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For my darling Harriett, surely there can be no more tears left in all the world, for we have wept them all over you.
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Pronunciation Guide


ð: sounds like “th” in “they”; Guðvarr is pronounced “Guthvarr”


j: sound like “y” in “yellow”; Brynja is pronounced “Brynya”


ø: sounds like “ir” in “bird”; Røkia is pronounced “Rirkia”










CAST OF CHARACTERS



The Battle-Grim


Agnar Broksson – chief of the Battle-Grim, slain in an act of betrayal by Biórr on the ash-plain of Oskutreð


Elvar Fire-Fist – daughter of Jarl Störr. She has sworn the blood oath to find Bjarn, son of Uspa the Seiðr-witch, to rescue him from Ilska the Cruel and her Raven-Feeders, in return for Uspa guiding the Battle-Grim to fabled Oskutreð, the heart of where the gods fought and died


Grend – companion and guardian of Elvar. Has also sworn the blood oath to find Bjarn


Huld – youngest of the Battle-Grim after Elvar. She grew up on the hard streets of Svelgarth


Sighvat the Fat – second to Agnar, a fierce warrior, though more interested in food than making decisions. Swore the blood oath to rescue Bjarn from Ilska’s Raven-Feeders


Sólín Spittle – one of the longest-serving of the Battle-Grim, she lost some teeth during a fight with a swarm of tennúr


Urt the Unwashed – warrior of the Battle-Grim, bynamed because of his aversion to cleanliness


Orv the Sneak – the only archer in the Battle-Grim, a scout and hunter. Bynamed because of his stealth


Uspa – a Seiðr-witch. Captured by the Battle-Grim on Iskalt Island (along with her husband, Berak, and child, Bjarn) where she was destroying the Galdrabok, the Graskinna. She swears a pact with Agnar and Elvar, where she will lead the Battle-Grim to Oskutreð if they swear to do all they can to rescue her son, Bjarn, from the clutches of Ilska the Cruel. The blood oath seals their pact


The Bloodsworn


Æsa – a member of the Bloodsworn with a worrying disregard for pain or life. The blood of Fjalla the mountain goat is in her vein


Edel – chief scout and huntswoman of the Bloodsworn. The blood of Hundur the hound is in her veins. Old, shrewd, guarded. Two hounds are her companions


Einar Half-Troll – big as a tree, strongest of the Bloodsworn. A lover of food and well-told tales. Also a Berserkir


Glornir Shield-Breaker – chief of the Bloodsworn. A Berserkir, with the bear-god’s blood in his veins. Husband of Vol and older brother of Thorkel


Gunnar Prow – so-named on account of his nose, which fills most of his face and is curved like a prow-beast on a drakkar. The blood of Gröfu the badger is in his veins


Halja Flat-Nose – the blood of Orna the eagle-god is in her veins. Sister of Vali Horse-Breath, who was slain by a troll during the battle at Rota’s chamber


Revna Hare-Legs – named Hare-Legs because of her speed in battle, she has the blood of Státa the stoat in her veins


Ingmar Ice – a Berserkir


Jökul Hammer-Hand – blacksmith and warrior. Has the blood of Gröfu the badger in his veins


Røkia – Úlfhéðnar, the blood of Ulfrir the wolf in her veins. Given the task of training Varg in weapons craft


Svik Tangle-Hair – the blood of Refur the fox is in his veins. Chief skáld/storyteller of the Bloodsworn. He has a particular fondness for cheese


Varg No-Sense – once a thrall of Kolskegg, a wealthy farmer and landowner. Killed Kolskegg when he was betrayed by him, and fled, searching for the killers of his sister, Frøya. Joined the Bloodsworn to gain access to their Seiðr-witch, Vol, in order for her to perform an akáll, a magical invocation that will allow Varg to see the last moments of his sister’s life, and so reveal how she died. Since joining the Bloodsworn he has discovered that he is Tainted, an Úlfhéðnar with the blood of Ulfrir in his veins


Vol – a Seiðr-witch, wife of Glornir


The Raven-Feeders and their companions


Lik-Rifa – dragon-god, caged for hundreds of years in a chamber among the roots of Oskutreð, the Ash Tree. She has now been freed by a magical ceremony performed by her Tainted offspring, the dragon-born


Rotta – the rat-god. Imprisoned and tortured by Ulfrir and Orna for his part in the slaying of their daughter


Biórr – Tainted, with the blood of Rotta the rat in his veins. He infiltrated the Battle-Grim, slew Agnar Battle-Grim and led Ilska to Oskutreð, so instrumental in the release of Lik-Rifa from her chamber beneath Oskutreð. He is now back with the Raven-Feeders


Brák Trolls-Bane – Tainted, with the blood of Státa the Stoat god in his veins, one of Drekr’s crew, a huntsman and trapper


Drekr – Tainted, a dragon-born, brother of Ilska and Myrk. Abducted Breca and slew Thorkel


Ilmur – Tainted, the hound-god Hundur is in his blood. Once a thrall of the Battle-Grim, freed by Biórr and now a member of the Raven-Feeders


Ilska the Cruel – chief of the Raven-Feeders, a dragon-born with Lik-Rifa’s blood in her veins. Older sister of Drekr and Myrk


Kalv – Tainted, with the blood of Svin the boar in his veins. Son of Red Fain and brother of Storolf Wartooth


Kráka – Seiðr-witch, once a thrall of the Battle-Grim, but freed by Biórr and now part of the Raven-Feeders


Myrk Sharp-Claw – Tainted, dragon-born with Lik-Rifa’s blood in her veins. Younger sister of Ilska and Drekr


Red Fain – Tainted, with Svin the boar’s blood in his veins. Father of Kalv and Storolf Wartooth


Storolf Wartooth – Tainted, with the blood of Svin the boar in his veins, son of Red Fain and brother of Kalv. Named Wartooth because he left some teeth in an enemy’s shield when he bit into it and tore it from his opponent’s grip


Oleif Gap-Tooth – Tainted, the blood of Hraeg the vulture in his veins. One of Drekr’s crew, and now part of the Raven-Feeders


Bjarn Beraksson – Tainted, son of Uspa and Berak. Abducted by Ilska and the Raven-Feeders


Breca Thorkelsson – Tainted, son of Orka and Thorkel. Abducted by Drekr


Harek Asgrimsson – Tainted, son of Asgrim and Idrun, who were slain by Drekr and his crew


Others


Orka Skullsplitter – husband of Thorkel and mother of Breca. Once chief of the Bloodsworn and known as Skullsplitter. Thorkel has been slain and her son abducted, and she has followed his trail north, leading her to the Grimholt, where she was captured by drengrs and Skalk the Galdurman. She escaped in a bloody battle


Lif Virksson – a fisherman of Fellur village. Son of Virk, and brother of Mord. Orka rescued him from execution, and he travelled north with her. His brother Mord was slain while in chains by Guðvarr the drengr


Sæunn – a Tainted thrall with the blood of Hundur the hound in her veins


Gudleif Arnesson – has built a steading with his family north of the Boneback Mountains


Queen Helka – ruler of Darl and the surrounding regions. An ambitious, ruthless woman with a view to ruling all of Vigrið. She has one son, Hakon, and one daughter, Estrid


Prince Hakon Helkasson – son and eldest child of Queen Helka


Princess Estrid Helkasdottir – daughter of Queen Helka


Frek the Úlfhéðnar – Tainted, with the blood of Ulfrir the wolf-god in his veins. Thralled to Queen Helka and one of her honourguard


Skalk the Galdurman – Galdurman of Darl, in the service of Queen Helka. Sent by Helka with the Bloodsworn to discover what is happening on the northern borders of her realm. He steals Orna’s talon and abducts Vol the Seiðr-witch


Sturla – Skalk’s Galdur-apprentice


Guðvarr – a drengr of Fellur village and nephew to Jarl Störr. He is tasked with leading the band sent after Orka, Lif and Mord


Vilja – a whore of Darl, resident of The Dead Drengr


Jarl Sigrún – Jarl of Fellur village and the surrounding district. Embroiled in the political expansion of Queen Helka. Her lover slain and her face scarred by Orka, she sends her nephew Guðvarr after Orka


Yrsa – a drengr of Darl in the service of Skalk the Galdurman


Arild – a drengr of Fellur village


Skapti – a drengr, captain of the Grimholt. In the employ of Prince Hakon and involved in the plans of Drekr and his movement of abducted children


Hrolf – a drengr of the Grimholt


Jarl Glunn Iron-Grip – a petty jarl allied to Queen Helka


Jarl Svard the Scratcher – a petty jarl allied to Queen Helka


Jarl Logur of Liga – ruler of the port town of Liga. Friend to the Bloodsworn


Jarl Orlyg of Svelgarth – ruler of the town of Svelgarth and the surrounding region. Old and grizzled, a veteran of war, an enemy of Queen Helka


Prince Jaromir of Iskidan – a prince of Iskidan, one of the many sons of Kirill the Magnificent, lord of Iskidan


Ilia – a druzhina of Iskidan


Taras the Bull – a bruised man, Tainted with the blood of Naut the bull in his veins. Thralled into the service of Prince Jaromir of Iskidan


Iva – a Seiðr-witch and Prince Jaromir’s thrall


Jarl Störr – lord of Snakavik and most of the western districts of Vigrið. Father of Thorun, Elvar and Broðir. Famed for his Berserkir-guard


Silrið – Jarl Störr’s Galdurwoman


Thorun Störrsson – eldest child of Jarl Störr


Broðir Störrsson – youngest child of Jarl Störr


Berak Bjornasson – Tainted, a Berserkir with the blood of Berser the bear-god in his veins. Husband of Uspa the Seiðr-witch and father of Bjarn. Captured by Agnar and the Battle-Grim and sold as a thrall to Jarl Störr, to become one of the famed Berserkir-guard


Gytha – a drengr and champion of Jarl Störr


Syr – a drengr of Jarl Störr, guard of Snakavik’s gate


Hjalmar Peacemaker – leader of the Fell-Hearted mercenary warband


Hrung – a giant’s head, magically animated by the power of dying Snaka


Njal Olafsson – jarl of a small fishing village on the banks of the River Drammur


Terna – a thrall of Njal Olafsson, originally a thrall from Kolskegg’s farm


Brimil – a slaver based in Darl


Rog – bartender of The Dead Drengr


Frøya – sister of Varg


Leif Kolskeggson – son of Kolskegg, he hunted Varg for his father’s murder, but upon catching Varg, Glornir and the Bloodsworn took Varg into their care and saved him from Leif ’s vengeance


Sterkur death-in-the-eye – a warrior and chief of a mercenary band for hire, the Red-Hands



Creatures


Grok – a giant raven


Kló – a giant raven


Spert – a spertus, vaesen, and bound to Orka and her household


Vesli – a tennúr, wounded and found by Breca, she swears an oath to Breca and Spert





 



Norse Titles, Terms and Items


Akáll – an invocation, a magic ceremony to reveal the last moments of the dead


Althing – meeting, an assembly of free people


Berserkir – person descended from Berser the bear-god. Capable of great strength and savagery


blóð svarið – a magical blood oath


Brynja – a coat of ring mail


Byrding – coastal boat


Drakkar – a longship


Drengr – an oathsworn warrior, trained to a high level


Druzhina – elite horse-mounted warrior


Galdrabok – book of magic


Galdurman – magician, specifically rune-magic.


Graskinna – grey-skin, a book of magic scribed on flayed skin


Guðfalla – the gods-fall


Guðljós – god-lights


Hangerock – a type of dress


Hird – warriors belonging to a lord’s household


Heya – agreed


Holmganga – a duel recognised by law, a way of settling disputes


Jarl – lord or earl


Knarr – a merchant/trade ship


Maður-boy – a human child


Niðing – nothing, nobody, an insult, meaning without honour


Nålbinding – to bind or weave. An early form of knitting used to make clothing


Raudskinna – red-skin, a book of magic, made from the flayed skin of a dead god


Seax – single-edged knife, often with a broken back, of varying sizes. A multi-purpose tool, from cooking/shaving to combat


Seiðr – a type of magical power, inherited from Snaka, the father of the gods


Seiðr-witch – a woman who wields magical power


Skáld – a poet, teller of tales, often employed by a jarl or chief to sing of their heroic deeds


Skál – good health


Snekke – a smaller version of a longship


Tafl – a game of strategy played upon a board with carved figures


Thrall – a slave


Úlfhéðnar – person descended from Ulfrir the wolf-god


Vaesen – creatures created by Lik-Rifa the dragon-god


Weregild – a blood-debt


Winnigas – cloth covering for the legs, from ankle to just below the knee


Whale-road – the open sea










WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE



Orka: Orka lives a solitary life in the hills with her husband Thorkel, and their ten-year-old son, Breca. They have built a home for themselves in the wild, and trade in furs and skins with a nearby village when they need supplies.


During a hunting trip they discover a homestead burned out, two people murdered and the murdered couple’s son gone.


Orka reports this to the local village, to Guðvarr, a drengr (warrior) and nephew of the local jarl, or lord, Jarl Sigrún.


Breca, Orka’s son, finds a wounded tennúr (a magical creature with a liking for teeth) in the woods and brings it home.


Orka, Thorkel and Breca attend an Althing, or meeting, as all residents of the district are summoned by Jarl Sigrún, the local lord. At this meeting they hear that Jarl Sigrún has sworn an oath of allegiance to Queen Helka, a powerful woman with ambitions to rule all Vigrið. A holmganga duel is also fought between Virk, a local fisherman, and Guðvarr.Virk wins the duel but breaks the holmganga rules and so is slain by Jarl Sigrún’s Tainted warrior-thrall.


Upon returning home Orka and Thorkel decide that it is time for them to move on and build a new home elsewhere. Orka goes to consult the Froa-spirit (the powerful spirit and guardian of the Ash Tree) for guidance but finds the Froa-spirit dead, slain with fire and axes. Upon returning to her steading she finds her home in flames, her husband, Thorkel, slain, and her son, Breca, gone. She tracks the abductors, catches up with some of them and kills them, questions one and discovers that the man who took her son is called Drekr.


She returns home, buries her husband and swears an oath, both of vengeance and to recover her abducted son. She arms herself and slips into Fellur village at night, finding Virk’s two sons, Mord and Lif, tied to a post to await punishment for their attack on Guðvarr (in a failed attempt at vengeance for their dead father). Orka sets them free, then breaks into Jarl Sigrún’s hall, wounds the jarl and interrogates her warrior-thrall, a woman named Vafri with the blood of Ulfrir the wolf-god in her veins. Vafri tells Orka that she should be looking for a man named Drekr, and that he can be found in the fortress town of Darl. A fight ensues and Orka escapes, fleeing Fellur village by boat with Mord and Lif.


They head for Darl, Mord and Lif agreeing to row Orka in return for training in weapons craft. When they reach Darl Orka leaves the two brothers, advising them to bide their time before they return to Fellur to seek their vengeance against Guðvarr.


Orka searches for Drekr, eventually finding him in a secret meeting with Prince Hakon, the son of Queen Helka. They fight, but the fight is split up by the arrival of town guards. Lif and Mord appear and pull Orka to safety.


Orka discovers that Drekr has left Darl and is headed to the Grimholt, a tower that guards a pass through the Boneback Mountains, and at the same time Guðvarr appears, hunting Orka, Mord and Lif for their crimes in Fellur village. They leave Darl, chasing after Drekr, with Guðvarr in pursuit.


Orka, Mord and Lif reach the Grimholt, and during an altercation with some frost-spiders and two giant ravens, they are captured by Skalk the Galdurman and warriors from the Grimholt. They are taken to the tower and put to the question, where it is revealed that Drekr has some kind of business arrangement with Prince Hakon.


Guðvarr arrives with his drengrs, bursts into the tower and kills Mord, who is in chains. During this Orka hears the cry of a child and suspects it is her son, Breca. The hope, fear and rage combine to release the wolf in her blood, because Orka is Tainted, an Úlfhéðnar, with the blood of Ulfrir the wolf-god in her veins. She proceeds to break free and go on a killing spree. At first the guardians of the Grimholt fight back, but they cannot stand against her savage fury and so they break and run.


Varg: Varg is on the run. He is a thrall who has recently killed his owner, a wealthy farmer, and fled. Varg’s sister has been killed and he is seeking either a Galdurman or a Seiðr-witch (two forms of magic-users) to perform an akáll for him, which is a magical invocation revealing the last few moments of the dead. Varg wishes this done for his sister so that he can discover who or what killed her.


Varg reaches the trading port of Liga, where he discovers that the famed mercenary warriors, the Bloodsworn, are in town and have a Seiðr-witch among their ranks. But she only uses her magic for the Bloodsworn, so Varg enters a tournament where he fights one of the Bloodsworn to earn the right to join them. He is beaten unconscious and left on the banks of a fjord. When he wakes, he tends to his wounds and builds a fire, only to be set upon by Leif Kolskeggson and his crew, son of the farm owner whom Varg killed. Varg is captured, but then rescued by the Bloodsworn.


They take Varg in as one of their own, but on an “apprenticeship” agreement, so Varg has to learn weapons craft and prove his loyalty and trustworthiness to the Bloodsworn before Vol their Seiðr-witch will perform the akáll he seeks.


As the Bloodsworn leave Liga they are attacked by Prince Jaromir of Iskidan and his mounted druzhina, who wish for one of the Bloodsworn, a man named Sulich, to be handed over to them for crimes he is alleged to have committed in the far-off country of Iskidan. Glornir, chief of the Bloodsworn, refuses to hand Sulich over, and so a short and bloody battle follows, broken up by the arrival of Liga’s guards and three longships carrying Queen Helka and her retinue into port.


Queen Helka hires the Bloodsworn for a job. People on her north-western border have been going missing and turning up dead. She wants the Bloodsworn to find out who or what is doing this and kill them. She sends her Galdurman, Skalk, and his two drengr guards with the Bloodsworn.


Once in the Boneback Mountains the Bloodsworn discover an old mine that is being excavated by a collection of warriors and vaesen – skraeling and a troll – who have enslaved the local populace and forced them to work in the excavation. As the Bloodsworn investigate a battle ensues, where a dragon-born (a strain of the Tainted descended from the dragon-god, Lik-Rifa, long thought to be extinct, if they had ever existed at all) emerges from the mine with a bone of the dead god Orna in his fist. In a bloody battle Varg kills the dragon-born but is seriously injured himself.


When Varg awakes he is told that the Bloodsworn have found evidence to suggest that the mine is in fact the chambers of Rotta, the rat-god, who was chained here and sentenced to a life of pain and torture by his brother and sister. Copied fragments of a Galdurbok (magic book) called the Raudskinna are found.


Vol comes to tend Varg’s wounds, and while she is there Skalk and his two drengr guards enter the room. They club Vol unconscious, kill Varg’s friend, Torvik and steal the bone fragment of the god Orna, along with other items of worth that have been discovered.


Skalk gives Varg the choice to go with him, offering to perform the akáll that Varg so desperately wants, but instead Varg hurls himself at the drengr who killed his friend, and in a frenzied blood rush he rips the man’s throat out with his teeth. Skalk strikes Varg unconscious.


Upon regaining consciousness, Varg discovers that Skalk has escaped with Orna’s talon, a chest full of relics and Vol as his prisoner. He is told by Svik and Røkia of the Bloodsworn that he is Tainted, that he has the wolf-god Ulfrir in his veins. Not only this, he is told that all the Bloodsworn are Tainted, and that they recruited him because they discovered his bloodline. This comes as a bit of a shock to Varg, but soon he comes to terms with it and joins the Bloodsworn as they set out in chase of Skalk, vowing to avenge Torvik and get Vol back.


They follow Skalk’s trail, which takes them to the Grimholt. Here they find a scene of death and savagery, Orka sitting upon the steps of the Grimholt. She is blood-drenched with her dead enemies piled at her feet. Children are gathered around her.


Glornir, the chief of the Bloodsworn, dismounts, because he knows Orka. She was known as the Skullsplitter, most famed warrior of Vigrið, and the once-chief of the Bloodsworn. Thorkel, Orka’s husband, was Glornir’s brother. Orka is grief-stricken because she has not found her son, Breca.


Glornir and Orka embrace.


Elvar: Elvar is a young warrior, a member of the famed mercenary warband the Battle-Grim, and she is out to make her name, her battle-fame.


The Battle-Grim land their longship at Iskalt, a volcanic island off the north-west coast of Vigrið. They are hunting a man named Berak, who is believed to be of Tainted blood, a Berserkir with the blood of Berser the bear-god in his veins. Their chase leads them through a battle in a village and up into the mountains, where they eventually catch up with Berak as he is locked in combat with a bull troll. Elvar sees a woman and child, the woman throwing some kind of book into a pool of molten lava.


Agnar, chief of the Battle-Grim, orders his warriors to kill the bull troll before it harms or kills Berak, and a brief, bloody fight ensues, where Elvar lands the killing blow against the troll. Berak is then captured, subdued and chained, his wife and child also captured. His wife, Uspa, is revealed to be a Seiðr-witch.


The Battle-Grim leave Iskalt Island with their prisoners and travel to Snakavik, a fortress built within the skull of the dead serpent-god, Snaka. Jarl Störr rules here, and he is famed for having an honourguard of enslaved Berserkir warriors.


He is also Elvar’s father, although there is little love between them. Elvar left her family and life of privilege to escape her father’s plans for her, and to make a name of her own.


Jarl Störr purchases the Berserkir Berak from Agnar. While the Battle-Grim are still in Snakavik they are ambushed and Bjarn, the son of Berak, is abducted by Ilska the Cruel, who is the chief of a mercenary band called the Raven-Feeders. Uspa the Seiðr-witch then makes a deal with Agnar; if he will swear a magical blood oath to get her son back, she will lead them to the fabled battleground of Oskutreð, where the war between the gods was fought and riches beyond imagination are said to be found.


Elvar swears the blood oath, along with Grend, her faithful companion, and a few others. The Battle-Grim set out for Oskutreð, along the way encountering a swarm of tennúr, a magical bridge and a forest full of long-dead gods. During the journey Elvar takes Biórr, a young warrior of the Battle-Grim, as her lover.


Upon reaching Oskutreð they find an ash-covered plain full of the scattered bones of dead gods, and the blasted stump of a great tree. A Froa-spirit named Vörn confronts them, forbidding them access to the tree, but allows them to scavenge the treasure from the plain. Before the Battle-Grim can do this Ilska the Cruel and her Raven-Feeders arrive. Agnar and Ilska’s champion, a giant of a man named Skrið, fight a holmganga duel to decide who has access to Oskutreð. Agnar wins, but is then slain traitorously by his own warrior, Biórr, who we discover is Tainted and is part of Ilska’s crew. It was Biórr who arranged the abduction of Bjarn, and enabled Ilska and her Raven-Feeders to follow the Battle-Grim north to Oskutreð.


A shield wall battle ensues between the Battle-Grim and the Raven-Feeders, though at the same time Ilska leads a number of warriors who are all revealed to be dragon-born against the Froaspirit and Uspa. Once they are defeated, a large number of chained children are unloaded from wagons and led onto the shattered stump of the Ash Tree. Here Ilska conducts a spell, using blood magic and a Galdurbok, and breaks the magical bonds that keep Lik-Rifa the dragon-god caged inside a chamber deep within the bowels of the great tree. Lik-Rifa explodes into the light of day and fights a brief and bloody battle with her gaolers, three winged sisters, children of the gods Ulfrir and Orna. One of the winged women is thrown unconscious to the ground, and the other two are slain.


Lik-Rifa meets Ilska and the dragon-born who set her free, and she flies away, leading them south.


Elvar is wounded during the battle against the Raven-Feeders and watches in shock, horror and awe as the dragon flies into the distance.





 


 


 




Eagles should show their claws, though dying.


The Saga of Olaf Haraldsson













CHAPTER ONE



ORKA


Orka stood in a tempest of fire and smoke. Flickering flame and clouds of ash were a storm-lash all about her. Death’sreek hovered thick in the air, clawing into her throat. The crackle and hiss of fire drowned all else out as the world burned. A shadow overhead and a turbulence in the air, like the beating of great wings. Then a child’s scream ripped through the storm, her son Breca calling for her and she twisted and turned, searching, desperately seeking in stumbling footfalls, but the world was all acrid clouds of billowing smoke and grasping, flayed fingers of bright-searing flame. She tripped over something, a figure lying prone upon the ground at her feet, blood oozing, dead eyes staring. Thorkel, her husband, her friend. Her love. His glazed, empty eyes held her gaze and his lips moved, a death-rasped, snake-slithering hiss of breath issuing from his husked corpse.


“They took him.”


She jerked awake with a gasp, eyes snapping wide, and saw a shadow looming over her in the wolf-grey light. Without thought she was moving, one hand shooting out to grip the shadow’s throat, her other hand ripping a seax from its scabbard on her weapons belt, which was rolled and clutched close like a pillow.


A choked gurgle.


“It’s . . . me,” a voice squeaked. “Lif.”


Orka froze, the seax’s sharp tip a finger’s width from Lif’s eye. She fought the urge to kill, the silent storm that had been lurking dormant in her veins now whipped to sudden life. A tremor rippled through her and she shoved Lif away, sat up, sheathed the seax.


She tasted blood in her mouth, licked her teeth, crusted and clotted, spat and rose to her feet with a groan. Her body ached, muscles and joints protesting, the weight of her mail brynja heavy on her shoulders and she glowered at Lif.


“What?” she growled.


They were standing in the burned-out remains of the Grimholt’s hall, Queen Helka’s fortress that guarded a pass through the Boneback Mountains. Members of the Bloodsworn lay about them, wrapped in cloaks, snoring and twitching. One man groaned, face shuddering in some dark dream. A hearth fire had burned itself out, grey ash in this grey world. It was sólstöður, the long day, when night was banished from the sky for thirty days, but judging by the pewter haze that leaked through the roof of the torn hall it was somewhere around dawn. Orka stretched, bones clicking.


“Wanted to talk to you,” Lif said. His face was pale, blue-tinged lips looking black in the half-light, the remnants of frost-spider venom still lingering in his veins. He held something in his arms.


Orka stooped and swept up a long-axe from the floor. Earlier, she had taken it from a warrior, carved him open with it, and then turned that hooked blade on a score of others. Its blade was clean, now, as were her two seaxes and a hand-axe hanging from her belt. The rest of her was thick with clotted blood, but she had tended her weapons before sleep had taken her. She rested the long-axe across her shoulder, a shiver running through her at the familiar weight. She loved it and hated it at the same time.


“Talk, then,” she said striding away, towards the hall’s entrance and out into the day. She bit back the harsh words that formed on her tongue, not wanting to talk to anyone. The sound of Breca’s voice from her dream still lingered in her thought-cage, echoing like some Seiðr-magic spell. All she wanted was to find her son. She thought she had found him yesterday, thought she had heard him calling for her, and the joy of it had lit a fire in her veins. She had carved a bloody path to get to him. But it had not been Breca, though she had found other Tainted children, bound like thralls, all stolen by Drekr for the dead gods knew what.


But not my Breca. His absence had hit her like a sword-blow, piercing deep, almost breaking her. Grief had flowed from her like blood from a sword thrust. But today the wound was seared and stitched closed again, her heart cold and hard. She would go on. She would find him, and did not want the distraction of anything else. Of anyone else. But there was grief carved into Lif’s face and dripping from his lips like poison from a wound. He had watched his brother Mord die, shackled to a wall and gut-stabbed by that niðing, Guðvarr. A bad death, and so Orka pressed her teeth together and did not snarl at him to leave her be when the slap and scrape of his footfalls followed her.


A cold breeze tugged at her blonde-braided hair as she marched down wide steps splattered with congealed blood. The bodies were gone, now, piled in a fresh-dug trench in the courtyard. Despite the mountain-cold, the flies were already buzzing, a cloud hovering over the heaped corpses. The courtyard was ringed by a cluster of outbuildings that tumbled down to a river, a track curling down a slope towards walls and a barred gate. Near the gate a hearth fire crackled, a pot hanging over it and Orka saw Glornir, chief of the Bloodsworn, standing and talking with a handful of his warriors. Einar Half-Troll was there, a shadowed boulder of a man, stirring whatever was in the pot and talking to Jökul the smith. He had a bandage wrapped around his thinning hair, and his snarl of a beard had more grey in it than she remembered. She put a hand to her belt and the bronze buckle and fixings, remembered him forging them for her. She saw other figures lurking in the shadows of buildings, another by the gates of the Grimholt. One of them looked at her, a man, wolf-lean, his hair short for a warrior of the Bloodsworn. His mail coat glimmered and he held a spear in his fist, shield slung across his back and a helm buckled at his belt. She returned his gaze with her own flat-eyed stare and he looked away.


Orka reached the river, flowing cold and fierce from the Boneback Mountains, the sound beneath her feet changing as she walked out a few strides on to a wooden pier. There had been two snekkes moored here yesterday, shallow-hulled and sleek-straked, like a drakkar, but smaller, only a dozen oars on each. They were both gone now, frayed ropes dangling in the water testifying to the haste and desperation of those fleeing her vengeance as they leaped from the pier to the boats, cutting at the ropes, rather than taking the time to untie them from mooring posts. Peering over the pier’s edge, she searched the ice-blue, white spume frothing around boulders that rose from the riverbed like slime-covered broken teeth. Deep in the clear water, nestled among the boulders she saw the tip of a chitinous, segmented tail. Spert, sleeping still after yesterday’s fight. His tail twitched and thrashed as if he were dreaming, stirring a cloud of silt. Close by on the riverbank, Orka spied the shape of Vesli the tennúr laying curled asleep, one thin, membranous wing cast over her hairless body like a cloak. She held a small spear clutched in one pale fist.


Breca’s spear.


Orka placed her long-axe and weapons belt on the wooden boards of the pier, then leaned over, heaving her brynja up and slithering out of it like a serpent shedding its scaled skin, tugged her boots and nålbinding socks off and then her breeches, finally pulled both her woollen and linen undertunics off in one movement, and stood there, huffing clouds of cold breath as her skin goose-bumped. Then she bent her legs and leaped into the river.


A shock like a hammer blow, snatching her breath away as she splashed into the river and sank beneath the surface, felt the current tugging at her but she kicked her legs and carved through the water like a salmon, swimming out into deeper waters, almost to the bottom, then turned, her feet and toes sinking into mud. She paused there a moment, looking around. Sound muted, light filtering around her in fractured beams from above, a many-hued flickering like the glow of the guðljós in the northern skies. Here everything seemed to slow, the noise of the world, the anger and terror that raged through her, all stilled for a moment, frozen and languid in this mountain’s heartwater. Her chest began to burn, aching for a breath, pressure building in her head, and still she waited, grateful for this respite from the world above. Finally, when her burning lungs could not take any more, she pushed hard against the riverbed, shooting towards the light and breaking the surface in a spray of water. Lif was standing on the pier beside her weapons and discarded clothes, holding something in his arms. With sharp, deft strokes she swam to the riverbank and stood, still half submerged. Reached down and took a stone from the riverbed, sat on the flat side of a rock and began scrubbing it across her skin, scrapping away what blood and filth the river’s current had not managed to scour from her.


Eventually she waded from the river, water falling away like glittering streams of ice. Lif held out a woollen cloak for her, which she took and dried herself with. She looked at her pile of clothes on the pier, all stiff and coated in blood and sweat.


“Here,” Lif said, holding out the bundle he had been carrying in his hands. “I found it over there, think it was a store-room for the garrison here.” He held clean breeches, linen under-tunic and a thick wool over-tunic. “They’re the biggest I could find; I think they’ll fit you.”


“My thanks,” Orka said, taking the clothes and tugging on the breeches, thick wool, then a plain linen under-tunic and finally a blue-grey woollen over-tunic. She rolled her shoulders, stretching the linen and wool, which clung to her damp skin. Then she fetched her nålbinding socks and boots from the pier, tugged them on and hefted her brynja, realised it needed cleaning before she put it back on. Buckling her weapons belt around her waist, she slung the coat of mail over her shoulder then squatted and lifted the long-axe, leaning on it like a staff.


“You wanted to talk?” she said, fixing Lif with her gaze.


He sucked in a breath, mouth open, the words sticking in his throat.


“Three things,” he muttered, then closed his mouth again, shuffled his feet.


Orka looked at the sky, then back at Lif.


“The day will not wait for you,” she said. “Nor will I.”


“You are Tainted, the blood of a dead god in your veins, a remnant of their power in you,” Lif blurted, the words spilling from his mouth in a rush.


“Aye,” Orka nodded. She pushed her tongue into a gap in her teeth and worked free a sliver of something stuck there, spat out a glob of meat, not wanting to think about where it had come from. More than her long-axe had been used to carve her way through the warriors of the Grimholt yesterday. “I am Tainted,” she said. A shiver rippled through her at hearing the words out loud. Such a closely guarded secret that her life had depended upon. She looked hard into Lif’s face, waiting for the disgust and revulsion, for the fear and hatred that usually accompanied such a revelation. But what she saw in his eyes was . . . hurt.


“You never told me. Us,” Lif said. “All that time together, fighting together. We saved your life in Darl, pulled you out from under Drekr’s axe . . .”


Orka sighed, wiped her palm over her face.


“It is not something I am used to saying out loud,” Orka said. “It is the kind of thing that could put a thrall-collar around my neck, or see me swinging in a cage. It has been a secret longguarded.”


But Lif trusted me, followed me, and I have kept this secret from him.


“I should have told you and Mord,” she shrugged. “You are right, you both deserved that.”


Lif nodded. “We did,” he said. “In the tower, you said that this Drekr is stealing Tainted children.” He paused again, chewing over his words. “I did not know that, but of course it makes sense, now. So Breca is Tainted, too?”


“Aye. Breca is Tainted, has my wolf-blood flowing in his veins.”


Lif nodded, clearly thinking it all through.


“The second thing?” Orka asked.


Lif looked back up at Orka.


“That man yesterday, the bald grey-beard.”


“Glornir, chief of the Bloodsworn,” Orka said.


“He called you Skullsplitter.”


Orka looked away, then slowly nodded.


“You are the Skullsplitter? You said the Skullsplitter was dead?”


“Skullsplitter died the day I walked away from the Bloodsworn,” Orka said. Fractured images burst into life in her thought-cage. She did not want to talk about it, had never spoken of those times, even with Thorkel. They had walked away from that life, locked the memories in a cage, buried all physical reminders in a chest in the earth of their steading. Lif looked at her, grief and awe carved into his face like runes in an oath stone, and she felt the sting of her shame, and the whisper of her old life, like a ghost-fech in her ear. She sucked in a deep breath.


“Breca was in my belly, then, and I wanted no more of the Bloodsworn’s life. Death and blood, never ending. Thorkel felt the same, so we left.” She shrugged. “A harder decision than saying it makes it sound, and a longer one, but that is the short of it. That is what we did. During a ship battle we leaped into the sea and swam for shore. The Bloodsworn thought we had fallen in battle. Many did that day, never to be found, their bones lying in those murky depths still, no doubt.”


“When I saw you yesterday, saw what you did . . .” Lif said. “You were like . . . someone else.”


Orka blew out a long breath. “I have locked the Skullsplitter away all these years. Breca’s scream, what I thought was Breca’s scream, it burst the bars of her cage. And then this came to my hands . . .” she looked at the long-axe in her fist and shrugged. “Skullsplitter is back now, and she will help me find my Breca.”


A silence grew. Vesli the tennúr whimpered in her sleep, twisting on the ground.


“The third thing?” Orka said.


Lif looked back over his shoulder at the remains of the hall and tower, frowned hard. “Will you help me bring Mord down and raise a cairn over him? I tried, but he is chained to the wall, still.”


Orka looked up at the tower, or what was left of it. Most of the roof gone and two walls burned away, blackened beams twisted like desiccated fingers.


“I will,” she said.


Together they strode back across the courtyard, up the stairs and into the hall. Bodies were stirring, warriors rising from their cloaks. Orka walked past them all to the rear of the hall, where a doorway led to rising stairs. Timber creaked as she began to climb, ash thick on the floor and walls, Orka’s feet stirring small clouds as the stairwell groaned and shifted beneath her weight. Then she was in a corridor, one wall fallen away so that she could look out across the Grimholt’s courtyard to the river. A room stood before her, the door charred to nothing and she walked carefully in.


Bodies littered the ground, limbs severed, all blackened, twisted husks.


The floor creaked as Lif joined her and they both stood, staring at the dead. Mord lay against the far wall, a charred corpse. One arm was raised, manacled to the wall, the rest of his body slumped and curled around the sword-wound in his belly.


Orka stepped on a twisted, charred staff and it crumbled beneath her weight. She strode forwards carefully, raised her long-axe and swung it, sparks exploding, as she chopped into the iron chain pinned to the wall. A crack and screech of metal as the chain broke and Mord’s arm dropped to the ground. Orka took off her cloak, lay it next to Mord’s corpse and then rolled him into it, Lif helping her.


Patches of charred flesh fell away under their fingertips as they moved him and Lif turned away, vomiting on to the blackened floorboards. Orka rolled the cloak around Mord, tied it tight, then lifted his body, which felt weightless to her now, and gently laid him across her shoulder.


“Let me help,” Lif said, spitting a mouthful of bile and wiping tears from his eyes.


“I have him,” Orka said.


Footsteps on the stairwell, the framework protesting, and a figure appeared in the doorway. A man of medium build, braided red hair tied back at the nape, a silver ring holding his oiled, rope-knotted beard in place. He wore a gleaming brynja with sword and seax hanging at his belt, rings of silver thick on his arms. His breeches were pale blue wool with dark winnigas wraps from knee to ankle.


“Skullsplitter,” the man said, dipping his head.


“Svik,” Orka nodded, pausing for a moment and the two warriors regarded each other.


“You look like shite,” Svik said.


“And you look as if you are fresh-scrubbed for the Yule-Blot,” Orka answered.


“It’s important to look your best,” he said with a shrug. “Who knows what each day will bring. What lucky lady may find herself in my presence.”


“Still an arseling, then,” Orka said with a snort.


Svik laughed, small white teeth glistening through his beard, but the laughter did not reach his eyes. They stared at Orka, and slowly his expression changed, the humour flickering to something else. Something tragic, a fleeting image of grief and heartbreak.


“You left us. You swore your oath, and still just left us,” he breathed.


Orka stared at him, the words in her head not finding their way to her tongue.


Svik blinked, looked away. “Glornir asks for you,” he said.


Orka just grunted and walked on, Svik stepping aside to let her through the doorway. Lif swept up Orka’s long-axe and followed her, Svik falling in behind them. The three of them strode down the stairwell and out into the courtyard. More fires had been started, pots bubbling, and Orka smelled porridge and honey. Warriors of the Bloodsworn milled around the courtyard and grounds of the Grimholt; a few stood on the palisaded walls to north and south.


Glornir was waiting for her, his beard more grey than black, now. He was regarding her with his dour eyes, his long-axe resting easily in one large fist. The echo of his brother lurked in his eyes, in the lines and crags of his face, making Orka wince at the memory of her dead husband. Others stood around Glornir that Orka recognised. Einar Half-Troll, blotting out the sun, and Jökul Hammer-Hand, the smith. Edel with her braided silver hair, ruined eye and wolfhounds, and Røkia, lean and whip-hard. There were others that Orka did not know, most of them younger. A dark-skinned man with head shaved clean, apart from one long black braid, no beard but long, leather-tied moustaches. A curved sabre hung at his hip and he wore the baggy breeches of Iskidan. A gold-haired woman with a nose that had been smashed almost flat on her face, and the man Orka had seen watching her earlier, his hair short and beard little more than tufts of stubble among these braided warriors. He wore good kit, though, his brynja dark-oiled and gleaming, a seax and hand-axe hanging at his waist alongside a fine spectacled helm buckled to his belt. A silver ring coiled around one arm.


Orka strode to Glornir, stopping and gently laying Mord’s wrapped corpse at her feet. Lif stopped at her shoulder and handed her the long-axe, and Svik walked back to stand with Glornir and the other Bloodsworn.


“Much to talk on, Orka,” Glornir said. “When we found you, you were Úlfhéðnar and in your grief, yesterday, the wolf loose in your blood.”


She just nodded, knew the truth of that. She remembered broken moments, of blood, the screams of the dying, finding a shed full of bairns. How she had thrown her head back and howled when she realised Breca was not among them. And Glornir’s arrival with the Bloodsworn at his back as she had sat on the steps, gore-drenched and drowning in misery. She remembered him holding her.


Looking at him now, though, she saw a misery of his own in his eyes, in the set of his muscled back and shoulders.


“What is it?” Orka asked him.


“Vol,” Glornir said, his lips twitching into a snarl. “She has been taken. By a niðing Galdurman.”


“Skalk,” Orka said, putting a hand to her head, a blood-crusted lump where he had clumped her with his staff. “He was here,” she spat. “With a drengr warrior and a prisoner, slung across a horse’s back.”


“That is them,” Glornir said, more growl than words. Orka could see the Berserkir in Glornir shivering and pulsing in his blood. “I have searched for their bodies, for any sign of them.”


Orka closed her eyes, thinking, sifting through the fractured images of yesterday’s slaughter. “They fled. On a snekke moored at the river.” She nodded towards the pier, Glornir and the others following her gaze.


Vesli the tennúr shifted in her sleep beside the riverbank, twitching and crying out. She let out a high, piercing shriek and Orka strode over to the vaesen. Vesli’s eyes snapped open and she sat up, whimpering.


“The corpse-ripper is free,” Vesli squeaked, cowering, her small eyes searching the skies above them. Some of the Bloodsworn lifted their gaze and looked, too.


“A dream,” Orka said, resting a big hand on Vesli’s shoulder, even as she recalled her own dream, of fire and ash and beating wings.


“No,” Vesli said, “Lik-Rifa has been freed from her cage beneath the ground.”


Orka frowned, and voices among the Bloodsworn muttered.


“I also dreamed of a dragon last night,” a voice among the Bloodsworn said.


“Just bad dreams,” Glornir said, though even his brow was knotted in a scowling thundercloud.


A bubbling from the river and Spert’s head burst through the surface of the water, the vaesen bobbing on the current. He looked at them all with his bulbous black eyes in his grey, candle-melted face.


“Vesli speak true,” Spert rasped, “Lik-Rifa is free.” He licked his lips with a thick, blue-black tongue. “Spert hungry. Mistress make porridge?”










CHAPTER TWO



ELVAR


Elvar watched Sighvat the Fat lay the last stone on Agnar’s cairn. Her face twisted with the horror of it. Only yesterday, Agnar had led them on to the plain of Oskutreð, the great Ash Tree, and Elvar’s heart had been full to bursting with the joy of the riches there. The thought of their fair-fame spreading around the world like a saga-tale; Agnar and his Battle-Grim, the finders of fabled Oskutreð, where the gods had fought and died, where gold and silver and the relics of the gods were supposed to hang from trees like bunches of ripe fruit, ready for the picking.


We found it, sure enough.


Elvar stood upon a grey-mantled plain, a gentle breeze sifting ash into swirling whorls like dark-flaked snow. All around were humped mounds, many of them skeletons, large and small, all smoothed by a thick-rimed cloak of ash. And elsewhere were fresher corpses, less than a day old. A handful of the Battle-Grim wrapped in cloaks and ready for their barrows, and over a dozen of Ilska’s Raven-Feeders, still lying where they fell. Flies crawled on them and crows pecked at their flesh.


And we found more than we bargained for. We found battle and blood. We found death.


“Here lies Agnar Broksson; warrior, chief, friend,” Sighvat intoned, his voice bellows-deep, a tremor croaking through the last word. “Battle-Grim, Fire-Fist, Slayer of Dragons.” A tear rolled down Sighvat’s cheek.


All true names, Elvar knew. The last of them brought a vividbright swell of fear and joy rising in her chest at the memory of Agnar’s holmganga with Skrið, the Tainted dragon-born. Hulking and viper-fast, Skrið had been a fearsome foe. It had been a fight that skálds the world over should be singing of, where Agnar had fought a dragon-born and slain him, and Elvar had yelled herself hoarse at the weapons craft, courage and battle-cunning of her chief.


The Battle-Grim all added their voices to Sighvat’s, grunts and heyas of agreement, even Grend, who stood at Elvar’s shoulder like a storm-weathered cliff.


Elvar knelt and touched one of the stones of Agnar’s cairn, grimaced with the pain in her shoulder at even that small movement, and with her other hand gripped the troll tusk that hung from a leather thong around her neck. Agnar had given it to her, for her part in the slaying of the troll back on Iskalt Island. That felt like a lifetime go.


“You will be missed, Agnar Battle-Grim,” she breathed. “You already are.” And then. “I will avenge you. Biórr will die for his betrayal.”


Just the whisper of his name on her lips made Elvar shiver with rage. Biórr, her lover, who she had trusted, bound by oaths and battle and much, much more. And he had betrayed her, betrayed them all. Betrayed Agnar most foully with a spear-thrust through his throat as Agnar held out an arm to him.


She rose with a hiss of pain, Grend steadying her.


“So, what are we to do, now?” Sighvat said, looking around at them all.


They stood in silence, little more than thirty of them left, Sighvat staring back at them, his expression morose and unsure. Red weals and welts tracked lines across his exposed flesh, his face, wrists, forearms, where he had been bound by living vines that had burst from the ground at the Froa-spirit’s command. Elvar glanced at the blackened stump that had been Vörn, the guardian of the Ash Tree. Ilska and her dragon-born kin had set her ablaze with their runemagic and now she lay blackened and twisted like a dead branch thrown on the fire.


“What we came here for,” Huld said with a shrug. She was youngest of the Battle-Grim after Elvar, dark-eyed and angry. “We have earned the battle-fame, now we take the treasure.”


“Aye,” said Sólín, steel-haired and wire-muscled, gap-toothed from their recent encounter with a nest of tennúr. “We take what we can and get out of here. That’th what we do.”


Others of the Battle-Grim nodded and muttered their agreement.


“Agreed,” Sighvat said. “What we find and can wear, we keep. The rest we pile in the wagons and share as an equal split.”


Orv the Sneak, so-named on account of his light-footed stealth, nudged a small ash-covered mound at his foot, turning over bleached bones and revealing the glint of metal. He crouched and lifted an arm ring of age-blackened silver, then slipped it on to his arm, looked up and smiled.


The rest of the Battle-Grim began searching among the ash, all of them battered and carved up from their hard-fought battle with Ilska’s Raven-Feeders.


Elvar turned away and strode back towards their makeshift camp, which was little more than a cluster of wagons, some tethered ponies and cloaks for pillows and blankets. Ash rose in puffs and whorls around her feet, and she heard the trudge of Grend following behind her. Ahead was the tide-line of yesterday’s battle, where the corpses of their enemy still lay, marking where the Battle-Grim had formed their shield wall and stood against Ilska’s warband. Elvar could remember the stink of it, the deafening battle-cries and clashing of steel, the crash and thud of shield against shield. She felt a swell of pride in her chest, to have stood with the Battle-Grim against such odds, and prevailed. They were hard men and women, these Battle-Grim, reavers and hewers, battle-scarred but unbowed. And they had been winning against the Raven-Feeder’s greater numbers.


Until the dragon burst into our world.


She shook that memory away, trying to scatter it like flies from an open wound.


Uspa the Seiðr-witch was seated on the tailboard of a wagon, staring towards the great hole where the stump of the ash tree had been. Huge splinters reared up from the ground as long as the strakes of a sea-shattered drakkar, where Lik-Rifa the dragon-god had exploded from her underground gaol and scattered them all like chaff on the wind. Uspa’s fair hair was braided and bound, rune-curving tattoos visible above the neck of her tunic and curling up to the line of her jaw. Her hands were clasped, knuckles white, fingers clenching and unclenching like a fist full of night-wyrms.


A figure lay on the ground at her feet. A woman with great rust-coloured wings and braided red hair, an empty sword scabbard at her hip. She was bound at wrists and ankles, and still unconscious. No one really knew who or what she was, other than Vörn the Froa-Spirit had mentioned her as one of three sisters, guardians of the dragon. All agreed that if she had been guarding a dragon for three hundred years that it would not be wisdom to just let her wake up unrestrained.


“She will likely be upset that Lik-Rifa has escaped,” Huld had said.


“Aye, and that her sisters are dead,” Orv the Sneak added.


Elvar had agreed to the right of that, and they had bound the winged woman with leather cords.


“We must be moving,” Uspa said to Elvar as she drew close, Elvar walking to her pile of kit. A shattered shield, her rent coat of mail, a bloodied hole in it where a spear had burst the links and stabbed into Elvar’s shoulder.


“Moving where?” Elvar muttered.


“After my Bjarn,” Uspa said, eyes narrowing. “You made an oath.”


“Aye, to get your son back from Ilska once you had guided us here, I know.”


“And I have held my part of the bargain,” Uspa said.


“Agnar dead and a corpse-ripping dragon set free in the world was not part of that bargain,” Elvar said as she squatted and began rummaging through her kit.


“I warned you this would not end well,” Uspa hissed.


“I did not think that meant fighting dragon-born and dead gods flying free in the skies.”


“Once you unlock a door you cannot control what comes out of it,” Uspa spat. She sucked in a deep, shuddering breath. “None of it matters, anyway. We swore an oath and it is binding.”


“Good luck with convincing them of that,” Elvar said with a nod over her shoulder at the Battle-Grim. Shouts of discovery were ringing out. “They are doing what they came here for, searching for riches.”


“You swore an oath,” Uspa warned her.


“That was when Agnar still lived,” Elvar snapped.


“You still live, and you swore the blóð svarið,” Uspa answered, slow and calm and maddening. “And the blóð svarið does not care about the dead; only the living.”


“Some oaths cannot be kept,” Elvar muttered, but even as she entertained that thought, the breath of her words still lingering on her lips, she felt a flare of heat and pain in her wrist and forearm. She staggered back, gasping, and fell to the ground clutching her arm. The fine white tracery of scars that wrapped around it, burned there by Uspa’s Seiðr-magic when they all swore her oath, were now flaring red, the skin blistering, weeping fat drops of fluid.


Grend snarled and drew his axe, strode to Uspa.


“Make it stop,” he growled at Uspa, raising the axe over her head.


“I cannot,” Uspa said. “Alive, dead, there is nothing I can do. Once set free the blóð svarið is like the ocean tide; there is no holding it back, no containing it. Only Elvar keeping the oath will end it. If she even thinks about breaking that oath, it will know, and it will act.”


I take it back, I take it back, I will go after Bjarn, Elvar screamed inside her head and immediately the pain subsided, the heat in her veins hissing and vanishing as if Elvar’s arm were fresh-forged iron that she had dunked in water.


“You see,” Uspa said, her eyes full of grief, not holding any of the gloating that Elvar had expected to see in them. “The blóð svarið is like a living thing inside you, it knows your thoughts, knows your heart. There is no escaping it.”


A shout of pain echoed out and Elvar twisted to stare, her hand snapping out for her weapons belt.


Sighvat was clutching his arm, staggering, dropping to one knee. Even from here Elvar could see the steam curling from his arm and hear the sizzling hiss of scalding flesh.


“I am thinking Sighvat is having second thoughts about this oath of ours, too,” Grend said.


“I did not mean it, I did not mean it, I DID NOT MEAN IT,” Sighvat bellowed at the sky and the red-glow of fire in his veins faded, the fat warrior remaining on his knees, head bowed and gasping.


“None of us can escape it,” Uspa continued. “Sighvat, you, Grend, even me. We all took the oath. If any one of us give up then we break that oath; then we will die, our blood set to boiling in our veins; or had you forgotten?”


“If I had, I am well reminded of it now,” Elvar snapped, glaring from her arm to Uspa, “but how do you suggest we get your son back when he is in the company of Lik-Rifa? A god? It was going to be a hard-enough task winning him back from Ilska and her Raven-Feeders. And now Agnar is dead . . .” She dropped her head, felt the weight of grief and frustration rearing in her and snarled away the rising tears. This was not supposed to happen. She had imagined finding Oskutreð, finding a hoard of wealth and tales of her fair-fame name spreading throughout all Vigrið, eventually reaching her father’s ears in his hall in distant Snakavik. Then he would know that she had the strength and will to succeed without him. To succeed despite him and his twisted ways. Although she despised him, she still wanted him to know.


Footsteps as Sighvat stumped over to them.


“How do we get free of this oath,” he said, holding his arm up. The veins in it were still red-raw, weeping pus.


Elvar held her own red-veined arm up and he blinked. Then glowered at Uspa.


“The only way is to fulfil your oath,” Uspa said.


“There is a dragon-god loose, Seiðr-witch,” Sighvat grumbled, “how can we take your son back from that?”


“I do not know,” Uspa said, “but we have to try.”


“Impossibl—” Sighvat began, but his arm began to hiss and steam, the veins changing colour and he grabbed it with his other hand, dropping to his knees. “I’ll try, I’ll try, I’ll TRY,” he bellowed. He looked up at Uspa with a thunder-cloud scowl as the pain faded, sweat beading his face. “I knew I should not have taken that oath,” he grumbled. “Now Agnar is dead . . .” he looked suspiciously at his arm, “and a demon of fire is living in my arm.”


“Not just your arm,” Uspa said. “I did warn you; oath-breaking would end in pain.”


“There are different types of pain,” Sighvat muttered. “A stubbed toe. A boil on the arse. The squits after a bad stew. But this, it felt like my flesh and bones were boiling inside my skin.” Shaking his head, he sat down with a sigh next to Uspa on the wagon’s tailgate. “This is a bad business.” He looked at Elvar and Grend. “So, what are we going to do? We will need a deep-cunning plan to come out of this with our lives, a Tainted Berserkir-child and no blood boiled in our veins.”


“I was hoping you might have some ideas, there,” Elvar said.


“Agnar was always the deep thinker. I just hit what he pointed me at.”


“Uspa expects us to march off after Lik-Rifa and Ilska the Cruel and just take Bjarn back,” Elvar said.


“That doesn’t sound like deep cunning to me,” Sighvat frowned.


A silence between them.


“More chance if all the Battle-Grim were in,” Grend said.


“Aye,” Elvar nodded. “But they did not take the oath, only we four did. They are not obliged to come with us, and it is not as if they need the gold or silver now. If Agnar were here, they would follow him, but us . . .” She looked at them all. “Would you?”


“No,” Sighvat said.


Elvar blew out a long breath. “Let them do their fortune-hunting,” she said. “And when they are done, then we will talk with them, and see what is what.”


“That will be a delay, in which my Bjarn is taken further away,” Uspa pointed out.


“I am bound by this oath, I acknowledge that,” Elvar said. “And I shall do all that I can to fulfil it and get your son back. But the how of it is my decision. And I say we need the Battle-Grim, and it does not take a deep-cunning thinker to see that if we asked them right now their answer would be no. So, we wait, and ask when they are glutted on silver.” She looked around at them. “Agreed?”


“Heya,” Grend and Sighvat said. Uspa stared at Elvar, then nodded.


“Might as well see what we can find,” Sighvat said. “Who knows, there may be a dragon-killing spear lying around.”


“That is more the spirit I am hoping for,” Uspa said.


Elvar didn’t answer, but she thought Sighvat was right. Might as well find what they could. Her shield was shattered and her mail rent from the battle. Maybe she could find some war gear used by a dead god. And if not, filling the wagons with as much wealth as they could find might help.


Perhaps we can use it to buy a warband of dragon-slayers. Even if the Battle-Grim walk away from this fight, there will be enough silver here to hire a thousand hard-faced warriors.


Elvar took her spear that was propped up over her shattered kit and began sifting through the ash-covered ground.


A cry rang out and she saw Orv the Sneak crouching, lifting something. A recurved bow, still strung.


How has the string not rotted in three hundred years, she thought? Then she realised: it had belonged to one of the winged women who had attacked the dragon. The one with the silver hair and white wings. Lik-Rifa had torn her head off and stamped her body to gruel. Before that, though, Elvar remembered seeing speckles of fire erupting from the dragon’s hide as arrows shot from that bow had pierced Lik-Rifa’s body.


Is it a Seiðr-bow, or rune-wrought, or was it the arrows?


Either way, Orv was the best of the Battle-Grim to find it; he was the closest they had to a huntsman.


Elvar carried on searching, her spear snagging on something and spiking a sharp pain in her shoulder. She had been spear-stabbed in the shield wall yesterday, Grend pulling her out of the front row. After Lik-Rifa had flown away and Ilska and her Raven-Feeders followed the dragon like crows trailing a warband, Grend had cleaned her wound, digging around in it for broken rings from her brynja, then pouring honey into the red-bleeding hole and stitching it with a curved fishhook. With a grimace she adjusted her grip on the spear and lifted what she had snagged. Ash fell away to reveal a skeletal arm covered in ring mail, dull silver rings jangling on the forearm. The white-boned fist gripped the shaft of an axe. Elvar squatted to lever the axe free and sucked in a gasp. The shaft was about as long as Elvar’s forearm, studded with iron, silver wire wrapped winding from hilt to blade. The axe head was single-edged and bearded, as Grend favoured. Snarling-wolf knotwork coiled across the blade, which Elvar had never seen on an axe intended for battle, as this one obviously was, judging by the dark stains on it and the fact that it was half embedded in someone’s shattered skull.


“Grend,” Elvar called, looking up, and she saw he was standing about twenty paces away, not searching, just staring. At the mound they had investigated yesterday, when they had first arrived. At the skeleton of Ulfrir wolf-god, his bones draped with earth, his teeth as long as spears, jaws open in his death-howl.


“Huh,” Grend grunted. He turned slowly and looked at her.


“This is for you,” Elvar said, tugging at the axe. The skull crumbled as Elvar pulled the blade free and hefted it in her left hand. Since she was old enough to hold a stick Grend had taught her to fight with both hands, so her left side was not weak. The axe was well balanced and she threw it to Grend as he strode to her, the old warrior catching it easily. He felt the weight, gave it a turn with his wrist, grunted an approval. Slashed the air, a viper’s hiss. Touched his thumb to the edge.


“Still sharp,” he muttered. He looked down at Elvar, the touch of a smile twitching the hard line of his mouth.


He must love it, Elvar thought.


“That ring mail,” Grend said, pointing at the brynja wrapped around the axe-wielding skeleton. “Would it fit you?”


“I can’t lift it,” Elvar said, grimacing from the pain in her shoulder as she tried.


Grend hooked the beard of his new axe blade under the coat’s arm and pulled it up. Bones slid out of the brynja, crumbling and cracking, and Grend slipped his new axe into his belt and gripped the coat of mail by each shoulder, holding it up against Elvar. It was dull and coated with ash but Elvar could see no rust on it, the rings small and riveted, which was a good sign. The smaller the rings the tighter the weave, the greater the protection. The mail at neck, sleeve-rim and hem shimmered and Grend slapped the ash away, revealing three or four rows of brass rings.


“No thrall’s brynja, this,” Grend said. He looked at her and smiled, the cliff-crags of his face breaking up. “I have a new axe, and you a new ring-coat.”


“You are happier over a good axe and a coat of mail than a wagon full of silver,” Elvar said, feeling a smile tugging at her own mouth. The first since seeing Agnar fall.


“Better chance of living longer with these than a wagon of silver,” Grend shrugged.


Elvar turned and stumbled over something; the clank of iron and she looked down and saw a collar on the ground.


A thrall-collar, and a set of keys.


She squatted and touched it.


“It is Kráka’s, or Ilmur’s,” Grend muttered above her. A sear-bright memory of Biórr taking the keys from Agnar’s belt flashed through her thought-cage. Of Biórr shouting to Kráka, the Battle-Grim’s thralled Seiðr-witch and Ilmur, their Hundur-thrall, and the two of them running to Biórr. Of Kráka and Ilmur unlocking their collars and dropping them to the ground beside Agnar’s still twitching body.


I liked Kráka, and Ilmur, Elvar thought. But they are Tainted, and just like Biórr they have proved that the Tainted cannot be trusted.


“Stay down,” Sighvat shouted and Elvar stood, the collar and keys still in her fist.


Sighvat was standing beside the wagon, looking down at something on the ground. A cloud of ash swirling, something dark and red moving within it. Sighvat kicked it.


Elvar narrowed her eyes, trying to understand what she saw.


Wings. Rust-red wings shifting on the ground, stirring up the ash.


Sighvat shouted something as the figure on the ground moved. He dragged his axe from a loop at his belt as the woman rose. Her hands and feet were still bound, but her wings were stretched wide and beating, raising her up. A cloud of dust enveloped them both. A muffled shout.


Elvar broke into a run, Grend at her shoulder, forging ahead of her. Other Battle-Grim were moving.


Movement in the dust cloud. Sighvat exploded out from it, hurtling through the air and fell rolling on the ground, losing the grip on his axe, the winged woman appearing on beating wings and hovering over him. A straining of her muscles and she cried out, sharp as a hawk-screech, something feral and ancient and terrifying in her voice. The leather bonds at her wrists and ankles ripped, falling away. She reached down and swept up Sighvat’s axe.


Grend slammed into her back, clubbing her with the haft of his new axe and the two of them fell tumbling to the ground, rolling in a storm of wings and ash. Elvar chased after them, Sighvat cursing as he rose, staggering to one knee, Sólín reaching him and helping him stand.


A crack like a branch breaking and Grend was flying through the air, blood sluicing from his nose. The red-haired woman stalked after him.


Elvar leaped, collided with the woman and pain exploded in her shoulder. They stumbled together, the winged woman tripping and crashing into a wagon, her head crunching into the rim of a wheel. She slumped, dazed, Elvar still clinging to her, gasping through her pain.


The woman blinked, eyes clearing, focusing on Elvar.


Elvar thrust the thrall-collar around the woman’s neck, snapping it shut, fumbling with the keys, groaning as waves of pain spiked from her shoulder-wound. A click as she turned the key in the lock. She reached for the seax hanging at her belt, found the hilt.


A hand grabbed Elvar’s throat, strong as iron, squeezed.


Elvar drew her seax and raked it across her hand, grabbed the iron collar and smeared her blood on to it.


“Hold, blóð og bein, járnsmíðar kraga, þú ert bundinn núna, hlýddu mér,” she croaked.


Flesh, blood and bone, iron-forged collar, you are bound now, obey me.


The fingers around her throat squeezed tighter, Elvar’s lungs screaming for air.


“Verkur,” Elvar squawked from her constricted throat as dots of light burst in her vision. A flare of fire-glow from the thrall-collar and the red-haired woman screeched, letting go of Elvar, hands clawing at the iron collar about her neck.


Elvar threw herself away, staggered to her feet, Grend a presence at her side, blood pouring from his split nose.


The red-haired woman’s wings beat, lifting her into the air as the collar glowed red.


“VERKUR,” Elvar shouted at her and the collar flared white-hot, the woman screaming and twisting in the air, legs kicking, hands ripping like talons at the collar.


“Do what I say, and the pain will stop,” Elvar shouted up at her. “Land.”


The winged woman glared at Elvar, savage and fierce, even as the skin of her neck began to hiss and bubble. A twist of her wings and she dropped to the ground, fell to her knees, hands still ripping at the iron collar.


“Friður,” Elvar said and the collar cooled.


The red-winged woman scowled up at Elvar, gasping for breath.


“What is your name?” Elvar asked her.


“Who are you to question me, you insignifi—”


“Smíða hita,” Elvar said and the collar flared red.


A scream of pain from the red-haired woman.


“Skuld,” she hissed. “My name is Skuld.”


“Friður,” Elvar said again and the collar cooled to dull iron. Skuld knelt there, glowering up at Elvar, gasping, her wings twitching.


“You are my thrall now, your life to be lived in service to me.”


Skuld made a noise in her throat but bit back whatever words were forming.


“By Berser’s hairy arse but I am sick of Seiðr-touched women throwing me around this gods-cursed place,” Sighvat bellowed.


“Where is Lik-Rifa? Where are my sisters?” the winged woman said, looking from Elvar to the plain around them, taking in the shattered remains of Oskutreð.


“Your sisters are dead,” Grend said. “They fought against Lik-Rifa and died.”


“They fought well, died bravely,” Elvar added.


A shiver ran through the winged woman, her mouth a snarl, tears running down her cheeks and she bowed her head.


Elvar blew out a long breath, looking around. The Battle-Grim were all around them in a loose circle, weapons levelled at Skuld.


“Why are you here?” Skuld snarled at them all. She saw the wagons being slowly piled high with treasure, with battle gear and silver. Her lips twisted with disgust. “You are scavengers come to pick scraps from the bones of your betters.”


“We’ve earned this treasure,” Huld snarled, stepping closer and levelling her sword-tip at Skuld, who just sneered at the dark-haired warrior.


“Where are the richest prizes?” Elvar asked red-winged Skuld.


Skuld looked around the ash plain, and then at the gaping hole that led into the depths of Oskutreð.


“This is nothing. The real treasure is down below,” she said.










CHAPTER THREE



VARG


Varg shovelled earth with a spade that Røkia had found in one of the storage barns edging the Grimholt’s courtyard. Orka Skullsplitter was swinging her long-axe, chopping into the hard-packed earth and others were shovelling it away, helping her dig out a shallow grave for the corpse that Orka had carried from the tower, now wrapped in a cloak and placed at the foot of the bloodstained steps.


I am helping Orka Skullsplitter dig a grave, and her one of the most fair-famed and feared warriors in the whole of Vigrið. Since the fight at the mine Varg had felt like he was walking in the midst of a sagatale, and this only made that feeling all the stronger. Others were carrying stones from the riverbank, Einar Half-Troll heaving one the size of a man on to his shoulder and carrying it like a sack of grain. They filed from the river to where Orka was digging, piling the rocks beside the fresh-dug grave. Svik was stirring a big black pot that hung suspended over a fire, the scent of porridge drifting and making Varg’s belly growl.


The tennúr Vesli was scraping loose earth away with her longfingered hands, though occasionally she would stop and look up at the sky.


Lik-Rifa, corpse-tearer, dragon-god, and she is supposedly free from her gaol beneath the great Ash Tree. Much had changed in Varg’s world in just a few days, discovering that he was Tainted, the blood of Ulfrir the wolf-god flowing in his veins, and that all of the Bloodsworn were Tainted, too. But now, being told that one of the gods he had only heard spoken of in saga-tales was free and roaming the skies, he struggled to believe it. Did not want to believe it. Something had slithered and uncoiled in his belly when the vaesen Spert had burst from the river and pronounced the truth of Lik-Rifa being free. Impossible to prove, but somehow, deep in his bones, Varg felt it. He had dreamed last night of dragon-wings and ash, and so had all else in the Bloodsworn, it seemed.


Orka stopped her chopping and stood back, leaning on her long-axe and allowing Varg, Røkia and the man who they had found at Orka’s side when they rode into the Grimholt the previous day to clear the last of the loose soil from the shallow grave. Lif, Varg had heard him called. He did not look like a warrior. He looked . . . lost. Or perhaps it was his grief. The corpse wrapped in the cloak was his brother.


Without thought Varg reached out a hand and squeezed Lif’s shoulder.


“Losing your brother, it is a hard thing,” Varg said to Lif’s questioning, red-rimmed eyes.


Lif nodded, a sharp twitch of a gesture. “You have lost a brother, too?” Lif said.


An image of his friend Torvik flashed into his mind. Of Yrsa stabbing Torvik as he sat with Varg, of Skalk watching, cold and indifferent.


Of Torvik calling him brother.


“I have,” Varg said, though Torvik was no blood-kin to him, but he had been his friend, and as good a man as he could have hoped for as a brother.


Jökul stopped in his shovelling of earth and looked at Varg. “Torvik will be avenged,” he growled through his greying beard.


“Aye,” Varg muttered, then looked back to Lif. “And a sister.” Frøya’s face floated in his thought-cage. His oath to avenge her sat hunched upon his soul like some long-taloned, black-winged crow.


Have you forgotten me, brother? Frøya’s grave-touched voice rasped.


“Why did you leave us, Skullsplitter?” Røkia said, dragging Varg out of his fech-haunted thoughts. “Us, who you had sworn to stand with. To shed blood with. To die with if needs be.”


Orka turned her grey-green eyes on Røkia, the colour of a storm-wracked sea.


A silence stretched, Røkia weathering the storm in Orka’s eyes where Varg thought most would wither and look away.


“I’d had my fill of blood and death,” Orka finally said.


Røkia nodded. Then she looked around the courtyard, her eyes settling on the mound of the dead, most of them made that way by Orka and her long-axe.


“It does not look like blood and death have had their fill of you.”


Orka turned and strode to the body of Lif’s brother, stooping to scoop him up in her arms and then returning, kneeling and placing the corpse in the grave. She looked at Lif beside her, who was pale-faced, a muscle in his cheek twitching.


“Do you have some words, before we raise a barrow over your brother?” Orka asked him.


Lif looked up at her, then back at the shape of his brother, wrapped in the cloak. Varg could smell burned flesh.


“I will miss you, Mord Virksson,” Lif said, his voice all tremor and whisper. Then, stronger. “My brother, my friend. A good man who never wanted any trouble. Never looked for it.”


Drawing a seax at his belt, Lif wrapped a fist around the blade, drew it slowly out.


“Blood feud,” he snarled. “Guðvarr will die by my hand, brother, and any who stand between him and me. I swear it and seal it with my blood.” He held his hand out and clenched it into a fist. Blood oozed from between his fingers.


Orka grunted in approval. She crouched beside the grave, looked as if she would say something herself, but then lifted one of the rocks piled close by and placed it in the grave. Lif hefted another stone, and then Varg and Røkia and many of the Bloodsworn were helping to raise a barrow over the dead man.


When they were done Lif looked up at Orka.


“My thanks,” he said, tears streaking his cheeks. He looked around at Varg and the others. “My thanks,” he repeated, then walked away towards the river.


Varg sat on the stone steps and blew on his porridge.


Orka Skullsplitter was close by, two steaming bowls of porridge in front of her, the tennúr Vesli sitting perched on her knee, slurping two-handed from her own bowl of steaming oats. She smacked her lips and spread her wings, fluttering to the ground where she set the empty bowl down, then reached for a clay jar set in the shade of a step. The tennúr unstoppered the jar and reached in, pulled out a blood-crusted tooth, thin strips of flesh still hanging from it, and popped it into her mouth. Crunched, her jaws grinding.


Varg put his own porridge down, his appetite abruptly gone, and looked away.


In the courtyard Einar Half-Troll was playing with the score of children who had been found by Orka in one of the storage sheds. Einar was lying face down on the ground, pretending to be a sleeping troll as the children clambered and climbed all over him, as if he were a favourite tree. Einar yawned and sat up slowly, slapped his lips loudly as he wondered aloud how many children he would cook to break his fast. They squealed and ran like a pack of rats found hiding in a hay-bale.


Varg heard the rasp of a blade drawn and his eyes snapped back to Orka, who had pulled out her seax and was pricking her thumb. He watched in fascination as she squeezed a drop of blood and let it drip into one of the bowls. Then she spat in the same bowl and stirred the porridge, mixing the blood and spit with her seax. She wiped the weapon clean and sheathed it.


“Spert,” Orka called and there was an explosion of water as the vaesen burst from the river and flew, wings buzzing, across the courtyard, alighting in front of her with its wings folding and disappearing beneath the chitinous segments of its body. Those segments narrowed to a slim, pointed tail, an oil-black, wickedlooking sting curving over the creature’s back. It scurried close to Orka on short, insect-like legs. Now that it was out of the water Varg saw it was about as long as his arm.


“There you go,” Orka said, nudging the porridge with blood and spit with her boot and Spert sniffed.


Then his blue-black tongue was dipping into the bowl and he was making slurping, squelching noises as he ate.


Glornir strode over to them, Edel, Svik, Sulich and Røkia all following him.


“There is so much to speak on . . . too much,” Glornir said to Orka as he stopped before her, looking up at the cloudless sky, as if he searched for dragon-wings. “Lik-Rifa free?” There was a tremor in his voice at those words, which scared Varg more than any nightmare could. Glornir shook his head and sat on a step beside Orka. “And I must be away, after Skalk and my Vol. But first I would know this,” he said. “How did my brother die?”


A ripple shivered through Orka’s face, twisting her lips. Then she blew out a long breath, the tension in her shoulders evaporating like the wind dying from a sail.


“We had built a steading, a new life in the hills to raise our son and live in peace,” she said.


“Your son,” Glornir said, shaking his head. “I have a nephew. His name is Breca?” Varg had never heard tenderness in his chief’s voice before.


“Aye,” Orka nodded. “Breca.” A smile touched her lips as she said his name. “He is ten winters, a good boy. A deep-thinker. Too kind for this world, but that is Thorkel’s fault.” She was silent a moment, lost in her own thoughts.


“Vesli miss Breca,” the little tennúr piped.


“Strange things were happening,” Orka continued, ignoring the vaesen. “A steading close by raided, a thralled Úlfhéðnar arriving in a village close to us. A jarl talking of war. Thorkel and I decided it was time to move on. I went to the Froa-tree to seek her wisdom. She was dead, the Ash Tree hacked down, the Froa-spirit dead as a lightning-struck branch. When I was there, I heard the screams.” A shudder passed through her. “When I got back to the steading it was burning, Thorkel down, Breca taken.” She traced a white scar along her forearm, then her hand dropped to the hilt of one of the seaxes at her belt. She drew it, turning it over in her hand, blade and hilt as long as Orka’s forearm. A fine weapon, thick-bladed and single-edged, a broken back tapering to a razored point. Carved knotwork spiralled around a hilt of ash, a cap of brass and a leather thong tied through a pin.


Varg felt a trickle of ice in his veins. He recognised that blade and looked down at the seax hanging horizontally from his own belt.


“I found this in Thorkel, and this one, too,” Orka said, her other hand touching a seax hanging from her belt across her back, then she looked up and met Glornir’s eyes. “I have spent the time from that day to this, searching for the man who left them in Thorkel, so that I can give them back to him.” The snarl of Orka’s voice sent a shiver tingling through Varg’s blood.


“His name is Drekr,” Orka said. “I caught up with him in Darl, but we were parted before our business was finished.” She paused, sucked in a deep breath. “He is dragon-born.”


Glornir blinked at that and those around them muttered.


“We fought a dragon-born, only four days gone,” Glornir said.


Orka stiffened. “Black hair, and scars running across his face, as if he’d been swatted by a bear?” Orka said. “Thorkel left his mark on him.”


“No,” Glornir said, and Orka sagged, Varg not sure if she was disappointed or relieved. “The man we fought was older, bald, a white beard.”


“Where is he?” Orka asked. “I must speak to him.”


“He is in the ground,” Glornir said. “A hard fight. Varg put him there.”


Orka’s hard stare swivelled to Varg, along with Vesli and Spert, and all the other Bloodsworn around him.


“A lucky blow,” Varg muttered, uncomfortable. His hand went to his ribs, that still throbbed where the dragon-born had struck him with Orna’s talon.


“Not luck. Courage,” Jökul said.


“Aye, it was a wolf-brave blow,” Glornir said, which made Varg’s chest swell, though he shifted uneasily. Living all of your remembered life as a thrall did not make you a close friend with compliments. He gripped his seax and drew it.


“This seax,” he said, “it has the same knotwork in the hilt.” He lifted and turned the hilt for Orka to see. She leaned closer, scowling at the weapon. “It belonged to the dragon-born we fought.”


“They could have been forged in the same fire, carved by the same hand,” Røkia said, who was leaning close.


“And this Drekr dragon-born, he stole your son?” Glornir said to Orka. Her eyes lingered on the seax in Varg’s fist for a moment, then rose to hold Varg’s gaze before she looked back to Glornir.


“Aye,” Orka nodded. “I found more stolen children in Darl, all Tainted, and then more here.” She gestured to the bairns who were back to clambering all over Einar. “How did you find this dragonborn who held the twin of these blades at my belt?”


“We were hired by Queen Helka to track down something that was killing her people,” Glornir said. “Vaesen, she thought. Turns out it was dragon-born stealing people and thralling them to dig out Rotta’s chamber, though they had a troll and skraelings working with them. And there were signs that children had been kept there.” He tugged on his grey beard, a thick-rope knot. “Three hundred years and no dragon-born have ever been seen. And now two appear, with seaxes carved by the same hand, and, if your . . . friends are to be believed,” he said, glancing to Vesli and Spert, “then Lik-Rifa the dragon-god is free from the roots of Oskutreð.”


“Dark deeds,” Orka nodded, her eyes narrowed. “On the journey here, I passed an oath stone. An eagle had been sacrificed there, and Lik-Rifa’s likeness scrawled on the broken stone. I am thinking that all these things are joined, like this serpent-knot,” she said, tracing the serpent carved in coils around the hilt of her seax.


“Hmm,” Glornir murmured, scowling. Then he blew out a short, sharp breath. “Vol first,” he said, “before I walk down the road of hunting dragon-born and their corpse-tearing mother. Is there any more you can tell me of Skalk? What happened here?”


Orka closed her eyes a moment and pinched the bridge of her nose. “We were in the tower,” she said. “Lif and Mord, me. All chained up after running into some frost-spiders up in the hills, being questioned by some arseling drengrs and the Galdurman, Skalk.” She frowned. “There is some deal between Drekr and Hakon, Queen Helka’s son. Hakon was allowing Drekr to bring his stolen children here. It was a surprise to Skalk the Galdurman, who is Helka’s hound, I am thinking.”


“He is,” Glornir agreed.


“Skalk is injured,” another voice said. Lif, sitting quietly on the steps close by.


“He is?” Orka said, frowning.


“Aye,” Lif said with a small smile. “You put an axe in his shoulder. Not that one,” he said, nodding at Orka’s long-axe. “If you’d used that he wouldn’t have an arm now. You threw your hand-axe at him when he spoke his words of power and his staff burst into flames. Took him in the shoulder and sent him falling out of the door and down the stairs.”


“His staff?” Glornir asked Lif.


“He dropped it in the tower. It is ash and cinder, now.”


“Ha,” a voice barked, Svik, smiling grimly. “Good. Easier to catch and kill a Galdurman with no staff.”


“He made it to one of the snekkes moored at the pier, and is rowing hard for Darl, I am thinking,” Orka said.


“Did you see Vol?” Glornir asked. “Did you see him take her on the boat.”


“No,” Orka shook her head.


“Vesli saw a woman in mail, fierce, nasty face. She was carrying another, blue paint on her neck and chin,” the tennúr said.


Glornir looked down at Vesli and nodded his thanks. Then he looked around those gathered about him, at the Bloodsworn.


“Then we are for Darl,” Glornir growled.










CHAPTER FOUR



ELVAR


Elvar wrapped a strip of linen around the cut she had sliced in her palm, tying it off with her teeth as she stared at the gaping hole that led into the dark depths of Oskutreð.


“More treasure down there, you say?” Huld asked the red-winged woman.


“Aye,” Skuld answered. “More than a hundred of those wagons could carry.”


“Who are you, Skuld?” Elvar asked her. “What are you?”


Skuld glowered at her, the skin around her neck red and raw from where the thrall-collar had burned her. She flexed her wings and stared at Elvar and the Battle-Grim behind her.


“I am Skuld, daughter of Orna and Ulfrir,” she said.


A hushed silence as that truth settled on them, giving Elvar an involuntary shudder, like walking through thick cobwebs in the dark.


Daughter of Orna and Ulfrir, Elvar thought. Daughter of two gods, eagle and wolf. And she is my thrall. A knot of fear clenched in her gut. Can I control a god?


“Let her kill the dragon while we take Uspa’s bairn back,” Sighvat muttered behind Elvar, “she hates Lik-Rifa enough.”


“The dragon slew her two sisters,” Elvar said, “what chance would she have on her own. We would need a warband of gods like her to slay Lik-Rifa.” Her eyes drifted to the mound of Ulfrir-wolf’s bones and she remembered an image from the oath stone that the Battle-Grim had come across on their journey from Iskalt Island to Snakavik. An image of Ulfrir bound with chains, a horde of red-eyed warriors swarming over his body, stabbing him. “Or a warband of Tainted thralls,” she added.


“Just an idea,” Sighvat muttered with a shrug.


“Skuld, come here,” Elvar said.


Skuld glared at Elvar, muscles in her face twitching. She was not used to being ordered. The iron collar about her neck shifted in colour, heating, and with a growl Skuld strode stiffly towards Elvar.


“How did you know the words of binding?” Sighvat whispered to Elvar. “Agnar did not even share them with me.”


“I grew up in the hall of Jarl Störr, who has a Galdurwoman and over two score Berserkir thralls. You’ll be surprised what an inquisitive child can overhear.”


Sighvat rumbled approval in his throat.


“What is down there?” Elvar asked as Skuld drew near, pointing to the darkness that Lik-Rifa had burst from.


“Another world,” Skuld said. “Vergelmir, Lik-Rifa’s chamber, and many others.” Her gaze swept the Battle-Grim. “A hoard of treasure.”


“You will show me,” Elvar said.


“You will show us,” Huld said, frowning at Elvar. “If there is more treasure to be had then the Battle-Grim have earned it.” Warriors murmured their agreement.


“Let’s be doing it, then,” Sighvat said. “We’ll draw lots to decide who stays and guards what we have up here.”


They set about making ready, drawing lots and checking their weapons.


Grend padded over to Elvar.


“You should put your new ring-coat on,” he said quietly.


“I cannot lift my arm high enough,” she said, jutting her chin at the wound in her shoulder, blooming fresh blood after her scuffle with Skáld. “You will have to be my coat of mail, for now.”


“That is no new thing,” Grend muttered.


“Battle-Grim,” Sighvat called out and they gathered around him, twenty of the Battle-Grim, another ten staying behind to guard the treasure they had already collected. Sólín led a pony harnessed to an empty wagon, a tall, bright-bladed spear in her fist taken from the battlefield. Urt the Unwashed sat upon the driver’s bench, a tall, willow-slender man with thinning, greasy, fair hair and a hooked nose. Sighvat looked at them all, then turned and strode towards the shattered tree of Oskutreð.


“Skuld, with me,” Elvar said as she followed Sighvat. She threaded her way through huge splinters that reared tall as trees where Lik-Rifa had exploded into the world. Sighvat and others cleared a path for Sólín’s wagon and soon they were all standing at the edge of a gaping hole that bored down into darkness.


“There,” Skuld said, pointing and she spread her rust-red wings and beat them, rising from the ground and flying over to a sloping path that coiled around the edge of the vast hole. She strode down into the darkness and then there was the spark of flint and flare of fire as Skuld lifted a reed-torch that was set into a sconce, fire-light glowing.


Grend leaned and looked down.


Skuld stood with a torch held high and Elvar saw the ledge she was standing upon was wide enough for the wagon. The path spiralled down, hewn into the wall that circled the huge hole, like a giant well.


Uspa stepped out from the Battle-Grim and made her way towards Skuld, the others following. Elvar gave Grend a look and she followed, too, all of them gathering on the path before Skuld.


“Lead us on,” Elvar said to Skuld.


They walked down into the darkness, Elvar striding beside Skuld. Even with her wings furled Skuld took up enough room for two. Every forty or fifty paces there was a new torch set in a sconce that was nailed into the rock. As they descended each one of them took a torch, lighting it from Skuld’s, and as they spiralled down ever deeper Skuld lit the torches they passed by.


“This is an insult,” Skuld muttered, one hand grasping at the collar around her neck. “I was worshipped by your kind, and now you would enslave me! Command me! It is unthinkable.”


“The world has changed since you and your kind walked beneath the sun,” Elvar said. “Your war almost destroyed humankind, and you and your kin are not loved for that. The gods are hated, now, and their offspring, too. Wherever they are found the Tainted are thralled, just like you.”


“Tainted?” Skuld frowned.


“Those with the blood of the dead gods in their veins. Like those dragon-born who set Lik-Rifa free.”


Skuld shook her head. “This is ludicrous,” she muttered, “that the highest should become the lowest. The world has turned to madness.”


“You should know some of the rules you are bound by,” Elvar said to Skuld. “The collar is bound to me, now, will obey only me. If I am slain by your hand, it will know, and it will punish you for that. You cannot raise your hand against me. And the collar can hear my commands, whether I am standing next to you, or a hundred leagues away, so there is no escaping me.”


Skuld stared straight ahead, glowering into the darkness.


“But it is not all bad, there are worse people you could be thralled to. My father, for one.” Memories rose up of her father taking a whip to the backs of his thralls. Of his thin-lipped smile as the blood had sprayed. Of how he had ordered her to watch and slapped her when she looked away. She shuddered and pushed the memories away. “I shall treat you well and give you the chance to earn my respect.”


“Earn it!” Skuld hissed, “I was born to it. To the blowing of horns and shouts of acclamation. I was worshipped.”


“That is no longer the way of this world, and the sooner you accept that, the better it will be for you. You are hated and reviled, now. But with me you shall get the chance to avenge your sisters. We share a common cause: I seek Lik-Rifa’s death.”


“Why would you risk your life in that?” Skuld frowned at Elvar.


“Lik-Rifa has my son,” Uspa said behind them, “and Elvar has sworn to get him back. Sworn the blóð svarið.”


“Ha,” Skuld exclaimed bitterly, “we share more than a common cause, then. We are both thralled.”


“Huh,” Elvar grunted, not liking the thought of that.


They walked on in silence, ever downwards.


Eventually they spilled on to level ground and Elvar paused to look up, saw the blue-white glare of sky high above and, circling the deep hole, torches flickered like red-gold stars spiralling through the darkness.


They were standing at the edge of a huge cavern or tunnel that disappeared into the crow-dark, as if a worm the size of a hill had burrowed its way through this ground. Torches burned in sconces, looking as small as pinheads and fading into the distance. Roots twisted and curled between rock and earth, thick as ancient oaks, damp soil oozing. Water dripped, echoing. The enormity of the chamber was overwhelming, Elvar feeling small and insignificant.


She took a few steps and stumbled on uneven footing, looked down to see that shattered wood, possibly smashed furniture, lay scattered across the ground, pots and pans thrown, weapons strewn, wooden chests heaped high at the cavern’s edges like wreckage after a flood.


“Looks like a storm has raged through this cavern,” Orv the Sneak muttered.


Or a dragon.


“Where is this treasure, then?” Huld said into the silence.


“Everywhere,” Skuld said with a dismissive wave of her hand, taking in the scattered chests. “But the true treasure lies deeper.”


Huld looked into the dark tunnel and sucked in a breath.


“No point standing around here,” Elvar said as she walked forwards. Huld scowled at her and Grend followed her, Skuld’s wings opening and beating.


They threaded their way through the wreckage of the tunnel, Sólín leading the pony by its bridle, Urt the Unwashed climbing down and helping to load chests of silver and gold on to the wagon. As they wound deeper into the tunnel Elvar saw the remains of a hearth fire, embers still glowing, and the spitted leg of a half-roasted deer. She gave Skuld an enquiring look.


“Our supper,” Skuld said, “before the world was turned upside down.”


“You have lived down here for three hundred years?” Elvar asked Skuld.


“Yes,” Skuld said.


“How could you bear it down here, in the dark and the damp? How did you come by this meat? Where did you get your food from?”


“There are smaller tunnels, vents that lead up into the day. We would take it in turns, spend some time in the world above; to fly and hunt, to feel the wind in our hair, the sun on our face.”


“That would make this place more bearable,” Uspa said. “I am guessing that Lik-Rifa did not have such small pleasures?”


“She did not deserve any better,” Skuld snarled. “Death would have been too good for her, after what she did to my sister.” She sucked in a shuddering breath. “Lik-Rifa caused the war, caused the death of my father, my mother, all our kin. And now, my last two sisters.”


“I imagine she would hold a different view,” Uspa said as she moved through the chamber. Elvar watched her approach a loom, thick with weaves of woollen thread, and reach out a hand, fingertips brushing threads. Beside the loom was a well, a bucket hanging suspended over it. A table close by, with a tafl board and pieces carved from white stone.


Even the gods must get bored.


“Lik-Rifa’s opinion does not matter,” Skuld said. “She was never to be trusted. She is unhinged, as if she has always seen the world through mist and smoke.”


“Why did you stay down here? Why not kill Lik-Rifa, or just leave her to starve in her gaol?”


“We stayed because we swore an oath to our father. To ensure Lik-Rifa remained within her cage. She is not so easy to kill,” Skuld muttered. “We tried in those first days, with arrow and spear, and when that did not work, we tried to starve her, but Lik-Rifa is . . . resourceful.”


As the Battle-Grim moved through the chamber Elvar saw shafts of light spearing down through the roof high above. The torches flickered from unseen currents.


The vents Skuld spoke of.


There were other doorways, some just arches, others with wooden doors and iron hinges. Outside one was a table, tools scattered upon it, hammer, tongs, chisels, awls. Elvar lifted the latch on the door and peered in. The smell of iron and sulphur, charcoal and oil wafted out. She saw a pitted anvil and bellows, a hammer and tongs upon them.


“A forge,” she murmured, and beside the table she saw bundles of arrows, iron-tipped and fletched with white feathers. She lifted up one of those bundles, tied like a sheaf of wheat. Uspa saw them and leaned close, touched an arrowhead with her finger. She shivered.


“What?” Elvar asked her.


“There is power in them,” Uspa said.


“They were forged by Verdani, my sister,” Skuld said.


Grend picked up another bundle.


“Orv,” he called out, and threw them to the huntsman.


Orv reached out and caught them, the bow he had found on the field still in his fist.


Skuld looked Orv up and down, her eyes narrowing as she saw the weapon.


“That is my sister’s,” she said.


“Aye, well, she has no use for it, now,” Orv replied, though he did not meet her gaze.


A shiver ran through Skuld, grief and anger chasing each other across her face.


She led them on, through the chamber, smaller doors and tunnels twisting away from it, until Elvar’s head was whirling with the scale of this catacomb beneath the ground. It felt like a new world, one that went on for ever.


Something changed in the air, a coldness causing Elvar’s breath to mist, but it was more than that, the hairs on the back of her neck standing on edge. It was a sensation Elvar knew well.


Fear.


A shattered door became discernible among the shadows, tall and wide as a hill. Splintered wood lay strewn across the ground and iron bars thick as mead hall posts protruded from the rock walls, twisted and broken. Darkness and malice leaked from the gaping hole like tendrils of mist.


“What is this place?” Sighvat growled.


“That is Vergelmir, Lik-Rifa’s chamber,” Skuld said.


Elvar stepped into the darkness, holding her torch high, and Grend hurried in front of her, his axe in one hand, torch in the other. The Battle-Grim followed after them.


The ground was slick underfoot, Elvar’s boots sticking to some cloying substance. Bones and festering corpses littered the ground, in various stages of decay. The stench grew, of things long dead, of putrefaction, clawing its way into Elvar’s throat like grasping fingers. Behind her Uspa retched.


Three hundred years locked in here. Lik-Rifa must have been driven insane.


Something moved, a shadow at the edge of their torches’ reach, and Elvar stepped forward, though she could not draw a weapon and still hold on to her torch.


A shape stood on a mound, four-legged, pale as milk, its skin almost translucent. It was hairless, with a long muzzle and razored teeth like a rat’s, though it was as big as a boar. Its body was low to the ground, a thick-corded tail twitching. Elvar could see the shadowed glow of organs pulsing within its translucent flesh. It looked at them, squinting at the torchlight.


“Looks like the wife you left behind in Iskidan, Sighvat,” Huld said, and laughter rippled through the Battle-Grim, echoing and amplified.


“I crossed an ocean to get away from her,” Sighvat grumbled.


“It’s not her,” Grend said, his face like stone, “that bald rat is far prettier.”


More laughter, Sighvat laughing the hardest.


With a high-pitched squeal the creature turned and scurried away.


“Even when she was caged Lik-Rifa always liked to toy with life, to change and alter,” Skuld said. “Never for the better.”


“What is that?” Elvar said, pointing with her torch deeper into the chamber. There was a faint glow at the edge of Elvar’s vision, like moonlight on mist.


“The treasure you seek,” Skuld said.


Elvar made her way further into the chamber, Grend one side of her, Uspa the other, and she saw the bulk of Sighvat and other Battle-Grim spreading wide, moving into the room. Things crunched beneath Elvar’s feet and a sweep of her torch revealed fragments of chitinous shells, husked, insect-like bodies, though far bigger. A foot disappeared into what looked like a pool of slime, but she moved on, drawn to the glow at the chamber’s edge, that moved and churned like a thick sea fog. Elvar thought she could see shadowed figures moving within the mist.


With every step Elvar sensed a change around her. The tunnel they had been travelling through had felt infinitely huge, but this chamber felt suffocating, constricting, a pressure all about Elvar, even though she could see no walls. The very air felt thick and stifling.


Uspa hissed and jolted to a stop, Elvar instinctively stopping beside the Seiðr-witch.


“What is it?” Elvar breathed, staring.


Pale mist swirled before them, churning like a slow-moving tide, and as Elvar stared figures became clear within it. They were pallid, ethereal, glowing with some inner light. Some wore mail and helm, dragged sword or axe or spear along the ground and bore the wounds of battle, gaping holes in chest or throat, while others walked in tattered tunics, limping, lurching, stumbling. Some were missing limbs, some appeared thin as reeds, emaciated from illness, their skin stretched and tight, features drawn. All walked with their heads bowed, travelling in the same direction.


“They are . . . dead,” Sighvat rumbled.


“It is the soul road,” Uspa whispered.


Mutters and curses rippled through the Battle-Grim, hands moving, making warding signs of protection.


“Lik-Rifa would savage them as they passed through her chamber,” Skuld said. “Somehow, she learned how to take sustenance from them, from the ones who did not fight back, at least. That is why she is called corpse-tearer and soul-stealer.”


All those tales I was told as a child, I thought they were to frighten me, to make me behave and obey. But they were true. Did my mother walk this road? Did Agnar?


The grim procession appeared to emerge from a wall of stone and earth, winding their way through the chamber and then disappearing through an ethereal gateway edged with corpses, bodies and limbs twisted about each other like roots.


The Corpse-Gate.


“Where are they going?” Urt the Unwashed rasped.


“To the halls of the dead,” Skuld said, “though where or what they are, I do not know. Dread Snaka kept many secrets.”


“I do not like it down here,” Sighvat muttered.


Neither do I.


“The souls of the dead are not treasure that we can load on a wagon and sell,” Elvar snapped at Skuld.


“This is not what I spoke of. The treasure you seek is deeper, that way,” Skuld said, pointing, and Elvar saw another light, this one glowing red and amber, flickering like firelight in a breeze.


Elvar tore her eyes away from the soul road and the dead in their endless procession and walked on towards the red-glowing light. She heard the crunch of wagon wheels across the layer of remains that littered the ground. Her breath rasped in her throat, her heart thumping in her chest, a sense of dread growing and seeping into her with every step that she took towards the red light. Something moved at the edge of her torchlight, a flicker of shadow and the skittering of feet on the ground.


The rat-thing we saw?


“What are we walking on?” Elvar asked Skuld.


“Other things that Lik-Rifa found to eat,” Skuld said with a disgusted twist of her lips. “The souls of the dead were not enough to sustain her, so she hunted the creatures that lurk in these deep, dark places. Creatures of carapace and of slime. And other things that Lik-Rifa’s helpers brought to her.”


“Helpers?”


“I told you, Lik-Rifa was ever trying to create, to alter, to subvert the natural life around her.”


More movement around them, shadows flitting at the edge of their torchlight. The Battle-Grim drew instinctively closer, some shrugging shields from their backs, hefting weapons. Elvar gripped her torch tighter, and she saw Grend step nearer, drawing his new axe from his belt.


The light ahead grew brighter and clearer. Red runes flickering in the air, reminding Elvar of when Uspa had bound them all to the blóð svarið, runes of blood and fire-glow hovering before them. They formed an arch, high as two doors, wide as three, and spreading from and around the door a circle of flame-cast runes that enclosed a mound of rock and a pedestal. Upon the pedestal sat a blackbound book. As Elvar looked at it the air about the book shimmered and rippled, like steam from a pot.


“And what is that?” Huld said into the thick, reeking air.


“I do not know,” Skuld said, “but I always wondered what Lik-Rifa got up to in the long dark of Oskutreð, and my sisters always suspected that she was dabbling in . . . wrongness.” She shrugged. “Whatever it is, Lik-Rifa valued it enough to leave it protected with runes and guards around it.” She spread her wings and rose into the air.


“Wrongness?” Sighvat muttered. “What does that even mean? And guards? What guards?” he said as Huld walked forwards and put a step across the boundary of the rune-marked doorway.


With a crack like the sound of a whip a concussive blast of air exploded outwards from the rune-circle, snuffing every torch out and hurling Elvar from her feet, the sound of bodies falling all about her.


Elvar lay on her back, a stab of pain in her wounded shoulder, looking up into the crow-black chamber.


“Elvar?” Grend grunted.


She spat and swore, looked around but the rune-glow of the doorway only made the darkness around it more solid and impenetrable.


The sound of flint scrapping, a spark of light as Sighvat lit his torch and raised it high.


“Battle-Grim?” he called out, and warriors answered, Elvar clambering to one knee.


Then something grey and slime-covered hurtled out of the darkness.










CHAPTER FIVE



BIÓRR


Biórr stood and smiled, a wide braid of a grin splitting his face. “Welcome back to us,” Ilska said, her face sharp as a drakkar’s prow, black hair sleek as raven-wings, though this close to her Biórr could see the threads of grey winding through it, like silver-seams in granite. She held out a night-black raven feather, a length of leather cord threaded through the quill. Biórr reached out and took it, tying the cord into the braid of his own black hair. Shouts rang out from the Raven-Feeders gathered about them.


“You are the reason we found the path to Oskutreð,” Ilska continued. “The reason we were able to set Lik-Rifa free. And you slew Agnar Battle-Grim into the bargain.” More shouting, warriors banging spear shafts on shields. Emotions flickered across Ilska’s face at the mention of Agnar, for he had slain her brother, Skrið, which none had thought possible, Biórr among them. He felt his own face twist at the memory. Of Agnar kneeling in blood and ash, his shattered shield hanging from his arm, reaching out with his other hand for Biórr to help him rise. Of Biórr’s spear snaking out . . .


“Well, do you not want it?” Ilska said, a frown pinching her brow. She was holding out an arm ring, twisted gold with serpent-head terminals, fangs bared.


Biórr blinked, pulling himself back into the Now and nodded.


“My thanks,” he said, taking the ring and threading it around his arm, over the sleeve of his mail coat and squeezing it tight.


More shouting and spear thumping on shields, faces of old comrades grinning at Biórr, men and women he had grown up with, but that he had left close to three years ago, when he had been given his task of infiltrating Agnar’s warrior band of Battle-Grim. He grinned again, sweeping away the image of Agnar’s trusting eyes, shifting to shock. Ilska stared at him with her dark, unsettling gaze and he did his best to meet it, knowing what she thought of people who could not weather her searching eyes. “You’ll find your old kit on one of our wagons. Myrk will show you where, no doubt.” Then she nodded and walked away.


Other figures crowded around him, men and women he had grown up with, as close as kin. Grins all around him, mouths moving, hands slapping his back and shoulders as the Raven-Feeders welcomed him back to them.


Biórr grinned back at them all, turning this way and that, feeling the joy of being home seep into him. Not the home of a steading or mead hall, or any place, but here, among the people he had spent over half his life with. And yet, he felt . . . distant. Awkward.


It is only natural, after living among the untouched for so long. He rubbed his eyes and forehead.


A figure pushed through the crowd around him, laughing as she shoved warriors twice her size out of her way, and they all parted for her. The sight of her stirred memories and emotions in Biórr, feeling like a bird was fluttering its wings inside his chest. Another raven-haired woman with a sharp prow of a face, though she was younger than Ilska, younger than Biórr’s twenty-three winters, too, and, unlike Ilska, the humour in her eyes softened the sharpness of her features. She wore an oil-dark brynja, sword, seax and axe all hanging from her weapons belt and she walked with the confidence and grace Biórr had seen in only a handful of warriors.


Like Agnar.


And Elvar . . . Images of her flooded his head, of her blue-eyed gaze, sharp and pure as a mountain stream, of her smile that felt like it cracked his heart, of her lips on his . . .


He grimaced and pushed the memories of her into the shadows of his thought-cage.


“Myrk,” Biórr said, dipping his head to her, his smile stretching across his face.


“At last you come back to us,” Myrk said, returning his smile and threading her arm through his, steering him out and away from the crowd.


They were sat on a rise of land surrounded by rolling hills and woodland, a circle of wagons to the north of the camp where the sound and stink of horses was thick in the air. To the west the slopes of Mount Eldrafell glowed in the strange ever-light of sólstöður, the long day, and Biórr knew that the vaesen pit and the Isbrún Bridge lay only a short march south from here. They had travelled hard and fast away from Oskutreð, a forced march for almost two days in their efforts to keep up with Lik-Rifa, the dragon-god now free from her underground gaol and revelling in the freedom of the skies.


And now Lik-Rifa was nowhere to be seen and the warband had finally staggered and stumbled to a halt, exhaustion overcoming them. Many were still sleeping, wrapped in cloaks, while others glanced through the thin canopy to the skies above, searching for Lik-Rifa’s return.


“This way,” Biórr said and they threaded their way through the camp.


“My sister likes you,” Myrk said, nodding to the gold arm ring. “She guards her gold and silver like a hoard-sick dragon, so you are favoured.”


“I am honoured,” Biórr said.


“I like you more, though,” Myrk said, nudging him with her elbow. “I am glad you’re back. I’ll give you more than an arm ring when we . . .” she smiled at him, a lazy, languorous stretching of her lips, Biórr finding it as unsettling as Ilska’s hard gaze. “Hold a moment,” Myrk said, grabbing his wrist, her grip even stronger than he remembered. He stopped and she leaned close, sniffing his cheek, his neck, close enough to smell the sour skyr on her breath, tinged with apple and honey.


“You smell of them,” she said, pulling away, a twist of her lips.


For a moment he thought she could smell Elvar on him and he felt a flush of guilt.


“You smell ordinary,” she frowned.


“Part of my disguise,” he said, giving a weak smile and walking on.


“I will help you wash their stink from you,” she grinned.


“I thought the new world we are fighting for will be one where we can all live together,” Biórr said. “Us Tainted and the untouched, all in harmony.”


“Oh, we will,” Myrk said. “But there will be an order to things. There has to be, else all will be chaos. Lik-Rifa will be our queen, with her dragon-born as her captains. That means me.” She flashed another grin. “And then will come the other Tainted, like you,” she gave him a lip-twisting smirk, “and then will come the untouched. Those worshippers of Lik-Rifa and the dead gods who do not have the gift of god-blood in their veins.” She glanced at a huddle of warriors, men and women with raven feathers in their hair, but sat apart. “They are untouched,” Myrk said. “Part of the Dragon-Cult that is spreading through the land. My sister says we will need them, when the time comes.” Myrk shrugged. “They fight well enough and do not wish to put a collar around my neck or sell me to the highest bidder, so I am not complaining, and my sister is the deep-cunning thinker, not I.”


“I would agree with you there,” he smiled.


Myrk punched his arm. A playful blow, but it staggered him a few paces.


“Where are we going?” Myrk asked him as they moved through the camp, approaching a line of wagons.


“Here,” Biórr said as he rounded a wagon and stopped. A mass of children sat clumped together around a handful of fires, a few Raven-Feeders standing guard around them. Biórr searched and saw who he was looking for.


“Kráka, Ilmur,” he said to two adults sitting among the children, dipping some hard bread into bowls of stew. Kráka sat with her knees hunched up, her black hair loose and hanging about her shoulders like crow-wings. Biórr could see the bones moving in her jaw as she chewed and slurped, blue-swirling tattoos coiling across one cheek and disappearing into the dark of her hair. She looked up at him and nodded.


Ilmur had his tattered sealskin cloak pulled tight around him, hair lank and stuck to his head, eyes sunken to pools.


“You two are free, now,” Biórr said to them, touching a finger to his neck to remind them they no longer wore the thrall-collar.


“Aye,” Ilmur said, nodding and grinning, though he still had the look of a kicked dog about him.


Biórr sat beside them, and Myrk kicked him to make room for her.


“This is Myrk, sister of Ilska,” Biórr introduced her. “Also known as Sharp-Claw.”


“My blades are my claws,” Myrk said with a shrug, patting the weapons at her belt, “and they are always sharp. Welcome,” she added, “I hope you have been well-looked-after. All has been a red-haze madness since Oskutreð, but I would be grieved if fellow Tainted had not been cared for by my Raven-Feeders.”


Her Raven-Feeders! She has not changed.


“Yes, a good welcome,” Kráka said quietly. “We have been given food and warm clothes, all that we could ask for.”


“And no thrall-collars,” Ilmur said, his hand going to the scarred skin around his neck. “We are free.” He breathed the word as if it were formed of gold.


“Never again will you wear a thrall-collar, little hound,” Myrk said. “Lik-Rifa’s freedom is the first step to freeing all the thralled Tainted in Vigrið.”


“And yet,” Kráka said, lifting an arm and putting it around the shoulder of a boy sitting beside her. She stroked his brown hair with a wool-gloved hand. The boy had an iron collar around his neck and his eyes were filmed pearl-white, staring into nowhere. Bjarn, the son of Uspa, whom Biórr had given over to the Raven-Feeders when they had raided the Battle-Grim back in Snakavik. Part of Biórr had been looking forward to seeing the lad, for they had played some fine games of tafl and Biórr liked him.


“What’s wrong with him?” Biórr asked, frowning.


“They are all like this,” Kráka said, gesturing to the Tainted children sitting around them, close to a hundred of them. “And they all wear thrall-collars?”


“There was no choice,” Myrk explained. “So many tried to run away, and Lik-Rifa could not have been freed without them. We have cast a Seiðr-spell to calm them, nothing more. But the collars will come off, once they learn the rightness of our cause.”


Bjarn blinked, a shifting of colour in his eyes and he looked at Biórr, a glimmer of recognition for a moment.


“Tafl,” Bjarn said, bringing a smile to Biórr’s lips, but then Bjarn’s eyes filmed over again.


“You have a new ring,” Ilmur said into Biórr’s scowl, a hand reaching out to touch the gold arm ring that Ilska had gifted him.


“For his great deeds,” Myrk said, “not least of which is the slaying of Agnar Battle-Grim, the niðing who slew my battle-famed brother.”


Biórr looked at Myrk with raised eyebrows.


“True enough, I did not like Skrið much, he would eat all my porridge when I was a bairn, and pinch me till I cried, just to see what path the tears would choose as they slid down my face. But he was my brother.” She shrugged. “I loved him, and Agnar Battle-Grim was a worm compared to him.”
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