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			From the author

			Introduction


			
				
					by Joel Preston

				

		
			Before we embark on my reimagining of the epic tale of the Germanic hero Sigurd, there are some crucial points that I will cover here. There are spoilers here for those who aren’t familiar with the general myth of Sigurd.

First is accuracy to the myth. While part one of the novella recreates Sigurd’s tale from the Saga of the Volsungs, remember that this novella exists as a part of The Old World Saga - meaning specific changes have been made to the story in preparation for Sigurd’s entry in the main series of books. Specifically, Sigurd’s encounters with the giant Skrymir and his adventure in Utgard. These are not part of the traditional story and are my invention. To those interested in an engaging and accurate telling of Sigurd’s story, I highly recommend reading or listening to ‘The Saga of the Volsungs’ by Jackson Crawford. You cannot get a better version of the myth, and his retelling of the original stories helped immensely in shaping the first part of this novella. As a resource for wider Norse mythology, I recommend ‘Norse Mythology’ by Neil Gaiman. 

Secondly (and very importantly) is what you should read in The Old World Saga to best enjoy this book. While this novella is somewhat stand-alone, you will benefit greatly from having read Rise Golden Apollo, especially for part two of the story. Many of the characters and events mentioned come directly from Rise Golden Apollo. This book serves to bridge the gap (in some aspects) between that story and The Old World Saga Book Four: Fall Silver Artemis.

As with all mythology and religion featured in my books, I endeavour to stay as respectful to the true myth as possible; however, as in all works of fiction, sometimes the stories need to be modified to suit my own goals. In part one of this novella, you will read a semi-accurate retelling of Sigurd’s early life and heroic conquests, but do not take it as a ‘true-to-life’ retelling of his story. The core elements are there, his conquest over the sons of Hunding, the slaying of Fafnir and his later life with Brynhild and Gudrun.

		

		
			I chose to skip over the parts of Sigurd’s story where Brynhild left Hindarfjoll and re-encountered Sigurd in his travels. I found these parts unnecessary to my story and somewhat confusing. I have also removed Brynhild’s prophetic knowledge that Sigurd would marry Gudrun. The last primary removal is that Sigurd impersonates Gunnar for three days on top of Hindarfjoll in the original story. I couldn’t see any way that Brynhild couldn’t have known it was actually Sigurd, so cut it out. Again, see Crawford’s book if you want the myth in full. 

Regarding names in this story; for some, I have used the old Norse spelling, and for others, more modern variants. There is no rhyme or reason to this other than I liked how it looked on the page. So, if you are confused as to why Baldur is Baldr or why Grani is called Greyfell, then this is the reason.

Part two features Sigurd’s adventures in the Christian Hell, which is inspired by the depiction offered in Dante’s Inferno. However, this is my interpretation of Hell in a multi-religion world. Due to the link to Rise Golden Apollo, part one of this story takes place before the year 337AD, much earlier than the era the Volsungs are generally attributed to.

			Sigurd will encounter creatures like Succubi and Japanese water demons in this story. If you haven’t read The Old World Saga at all, I highly recommend you pick up Rise Golden Apollo to better understand how the Underworld looks.

I researched Norse mythology for the early chapters of part two, so I could (as accurately as possible) recreate what the Road to Hel would’ve looked like for people living in that time. However, my interpretation of these factual elements is modified to suit my own end. This story exists in a world where all religions co-exist, so the afterlife can never be exactly as portrayed in myth. 

This novella leads straight into Fall Silver Artemis, with Sigurd the Volsung being a major character in that book. Treat Earth’s Mightiest Warrior as Sigurd’s origin story. 

With all of that out of the way, I hope you enjoy this shorter entry into The Old World Saga, and look forward to Sigurd’s story continuing soon!


			
				
					
					

					from the author

					Joel Preston
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			King Alf paced back and forth in his well-lit hall. The blazing torchlight only served to exemplify his furrowed brow and grim expression. Troublesome thoughts gripped his mind, for his future wife was currently in labour.

			 	Alf was younger than he looked. He had wiry silver hair and a prominent chunk missing from his nose, a reminder of a foolish skirmish in his youth. Despite his scars, he was still handsome and carried himself with a soft-spoken dignity. The woman he would marry was undoubtedly beautiful and regal. So stunning, in fact, that it seemed a miracle that she would have him. Alf whispered silent prayers to the ever-watching Aesir that by the end of this night, she would still have her life. Then she could become his in marriage.

				Queen Hjordis was the most noble of women. Should she die in childbirth, a common occurrence, Alf would know he was ill-fated by the gods.

				Such was his love for Hjordis that King Alf was completely unconcerned that the child being brought into the world wasn’t his. The boy, for he knew it would be a boy, was nonetheless of the highest parentage. 

				He was the son of Sigmund and a descendant of the legendary hero Volsung. The men of that family line were great warriors and the child would be favoured by Odin, chief of the gods, above all other mortal men. 

				Alf would see the boy raised well, for he would be a fearsome ally as a man. He felt the whisperings of destiny all around. This was a momentous night. 

				Hjordis kept the broken shards of a sword called Gram in her quarters; the blade of her former husband, Sigmund. The sword had been shattered in Sigmund’s defeat. 

				Still, one day, those silver pieces of the legendary blade would be a mighty gift for Sigmund’s son.

				Alf paused and looked up at the high roof. He let memory grip him and drag him back in time.

				Alf had met Hjordis leaving the site of a great battle. She’d been with a servant woman, both looking dishevelled and shaken. From their appearances, they seemed who they claimed to be.

				When Alf’s longships had hit the coast and his company of strong men scrambled onto the shore, it was already too late. Death was the only lingering combatant in that place.

				Bodies were piled high beside broken spears and shattered shields.

				Alf’s company had no purpose being there other than following signs in the stars. Bright lights and new constellations high above had led Alf to that site of absolute catastrophe. In the shape of two identical ravens, the stars had shown the path to that battlefield. The fighting had been so fierce that not even the remaining armour and weapons were worth scavenging.

				Desperate as he was to find meaning in his voyage, he was about to turn away when he saw the fleeing women. 

				Alf was a shrewd man. He’d realised all was not as it seemed when the servant spoke with the manners and grace of a highborn woman, and the highborn spoke like a commoner. A simple test deduced that Queen Hjordis, wife of Sigmund, had switched places with her servant in a poor attempt at deception.

				Of course, Alf knew of the towering and war-like Sigmund. Upon discovering her identity, Alf asked Hjordis how her mighty husband had ever fallen in battle.

				Hjordis stated that no man had killed Sigmund, but a god. An old man with an eye patch in a long brown cloak had walked through the soldiers, knocking them down as if they were made of clay.

				Sigmund had swung at the stranger and the land was ripped asunder. The sword, Gram, shattered and Sigmund fell gravely injured.

				Despair crashed across Sigmund’s army like the most devastating plague, seeing them all to Valhalla shortly afterwards.

				Sigmund had spoken his dying words to Hjordis moments before Alf arrived. She did not share with Alf what they had been. He figured they were something to do with the boy growing in her body.

				Alf treated both women well but was so taken with Hjordis that he intended to make her his wife. As soon as the child of Sigmund was born, it would be done. She would stand alongside him as the Queen of Denmark.

			• • • • •

			Hours passed in the quiet hall. The silence was periodically broken with the howling of wolves outside.

				Eventually, a servant carrying a neatly wrapped bundle approached King Alf. She passed the baby to him.

				“His name is to be Sigurd,” she said, bowing low.

				Alf looked down at the sleeping baby. The child stirred and opened his eyes, letting out a loud wail.

				Alf’s mouth fell open. The boy’s eyes were dazzlingly bright. In them, he saw glory and a warrior’s ferocity. This child was brimming with destiny. Alf knew that this boy would have a life independent of his lands. Hjordis would be with Alf always, but this child belonged to the world.

				“Sigurd,” Alf smiled, “you will be the greatest of men. You will be counted first in valour, strength and accomplishments.”

				The baby gurgled and fell back to sleep.

			• • • • •

			As a boy, Sigurd was well loved. He grew quickly, dwarfing the other children his age. He excelled in many tasks and became a competent swordsman, rivalling the greatest warriors in Denmark before he hit his teenage years.

				As was customary, Sigurd was raised by a foster father, Regin. Regin was no ordinary man; he was a dwarf from Svatralfheim. His kind were growing less and less common in Midgard (the realm of men), and Sigurd often supposed Regin could be the last of them.

				Regin was short and stocky. He was old and bald on the top of his head. Where he still grew hair, around his ears and the back of his head, it fell in waterfalls of white. His beard was almost as long as his body, and the young Sigurd found great humour in watching the old man trip over it.

				Despite his meek demeanour, Regin was cunning. His small grey eyes and sneering smile betrayed his constant scheming.

				Yet, as a child, Sigurd didn’t care for the plots of the dwarf. Regin proved to be a valuable teacher, regardless of his hidden intentions. He taught Sigurd all the usual things like sports, chess and languages. He also taught Sigurd runes – carvings with magical power. 

				Regin was magical and had great knowledge of the ancient symbols and the unspoken magic that permeates the world.

				Regin showed Sigurd the spells that could be implanted into a rune by those with magical knowledge and ability. He taught the young warrior how to string runes together to create powerful binding spells, though Sigurd was never any good at it. Despite his divine lineage, his family line being descendants of Odin, he wasn’t inherently magical. 

				 When he was fifteen, Sigurd asked Regin if he could tattoo runes along his ribs and imbibe them with magic to aid him in future combat.

				Regin agreed. The dwarf seemed to take particular joy in Sigurd’s grunts and gasps as his unblemished skin was pierced with ink. His skin raw and bleeding, Sigurd didn’t feel any stronger with the runic imprints running down his left rib. He wondered whether Regin had given the runes any power at all.

				Despite the endless hours rolling into days and years that Sigurd and Regin spent together, a closeness never developed between them. Sigurd never knew much of Regin’s history or how he came to be in the court of King Alf. He grew weary of Regin’s snide comments and frequent jabs about his father’s demise. The dwarf often questioned him about the riches of his ancestors, of which Sigurd knew little. 

				Wishing to be free of the dwarf, Sigurd volunteered to work in the royal stables. It was demanding and menial labour, though Sigurd found satisfaction in the strength he gained from it. 

				After spending much of his time tending to the animals, Sigurd came to wish for a horse of his own and decided to approach King Alf about it. He didn’t seek Regin’s advice, for he knew the dwarf to be scared of horses.

			• • • • •

			On a summer’s day, when the sun hung high and the wildflowers were in full bloom, Sigurd went to the king. Alf leaned back in his chair. His hair was thinning, yet he maintained a regal image. He fixed his eyes to Sigurd as the young man approached.

				Sigurd appeared to be a man, though he was still just a boy. He had a muscular physique with a barrel chest and legs like tree trunks. The muscles on his arms were large enough to choke a wild boar. He was seven feet tall, standing above all other men. His long blonde hair was wild and his eyes a piercing blue.

				“My Lord,” Sigurd started, kneeling before Alf’s throne, “I wish to request a horse of my own.”

				Alf beckoned Sigurd to rise and laughed. “Sigurd, my boy, you do not have to request such things. If you wish for a horse, any horse, from my stables, just take it!”

				Sigurd was pleased with this response. Despite his time in the stables moving hay and shovelling manure, he hadn’t considered which horse he’d like to call his own.

				“And if I wish for a horse from the wild?” Sigurd asked tentatively.

				“Sigurd, you are only fifteen, and yet you stand mightier than any beast you could come across. I suspect gangs of brigands would run from you. Scour the countryside for all I care, but I suspect you will find no horses greater than mine.”

				Sigurd bowed low. Without another word, he set off in the direction of the stables.

				“A man should have a fine horse,” he thought. “I will find a beast that will serve me in war and adventure equally.”
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			It was afternoon when Sigurd walked through the stables. The old shelter of rotten wood, perpetually overwhelmed with droppings, was bathed in a lazy orange glow. There were many proud and noble stallions, yet they all seemed to be missing a quality Sigurd desired. A quality he couldn’t quite define. He found more interest in determining the rotten wooden panels he’d soon need to replace.

				Feeling defeated, Sigurd sat on a bale of hay, unable to choose a horse.

				His mind drifted to the wild country.

				The stables sat on the outer perimeter of the castle beside a forest of untamed tangled trees. When a branch snapped on the forest’s edge, Sigurd jumped to his feet. He grabbed a long wooden stick from the ground and scanned the tree line for bandits or marauders.

				A hooded figure moved in the shadows.

				“Reveal yourself!” Sigurd boomed in his powerful voice.

				The shadow moved again, setting off at a bristling pace into the forest.

				Sigurd snarled and bolted after him, leaping across rocks and darting around trees with speed and agility not suited to his muscular frame.

				Sunlight split the trees ahead and Sigurd jumped into a clearing, sending leaves fluttering.

				The figure before him wore a simple hooded brown robe. He was tall, though not as tall as Sigurd.

				“Turn around and let me gaze upon you,” Sigurd commanded.

				“A boy of fifteen without a hair on his chin would command me,” an unfamiliar voice chuckled. Sigurd was immediately taken aback. The words had been kind yet radiated authority.

				The robed man turned and lowered his hood. It was just an old man with an eye patch and a long silvery beard. Curiously, a jet-black raven flew from a high tree branch to land on his shoulder. 

				The old man petted it absent-mindedly and observed Sigurd with his one good eye.

				“I’m Sigurd,” Sigurd said, failing to sound imposing.

				“I know who you are and what you seek. Come with me, boy. We will find a field that sits beside the River Busiltjorn. There are horses yet unbroken by men there.”

				With a swift turn, the old man marched into the clump of trees before them. Sigurd followed, still gripping the stick he’d picked upright.

				When they emerged in the field, Sigurd was amazed to see a herd of majestic horses prancing through the long grass. Any would have been a fine beast to tame, but one stood out more than the others. Near the centre of the herd was a grey stallion with dark eyes and a long black tail. He looked powerful and fast.
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