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Chapter 1: The Weight of Ancestry
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The Ironwood did not whisper. It waited with the heavy, brooding patience of a predator that had already won.

Vidar stood amidst the twisted, soot-colored trunks of Járnvidr, his breath blooming in the air like a dying ghost. Every inhalation was sharp, tasting of wet iron and the ancient, metallic tang of deep-earth magic. He was a creature of two worlds—a bridge built of god-flesh and giant-stone—but he felt at home only here, in the suffocating stillness where the sun was a distant, pale memory that had long since surrendered to the canopy.

He was taller than any man of Midgard, his shoulders broad enough to crowd the narrow, winding forest paths. In the golden, rowdy halls of Valhalla, his half-brothers laughed and spilled mead, shouting their victories to the rafters. To them, Vidar was a shadow at the edge of the feast, the "Silent God" who offered no stories and took no credit. But here, in the grey-damp shadows of the North, Vidar was the master of his domain. He moved through the brittle undergrowth without a sound, his heavy feet finding the silent path between frozen twigs and jagged stones.

He paused near a tree that had been split by a lightning strike a hundred years prior. The wood was black and petrified, standing like a jagged tooth against the leaden sky. Vidar knelt, his massive joints popping with a sound like shifting glacier ice. The ground was hard, beginning to surrender its last bit of autumn warmth to the first frost of a winter that the seers promised would never end.

With hands that could crush a mountain-troll’s skull into dust, he began to sift through the frozen silt at the base of the dead tree. He wasn’t looking for the buried gold of kings or the enchanted blades of fallen heroes. He was looking for the discarded. He was looking for the forgotten.

He pulled a scrap of blackened, cured leather from the dirt. It was a fragment of a boot, lost or thrown away by some nameless wanderer who had long ago succumbed to the woods. To anyone else, it was trash—a rotting remnant of a failed journey. To Vidar, it was a brick in a fortress. He ran his broad thumb over the rough grain, closing his eyes. He could almost feel the phantom vibration of the steps it had taken, the rhythm of a mortal life that had once pulsed with hope before the cold took it.

Every scrap he gathered was a silent vow. Every stitch he would later sew into his legendary boot was a preparation for the day the Great Wolf would break his chains. The Aesir relied on their hammers and their spears. Vidar relied on the weight of what was left behind.

A sound, no louder than a dry leaf skittering across ice, reached his ears.

Vidar did not turn. He did not reach for a blade. He simply existed, a mountain of iron-will that refused to be moved. Behind him, the shadows between the iron-barked trees began to shift. They didn't move like animals; they flowed like ink dropped into water, dark and viscous.

The Vargr were near.

The air grew thick with the scent of wet fur and the sulfuric tang of ancient malice. Vidar kept his back to the shifting shadows, his fingers still tracing the rough grain of the leather scrap he had unearthed. He didn't need to see them; he could feel the pressure of their hunger against his skin, a cold, prickling sensation that traveled up his spine.

These were not the wolves of Midgard. They were the Vargr—spindly, shadow-wrought beasts born from the lineage of Fenrir himself. They were creatures of spite, sent to prowl the edges of the realms to ensure that nothing of value was built while the world waited to die.
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