strength and fortitude in an admirable light.”
Eir nodded in agreement as she worked on chugging her entire mug down, and as soon as it was empty, I got up to refill it for her from the barrel in the corner. Then my wife started describing how strange she’d felt when she walked into the mass of dead bodies tonight, and even the old wanderling turned in his seat to listen more closely.
The Nordic beauty said her insides turned cold at first, and she couldn’t resist the pull that lured her out there to the middle of Illska. She didn’t even notice what was going on until I whistled to her, and Eir swore she only comprehended that I was near her.
No one else existed, just me and the dead warriors strewn all across the stronghold.
The next part of her story made me forget to chew my food altogether though, and even Anakol failed to maintain his scowl on account of how strange it all sounded.
“I don’t understand,” Thyrri said with an anxious frown. “How do you know the blue mist was the souls of the dead?”
“Because I connected with them,” Eir admitted. “I called them out to me without saying a word, but I felt as if I was speaking quite clearly regardless. Something inside me connected them to my call, and I commanded them to follow. Then I crossed through a strange gray threshold, and nothing but smoke and clouds surrounded me. I was alone in this place with only the dead souls looming near, and I knew the gray had no end or beginning to it.”
“You have not angered the Sinvol, have you?” Thyrri gasped as she swiftly clamped Eir’s hand in her own again, and she nearly toppled Brokkr’s ale in the process.
“I have not!” Eir exclaimed at once. “I assure you, I could not have!”
I was about to roll my eyes as I realized they were referencing their ridiculous fable, but then I noticed Anakol eyeing my wife skeptically.
“You are certain?” the braided man checked. “Because you turned your back on your birth clan, entangled an honorable man in your web, and will certainly cost Dalir and Illska their leader one of these days. If I were the Sinvol, you are precisely the sort of Farthegn girl I would curse.”
“Fuck you,” I snorted.
“No, this is true,” Anakol countered without batting an eye. “She has practically relived the same terrible fate as the selfish little Farthegn--”
“I have not!” Eir growled as she slammed her hand on the table. “I have done all I can to remain humble and obedient, and I never tell myself that I am more important than the might of my clan!”
“Jesus christ,” I sighed while I died a little inside. “Let’s continue the story. What happened after the gray clouds?”
“I flew for a very long time, and the whole way, I could feel the dead trailing behind me,” Eir continued as her eyes shone with wonder. “Then… I reached the mild Alaska.”
“Wait, what?” I demanded.
“I did!” My wife nodded vigorously. “There were no beasts like the Red Forest there, and nothing to fear. Only cold, and snow, and when I swooped down into the endless tomb, the dead settled at last. They gathered around me and swore they would never leave unless I summoned them forth. They said it was their home now, and as I looked out at the slate walls and the endless cold looming beneath me, I could feel it deep in my bones that I was in your temple. Your mild Alaska.”
I couldn’t reclose my mouth if someone paid me to at this point, and I all-out gawked at my beautiful wife for a solid minute while everyone remained silent with shock.
Except for Brokkr.
“Sorry,” the blacksmith cut in, “what’s mild Alaska?”
“It is the homeland in the mountains where Aaron Briggs worked to manage the wilderness,” my wife explained. “This is why he is such a respectable hunter with extensive knowledge. His mild homeland made him so.”
“And that’s where these dead Farthegns are at now?” Brokkr clarified.
“Yes, I left them in Alaska.” The green-eyed beauty nodded.
Now, words finally began to form in my mouth.
“Eir, that… is not Alaska!” I scoffed as I clutched my hair. “An endless tomb? Are you fucking kidding me? No! Noooo, you were not in Alaska! There are no dead spirits just congregating in endless pits in Alaska!”
“But it had to have been your temple, my chief,” Eir insisted. “Every inch of me was warmed despite the cold desolation of the place, and I could feel your presence around me. This is the only comfort I found in my journey, but it made me miss you so much I felt sick. Like I could not bear to be so far from the real Aaron Briggs, and so I took flight, and my wings carried me back to you as if my heart knew the way. All through the gray mist I followed the call of your presence until I landed here in Illska at last… and then you complained about my eyes, which I think was a rude way to greet me. I ferried the dead to Alaska for you, and you are complaining about how I look!”
I was lost for words again, so I barely managed a nod of acknowledgment, but the others were questioning my wife more about the endless void she’d entered, and I slowly zoned out from everything in the room.
Because there were a few details in my wife’s tale that were suddenly ringing some bells in my memory.
It seemed too absurd to consider the idea, but there were a hell of a lot of similarities between what Eir was describing and the Norse legends I’d read up on years ago. Legends about winged women called Valkyries, and halls filled with fallen warriors who fought again, even after death.
This was where the similarities ended, because the hall I’d read about was called Valhalla, and it didn’t belong to a wildlife biologist named Aaron Briggs.
It belonged to a war god named Odin.
“Umm… question,” I announced, and everyone quieted down as they turned their attention to me. “What kinds of gods do you guys have here?”
Eir furrowed her brow. “Gods?”
“What is a gods?” Thyrri asked.
“Oh, this is the fanged bird who flies only at night in the mountains?” Anakol guessed. “With the red eyes?”
“No, it’s foot rot,” Brokkr countered. “The one that makes your toes fall off.”
“What do rotten feet have to do with the souls of the dead?” Eir asked with an arched eyebrow.
“Nothing,” I snorted. “A god is actually a being you worship or pray to. Some people sacrifice animals to them… stuff like that. Basically, they’re almighty beings you put your faith in. Does anyone come to mind?”
Anakol looked at me like I was crazy. “A Farthegn puts their faith in nothing but their clan. It would degrade us entirely to honor anyone more highly than our chieftain.”
“Yes, and we sacrifice the eldradyr to unite and guard our clansmen in battle,” Thyrri added. “How could such an act benefit anyone but a warrior of Dalir?”
“Precisely,” Eir agreed. “Other than traditions of battle, the only sacrifice any Farthegn should make is for the sake of their husband’s life alone.”
“Interesting you should say such a thing,” Anakol mused and folded his hands on the table, and I sighed as my warlord abruptly launched into a speech about my wife’s trickery.
I didn’t even bother listening, since I knew Eir would just insist I let her handle her own fights, and I focused on sorting out the convoluted ideas in my mind instead.
If this world didn’t recognize any gods, then there was no chance my wife was supposed to be serving a Norse one, but she still seemed to be dabbling with a lot of Valkyrie-type business.
Eir wore wings, harvested dead souls from battlefields, and claimed to have flown them to some hall so they could fight again whenever she summoned them forth.
All the primary facts pointed almost directly to a Valkyrie.
But there was always the chance I was way off. Nothing in this world lined up with what I would expect. For example, Eir was certain I’d given her the wings myself, and even though I wasn’t one hundred percent on board with the hypothesis, it did put a damper in my Valkyrie theory.
Wildlife biologists didn’t walk around turning women into Valkyries through orgasmic means. I definitely would have remembered reading about that in Norse legends if it was a thing.
I scruffed my beard in utter confusion while I stared down at the tabletop, and as the argument between Anakol and Eir gathered steam, I shifted my gaze toward the wanderling near the fire.
I found the old man’s sharp eyes already watching me despite the tumult building in the room, and he puffed steadily on his pipe while he held my gaze without blinking. Something about his shrewd look sliced through me just like it had when I met him in the dungeon, and I got the peculiar sense he was reading my mind once again.
The notion didn’t bother me half so much this time.
This wanderling didn’t seem at all perturbed by the wild story Eir shared with us all, and if he could sit in on a conversation like this without thinking we were nuts, then he had probably come across just about every strange thing this world had to offer.
Which meant he was exactly the kind of guy I needed to keep around.
So long as I could be sure he was trustworthy.
“You look tired, old man,” I told the wanderling, and my wife and Anakol fell silent.
Vegvisir nodded. “I am.”
Then I rose from the stump I was sitting on, and I grabbed the wooden staff from its place against the wall while the wanderling slowly got to his feet.
“Need a hand walking?” I checked.
“No, that healer of yours sure knows a thing or two,” Vegvisir mumbled as he shuffled over. “Staff would help, though.”
“I’m sure you’ll manage,” I replied.
The old man smirked and continued heading for the door, and I turned to the others who were looking at me with some confusion now.
“I’m gonna get Vegvisir set up for the night,” I explained. “You all carry on with your meal. Thyrri, Brokkr… make sure these two don’t kill each other while I’m gone.”
The muscles in Anakol’s jaw twitched at the words, and Eir avoided my gaze as she firmly crossed her arms.
Then I opened the hut door for the old man, and he shuffled out into the chilly night air while I followed with his staff in hand. The moment the door shut behind me, I heard Eir slam her fist on the table, and she shrieked something along the lines of, “Do you think I am proud a man as honorable as him would die for me?”
I just kept walking, since Eir would probably handle this argument better than I could at this point, and I led the wanderling to the left of my hut and down a side lane.
There was only a half-hearted drizzle falling over Illska now, and I could hear most of the noise at the feasting hall had quieted down. The torches mounted on the huts we passed had been replaced with fresh ones for the night, and we crossed paths with one of the night patrols who were policing the area surrounding my hut.
I offered my four clansmen a nod in passing, but once they were out of earshot, I sent the wanderling a sidelong glance only to find him doing the same.
“S’pose you got something to say about that staff, boy,” he drawled as he slowly shuffled along.
“I do. It has my mark on it.”
“That it does,” he said without hesitation. “Don’t mean I lied to you.”
“How’s that?” I snorted.
“I don’t know what that mark is for,” Vegvisir muttered. “I put it on my staff the day I found it in the cave because I thought it was a rune. Turns out it wasn’t, so now I’ve got it on my staff, and it doesn’t do anything. Leaves me knowing nothing about it, like I said.”
I came to a stop beside a darkened hut, and as I considered the man’s battered face more closely, I didn’t find anything unsettling in his eyes this time. He looked me plain in the face without any shrewd grins or piercing stares, and he didn’t make any moves to try and snatch his staff away from me either, even though I had it propped two feet from him.
“If you expect me to trust you with this staff, you’re gonna have to tell me what I want to know about it,” I decided.
Vegvisir shifted his weight a bit as he sighed toward the ground. Then he nodded and met my gaze.
“Alright,” the old man relented. “That’s a lot easier than most of the shit I’ve put up with to get it back so far. Plus, you’re not a Farthegn.”
“I’m not,” I agreed. “Are all the symbols on this staff runes?”
“No,” he answered. “The one that matches your mark and about fifty others turned out to be useless. The rest are runes.”
“And they’re magic?” I continued.
“That’s right,” he said with a nod.
“So, according to you, no one else knows about this magic,” I led. “What makes you think that?”
The old man let out a tired half-chuckle, and he glanced around at the dim lane while he ruffled his thin hair. I waited for him to respond as I caught how edgy he suddenly looked, but then he lowered his voice and gestured to the hut at his back.
“Can we at least take this conversation inside?” he mumbled. “You may not be a Farthegn, but all the rest of these fuckers are.”
I nodded my consent, and the old man slowly shuffled to the small, rounded door behind him. This wasn’t one of the huts my warriors prepared for anyone, so it was pitch-black and cold inside, and I grabbed a torch from the mount out front to bring in with me.
“I’ll get a fire going,” I said. “Then we’ll continue our talk.”
“No need,” Vegvisir replied. “I can do it faster if you give me that staff.”
I cocked an unimpressed eyebrow at the old man, but he smirked back as he kept his hand extended.
“You said you want to know about it,” the man reminded me. “I’ll show you.”
“Alright, but if you pull any shit--”
“Yeah, I know,” he chuckled. “I saw all the bodies outside.”
I led the man to the fireplace at the other end of the hut, but when I reached to grab some wood from the pile beside the hearth, he shook his head and gestured for the staff again. I handed it over, and I let my hand fall to the hilt of my hunting knife the moment I released the thing.
Vegvisir didn’t pause for a second before he stamped the charred end of his staff against the bed of ash, and in a burst of light, bright amber flames billowed in the fireplace. They built until they took up the entire interior and gave off twice the heat I expected, and then they continued burning silently.
With no wood at all.
“What the fuck,” I breathed as I stared down at the enchanted flames.
The wanderling snorted and shifted his staff closer to the light of my torch, and he squinted down at the markings for a minute before he pointed to a tiny symbol.
“That one there,” Vegvisir muttered.
“The one with the three diagonal strikes?” I checked, and the man nodded. “That little mark made all this fire?”
“Yep,” he sighed. “It’ll make more if I want it to. Keep looking at the staff.”
I furrowed my brow and did as he said, and within a few seconds, all the markings began to fade away. Then my lips went slack while I watched the worn wood develop knots and rugged patches of loose bark, and when the magic settled, the staff looked like an old, twisted branch with not one symbol carved into it.
“That’s what I didn’t have time to do when these bastards found me in their territory,” Vegvisir explained. “Normally, I’d never leave it lying around looking like that, but… I was working on a rune and had to take a shit. Fuckin’ figures.”
I smirked as the old man turned away to shuffle to the bed of hides in the corner, and then I glanced down at the fire still blazing in the fireplace. Vegvisir wheezed a bit as he braced his weight on the twisted branch and strained to sit down on the hides, but once he was settled, I held my hand out, and he passed the staff back to me without argument.
“So about this magic,” I led as I took a seat to study the inconspicuous knots on his staff.
“It’s rune magic,” the wanderling said, and he dug in his pocket for his chunk of chewing wood. “But let me ask you a question as well. Do you know much about this forest?”
“No,” I admitted.
Vegvisir nodded and started chewing. “Well, these Farthegns, they don’t leave this forest much. Not unless they’re looking for some slaves to snatch up out there, but even then, they don’t travel too far. Not nearly so far as I have. They don’t know anything about runes or the power these symbols possess. They’ve never heard of any magic that could be transferred into objects just by drawing it on.”
“But others beyond the forest have heard of it?”
“Not many,” the old man clarified. “You gotta know where to look to find magic like this, and only the wanderlings travel that far. That’s a good thing. We keep to ourselves. We’re not looking for power or destruction.”
“What are you looking for?” I asked. “Just runes?”
“Not just runes.” Vegvisir shook his head as he stared off at the fire for a moment. “I’ve come across runes over the years, but it’s answers the wanderlings are after. Answers to questions that we hear in our travels. These questions start wars and send entire races migrating north, and then south, and then east… without ever really knowing which way to go. They’re running from these questions, is what it is. All of ‘em. Guessing and hoping they pick the right direction. Wanderlings guess too, but we don’t turn back when we don’t find what we expected. We keep on looking for answers to the stubborn question just like the ones in your head. Right now, you’re wondering what that mark’s about, why you’re the only one around here wearing it, why your woman grew wings… why her little story tonight sounded so familiar.”
I sobered as my skull prickled at this last guess. “How did you know that?”
“Seen a lot of faces.” The wanderling smirked. “I know how to read all of ‘em.”
“Is that how you knew I wasn’t a wanderling?” I checked. “Just by reading my face?”
“Aye.” Vegvisir nodded as he kept chewing. “You got your sanity, boy. That’s clear as day. Presence of mind, rational nature, a little will to conquer… that’s the kind of shit you lose as a wanderling. Decades pass, and you see it all, but then you can’t unsee it. You get your life lost and stuck in the balance too many times, and it shows on a man’s face. You don’t have that look about you.”
“Hmm,” I mused. “That’s accurate.”
“On the other hand,” Vegvisir continued, “you’re not blind like these Farthegns are blind. You’re a step ahead of them. You see everything around you, and you study it rather than grab it up or leave it burnin’. Your wife does a bit of this too, so I figure you should go to the cave in the north. Take a look at what I’ve seen, and get the answers you’re after.”
“Where’s this cave at, exactly?”
“Far to the north, along the coast,” the wanderling said as he flipped his wood to a fresh side for chewing. “Not beyond Svelgard, but not within their territory, either. There’s a strip of mountains even the Farthegns won’t cross, and once ye’ get that far, you come to the den of the wolves. Gotta get past those bastards to enter their cave, but if you do… there’s drawings down there of women with wings like your wife has. You’ll see runes, symbols like yours, all kinds of things. You get me past those wolves, boy, and I’ll show you where I found that symbol.”
I grinned at the challenge. “Northern mountains along the coast, huh?”
“That’s right,” he confirmed. “Colder than hell, and snow all over. Not much around but the beasts and the sea. It’s harsh land, to be sure, but it’s worth crossing.”
“I don’t doubt it,” I said while my grin widened, and my veins tingled as I remembered the bite of the air along the Alaskan coast. “I’ll go north and get you past the wolves. I actually know quite a bit about wolves, but I need to make sure my clans are in order first.”
“Whenever you’re ready to go,” Vegvisir yawned. “I’ll be here wiping pus off my ass cheeks.”
I chuckled as he said this like it was a common issue to be saddled with, but then I got to my feet so the old guy could get some rest in a soft bed for once. Before I headed for the door, I propped his staff against the wall for him, and I took a last glance at the enchanted flames in the fireplace.
“You’re not bullshitting about that little mark?” I asked. “That’s all it took to make that?”
“Aye,” Vegvisir wheezed, and he winced in the effort to lay out flat on his lacerated back. “That’s why runes are a dangerous magic to play with, boy. If you can draw the mark, and bring the power out of it, you can wield it. Imagine a damn Farthegn with that much power in hand…”
I raised my brow, and the idea of a hulking, scalping, vengeful fuck like Stranholf with the power to wield fire at will was not at all comforting.
The wanderling chuckled at the look on my face while I imagined this magic multiplied by all the warriors in Hylmrek, but then I bade Vegvisir a good evening and headed back into the dim lane.
Once I was alone, I didn’t shuffle nearly as slowly as I had before. My pace quickened with every stride, and the gears in my mind began churning at a breakneck speed. Part of me knew the direction of my thoughts was a dangerous one to travel down, but the wanderling had made a good point earlier.
Technically, I wasn’t a Farthegn, but I did have more than five hundred of them to worry about in the near future.
More importantly, this wasn’t my world, so very few rules applied, in my opinion.
I had a scheming grin on my face by the time I lunged up the steps of my private hut, but then I heard Anakol roaring at the top of his lungs, and I only caught, “… man of such might wasting his legacy for a worthless bitch.”
That’s when I stormed through the door ready to kick my warlord’s ass, but the mess I walked into halted me only a couple steps later.
Anakol’s dagger was drawn and impaled several inches into the tabletop, and he was on his feet, sweating with anger, as he clutched his ale in a white-knuckled grip. Both his and Eir’s stump seats had been hurled at the walls across from them, and my wife looked ready to tear the braided man’s tongue out of his mouth with her bare hands while she flushed with fury.
I probably should have been refereeing this one, but this realization obviously came a little too late.
Brokkr and Thyrri sat wide-eyed and watching the pair, and they continued eating their dinner in slow motion as Eir’s dagger suddenly impaled the table as well.
“Worthless?” my wife shrieked like a banshee. “I may be many things, Anakol, but I am certainly not worthless!”
“Alright, I’m taking over this one,” I decided, but my wife silenced me as she raised a hand in my direction.
“No! I will handle this, my chief!” Eir seethed, and Anakol rage-gulped his ale in preparation. “I refuse to be belittled by a man who could not be sold for so much as a femur, let alone three thousand skulls!”
I wasn’t sure who spat the most ale up at these words, but I guessed it was Thyrri who showered me in the stuff, since Brokkr was now choking on his boar.
Anakol didn’t finish glugging his drink in time for this revelation, so he half-inhaled, half-vomited a pint of ale all at once. The combination left him doubled over and yacking like a seal to try and draw a breath, but I left him there for now as I jumped around the table to give Brokkr the Heimlich maneuver.
Then I desperately tried to save my choking blacksmith, but Eir just crossed her arms and watched Anakol suffocate with a deadly smirk on her face.
“Yes, choke on your arrogance,” Eir goaded. “I hope you vomit up that disgusting pride of yours, but since you are silent at last, I must insist you ask yourself who, of anyone in Hylmrek, could meet a price like that? Does anyone particularly barbaric come to mind, Anakol?”
Anakol’s bloodshot eyes bulged from his head while he flailed to hold himself upright on the table, but he finally wheezed the word “Stranholf.”
“That is right,” the Nordic beauty huffed. “Now, feel like the fool you are! Go on! I will wait!”
I let out a sigh of relief as Brokkr finally coughed up the chunk of boar, and the blacksmith clutched my arm and tried to get his bearings again. Then I helped him back into his seat as Thyrri frantically sponged the ale off the table with her nóttmal hide, but her work was only kind of effective on account of how many times her stunned gaze shot to my wife.
“Hold on,” Anakol croaked and mopped away the tears from his face, and he panted some more while he struggled to stay standing. “You… you were bought by Stranholf? For three thousand skulls? Three thousand?”
“Yes,” Eir purred with a condescending smile.
Then Anakol looked at me. “And you have been fucking her ever since?”
“Well…” I cleared my throat. “I don’t know if I’d put it in such a crass way, but yes. I claimed Eir as my wife before Stranholf could.”
“Quite thoroughly, too,” Eir added in a haughty tone. “And often!”
Anakol’s dark eyes glinted with pride while he stared at me for a long moment, and a genuine smile spread across his face as he started chuckling through his grating breaths. Then he all-out laughed for the first time since I’d met him, and the stoic warlord grabbed Eir’s hand in both of his to lay a kiss on it.
“Eir, I offer you my deepest apologies,” Anakol managed between chuckles. “Your place at my chieftain’s side honors us all, and I wish you many long and passionate years together. Is there anything I can get for you? Perhaps some more ale? More boar? Fresh hides for your bed?”
“I want mead,” Eir tersely replied.
“Then mead you shall have,” Anakol decided, but he froze once he stood up and found me smirking at him. “Only if you allow it, of course, my chief.”
“Eir gets anything she wants,” I chuckled.
My wife blushed like a virgin as I sent her a wink, but Anakol was already beelining for the door. He even tripped over the threshold in his rush to do my wife’s bidding, and I heard him chuckling to himself outside as he headed for my private reserves.
I couldn’t help shaking my head over the sudden shift in my hotheaded warlord, but I could definitely appreciate where he was coming from. I’d be lying if I said I didn’t fuck Eir with an extra dose of pride on account of the ruthless bastard who’d never reap the glory of his efforts.
Then Eir let out a contented sigh, and she glanced at Thyrri with a sweet smile. “Your husband is somewhat tolerable. Do you know that?”
“Yes,” Thyrri laughed. “I think he will be more so in the future.”
“So is everyone good here?” I checked as I came around the table. “There’s no injuries I should know about, or…”
“None at all, my chief.” Eir tousled her blonde braids without concern. “I handled the trouble perfectly fine, but how is the rude old man doing? Did you return him to the dungeon?”
“No, he’s staying in a hut,” I answered. “He’ll be alright there, but I do need to borrow Brokkr for a bit. There’s some important business we have to go over.”
Brokkr looked up from his ale with a blank expression, and as I turned toward the door, Eir quickly hurried after me. Then my beautiful wife caught me by my leather armor with her brow crinkled, and she held me flush against her while her sea green eyes burned up at me.
“You will not be gone long, right?” my wife pleaded. “The large contraption in the corner is for bathing in, and your warriors have already promised to fill it for us tonight. They will be here very soon, and I thought… perhaps you are quite tired and wanting me to wash the blood of your victory from your body… it is my duty, as you know, to ensure you are thoroughly attended to each day.”
I glanced at the enormous wooden tub near the back wall, and Brokkr awkwardly slipped past the pair of us and let himself out of the hut.
“Yes,” I promptly agreed. “We are absolutely putting that tub to use, and of course, you can attend to anything you want. House rules, remember?”
Eir sent me a seductive little smile as she tipped her soft pink lips up to me. “Even if I am wanting quite a lot from my victorious husband?”
“Fuuuck yeah,” I chuckled. “I’ll be back soon. I promise. Why don’t you enjoy your mead, make friends with Anakol for once, finish your dinner, and by the time that tub is filled, I’ll be standing right here with way less clothes on. Sound good?”
“Yes, Aaron,” the green-eyed beauty purred, and the words lured me into a fiery kiss as I recalled all the bloody things my wife had been moaning about last night.
Then Eir left a light bite on my bottom lip to hold me over, and I stumbled backward toward the door with a wonky grin on my face. I was still smiling like a dope when I met Brokkr in the lane, and the blacksmith sighed toward the blackened sky as he registered the state of me.
“Yeah, I’m findin’ myself a hut that’s nowhere near yours tonight,” Brokkr decided.
“That’d be smart,” I agreed with a shameless grin. “But first, we’re going to the blacksmith’s shop. I have an idea for a new weapon, and it’s gonna blow your fucking mind.”








Chapter 37
It took us nearly ten minutes to hunt down the blacksmith’s shop, but eventually, we came to a squat, square structure made of stone. Considering it was the one building with a locked door, I guessed this was the right place.
Unfortunately, the door was made of iron, so I wasn’t sure my wrenching approach would get the inlaid lock out of its mount this time.
“You still have my tomahawk?” I muttered to Brokkr while I moved my torch closer to study the plating.
“Yep,” he confirmed, and the blacksmith pulled the replica of Anakol’s tomahawk out of his belt. “But ye’ probably don’t need to pry this lock all to hell.”
“Why not?”
“I’ve made these kinds of locks before,” Brokkr answered. “When I was a slave in Hylmrek, they mostly had me doin’ locksmith work since they prefer dwarven weapons.”
“Wait, you were a slave in Hylmrek?” I clarified.
“Yeah, I lived in the slave village farthest to the north in their territory,” the blacksmith explained. “See how my left ear is missing the top bit? That happened in Hylmrek. Damn guard clocked me good with a sword, but he didn’t hold the blade flat enough, so I still lost the tip there. Place was a real shit hole, but not as bad as Dalir was when you first showed up. Here, step aside.”
I did as he said while I eyed the scarring on the blacksmith’s ear, but then I hitched my tomahawk in my belt and lowered the torch so Brokkr could get a better look at the lock.
“Uh-huh…” he muttered while he peered through the z-shaped key opening. “It’s the same lock. See, to look at it, ye’ think only a key with this crooked shape is gonna work, but it isn’t even the bits that unlock it. It’s the tiny crook at the back of the stem near the bow. Once the key’s inserted all the way, that crook does the unlocking, so really, all ye’ need is a slim bit of metal pressing up against the locking pin, and it’ll open right up.”
“Seriously?” I snorted.
“Yeah, it’s a terrible design,” Brokkr snickered. “No one but the blacksmiths know how it works though, so these Farthegns don’t think much about it. I tell ye’, us blacksmiths might be the most dangerous bastards in this forest.”
“I believe it,” I said as I reached around my belt for my Leatherman tool. “Here, I’ve got something that’ll probably work.”
Then I flipped my Leatherman around to pull out the small bit driver, and Brokkr’s eyebrows shot up.
“The hell is that?” the blacksmith demanded. “And why ye’ got in on your sword belt? What could you possibly plan to do with that thing in battle?”
“Probably nothing,” I said with a shrug. “But I never leave home without it. It comes in handy for just about everything, look.”
I unfolded my Leatherman to give Brokkr a quick run down of the nineteen different tools it carried, and the more knives, files, and picks I pulled out, the more overwhelmed the blacksmith got. When I explained the two different types of pliers and wire cutters, he couldn’t resist grabbing the Leatherman from my hold anymore, and he looked like a kid on Christmas while he admired every facet of the tool in the torchlight.
“I need to get me one of these,” Brokkr decided. “How did ye’ make it?”
“I didn’t make it, I bought it,” I chuckled. “That small bit driver will work for this lock, right?”
“Shit, even if it doesn’t, I’m still impressed,” Brokkr snorted. “Let’s give it a go, but I’m makin’ myself one of these just as soon as I figure out how the hell to do it.”
The blacksmith dropped to his knees to peer inside the lock, and he smiled at the Leatherman for a second before he slipped the bit driver through the crooked keyhole. Then he began pushing and prodding around in the lock, and he muttered under his breath about sloppy craftsmanship and misalignment while I waited at his back.
He’d been messing around for nearly a minute when I heard a sword unsheathe behind me.
My heart seized as I whipped around and fumbled to grab my tomahawk, but then I found myself face to face with a night patrol who was ready to cut my ass down.
And it was led by my once-injured huntress with the blonde dreadlocks.
“My chief!” the woman warrior gasped, and the whole group promptly lowered their weapons. “Forgive me! I forgot you wear a different hide now, and I thought--”
“It’s fine,” I panted while my heartrate slowly evened out. “I didn’t mean to startle you guys, we’re just, uh…”
I glanced at the wide-eyed blacksmith who was still kneeling near the lock with my Leatherman stuck in the keyhole, and Brokkr offered the guards a small wave.
“The chief said I could break into this shop,” the blacksmith clarified. “I obviously would never take it upon myself to do such a thing otherwise.”
“Yeah, he’s helping me check on something,” I confirmed. “Just some last-minute details.”
“You should have your guards with you, my chief,” the huntress insisted. “Illska is not a safe place for you to roam around unprotected.”
“I’m armed,” I assured her, but the group looked at me with clear disapproval. “Aaand I’ll be going straight to my hut in only a couple minutes.”
“Very well, my chief,” the woman warrior mumbled. “I will alert the others to be sure your way is clear.”
“Thank you,” I said with a nod.
Then the warriors bowed to me, but the whole patrol sent reproachful glances at Brokkr like this was somehow his fault, and I let out a sigh once they finally turned away to continue their watch.
“You know, you don’t have to be apologetic with them anymore,” I reminded the blacksmith. “You’re wearing a clansman’s hide, remember?”
“I forgot,” Brokkr snorted. “But either way, they’d still probably kick my ass if you weren’t watching.”
“Well, not for long,” I muttered. “You almost done down there?”
“Almost,” the blacksmith replied, and he continued fussing with the lock.
I kept my eye on the lane at my back now, just in case another one of my patrols showed up and drew tomahawks instead of swords, but then I heard the lock click, and Brokkr chuckled to himself while he grabbed the iron handle and opened the shop door.
I swiftly followed him with the torch in hand, but the second we were inside, both of us froze.
“Hoooly shit,” I breathed, and I immediately closed the door behind us.
Brokkr nodded in agreement as we both turned full-circle, but there wasn’t much more either of us could say at the moment.
Over sixty battle axes were mounted on the walls of the blacksmith’s shop, along with about a hundred skinning knives, and every support beam that stretched from floor to ceiling around the shop was covered with elongated, diamond-shaped spearheads waiting to be affixed to poles.
I let out a low whistle as I slipped my torch into the iron mount on the wall, and I took a moment to really appreciate the expanse of well-wrought weaponry encroaching from all sides.
Every single blade that caught my eye had straight, sharpened, and polished edges with not one dent or shoddy weld in sight.
“Told ye’ the blacksmiths are the most dangerous,” Brokkr muttered under his breath. “We walked right into this armory, and most of your warriors are tuckin’ themselves into bed right now.”
“Yeah, we’re getting a better lock for this place,” I decided. “Gotta admire this guy’s setup, though. I’ve never seen a shop this organized. Good on him.”
The blacksmith of Illska had his metal stock neatly arranged in stacks that were clearly labeled and kept out of the way, and his tools were placed precisely where they should be rather than wherever he dropped them at the end of a day’s work. Dozens of labeled wooden bins lined his two worktables as well, and even his quenching vats were lined up in a designated area while his spare coal sat in buckets that all had an equal proportion of coal inside.
I shook my head in disbelief as I admired the place, but then I noticed Brokkr sending me an insulted look.
“Hey, this don’t mean he’s superior or nothin’,” Brokkr clarified. “A clean shop is a sign of a shitty worker, just so you know. This guy’s got too much time on his hands. If there’s a decent mess all over the place, you know your blacksmith’s workin’ hard and putting his tools to good use. A messy blacksmith’s too busy to sweep up every little scrap that falls on the floor.”
I cocked an eyebrow as I glanced at the scores of enormous and fully finished axes around us, but Brokkr remained firmly unimpressed.
“Besides, if I had to worry about burning at a stake, I’d keep my shop spotless, too,” the blacksmith informed me. “This right here is fear-based.”
“Could be,” I allowed. “Look around in here for a graver, alright?”
“We came here to engrave shit?” Brokkr frowned. “I thought we were getting a look at Illska’s metal stock?”
“We’ll go over everything in here tomorrow,” I assured him, and I headed to one of the worktables to start digging through the wooden bins. “Tonight, we’re trying something out. That wanderling taught me about the symbols on his staff, and it gave me an idea.”
Brokkr began rifling through the blacksmith’s tools as well, but he was much sloppier about it than me. He even made sure to leave everything spilled across the tabletop as he worked his way from one bin to the next, and I rolled my eyes when he let a handful of bolts scatter to the floor.
“Whoops,” the blacksmith muttered without remorse. “So, what’s the deal with those symbols? They really magic?”
“Yeah, they’re magic,” I answered as I shifted a few silver pommels aside.
“You sure about that?” he checked. “Because in my experience, magic isn’t something you can draw on. It comes from inside a being, and ye’ gotta be born with a power to harness it.”
I furrowed my brow. “That’s the only kind of magic you’ve ever heard of?”
“That’s all kinds of magic,” Brokkr explained. “There isn’t a magic in the world that works differently. The elves, sorcerers, beast-people… they’re all born with their powers. Same thing goes for the fairies and the pixies. Even the oegyrian mares.”
“But you said sorcerers study with apprentices outside the forest,” I pointed out.
“Yeah, to hone their skills,” Brokkr specified, and he held up a chisel graver as he came over. “A sorcerer isn’t someone who was just taught to be magical. Their mentors help them use their natural powers more effectively. They show ‘em all the possibilities and whatnot. That’s why Farthegns don’t have any magic of their own, and why they prefer to enslave elves and the like. Their own kind are never born with powers. It’s not in their blood.”
“Well, then you’re gonna like this new kind of magic,” I told him, and I grabbed a skinning knife off the wall before I sat down to start engraving. “According to Vegvisir, all you’ve gotta do is draw a symbol onto something and pull the power from the mark in order to wield it.”
“That’s it?” Brokkr scoffed. “Anyone can use it?”
“That’s it,” I muttered as I chiseled a straight line into the blade of the knife. “Which is why we’re not telling anyone about this. Not even Eir or Bragi, and especially not Vegvisir. If this idea works, I’m gonna see what I can do about getting the wanderling to teach me more about his craft, but in the long-run… we could end up having the most lethal weaponry in the Red Forest.”
“Lethal how?” the blacksmith clarified. “And what are those diagonal lines supposed to do?”
“This is called a rune,” I explained. “I saw it on Vegvisir’s staff tonight, and he showed me how it worked. It’s just these three diagonal lines connected to the perpendicular one, but it’s more powerful than you’d expect.”
“Right…” Brokkr mumbled, and I smirked at how skeptical he sounded. “Quarter of an inch tall, but it’s gonna out-do a battle axe.”
“Just wait,” I chuckled. “Your jaw’s gonna drop on the damn floor when you see this.”
Well, if it worked, anyway, but I had a good feeling.
I quickly finished engraving the last line of the rune, and then I brushed away the metal shavings and sat up to get a look at the final product. I altered the length of the perpendicular line a little just to be sure it resembled Vegvisir’s carving to a tee, but then I handed the skinning knife to Brokkr and headed for one of the support beams in the middle of the shop.
“Alright, now I want you to slash that blade across this beam,” I instructed as I pulled a bunch of spearheads off their mounts. “Cut right across this wood, but don’t focus so much on slicing into the beam. That’s not what we’re aiming for right now. I want you to focus on fire.”
“Fire?” Brokkr knitted his brow. “Just… fire.”
“Yeah,” I said with a grin. “Focus on fire, and slash that blade across the wood.”
I stepped back to give the man some room, and I bounced on my toes a bit in anticipation while Brokkr sidled over with an unconvinced smirk on his face.
“Alright, my chief,” the blacksmith drawled. “I’ll focus on fire, but I want ye’ to know, I think you’ve had a stressful day. A man can only take so much, and ye’ probably need to get some rest.”
“Just try it,” I urged. “Go on.”
Brokkr side-eyed me like I’d lost my damn mind, but he still faced the beam head-on, and he took a dramatically deep breath as he held the knife up in front of him. Then he pinched his face up like he was thinking extra hard, and I rolled my eyes while he snickered a bit in the process.
“Just strike the beam,” I sighed.
The blacksmith carried on making an ass of himself for a bit before he finally raised the skinning knife, but then he slashed the blade across the exposed part of the beam, and nothing happened.
Only a dent was taken out of the old wood, and not a spark of fire appeared.
“Well… I’m impressed,” Brokkr decided. “This was enlightening, my chief.”
“What the hell?” I muttered, and I snatched the skinning knife to study the rune again. “This is the exact same mark Vegvisir showed me.”
“He’s a visionary,” the blacksmith deadpanned.
“I’m not kidding,” I clarified. “He said this mark was what started the fire in his hut. I watched flames appear out of nowhere. All he did was strike the fireplace with the end of his staff.”
Brokkr shrugged. “Maybe ye’ need to carve it into wood. Or maybe the old guy was fuckin’ with ye’, and he’s just a sorcerer who likes to carve little pictures on his staff.”
“Maybe.” I furrowed my brow. “You’re sure you focused on fire? Because I doubt dicking around is gonna make this work.”
“You try it, then,” the blacksmith sighed.
Brokkr strolled aside without any haste, and he leaned back against the iron door of the shop as he crossed his arms in waiting.
I took a spot in front of the beam and looked down at the skinning knife, but instead of screwing my face up like Brokkr, I just considered what I’d learned tonight for a minute.
Because I could usually tell when someone was fucking with me, and Vegvisir had spoken openly with me about everything I asked earlier. He’d also proven correct about a few things, like Eir’s issue with connecting to her wings, and I narrowed my eyes a fraction of a degree as I recalled his advice from the dungeon.
Vegvisir told Eir everything outside the Red Forest thrived on intent, not brute force, and tonight he told me he could make more of the enchanted fire if he wanted to.
Which meant there had to be more to these runes than just thinking about their power.
If there was one thing I’d learned after years of challenging the elements and stalking game in Alaska, it was that thinking about shit was vastly different from setting intentions and following through with them. One was action-based, and the other was just an idea that may never amount to anything.
Nothing ever got accomplished just by thinking about it.
Why should magic be any different?
I decided to switch up my perspective a bit, and I looked at the wooden beam instead while I tightened my hold on the handle of the skinning knife. I could hear Brokkr shifting his weight near the door, but I ignored his impatience, and I focused solely on wanting to create fire.
I let my chest fill with the desire to make this blade ignite whatever it struck, and I envisioned the same amber flames Vegvisir summoned earlier. I imagined them burning across the beam as my blade slashed the wood, and the longer I did this, the heavier the knife seemed to get. It was hardly noticeable, but I felt certain the steel blade held more weight than it had moments ago, and as I concentrated more and more on my intention, heat began building in my core.
I could feel my mark beginning to burn beneath my leather armor, but I didn’t let this interrupt my focus. I just kept every ounce of my attention on willing this blade to burn the beam.
Then I finally raised the knife and slashed it across the wood.
The sudden flash of flames that followed made me jump at the same time I heard Brokkr’s head smack against the iron door, and my own jaw nearly hit the floor as I stared at the streak of fire.
It billowed in an amber line precisely where my blade had cut the beam, and it continued blazing without spreading or dying away.
“Holy fucking mother of shit,” Brokkr gasped and stumbled to my side. “Ye’ fuckin’ did it. That’s fire.”
“Yeah, that’s fire,” I mumbled blankly, and I exchanged a wide-eyed look with the dumbfounded man before we both glanced down at the blade in my hand.
It looked like any other skinning knife in this shop aside from the little engraving on the steel, and nothing about it gave the impression it might scald your flesh away with one swipe.
Or ignite your innards with one jab.
But it could if I willed it to.
My veins tingled all throughout my body as a light shiver shook my spine, and I considered the streak of flames while my mind started turning itself inside out. For the first time since I woke up in the Red Forest, I felt like my scope of this world expanded beyond anything anyone had told me so far, and I became acutely aware of where I stood in it.
I felt my boots against the shop floor, in the corner of a muddy lane, at the center of Illska, with over a hundred miles of territory surrounding me. This land now had my name on it, but just beyond the borders of Dalir and Illska, the Red Forest sprawled out for hundreds of miles more. Under the red boughs, thousands of ruthless Farthegns lived and fought against one another like barbarians, and they all had very few morals and brutal weapons at hand.
Over five hundred of them were born of Hylmrek, and they’d be coming for my clans one of these days, probably sooner than I expected.
But here I was, standing in a blacksmith’s shop with one knife in hand, and that knife held more power than anything these Farthegns could send my way.
Suddenly, I was the only man around with the greatest advantage.
“Brokkr…” I said as a murderous grin hitched at the corners of my mouth. “No one is to hear a word about this.”
“Y-Yeah, okay,” the blacksmith stammered, and he rapidly bobbed his head up and down. “Sure thing, my chief. But uh… we’re gonna use this magic shit, right? We’re gonna learn a bit, and make some crazy ass weapons?”
“Ohhh, yeah,” I chuckled. “Yeah, we’re gonna make some weapons, Brokkr. Lots and lots of weapons. Magical ones.”
Brokkr was grinning just as much as me now, and the two of us chuckled like madmen as I stuck the skinning knife in my back pocket for now. I kept on chuckling too, while we grabbed the torch, doused the beam, and locked up the shop, and during the whole walk through the bloody lanes of Illska, I let my mind travel down every dangerous train of thought it wanted to.
Because I had a beautiful, blonde, black-winged, bowhunting wife waiting for me at home, but for about an hour tonight, I thought I’d lost her.
It turned out that was more than long enough for me to realize my initial approach of having nothing to lose no longer applied in this world, and there was no way in hell I was gonna let go of what I’d won so far. Even if the Red Forest was a fucking savage place with giant, mauling beasts and mortal danger around most corners, I fully intended to make sure I stayed at the top of the food chain, so to speak.
Hell, I already managed to survive this long, but now, I had a magic of my own sitting in my back pocket, and I figured it was about time I started thriving again.
And exploring.
And conquering.
And slaughtering the fuck out of my hulking, scalping enemies.
I had hundreds of warriors at my back, a deadly woman at my side, and pretty soon, we’d all be carrying rune-smithed blades on our belts.
Shit could only get better and bloodier from here.
End of Book 1





End Notes
Hello! I hope you loved Viking Rune Smith. This is my first new series in a good three years or so. Book 2 should be out by the end of 2021.
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. I’ll have one of Eir up there in a few months.
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