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For my sister, with whom it’s more fun to plan murders.

“At that moment, I understood from within that I would always be his, even from afar, even if he never sees me again.”

Alejandro Casona, (The Trees Die Standing, 1949)


WORDS FROM THE AUTHOR


Dear readers and lovers of universal history and mythology:


Writing Sweyn’s story was not complicated, but after reading it a couple of times, I realized that he, above all his broers, shouldn’t have an easy story, so I took all of that and transformed it into this. What’s certain is that from the beginning, I intended to tell you what happened with this Brácaros, the soulless warrior.



Perhaps you won’t find sense in some parts of his story, maybe some of them will sound familiar, as some were told during the short novels The Awakening of Tyrfing and Fenrir’s Fury, but here we tie up all the loose ends. Sweyn’s past story isn’t contradictory; it’s just that nobody knows what really happened, except Aldair. He’s the only one who experienced the Gods’ revenge and the Nornas’ tricks firsthand, so all the others can only speculate. Besides, Sweyn’s mother never showed special abilities to anyone, except her son, whom she constantly told were humans.



You must keep your eyes wide open to understand the relationship between Vali and the rest of the Brácaros, to know who is leading the dakloos, what the Gods want, and why these warriors got caught in a senseless war. At first glance, it may seem that this story has nothing to do with the central thread we’ve known in the two previous books, but I assure you it reveals much more than you can imagine.


So, once again, welcome to the Brácaros clan. Let yourself be seduced by these characters, their stories, and the magical Norse legends that we distort here, despite how wonderful it is, because remember: fiction is a collection of alternate realities.

xxoo
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Early February.


Sweyn walked through the streets of the Highlands, trying to recognize the place once again. He didn’t like having to mix with humans, but he liked even less not being in control of things. Ironically, he had no control over anything at all. Despite not being a warrior of the Gods, he knew that his destiny belonged to the Nornas. He cursed his stars, he hated his existence, which was never supposed to happen in the first place, but he loved his broers. Since he was a child, he decided to justify his presence in Midgard by saying that he was in this world to protect them, even if it meant giving his life for them, a price he would gladly pay to know that they were safe.


It was an unusually warm day for midwinter, the sun shone brilliantly high in the sky, giving the town a certain charm, even for a being like Sweyn, who despised everything related to the world of humans. But there he was, gazing directly at the central square, with a furrowed brow and tense lips, observing every little detail, analyzing the flow of people, studying everyday life. After all, Tyr, his older brother and leader, forced them to be part of the modern world.

By natural instinct, people moved away from him, despite his attractive face, especially because of those green eyes that illuminated his features as if he were an angel, perhaps an angel of death, but an angel nonetheless. There was something in his aura that repelled anyone without the need for words, for his voice, as thunderous as Thor’s thunder, could send shivers down anyone’s spine.

A fine curtain of snow began to fall delicately, dusting everything like a snow globe displayed in one of those quaint department stores. He turned his face towards the sky, watching the white flakes descend one by one. Forgetting about his surroundings, he became absorbed, tracking with his gaze the spirals they formed in the air before touching any surface. Hating his existence didn’t mean he couldn’t appreciate, and even enjoy, certain things, especially those that made him feel alive.

While most people hurried to take shelter from the natural downpour, there were a few, especially the little ones, who, like him, delighted in feeling each of the tiny ice crystals fall until they touched their skin.


He had been standing there for a while without moving, savoring the sensations... savoring being alive. But he didn’t like leaving his broers alone for too long.


He shook off the white fluff from his black coat, adjusted its collar, and began to walk, zigzagging through the streets. When he turned to avoid the bustling main square, which, despite the weather conditions, was still crowded with people, both locals and visitors, who didn’t mind a bit of moisture as long as they could continue enjoying the elusive rays of the sun, so scarce at that time of year.


He noticed there was a bit of commotion, which he attributed to the enormous truck parked on the other side of the square. Some artist was making a stop in the quiet town. Sweyn didn’t pay it much attention, to be honest, it bothered him somewhat. He didn’t understand the fascination with so-called celebrities, he believed they only came to make everything worse. He continued on his way to the Brácaros palace until he reached a dead-end alley. He made a mental note of the route to try to avoid it; he had no choice but to return to the main avenue. The snow had stopped falling, and now the sun was shining again as if nothing had happened, leaving shallow puddles on the streets.



Then people began to emerge from their shelters, running to the central square, gathering around the enormous angel statue. However, it wasn’t the statue that drew people to that place; it was the celebrity who had just arrived in the Highlands. Sweyn stopped for a moment, turned his head, and let out a low growl, especially when a group of teenagers stumbled into him. The girls only turned just enough to shout an apology and then continued on their way.



«Sweyn, where are you?»


He heard his brother’s voice in his head, causing him to stop growling like a cranky dog.


«In the village, I’m heading up to the palace».



«Go to the temple; the völva has something for us».



Heaved a weary sigh, well aware that his broer would pay no mind to this choice. Reluctant as he was, there was no sense in forcing any of the others to descend to the temple just because he had grown weary of mingling among the mortals. Sweyn pinched the bridge of his nose and, ultimately, succumbed to the request. He turned in the opposite direction, once again traversing the bustling square and the grand commotion that unfolded there.



The temple of the völva, nestled on the outskirts of the forest, was, curiously, completely dark. Hidden by the towering pines and various trees, the place was somewhat eerie and shadowy, although for all the Brácaros, it was comforting. It remained the only place in the Highlands they still deemed safe. They knew that if they ever needed refuge once more, they would find peace there. So, Sweyn didn’t mind being there.



Furthermore, although this might not have been the same völva they had known in their youth, the new priestess and guardian of the temple conveyed the same feeling of tranquility and maternal warmth as her predecessor. Sweyn spoke with her for a while and tucked the small piece of fabric she gave him into the pocket of his coat. He bid farewell to the elderly woman and hesitated for a moment on whether to return to the palace by crossing the forest.


In the end, he opted for the traditional path. He wanted to find out if that truck was still parked in the middle of the square and whether it posed a threat to his brothers or the peaceful life of the villagers.

Upon reaching the square, he saw that the truck remained in the same spot, but the crowd had significantly dwindled. Some reporters with their cameras pointing in all directions were still there, but the excitement among the humans was waning. Sweyn came to the conclusion that none of it mattered, and it wasn’t worth bothering Tyr with such a trivial matter. The sun had disappeared, and heavy, dark clouds loomed in the sky, accompanied by a chilling wind. Sweyn warmed his hands with a bit of breath and tucked them into his coat pockets as he headed for home. He no longer cared about the path; darkness was descending upon the town, and no one paid him more than a fleeting glance.


He paused for a moment as he sensed something with his heightened senses. Sweyn turned his head to the right, fixing his gaze on the dark alley, one that he could see perfectly, unlike humans, as his senses were exceptional. He noticed a sound and a ripple, something stirred in the shadows, causing his body to tense. Prepared in case the dakloos were lurking nearby, he tightly gripped the artifact the völva had given him. He didn’t know what it was or what it was for, but he was certain it was valuable.


Then, before he could connect one thought to another, a girl jumped into his arms and, without further ado, began to kiss him.

Sweyn, so distant from that gesture, didn’t know how to react. Should he push her away? Pull her closer? Attack her? Bite her? He couldn’t decide because there was no room in his mind for a single thought, except for the sweet lips caressing his own. Delicate female hands touched the back of his neck, and a warm torso pressed against his, causing the blood in his veins to thicken, and an unbearable fire to spread throughout his body. He knew he had to stop it all, but it was definitely the last thing he wanted.

“Thanks for the help, handsome,” she said. It took him a moment to realize that the kiss had ended. Did he really close his eyes? He gave her a peculiar, somewhat suspicious look. The girl huffed in exasperation before speaking again. “This is so cliché; now you’ve fallen in love with me.”

Sweyn curled the corner of his right lips and responded with a sharp voice.

“Yet it’s you who kissed me and still haven’t let go,” the charming girl, one so reminiscent of a sprite not only due to her short stature but also her sharp features, looked down at her hands, at how she clung tightly to the stranger’s forearms, and how her entire body was pressed against him. She also noticed that she was balanced on the tips of her toes to reach him.

The murmur of more approaching voices grew closer, and she pulled him again to reach his lips, wrapping herself in the man’s coat and waiting for the commotion around them to pass. This time, Sweyn was able to react and pushed her away abruptly, holding her firmly by the shoulders while trying not to hurt her. For a moment, he got lost in those brown eyes filled with silent pleading vulnerability. He quickly scanned his surroundings and understood the situation. Then he let her hide in his arms and led her down a side avenue, away from the commotion that was forming in the central square once more.
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“Vidar, I need you to tell me everything again,” Tyr requested, clenching his temples.

“Usually, I’m the slow one in the family,” he said, half jest and half confusion. “There’s nothing more to tell; that’s what I see.”

“Can you stop talking like that? You’re scaring her,” Lenna interrupted, a little vexed. She held the girl’s hands and gently asked, “Could you explain to us what’s happening? We would like to understand.”


“He told me...” while stuttering in a very low voice, this new visitor girl responded. “That if I found myself in trouble, I should do everything possible to reach the palace atop the mountains of the Highlands and look for Bragi. He would believe in my feelings. And I should give Vidar what’s inside the bag, and he would know what to do.”



Everyone fixed their gaze on what Vidar held in his hands, an object that, as soon as he touched it, sent him into a trance, having visions of the past, where Sweyn was still alive. They didn’t understand who the girl was or why she stood before them, much less how it was possible that their broer had risked so much to keep her safe.



“And also...” she hesitated for a moment before continuing, “He told me to ask Tyr for asiel...”


“How do you know that word??!!” Tyr growled while rushing toward her.

Afraid that she might have said something inappropriate, she tried to explain quickly. The words tumbled out of her mouth so rapidly that those listening couldn’t catch what she was saying. She took a deep breath before trying again, stuttering as she managed to say, “he... he made me memorize it...”

Lenna placed her hand on Tyr’s shoulder to make him step back. Losing control wouldn’t serve any purpose; they needed to think calmly and manage the situation before them.

“I can’t believe Sweyn would be so careless,” Bragi muttered. Until then, he had remained silent, evaluating every word spoken, analyzing every emotion gathered.

“And for him to have shared so much with a human, it must mean something...” Freyja pondered, trying to make some sense of the situation.

“He even gave her our names,” Vidar added stubbornly.

“Probably to protect her.”

“From what?” Tyr asked, puzzled.

“From us.”


EEN
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Several days later.

The days keep passing, and I’m not sure what I should be feeling. In the blink of an eye, my life took a sudden turn. Everything I thought I knew has vanished, and now I find myself lost in a fantasy world that terrifies me. Any single little noise scares me, reminding me that they are coming for me, what would they dare to do to me? I cannot imagine; all I know is that none of this should be happening to me.

I hear a creak on the other side of the door, and I huddle further into the corner where I’m hidden, clutching my legs tightly and holding my breath, waiting for the worse to happen... a couple of knocks at the door... I bury my head between my knees, pretending I haven’t heard a thing. Since I don’t respond, the person in the hallway takes the decision for me, opening the door. I curl up as tightly as I can, wishing I could become invisible, which might be possible in this place.

“Hello...” a feminine, raspy, and maternal voice comes daily, twice a day, to ask if I need anything and bring me food. Every time she speaks to me, I feel like crying, and I don’t even know why. “Is there anything I can bring you?”

I denied with my head, her deep sigh reached my ears, then seconds later, I heard her footsteps leaving the room, and a soft click of the door. Finally, I released the breath I had been holding the whole time. I don’t feel like she’s a threat, but I’m still not ready to face this reality.

Meeting Sweyn some time ago was a stroke of luck. It could have been anyone, a guy passing by, a stranger I would never have seen again. A coincidence, fate, a perfect alignment, whatever it was, it was my chance to catch a break. One day, a few hours, a single moment, I wanted to be free again, to feel the wind on my face and watch the hours pass in front of me without having to make a decision, without having to put on a brave face, without having to be anyone other than myself.

I managed to distract them for a moment in a small doll shop, then slipped out through the service door, venturing into a narrow alley, moving from one place to another, trying not to draw too much attention while also being quick. Perhaps I took many turns, or maybe all roads in the town led to the same place: the square. When I realized, I was returning to where I had started, I grew uneasy, and the only thing I could think of was to hide behind the large man who was staring at me. I doubted he could see me in the darkness of the alley, and without further thought, I pounced on him.

But instead of hiding behind his back, I thought it might be more convenient to hide my face... against his. I didn’t have time to think; I just acted. I’d always wanted to recreate that scene from romantic movies where two strangers kiss and embark on a torrid romance that turns out to be true love, all because of an innocent kiss they shared by mistake. Who wouldn’t want to experience a love like that? Anyway, when I heard that they had passed by us, I broke the contact to gaze at my accomplice. I was left breathless at the sight of his intriguing features. For Jupiter’s sake! He was strikingly handsome.

Square jaw, a neatly kept little beard, tanned skin, and those incredibly unique, beautiful green eyes. Moreover, he had an absolutely stunning body, and I could feel the strength in his arms beneath my hands, the firmness of his chest, and the well-endowed nature of him. So, I did what any woman in my position would have done; I kissed him once more. His lips were soft, which was a stark contrast to his expression.

I observe Penelope’s slow movements, walking deliberately towards the plate they’ve left nearby. She approaches her target cautiously and with distrust. The truth is that we don’t have much to worry about here. So far, they have been kind, except for Tyr, who has kept his distance. At times during the day, my heart fills with a warm sense of tranquility, something strange and superficial, but it provides me with a bit of relief. Being constantly worried and alert is exhausting. They’ve given me my space, allowing me to withdraw within, providing me with what I need to be comfortable, and letting me assimilate things at my own pace.

Sweyn is dead.


I can’t help it, but the thought of it makes tears start rolling down my face once more, something I can’t quite comprehend. I only knew him for a short time, just one day, a fleeting moment. He helped me escape my reality, took me to a safe place, made me feel like a real person again, instead of the prefabricated doll that I am. I had hoped to see him again, to repay the favor in some way, to be there for him when he needed it, but now it’s impossible; he’s no longer here.


I still have that day vivid in my memory, his beautiful green eyes resting on me, watching me as if I were the most extraordinary thing in this world. I remember each of his words and the way his lips moved. But without a doubt, what I remember most is that little smile he briefly showed me, a smile that melted my heart with that small gesture.

I realize I’ve fallen asleep when, upon opening my eyes again, I’m unable to discern anything due to the prevailing darkness in the room. Everything has turned pitch black in the absence of the moon. My stomach grumbles with hunger, and just as I’m about to look for the food left for me earlier, I see that Penelope has already taken care of that, nibbling on everything and leaving nothing I can eat. I turn on the nearest lamp to check the time on my wristwatch: 01:23 a.m. I’m torn between getting back into bed and going out in search of something to eat.

Finally, hunger overcomes me. I place Penelope gently on the bed, making sure she’s safe. I open the door cautiously and scan both sides of the hallway; it’s nothing but darkness. I assume that everyone must be asleep in their rooms by now. I need to find the stairs. From what I’ve observed from the window, I seem to be on the third or maybe even the fourth floor.

As I walk, the lights on either side of the hallway gradually ignite. Initially, it startles me every time I pass one, but by the time I reach the end of the corridor, I have got used to it. The stairs are a different matter; small halos of light illuminate each step from below. I try not to dwell on it too much because if I get distracted by it, I won’t be able to remember the way back. I count each step I descend and mentally note the direction I’m turning.

The entire place has a wooden floor, which causes it to creak in some places. Every time that happens, my heart skips a rather unpleasant beat, fearing that from any of the doors I leave behind, an angry Tyr might emerge. I recall his gaze when I first appeared here; if he could have, I’m sure he would have bitten my head off. I pass by the living room where they welcomed me and continue down the hallway. The lower floor is better illuminated, or perhaps it’s that I’ve become more accustomed to the darkness.

There’s no need for me to open every door I come across, as the kitchen door is entirely different. It’s made of wood like all the others, but this one has a large round window, just like the ones you’d find in restaurants. As I’m focused on memorizing the path, I don’t notice that the light inside is on until I’ve entered the room.

“Good evening,” a woman greets me from the countertop, holding a steaming cup in her hands.

“Oh...! I’m sorry...” I hurriedly say, about to leave.

“Don’t worry,” she says before I close the door, “you can’t sleep either, hum?”

I give her a suspicious look, and she smiles gently, turning her gaze back to the door leading outside, looking wistful. “Actually, I just woke up,” I confess, feeling a bit embarrassed, “but I felt a bit hungry and thought—”

“Come in,” she gestures for me to re-enter, as I’ve been standing with the door halfway in and halfway out of the kitchen, “you can take a look in the fridge, or if you prefer, I can make something for you.”

“Thank you,” I mumble, unsure of the best response. Searching on my own seems like the better option, but I don’t want her to think I’m rummaging through their stuffs. However, bothering her to fetch something also gives me pause. I hesitate for a moment but then notice the large bowl of fruit on the countertop, and that seems like a safe option. “I’ll take one of these,” I say, pulling out a pear and waving it in the air to indicate what I’m referring to.

She smiles at me and returns her attention to the door, appearing so indifferent to my presence, almost as if she doesn’t care whether I’m in the same house. Unconsciously, I find myself watching her for a little too long. She is a truly beautiful woman, with fair and radiant skin, and her blonde hair, currently braided, appears quite elaborately styled for just sleeping. She has delicate features and an elegant, slender figure without appearing too thin. However, what stands out the most about her is the aura of serenity and peace she seems to exude. I watch her take a brief sip of her drink and once again fix her gaze on the entrance.

“Do you mind if I keep you company?” I ask somewhat timidly.

“Not at all, please, have a seat.”

I position myself next to her on the countertop, and we spend a long while in silence until I gather the courage to engage in conversation. Several days of only talking to Penelope have left me in need of adult interaction.

“You’re not sleeping?” I inquire.

“Bragi went out tonight, and I’m waiting for him.”

I form an «O» with my lips, though without producing any sound, as if that statement explained everything, even though it doesn’t. I remember which one Bragi is, the one who looked younger, with noble eyes and a serene smile.

“He’s your... husband?” I inquire.

“He’s my... partner,” she responds. The way she says it triggers a multitude of questions about it, but that would be prying into very personal matters, so I say nothing more. I begin taking small bites of the pear, and she continues to speak. “I’m new here too.”

“Really?” I say, feeling more at ease. I release all the air from my lungs in a long exhale. “I don’t know about you, but I still half-expect a unicorn to come around any corner at any moment.”

She simply smiles but doesn’t offer anything, neither comfort nor explanations. In the end, I don’t think I’ll find what I came looking for— human connection. I’m about to get up from the stool to return to the room with Penelope when the door suddenly swings open, and the girl jumps from her seat, quickly heading for the entrance.

“You had me worried,” she says, while hugging the blonde guy.

He whispers very low something in her ear that I couldn’t listen to, and then they turn into a passionate kiss. I feel like I’m intruding and start to make my way out to give them privacy, but I’m intercepted before I can reach the door.

“Our guest has been keeping me company while I wait for you. Did you find anything?” The blonde boy shakes his head, then fixes his chocolate-colored eyes on me, leaving me paralyzed. It’s not like the gentle and friendly gazes from before; it’s hard and accusatory, like Tyr’s.

“Did you say anything to her?” The woman shakes her head, and they both look at me. Now I understand—they’ve asked her not to talk to me.

I sigh heavily. “I was just a bit hungry.” I lift the half-eaten pear I hold in my hand. “Penelope ate almost everything they brought me while I was sleeping, and I came down for some food.”

“Did you warn her about the pancakes?” Bragi asks the girl, and they both laugh. This time, I don’t even bother trying to understand.

I mumble an apology and start to back away when I stumble into someone. I don’t need to turn around to know who it is: Tyr.

“Secret meeting?” His voice is even more thunderous than Sweyn’s. I hold my breath, trying not to make any sudden moves... That’s the advice they give you when you encounter a bear: One, back away slowly; two, don’t run or make sudden movements to avoid triggering its predatory instinct; and three, lie down and play dead.

I closed my eyes tightly, hoping that by doing so, I might somehow disappear. But that doesn’t happen because immediately, another voice sounds very close.


“Do you know how terrifying you are at this hour of the night? Leave her alone for a moment, can’t you see how scared she is? Come, dear, let’s go for a long shoot of reality.”


When I open my eyes, I can see that, once again, everyone is gathered in the kitchen. Does nobody sleep in this house? To my side, there’s a slim young man with tousled hair and a radiant smile, the only one who keeps smiling at me. He takes me by the shoulders, positioning himself between Tyr and me as we pass by him. Behind him stands a stunning redhead who gives me a look even colder than the one from the giant bear. It’s as though I’ve somehow offended her. At this moment, the girl terrifies me much more than any of the imposing men.

He leads us to the spacious living room, the same room where I was first received. I take a seat on a couch facing the huge fireplace, while he heads to the side wall, where he rummages through the shelves. He returns with two glasses and a bottle, which I assume is liquor. This assumption is confirmed when he uncorks it, and a strong, aged scent fills the entire room. He pours an excessive amount into both glasses and pushes one toward me. I simply watch it without any real intention of drinking it. I’ve never been into that.


“Drink, I promise I won’t tell anyone. It’ll be our secret,”
I looked at the glass he gave me, suspiciously. “I know you are underage yet, but what I will tell you is worth the drink.”


“Do you know who I am?” I ask, bewildered.

“Dear, we all know who you are.”

“So...”

“They don’t care,” he says, shrugging and taking a sip from his own glass. “They live in their own world.”

“You talk as if you’re not part of it...”

“I’m not. I’m just an ordinary human, like you. Of course, without the fame that surrounds you,” he adds with a radiant smile, and it’s a bit silly, but that simple gesture makes my heart race a bit.


“Ordinary human...” Those words sound so strange. “Can you tell me what they are, or have they forbidden you from talking to me as well?”


He sighs and pushes the glass toward me again. I suppose he wants to get me drunk so I won’t remember what he’s about to tell me. To test my theory, I take a small sip, and I almost choke. The liquor burns my throat, leaving an unpleasant sensation.

“The Brácaros are...” he pauses for a moment. “I don’t know what they are, but I do know what they’re not, and they’re not humans like you and me.”

“Yes, I think I figured that out on my own when they were able to see inside my head,” I said, cutting his explanation a bit short, as it doesn’t provide any major revelations.

“I forgot you’d already seen them in action. I can’t tell you much, as I only know the story in broad strokes.”

“How did you end up here with them?”


“My cousin, Lenna, is married to Tyr,” the way he said the word ‘married’ piques my curiosity, and I make a mental note to revisit it later when he finishes his story. “We met the Brácaros when we lived on the other continent. I had to return to Greece with my family, and she joined the clan. Through twists of fate, we met again here recently. I’m not sure, but they own these lands or something like that.”


“Were you here when... when Sweyn died?”

“No, and don’t ask me what happened. They don’t talk about it.”

I fall silent, trying to hold back the tears that welled up in my eyes each time I remember Tyr’s harsh words when he received me: ‘Sweyn has ceased to exist’. That’s how he delivered the news, abruptly and without anesthesia or delicacy, without caring how it might affect me. I blink quickly. I don’t know how long this man will keep talking with me before they come and break his mouth for revealing these secrets.


“You mentioned a clan. Do you mean something like a cult?”


“No, I mean exactly that, a clan, like the ones from centuries ago. They are... Well, let’s just say they’re older than electricity.”

“Miles?” The female voice from behind me makes me jump in my place, causing me to spill the drink I was holding in my hands. “Lenna is calling you.”

“Thank you,” the young man returned his attention to me. “You and I may not know much about them or what’s happening, but one thing you can be sure of: they will protect you. If Sweyn sent you here, it was for a reason, and the Brácaros have strong bonds of brotherhood and loyalty. They will honor the memory of their brother, even if he’s no longer with us.”

He gets up to leave, and as he passes by me, briefly presses my shoulder in a sign of support. He leaves me alone in a completely unfamiliar room. Everything has been chaotic since I escaped from the bus. I don’t understand why I’m here or what made me decide to look for him. All I know is that I’m not asking the right questions. I need to start thinking clearly and stop moping around in corners. I need to find answers, but, above all, I need to get back my life.


TWEE
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The days continue to pass, and there have been no significant changes in my routine here with the Brácaros. I spend most of my day in the room they’ve assigned to me or outside, training with Miles. He insists that it’s necessary for all of us to be prepared for whatever might come our way. As vague as that may sound, they don’t tell me more. I haven’t had the opportunity to speak with him as intimately as that night again, as whenever we are together, we are subjected to the scrutiny of the redhead. I wonder if she’s the one they’ve designated as my sentinel, as when I’m outside the palace, she never takes her eyes off me.


One afternoon, Lenna, the pregnant girl who brings me food to the room, sat down to talk with me. She told me about the origin of the Highlands and how the Brácaros have returned to inhabit the palace. That’s when I realized that only Miles, Arieen, and I are ordinary humans, as they often refer to us. The rest of them are... to be honest, I still don’t know what they are. I only know that they possess incredible strength and abilities that I’ve only read about in Harry Potter books. And after what happened on the bus, the safest place for me is with them.


We are in a huge garden at the back of the palace, where Vidar, the only one of them who doesn’t approach me, is teaching, in a very bad mud I must add, to Arieen to shoot with a large gun that look like something out of an anime, a little further are Miles and the redhead practicing archery. They tried to teach me both things but they realized that I’m a hopeless case, my aim sucks and I’m more of a danger with a gun in my hands than a support, for now they have dedicated themselves to leave me aside, so I just watch them with Penelope going back and forth with her calm gait between my feet.

I jump when I hear Vidar utter obscenities and complain about Arieen’s performance. From my perspective, she wasn’t doing all that bad, but what do I know? I watch as Bragi approaches them with his calm stride, hugs her by the shoulders, and they walk away, leaving a very irritated Brácaros behind. Immediately, his eyes fall on me, and I lower my gaze so he can’t lash out at me for being lazy. I feel something strange in the air, as if a warm breeze had suddenly arrived, but when I lift my head again, it’s gone, just like Vidar. Everyone is watching me as if I had fallen asleep and missed the best part of a movie, so I return my attention to the turtle, which is sliding back and forth.


Penelope is the only thing I managed to get off the bus with me, which was simply a stroke of luck because, just before we crashed into nothingness, I was talking to her, as I always do when I’m upset or sad. I keep replaying the moments leading up to the accident, and nothing makes sense. For months, we had left the Highlands, making a random stop in a town that wasn’t even on the map. We were heading to the next show, and they were scolding me again for disappearing for a day, a day with Sweyn. Since then, they hadn’t left me alone for a second, not even to take a shower.


I was locked in my room inside the bus, knowing they could see me but not hear me through the camera connected to my manager’s phone. I took Penelope out of her aquarium to put her on the bed with me. I stroked her shell with my finger while I told her how terrible my life was and how much I longed for the whole trip to end, though not in the way it did.

Then everything went to hell.

I felt the jolt of the first impact, held Penelope in my hands, and huddled in a corner of the room as I had been taught. I placed a pillow in front of me to cushion any potential blows. Then the bus began to spin and spin out of control. I tensed my body and held onto whatever I could to avoid bouncing around. As soon as it stopped, I climbed out of the window without looking for anything except a bag to put my turtle in. I turned around to check on the others when I got my first glimpse of those things – grotesque shadows that began to climb from all sides, devouring the wreckage of the accident.

And as if it were a dream, Sweyn’s voice echoed in my head, reminding me of what he had told me, what he had made me memorize...


“If you ever find yourself in danger, hold onto this tightly and remember my words,” he had said, handing me a small piece of red fabric. “Do your best to reach the palace atop the Highlands and seek out my Brácaros brothers. Pay attention and learn each name and each word.”


Bragi, Vidar, and Tyr. The journey to them was challenging, even though I wasn’t very far away, I constantly felt pursued. The only thing that calmed me was that fleeting sense of peace that came over me suddenly, as if Sweyn were somehow by my side, protecting me. It took me three days to reach them, but I succeeded. Fortunately, I remembered every word I had to say, and although I initially thought they wouldn’t let me stay, they accepted each of them as an undeniable truth.

Now I’m here, with them, but without Sweyn.

“I don’t want to be a complainer,” I tell Lenna, who has sat down next to me. “But, don’t they have a television? I’d like to know what’s happening outside, what they’re saying about the accident, to know if my manager and staff are okay—”

The look she gives me says it all.


“From what you’ve told us, you were attacked by dakloos, and I doubt anyone survived. They’re devoted to destruction, regardless of who they are,” Lenna says, confirming my fears. “I can ask Miles to install a television in your room, and you can use the computer that is in the library whenever you like.”


“I should have stayed to help them. Now I’ll always wonder if I could have saved at least one of them,” I mutter, hugging my legs tightly.


“No,” Lenna places her hand on mine. “You did what you had to do—survive. Don’t blame yourself for the actions of the dakloos. They are driven by hatred, and once they fix their sights on a target, they care about nothing else in their pursuit.”


“And I was their target?”

“In some way, I think you were.”


“Why? I don’t think it was because I’m famous. Miles told me in... their world, that’s not important.”


Lenna ponders for a moment before responding, “I believe it has more to do with Sweyn than with you.”


I want to ask a thousand questions, but before any of them can escape my lips, Lenna shifts her attention elsewhere and leaves abruptly, without warning. I pick up Penelope and enter the palace without asking for permission, even though my outdoor time isn’t over. After all, she granted me access to the library computer, right?



I open doors until I find a room that looks like a library, though a museum room might be a more accurate description. Hidden among shelves and grand columns, I find a desk. I immediately take a seat and power up the computer. The screen lights up, and I’m in. I had expected it to be a bit of a struggle to gain access, maybe an ancient computer with a password, but no, it’s just a regular machine. I search for the browser and Google my name. I click on the first link that comes up and quickly read the news.



«Accident», «death», «driving under the influence of alcohol», «drug problem» are some of the words that stand out in the article, making it seem sordid, as if I had traveled with a group of drug-addicted prostitutes. I read the article a couple of times before leaving the site and clicking on another. I continue this way across several news outlets. My breathing accelerates with each lie that’s been told. I feel like smashing the screen against the wall.


“DAMMIT!” I growl in frustration. “Dammit, dammit, dammit!”

“Are you okay?”

The question startles me, especially because I was about to hurl something out the window. I carefully put the object back in its place and turned to the person who surprised me in the midst of a hysterical fit.

“No... I just read what happened to my staff.” My interlocutor remains silent, indifferent to my mood or personal drama. I sigh tiredly, and without them asking for an explanation, I provide one. “My manager was the sole survivor. She gave an official statement to the media, saying the driver was drunk and that, despite her efforts to dissuade him from driving, he did so, causing us to go off the road.”

“A bit irresponsible of her to let a drunk person drive a tour bus. I’d accuse her of negligence and more.”

If that’s his attempt at making me laugh, it doesn’t work.

“I can’t believe she’s saying I’m dead. How do she explain the absence of a body?”

I stare at him, expecting an answer, but he simply shrugs.

“The power of money.”

“Why aren’t they looking for me?”

“Darling, you’re asking for answers I don’t have.”

And he leaves, leaving me feeling extremely frustrated, annoyed, and disturbed. I grab the first book within reach and throw it at one of the shelves.

“I HATE ALL OF YOU!” I shout as loud as my lungs allow, grabbing another book and making it collide with the wall, the shelves, and the columns, not caring if I break something.

Exhausted, I crouch down near the desk.

“Are you finished?”

This time, I don’t even react to the new voice, nor do I bother to respond. If they can choose when to acknowledge my existence, I can do the same with them. I hear the sound of a keyboard, and for a moment, I think it’s her checking what’s upset me. But I’m being naive; it’s just Penelope trying to reach a pen to nibble on.

I don’t know why I’m still here when it’s clear that no one cares about what happens to me. I think they only keep me around out of respect for their brother’s memory and the promise to look after me if I ever needed help. I guess, after all, coming here wasn’t as brilliant an idea as I imagined. It was an irrational response to the imminent danger I was in. When I finally come to this realization, I make up my mind to get on with my life, be seen by the village, let them know I’m alive, and move on from there. Enough time has passed, and if no one has looked for me here, maybe everything that happened was just a fantasy created by my subconscious trying to justify the events.

I stand up to go to my room and start making plans. I’m surprised that the redhead is still in the room, so silent that not even her breathing can be heard.

“I’m going to bed,” I announce as dignified as I can, holding Penelope in my hands and taking the pen she was chewing on.

“Some of the books you threw are over ten centuries old,” the redhead says.

I step over the books scattered on the floor, making no effort to show that I’m genuinely upset about destroying something precious.

“I’ll write you a check.”

Tyr catches up with me a few steps from the stairs. I could almost taste the privacy of my room. It’s as if they’re waiting for the least appropriate moment to appear.

“I heard you had a little outburst in the library,” Tyr says.

“I suppose Bragi or redhead told you.”

“It wasn’t necessary. I heard your screams from the other side of the property.”

I won’t be intimidated.

“Well... and since it seems like you can read my thoughts, I’d like to inform you verbally that I plan to leave early tomorrow. I appreciate the hospitality, but it’s time for me to return to my ordinary life.”

Tyr smiles sardonically, and I have the urge to slap him, but instead, I just roll my eyes. Seeing that he won’t add anything or try to persuade me, I continue on my way.

“If you expected me to beg for your company, you’re mistaken, girl. I already have enough people to worry about without adding a human’s whims to the mix. However, I won’t deny that I’m curious. Sweyn always showed contempt for humans, all of them. What makes you so special that he risked his clan to keep you safe? There’s more to that day than Vidar can see.”

Tyr doesn’t wait for my response; he heads for the kitchen. I stand in place, watching him disappear through the door. I hear voices whispering, and they vanish as the door stops swaying from side to side. My anger has returned and in greater proportion. What an unpleasant guy!

I reach my room, illuminated only by the moonlight streaming through the open windows. I lock the door and lean against it for a moment, trying to regain my determination, which Tyr drained with that brief conversation.

“I don’t know what I should do, Penelope,” I say, lifting the turtle until she’s eye level.

Memories of the day I spent with Sweyn flood my mind without me calling for them. The alley, the kiss, the escape. For a moment, I thought he recognized me, that he knew exactly who I was and that’s why he helped me hide from my manager and security guards. I couldn’t have been more wrong; he had no idea. He led me far away from the central square and the commotion my disappearance caused, deep into the forest. What was curious was that I never felt fear of being alone with him, not even because of the hard expression he tried to maintain.

We reached a clearing with the most beautiful scenery I had ever seen. And what was my surprise? He didn’t make any advances; he just stood there, next to me, gazing at the mountains. Meanwhile, all I could think about was wanting to kiss him again. But nothing of the sort happened. We began talking about how pleasant the village was, how beautiful everything was, and although he initially responded with grunts, he soon let his guard down, and we couldn’t stop talking.

And then, when I announced that I had to go...

“Did you know all of this would happen, Sweyn?” I throw the question into the night, approaching the window, trying to let the spring air clear my head... and my heart.

I wait in silence for a response that I’m sure will never come.

Suddenly, a gust of air changes direction, hitting me in the face—cold, sudden, and, if I could express it, annoying. I reach out to close the window when I notice something in the distance.

“Sweyn!”
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Sweyn

Coldness.

There is nothing around me except icy wind and darkness.


This, perhaps, is the Gjöll River, from which I can never escape, and no one will find me. Since Aldair, my father, brought me to the Brácaros’ palace, I knew this would be my fate—to be lost for all eternity, alone in infinite nothingness. I still hold a little warmth in my heart, knowing it has been worth it because I saved my broers. If this is all I have left, living forever remembering, then so be it.


“My heart to the clan...”

Those words cut my throat like blades—the last thing I uttered, my death sentence at the same time as my consecrated wish.


“...And my soul to my minnaar.”



Is it possible? Could I dare to think? I, the bastard son of the fourth created warrior, had a purpose, a function, a destiny, but... did I also have the right to claim a minnaar like the rest of my broers, or was I free to love? Perhaps now it doesn’t matter anymore, but what else can I do here except create my own fantasy of a dignified existence?


“Sweyn... Sweyn!”


Impossible! Someone is looking for me. How is it that I can hear something from here? Or perhaps... has my zus also died and come to find me in Helheim?


“Sweyn.”


No, that’s not my zus’s voice; it’s not her.



I didn’t know that even here, in the middle of nowhere, I could experience anguish or relief, but I feel relief knowing that Freyja is not swimming in the frozen waters of Gjöll. But then, who is calling me? Or is it just another cruel torment to which I will be subjected for all eternity?


“SWEYN!”


DRIEE
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Faarah


I almost forgot I’d locked the door due to my haste, and I began to frantically pull on the doorknob, unable to open it. I hurry down the stairs as fast as I can, stumbling a couple of times but quickly getting back on my feet, not caring about anything else. I reach the first floor, making so much noise that all the inhabitants of the palace start coming out from wherever they are. Without stopping to offer any explanations, I rush through the corridor like an arrow until I reach the kitchen and head out to the backyard.

“Sweyn!” I shout as soon as I’m outside.

The further I go, the darker my path becomes. I keep stumbling due to my clumsiness and the inability to see exactly where I’m heading. I feel my lungs burning from the effort, finding it hard to breathe. I stopped near where I saw him. He’s supposed to be here. I spin in all directions. This is the spot. I can see the window of the room; I’m next to the red rock, beneath the twisted tree. This is the exact spot where I saw Sweyn.

“What are you saying?” I jumped at Tyr’s voice beside me; I didn’t realize he was following me. Behind him are Vidar and the other man they haven’t introduced.

“I saw him,” I say breathlessly. “I saw Sweyn here.”

“How?” Vidar asks.

“I don’t know,” I reply between gasps. “I was at the window...”

“I mean, how did you see him? Standing? Injured? Corporeal?”

I open my mouth to respond, but I close it immediately. That question requires a precise answer. I close my eyes, evoking the image in my mind. “He was standing, definitely standing right here,” I place myself in the spot where I’m certain I saw him. “He was glowing.”

“Glowing?” Tyr asks.

“Yes, like a lamp, he had a halo of red light.”

“His soul,” Tyr murmurs.

“That’s what Frigg asked us to search for in the forest,” Vidar replies in the same tone. “She wants us to find Sweyn’s soul.”

“What will you do, Tyr?” This time, the stranger joins the conversation.

“I believe there’s a reason she’s here; she has come to find Sweyn’s soul.”

Before I have time to ask about it, the air becomes suffused with a foul stench, like rotting garbage or sewage, an odor I’ve detected before.


“Dakloos,” Vidar mutters.


And as if it were all an act of magic, a moment later, the forest is filled with light, and a man dressed in a heavy fur coat appears by my side. I step back, trying to put some distance between us since he’s incredibly close. As I do, I stumble over something on the ground and fall on my backside. Like a frightened child, I continue to retreat while still on the ground. The newcomer smiles broadly, and my heart is about to burst from how fast it’s beating. Then Tyr stands in front of me, and the other man with violet eyes takes me by the arm to help me stand up.

“You are in Bracarians land,” Tyr’s voice, which had frightened me before, now sounds much more alarming, like that of a true wild bear.

Although it has the opposite effect on the newcomer, who bursts into laughter. The stench is so overpowering that I feel nauseous, though I can’t pinpoint where it’s coming from. Could it be the redhead man’s scent? I tightly grab the arm of the person who helped me stand up. I don’t realize how tightly I’m holding him until he murmurs very softly.

“If I want to use this arm again, you’ll have to let the blood flow. And trust me, I want to use it again.”

I give him an apologetic look and release my grip on his arm. He gently pushes me behind him, sheltering me with his body. Seconds later, a noise behind me makes me turn my head quickly. I grip the man’s shirt tightly until I can see the face of the newcomer: it’s Bragi. I relax my grip a bit, but I don’t let go of my captive. Something is happening here, and I’m sure I won’t like it.
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