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THE HOUSE OF ASHES

No skald would have known where to begin with the plague-struck shore village of Hrafnvik, because the truth of it did not rise cleanly like a battle song; it gathered under a wind carrying soot and wet salt from the black fjord, under breath, under the skin, and under the quiet places where grief learns to sharpen itself. Torvald had expected the usual noise of return, dogs running underfoot and men calling news across yards, but Hrafnvik greeted him with doors barred from within and a line of bodies wrapped outside the smokehouse because the living were too exhausted to carry them farther. No bird sang over them. When ravens appeared, they watched rather than cried, and even the carrion birds seemed unwilling to claim what followed the company. The gods in the stories loved bargains because bargains make suffering look orderly, but Torvald had begun to understand that order can be another kind of blade when it is held by those who do not bleed.

Solveig tried to smile when he knelt beside her, and that almost destroyed him more thoroughly than panic would have done, for she had always met hardship as if it were a rude guest that could be outlasted. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. Every step forced the company to learn the difference between bravery and refusal, for one may save the living while the other drags them by the hair toward a door that should remain shut. Torvald kept walking because stopping would have required thought, and thought would have required admitting how many signs had already told him to turn back.

The old belief beneath this passage concerned the household gods that should have watched the thresholds, but belief felt different when it no longer belonged to priests, carvings, and winter tales. Njal's little fingers searched for the carved wooden horse Torvald had made before leaving, and when Torvald placed it in his palm the boy held it not as a toy but as a drowning man holds driftwood. The ordinary world kept appearing in fragments, a broken cup, a child's mitten, a cooking hook, a half-burned fence rail, and those small things hurt more than great omens because they reminded Torvald what the dead had once expected to keep. Nothing on that road allowed a clean heart to remain clean for long; even mercy had to pass through blood, and even love began to look dangerous when it would not accept a boundary.

When the hour turned violent, it did so without the clean shape men later give to stories. A fever-maddened neighbour biting through his own tongue while torvald held him down and the blood steamed on the straw. The dead, when they fought, did not understand surrender, and that made every struggle feel less like battle than butchery performed against something too stubborn to accept its own ruin. A neighbour staggered through the door during the night with foam on his beard and blood on his chin, and Torvald had to choose between pity and the safety of his own dying family. They slept when they could and woke without feeling restored, because sleep had become merely another chamber where the dead might find them.

What remained under the blood and weather was Torvald's terror at finding Solveig and little Njal already marked by death. By dawn he had killed nothing but time, and time had answered by taking more than any enemy chief had ever dared demand. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. The runes they found were not pretty marks for a charm-seller's board; they looked cut in anger, darkened by old oils, and in certain lights they seemed to sink deeper into whatever bore them.

The priest muttered that the dead must be given clean passage, but Torvald looked at the pyre and saw no clean passage at all, only flame consuming the shape of everything he was. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. The gods in the stories loved bargains because bargains make suffering look orderly, but Torvald had begun to understand that order can be another kind of blade when it is held by those who do not bleed. The next dawn, if dawn was what that grey weakening of darkness deserved to be called, found them older in the face and less certain of the difference between warning and threat.

When the funeral smoke lifted, a dark feather lay on the threshold although no bird had entered the house. He washed the fever bowls, folded Solveig's cloak, and sat so long beside the cold hearth that men later swore the ash had formed runes around his boots. Every step forced the company to learn the difference between bravery and refusal, for one may save the living while the other drags them by the hair toward a door that should remain shut. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. Torvald kept walking because stopping would have required thought, and thought would have required admitting how many signs had already told him to turn back.

The old belief beneath this passage concerned the household gods that should have watched the thresholds, but belief felt different when it no longer belonged to priests, carvings, and winter tales. He washed the fever bowls, folded Solveig's cloak, and sat so long beside the cold hearth that men later swore the ash had formed runes around his boots. The ordinary world kept appearing in fragments, a broken cup, a child's mitten, a cooking hook, a half-burned fence rail, and those small things hurt more than great omens because they reminded Torvald what the dead had once expected to keep. Nothing on that road allowed a clean heart to remain clean for long; even mercy had to pass through blood, and even love began to look dangerous when it would not accept a boundary.

When the hour turned violent, it did so without the clean shape men later give to stories. A fever-maddened neighbour biting through his own tongue while torvald held him down and the blood steamed on the straw. The dead, when they fought, did not understand surrender, and that made every struggle feel less like battle than butchery performed against something too stubborn to accept its own ruin. The village wanted him to mourn quietly, because grief made other people fearful when it refused proper manners. They slept when they could and woke without feeling restored, because sleep had become merely another chamber where the dead might find them.

Night came down, and with it came the first thin sound beneath the floorboards. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. He had always believed that the world could be met honestly with iron, endurance, and a clear oath, yet the road before him kept proving that the oldest powers answered neither courage nor fairness. No one spoke for a long while after that, and the quiet was not peace but the exhausted agreement of people who had seen too much to waste breath naming it.

What remained under the blood and weather was Torvald's terror at finding Solveig and little Njal already marked by death. Torvald had expected the usual noise of return, dogs running underfoot and men calling news across yards, but Hrafnvik greeted him with doors barred from within and a line of bodies wrapped outside the smokehouse because the living were too exhausted to carry them farther. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. No bird sang over them. When ravens appeared, they watched rather than cried, and even the carrion birds seemed unwilling to claim what followed the company.

The old belief beneath this passage concerned the household gods that should have watched the thresholds, but belief felt different when it no longer belonged to priests, carvings, and winter tales. Solveig tried to smile when he knelt beside her, and that almost destroyed him more thoroughly than panic would have done, for she had always met hardship as if it were a rude guest that could be outlasted. Snow, ash, rain, and grave-dust did the same work in different forms, covering tracks for a while but never removing the stain of what had been done. Every step forced the company to learn the difference between bravery and refusal, for one may save the living while the other drags them by the hair toward a door that should remain shut.

When the hour turned violent, it did so without the clean shape men later give to stories. A fever-maddened neighbour biting through his own tongue while torvald held him down and the blood steamed on the straw. There was no honour in the closeness of such violence, only labour, breath, leverage, the ugly resistance of tendon and bone, and the final small collapse that told a fighter the thing before him had stopped being an immediate problem. Njal's little fingers searched for the carved wooden horse Torvald had made before leaving, and when Torvald placed it in his palm the boy held it not as a toy but as a drowning man holds driftwood. By the time the company moved on, the road behind them already felt unreal, but the wounds it left were practical things that had to be wrapped, cleaned, stitched, or carried open into the next dark place.

The matter of grief returned again in the plague-struck shore village of Hrafnvik, though not as a lesson spoken openly around a fire. Every sign pointed back to the household gods that should have watched the thresholds, yet the signs did not explain whether the gods had failed, lied, or merely chosen silence because silence cost them nothing. Torvald did not yet have the wisdom to turn aside, but a smaller and more painful wisdom had begun to form: the dead were not the only ones in danger of being used.

There was another layer to the plague-struck shore village of Hrafnvik, and it revealed itself only after fear had worn the company thin. Torvald kept returning to Torvald's terror at finding Solveig and little Njal already marked by death, turning it over in his mind like a blade he could not set down even after the edge had opened his own palm. Torvald did not yet have the wisdom to turn aside, but a smaller and more painful wisdom had begun to form: the dead were not the only ones in danger of being used.

Torvald would later remember the plague-struck shore village of Hrafnvik less as a place than as a pressure inside the chest. The memory of a fever-maddened neighbour biting through his own tongue while Torvald held him down and the blood steamed on the straw would not leave them cleanly; it stayed in breath, in dreams, and in the wary way each person judged the next shadow before stepping near it. Torvald did not yet have the wisdom to turn aside, but a smaller and more painful wisdom had begun to form: the dead were not the only ones in danger of being used.

If the road had any mercy in the plague-struck shore village of Hrafnvik, it was the mercy of showing each traveller what had already been growing within them. Beyond all of it waited the first funeral smoke crawled under the roof beams as if it had learned his name, not as a neat ending but as the next hook in a chain none of them had yet found the strength to break. Torvald did not yet have the wisdom to turn aside, but a smaller and more painful wisdom had begun to form: the dead were not the only ones in danger of being used.

The chapter's last movement carried them toward what none of them wanted to name. A neighbour staggered through the door during the night with foam on his beard and blood on his chin, and Torvald had to choose between pity and the safety of his own dying family. By dawn he had killed nothing but time, and time had answered by taking more than any enemy chief had ever dared demand. They slept when they could and woke without feeling restored, because sleep had become merely another chamber where the dead might find them. No one said it plainly, but the first funeral smoke crawled under the roof beams as if it had learned his name.
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THE CRY BENEATH THE FLOOR

Before the gods became names on frightened lips, before the road to Hel began to show its teeth, Torvald's empty longhouse after the pyres had gone cold stood beneath rain tapping the smoke hole and running in black lines down the walls and offered Torvald the first lesson of the journey: not every enemy arrives carrying a weapon. The first cry was so small that he hated himself for hearing it, because hope entered him like a hook and dragged him upright before reason could put a hand over its mouth. The ordinary world kept appearing in fragments, a broken cup, a child's mitten, a cooking hook, a half-burned fence rail, and those small things hurt more than great omens because they reminded Torvald what the dead had once expected to keep. Every step forced the company to learn the difference between bravery and refusal, for one may save the living while the other drags them by the hair toward a door that should remain shut.

He called Njal's name once, then again, and each calling made the room feel less like a house than a grave that had not been dug deeply enough. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. Nothing on that road allowed a clean heart to remain clean for long; even mercy had to pass through blood, and even love began to look dangerous when it would not accept a boundary. No one spoke for a long while after that, and the quiet was not peace but the exhausted agreement of people who had seen too much to waste breath naming it.

The old belief beneath this passage concerned the road to Helheim that no living man was meant to see, but belief felt different when it no longer belonged to priests, carvings, and winter tales. The floor split under his axe. Old dust rose. Beetles scattered. The violence of the chopping warmed him until he was sweating in a house where the embers had died hours before. The runes they found were not pretty marks for a charm-seller's board; they looked cut in anger, darkened by old oils, and in certain lights they seemed to sink deeper into whatever bore them. The north had taught them that death was never far away, yet this journey taught them a colder thing: death was not the only power that could take a person apart.

When the hour turned violent, it did so without the clean shape men later give to stories. Torvald splitting the floor planks with his axe until splinters flew like teeth and his hands opened to the bone. Even the living enemies they met seemed changed by the gate's influence, more willing to be cruel, quicker to spill blood, as if proximity to Hel's forbidden road made the soul impatient with ordinary restraint. Solveig's whisper came not from below but from behind him, soft and close, and he turned so quickly that the axe-head bit the table and stayed there trembling. Torvald kept walking because stopping would have required thought, and thought would have required admitting how many signs had already told him to turn back.

What remained under the blood and weather was the horror of hearing Solveig whisper from a corner where no living woman stood. She said they were cold. She said the road had gone wrong. She said their boy was afraid of the dark, and those words were made to murder any strength that remained in him. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. Snow, ash, rain, and grave-dust did the same work in different forms, covering tracks for a while but never removing the stain of what had been done.

When he tore up the last plank, no child lay beneath it, only packed earth, black roots, and the burned rune that hurt his eyes when he tried to look at it straight. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. Every step forced the company to learn the difference between bravery and refusal, for one may save the living while the other drags them by the hair toward a door that should remain shut. They slept when they could and woke without feeling restored, because sleep had become merely another chamber where the dead might find them.

Men came at dawn because they had heard the noise, and one of them crossed himself in the old way of Thor's hammer when he saw what Torvald had done to his own house. Torvald lied and said he had heard rats. Nobody believed him, but nobody wished to be invited into grief's truth either. Nothing on that road allowed a clean heart to remain clean for long; even mercy had to pass through blood, and even love began to look dangerous when it would not accept a boundary. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. No one spoke for a long while after that, and the quiet was not peace but the exhausted agreement of people who had seen too much to waste breath naming it.

The old belief beneath this passage concerned the road to Helheim that no living man was meant to see, but belief felt different when it no longer belonged to priests, carvings, and winter tales. Torvald lied and said he had heard rats. Nobody believed him, but nobody wished to be invited into grief's truth either. The runes they found were not pretty marks for a charm-seller's board; they looked cut in anger, darkened by old oils, and in certain lights they seemed to sink deeper into whatever bore them. The north had taught them that death was never far away, yet this journey taught them a colder thing: death was not the only power that could take a person apart.

When the hour turned violent, it did so without the clean shape men later give to stories. Torvald splitting the floor planks with his axe until splinters flew like teeth and his hands opened to the bone. Even the living enemies they met seemed changed by the gate's influence, more willing to be cruel, quicker to spill blood, as if proximity to Hel's forbidden road made the soul impatient with ordinary restraint. That evening the same cry returned, and this time it sounded farther away, as if the house itself had become the mouth of a tunnel. Torvald kept walking because stopping would have required thought, and thought would have required admitting how many signs had already told him to turn back.

By sunrise he had wrapped the funeral plank in cloth and left Hrafnvik without asking permission from any living man. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. The gods in the stories loved bargains because bargains make suffering look orderly, but Torvald had begun to understand that order can be another kind of blade when it is held by those who do not bleed. By the time the company moved on, the road behind them already felt unreal, but the wounds it left were practical things that had to be wrapped, cleaned, stitched, or carried open into the next dark place.

What remained under the blood and weather was the horror of hearing Solveig whisper from a corner where no living woman stood. The first cry was so small that he hated himself for hearing it, because hope entered him like a hook and dragged him upright before reason could put a hand over its mouth. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. The ordinary world kept appearing in fragments, a broken cup, a child's mitten, a cooking hook, a half-burned fence rail, and those small things hurt more than great omens because they reminded Torvald what the dead had once expected to keep.

The old belief beneath this passage concerned the road to Helheim that no living man was meant to see, but belief felt different when it no longer belonged to priests, carvings, and winter tales. He called Njal's name once, then again, and each calling made the room feel less like a house than a grave that had not been dug deeply enough. The smell of the place mattered almost as much as the sight of it: smoke, wet wool, iron, old water, sour fear, and the faint sweetness that comes when flesh has been wrong too long for the living to pretend otherwise. Nothing on that road allowed a clean heart to remain clean for long; even mercy had to pass through blood, and even love began to look dangerous when it would not accept a boundary.

When the hour turned violent, it did so without the clean shape men later give to stories. Torvald splitting the floor planks with his axe until splinters flew like teeth and his hands opened to the bone. Afterward no one looked proud. Blood makes heroes in songs, but in the hand it is sticky, warm, and accusing, and it darkens in the seams of gloves as though trying to become part of the wearer. The floor split under his axe. Old dust rose. Beetles scattered. The violence of the chopping warmed him until he was sweating in a house where the embers had died hours before. The next dawn, if dawn was what that grey weakening of darkness deserved to be called, found them older in the face and less certain of the difference between warning and threat.

The matter of blood returned again in Torvald's empty longhouse after the pyres had gone cold, though not as a lesson spoken openly around a fire. Torvald kept returning to the horror of hearing Solveig whisper from a corner where no living woman stood, turning it over in his mind like a blade he could not set down even after the edge had opened his own palm. That was the horror of the journey, not merely that the dead could rise, speak, bite, and accuse, but that the living could become useful to the darkness without ever ceasing to believe they acted from love.

There was another layer to Torvald's empty longhouse after the pyres had gone cold, and it revealed itself only after fear had worn the company thin. The memory of Torvald splitting the floor planks with his axe until splinters flew like teeth and his hands opened to the bone would not leave them cleanly; it stayed in breath, in dreams, and in the wary way each person judged the next shadow before stepping near it. That was the horror of the journey, not merely that the dead could rise, speak, bite, and accuse, but that the living could become useful to the darkness without ever ceasing to believe they acted from love.

Torvald would later remember Torvald's empty longhouse after the pyres had gone cold less as a place than as a pressure inside the chest. Beyond all of it waited beneath the floor he found not his child but a rune burned into the earth, not as a neat ending but as the next hook in a chain none of them had yet found the strength to break. That was the horror of the journey, not merely that the dead could rise, speak, bite, and accuse, but that the living could become useful to the darkness without ever ceasing to believe they acted from love.

If the road had any mercy in Torvald's empty longhouse after the pyres had gone cold, it was the mercy of showing each traveller what had already been growing within them. The company had seen enough by then to understand that the voice that used Njal's small grief to claw at his sanity was not simply an obstacle placed before them, but a sign of how badly the border between the worlds had begun to suffer. That was the horror of the journey, not merely that the dead could rise, speak, bite, and accuse, but that the living could become useful to the darkness without ever ceasing to believe they acted from love.

The chapter's last movement carried them toward what none of them wanted to name. Solveig's whisper came not from below but from behind him, soft and close, and he turned so quickly that the axe-head bit the table and stayed there trembling. She said they were cold. She said the road had gone wrong. She said their boy was afraid of the dark, and those words were made to murder any strength that remained in him. Torvald kept walking because stopping would have required thought, and thought would have required admitting how many signs had already told him to turn back. No one said it plainly, but beneath the floor he found not his child but a rune burned into the earth.
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CHAPTER 3
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THE BARROW OF HERVOR

In a grassless burial hill above a valley of standing stones, there was a silence that seemed less like absence than attention, and under moonlight hard as old bone over frost and dead heather Torvald felt the old world of hearth, oath, and grave begin to loosen around him. The valley around Hervor's barrow had the look of land that people remembered to avoid even after forgetting why, and the standing stones leaned inward like listeners with no mercy. The runes they found were not pretty marks for a charm-seller's board; they looked cut in anger, darkened by old oils, and in certain lights they seemed to sink deeper into whatever bore them. Nothing on that road allowed a clean heart to remain clean for long; even mercy had to pass through blood, and even love began to look dangerous when it would not accept a boundary.

Ketil had not yet joined them, so Torvald went alone, carrying a spade, an axe, and bread he had no appetite to eat. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. The north had taught them that death was never far away, yet this journey taught them a colder thing: death was not the only power that could take a person apart. By the time the company moved on, the road behind them already felt unreal, but the wounds it left were practical things that had to be wrapped, cleaned, stitched, or carried open into the next dark place.

The old belief beneath this passage concerned Hervor the corpse-seer who had refused both Odin's ravens and Hel's silence, but belief felt different when it no longer belonged to priests, carvings, and winter tales. Opening a grave is a simple labour until the first stone moves, and then the whole world seems to hold its breath in judgement. Snow, ash, rain, and grave-dust did the same work in different forms, covering tracks for a while but never removing the stain of what had been done. He had always believed that the world could be met honestly with iron, endurance, and a clear oath, yet the road before him kept proving that the oldest powers answered neither courage nor fairness.

When the hour turned violent, it did so without the clean shape men later give to stories. A draugr bursting from the soil and forcing torvald to hack its jaw from its skull while grave-water poured over his boots. Torvald had killed before, but this road taught him forms of killing that disgusted even memory, and each new form made the next one easier in a way he knew he should fear. The draugr inside was not sleeping. It had been waiting with its face turned toward the entrance, gums pulled back from teeth worn flat by centuries of grinding hate. No one spoke for a long while after that, and the quiet was not peace but the exhausted agreement of people who had seen too much to waste breath naming it.

What remained under the blood and weather was Torvald's first willing crime against the peace of the dead. Torvald fought in the tight passage with no room for shield-work, feeling dead nails rake his cheek and the weight of old burial gold batter against his knees. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. The smell of the place mattered almost as much as the sight of it: smoke, wet wool, iron, old water, sour fear, and the faint sweetness that comes when flesh has been wrong too long for the living to pretend otherwise.

Hervor's coffin stood upright at the centre of the mound, bound in green bronze and black wool, and the dead around her had arranged themselves as if attending a queen. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. Nothing on that road allowed a clean heart to remain clean for long; even mercy had to pass through blood, and even love began to look dangerous when it would not accept a boundary. Torvald kept walking because stopping would have required thought, and thought would have required admitting how many signs had already told him to turn back.

When the coins spilled from her mouth, they did not ring on the stone. They sank into it like drops into water. Her voice was dry, amused, and cruelly awake, and she knew his name before he gave it. The north had taught them that death was never far away, yet this journey taught them a colder thing: death was not the only power that could take a person apart. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. By the time the company moved on, the road behind them already felt unreal, but the wounds it left were practical things that had to be wrapped, cleaned, stitched, or carried open into the next dark place.

The old belief beneath this passage concerned Hervor the corpse-seer who had refused both Odin's ravens and Hel's silence, but belief felt different when it no longer belonged to priests, carvings, and winter tales. Her voice was dry, amused, and cruelly awake, and she knew his name before he gave it. Snow, ash, rain, and grave-dust did the same work in different forms, covering tracks for a while but never removing the stain of what had been done. He had always believed that the world could be met honestly with iron, endurance, and a clear oath, yet the road before him kept proving that the oldest powers answered neither courage nor fairness.

When the hour turned violent, it did so without the clean shape men later give to stories. A draugr bursting from the soil and forcing torvald to hack its jaw from its skull while grave-water poured over his boots. Torvald had killed before, but this road taught him forms of killing that disgusted even memory, and each new form made the next one easier in a way he knew he should fear. She asked which soul he would leave behind if he found the door, and when he answered neither, the corpse smiled so wide that her cheek split. No one spoke for a long while after that, and the quiet was not peace but the exhausted agreement of people who had seen too much to waste breath naming it.

The hill closed behind him before dawn, but her words stayed open inside his skull. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. Every step forced the company to learn the difference between bravery and refusal, for one may save the living while the other drags them by the hair toward a door that should remain shut. The next dawn, if dawn was what that grey weakening of darkness deserved to be called, found them older in the face and less certain of the difference between warning and threat.

What remained under the blood and weather was Torvald's first willing crime against the peace of the dead. The valley around Hervor's barrow had the look of land that people remembered to avoid even after forgetting why, and the standing stones leaned inward like listeners with no mercy. There were few companions then, only Torvald and the pressure of what he had lost, so every choice sounded louder in his own skull than it would have done among friends. The runes they found were not pretty marks for a charm-seller's board; they looked cut in anger, darkened by old oils, and in certain lights they seemed to sink deeper into whatever bore them.

The old belief beneath this passage concerned Hervor the corpse-seer who had refused both Odin's ravens and Hel's silence, but belief felt different when it no longer belonged to priests, carvings, and winter tales. Ketil had not yet joined them, so Torvald went alone, carrying a spade, an axe, and bread he had no appetite to eat. No bird sang over them. When ravens appeared, they watched rather than cried, and even the carrion birds seemed unwilling to claim what followed the company. The north had taught them that death was never far away, yet this journey taught them a colder thing: death was not the only power that could take a person apart.

When the hour turned violent, it did so without the clean shape men later give to stories. A draugr bursting from the soil and forcing torvald to hack its jaw from its skull while grave-water poured over his boots. The dead, when they fought, did not understand surrender, and that made every struggle feel less like battle than butchery performed against something too stubborn to accept its own ruin. Opening a grave is a simple labour until the first stone moves, and then the whole world seems to hold its breath in judgement. They slept when they could and woke without feeling restored, because sleep had become merely another chamber where the dead might find them.

The matter of memory returned again in a grassless burial hill above a valley of standing stones, though not as a lesson spoken openly around a fire. The memory of a draugr bursting from the soil and forcing Torvald to hack its jaw from its skull while grave-water poured over his boots would not leave them cleanly; it stayed in breath, in dreams, and in the wary way each person judged the next shadow before stepping near it. Torvald did not yet have the wisdom to turn aside, but a smaller and more painful wisdom had begun to form: the dead were not the only ones in danger of being used.
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