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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 – wife 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 honour-guard

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




Hard it is on earth,

Axe time, sword time, shields are sundered,

Wind time, wolf time,

Ere the world falls

The Voluspa




WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE

Orka: Orka’s husband Thorkel has been murdered and her son Breca abducted. With her companions Lif and Mord she has tracked her son Breca to the Grimholt, a fortress in the north of Vigrið. Once there Orka is captured by the Galdurman Skalk, but with the help of the vaesen Spert and Vesli she breaks free, letting the wolf in her blood loose to rip and tear and rend.

Orka discovers that Breca is not there, although she finds a number of other Tainted children held captive. At the Grimholt she is reunited with the Bloodsworn, a mercenary band that she used to lead, her by-name Orka Skullsplitter. The new chief of the Bloodsworn, Glornir Shieldbreaker, is the brother of Orka’s murdered husband.

While at the Grimholt, Orka and the Bloodsworn learn that Lik-Rifa the dragon-god has been set free from her imprisonment beneath the roots of the ancient ash tree, Oskutreð.

Glornir is in pursuit of Skalk, a Galdurman of Darl, because he has abducted Glornir’s wife, Vol the Seiðr-witch. He asks Orka to come with him, but she declines, hearing that Glornir and the Bloodsworn have fought a dragon-born at the recently discovered chamber of Rotta the rat-god. Orka hopes to find clues of her son’s whereabouts at this place. Glornir sends a handful of the Bloodsworn to show her the way to Rotta’s chamber and then they part ways on their separate quests.

At Rotta’s chamber Orka and her companions find evidence that children were recently held captive here.

While at the chambers Myrk of the Raven-Feeder arrives. She is a dragon-born, sister to Ilska the Cruel and brother to Drekr, who murdered Orka’s husband and abducted Breca, and she is leading a small group of the Raven-Feeders. Myrk discovers the body of her father, who had been slain by Varg No-Sense of the Bloodsworn. Both Orka and Myrk want answers. A fight ensues, the handful of Bloodsworn with Orka coming to her aid. Together they defeat the Raven-Feeders and Myrk is taken captive.

Myrk agrees to lead Orka and her companions to Breca in return for information on who killed her father. They travel to Starl, a trading town on Lake Horndal, where Orka meets Elvar and the Battle-Grim, and Ulfrir the thralled wolf-god. She discovers that Myrk is leading her on a false trail, and she makes a deal with Elvar and the Battle-Grim. They help stage an escape for Myrk in return for Orka sending word to Glornir and the Bloodsworn from Elvar, saying that Elvar wants to hire them in her fight against Lik-Rifa the dragon-god.

Myrk escapes and Orka tracks her, following her to Nastrandir, the halls of Lik-Rifa, and then on to Svelgarth, where a warband of warriors and vaesen under the command of the rat-god Rotta are assaulting the fortress town.

Orka infiltrates the camp while the attack is underway, finds Breca and escapes with him. She is pursued and caught by frost-spiders and tragically bitten, poison seeping through her. With her last strength she throws Breca into the river in the hope that the current will take him to the meeting point with her companions.

Varg: Varg is a slave who has killed the man who owned him, Kolskegg, and escaped the farm he has worked on all his life. He knows that his sister Frøya has died, he felt her die, but he does not know how. With a lock of his sister’s hair he has sought a Seiðr-witch to perform an akáll, a spell that shows the last moments of someone’s life, and that is how he became involved with the mercenary band the Bloodsworn. They took him on as an apprentice, and he has recently discovered that he is tainted, the wolf-god Ulfrir in his blood, and that the Bloodsworn are all tainted, too, their secret closely guarded.

He is at the Grimholt when the Bloodsworn are reunited with Orka, and he travels south with the Bloodsworn in pursuit of Skalk the Galdurman. They take with them the Tainted children they found as captives in the Grimholt.

During the journey to Darl, Varg meets a thrall he used to know at Kolskegg’s farm, and she tells him the name of the slaver in Darl who purchased Varg’s sister from Kolskegg. Brimil.

Once at Darl the Bloodsworn assault Skalk’s Galdur tower, only to discover that it is already under attack by Prince Jaromir of Iskidan. They fail to find Vol or Skalk in the tower and so continue into the main hall of Darl, attacking Queen Helka and taking her son Prince Hakon captive.

Glornir negotiates with Queen Helka, and Helka agrees to loan the Bloodsworn a longship and hire them to hunt Prince Jaromir in return for the safe return of her son, Hakon.

While in Darl, Varg tracks down the slaver, Brimil, with the help of Svik, Einar and Røkia. They discover that Brimil sold Frøya to Brák Trolls-Bane, a huntsman in the employ of Drekr.

The Bloodsworn sail to Liga and find out that Prince Jaromir has already set sail for Iskidan. They set out in pursuit. During their voyage they are attacked at sea by two crews of tongue-eaters, an abomination of a parasite creature that slowly eats the tongue of its host and takes over their mind. The Bloodsworn defeat them, wipe out one crew and give chase to the second ship as it flees. They follow the tongue-eaters to an island, where they destroy them and their queen. While on the island they discover druzhina warriors of Prince Jaromir who have been captured and had the parasites laid inside them. Glornir offers them a quick, honourable death in return for knowledge of where Jaromir is taking Vol.

Varg and the Bloodsworn sail to Iskidan, past the port of Ulaz and up a river, eventually leaving the Sea-Wolf to travel across country and catch up with Jaromir as he reaches his fortress of Valdai. A battle ensues, where Vol is set free, Jaromir is killed and dungeons are found full of Tainted thralls, all of them the Tainted children of Kirill, the Khagan of Iskidan. They also find maps and plans in Valdai that suggest Jaromir was plotting an invasion of Vigrið.

Elvar: Elvar has travelled to Oskutreð with the mercenary band the Battle-Grim. Their prisoner Uspa the Seiðr-witch has made a bargain with them, offering to lead them to this fabled place of untold treasure in return for the Battle-Grim hunting down and rescuing her abducted son Bjarn from Ilska the Cruel and her Raven-Feeders. Uspa and a handful of the Battle-Grim – Agnar, Sighvat, Elvar, Grend and Agnar’s Seiðr-witch, Kráka – all bind themselves to each other, swearing the magical blóð svarið, the blood oath.

Once at Oskutreð they were attacked by the Raven-Feeders, Ilska and her dragon-born kin conducting a Seiðr-ceremony involving many abducted Tainted children, and they set the dragon-god Lik-Rifa free. Agnar chief of the Battle-Grim was deceitfully slain by Biórr, a young man who had become Elvar’s lover, but was secretly Tainted and one of the Raven-Feeders. It was Biórr who orchestrated the abduction of Bjarn.

Lik-Rifa bursts from the bowels of Oskutreð, slays two of the three winged women who have stood guard over her for three centuries, and the Battle-Grim can only stand and watch as the dragon and Raven-Feeders leave Oskutreð.

The survivors of the Battle-Grim set about gathering as much treasure as they can, while Elvar and those who swore the blood oath struggle over how they are going to complete their task of rescuing Bjarn, now that he is in the company of a dragon-god.

While searching the battle plain for treasure the winged warrior Skuld regains consciousness. There is a brief struggle and Elvar manages to bind her with the thrall-collar taken from one of the tainted. Skuld agrees to guide them deep underground into the tunnels beneath the great tree, where she says greater treasure is to be found.

Once underground they discover the remains of Lik-Rifa’s chamber and find a Galdrabok of Seiðr-spells that she has written. Within this book Uspa comes across a spell that can raise a dead god. They construct a Seiðr-spelled thrall-collar in a forge beneath Oskutreð and resurrect the wolf-god, Ulfrir, but he is weak from his ancient injuries.

Elvar and the Battle-Grim travel south. A meeting is held to decide who the next chief will be, and Elvar and Huld fight a holmganga duel to decide the new chief. Elvar wins, slaying Huld.

Elvar decides to travel south to Snakavik. On the way the Battle-Grim stop at the lakeside trading town of Starl to restock their supplies. While here they meet Orka and agree to help her in return for Orka getting a message to Glornir and the Bloodsworn: that Elvar wishes to hire them in her efforts to defeat Lik-Rifa.

Elvar continues her journey south to Snakavik to see her father, Jarl Störr. She asks to hire his Berserkir guards, but he refuses. Instead, he attempts to take her captive and steal the treasure that the Battle-Grim have taken from Oskutreð.

Ulfrir assumes his wolf-form and eats Jarl Störr, a battle ensuing, during which Elvar slays her older brother, Thorun, and as her father’s oldest heir she becomes the Seiðr-lord of her father’s Berserkirs.

Biórr: Biórr is a Tainted rat-blood who has infiltrated the Battle-Grim. He orchestrated the abduction of Bjarn and left clues for the Raven-Feeders to track the Battle-Grim to Oskutreð.

He slays Agnar, chief of the Battle-Grim, and sets their Tainted thralls free – Kráka the Seiðr-witch and Ilmur the Hundur-thrall. Then he leaves Oskutreð with Lik-Rifa and the Raven-Feeders.

Biórr is reunited with his old comrades in the Raven-Feeders, Storolf Wartooth, Red Fain and his old lover, Myrk, sister of Ilska and Drekr. The Raven-Feeders travel east as Lik-Rifa leads them to her ancient hall of Nastrandir. She feels weak after three hundred years of captivity and has sustained injuries from her fight with her three-winged gaolers, and so wishes to recover in the safety of her halls. During the journey the Tainted children abducted for the ceremony to release Lik-Rifa are taught about their heritage, their tainted bloodlines and weapons craft.

Once they reach Nastrandir they discover that it is not empty, the rat-god Rotta is there waiting for them.

Lik-Rifa summons the vaesen to her, as they are her creations.

While Lik-Rifa is recovering, many gather to them, and Myrk arrives, vowing vengeance against Orka.

Guðvarr, a servant of Skalk the Galdurman and Queen Helka, arrives. He tells Lik-Rifa of Skalk and Helka’s plan to resurrect the eagle-god, Orna, and thrall her.

Biórr travels south. The warband splits, Lik-Rifa leading half to Darl, and Rotta leading the rest to Svelgarth, a fortress town ruled by Jarl Orlyg. They assault Svelgarth, and during this attack Biórr sees Orka and a handful of the Bloodsworn infiltrate the camp in search of Breca. There is a bloody fight and Biórr’s friend Storolf Wartooth is slain. Biórr kills one of the Bloodsworn, Revna Hare-Legs, but Orka manages to escape with her son.

Guðvarr: Guðvarr is a drengr of Fellur village, nephew to the village’s Jarl Sigrún. He had been pursuing Orka, Lif and Mord, and when he arrived at the Grimholt he found them as prisoners and slew Mord while he was spider-poisoned and chained to a wall. He fled when Orka unleashed the wolf in her blood and ended up on a boat with Skalk and the Grimholt survivors, rowing south for Darl.

Guðvarr is ambitious and in Skalk he sees opportunity for advancement, so makes himself useful to the Galdurman. He becomes embroiled in the plans of Skalk and Queen Helka of Darl, but in an unpleasant turn of events he is strapped to a table in Skalk’s Galdur tower and the Galdurman used his power to command a hyrndur – a type of large, aggressive hornet – to eat its way into Guðvarr’s veins, settling close to his heart. Skalk orders Guðvarr to befriend Prince Hakon, Queen Helka’s son, because he suspects Hakon is involved in some kind of plot against his mother, Queen Helka. Guðvarr is still strapped to the table when Prince Jaromir of Iskidan attacks the Galdur tower, defeats Skalk and takes Vol for his own prisoner. Shortly after the Bloodsworn attack and Guðvarr escapes during the chaos.

Guðvarr applies himself to becoming part of Hakon’s inner circle, and in time uncovers that Hakon is plotting with the dragon-born Drekr, the killer of Thorkel and brother of Ilska the Cruel. Hakon has been helping in the abduction and movement of Tainted children through Helka’s realm.

In an attempt to remain useful and avoid death from Skalk and Helka, Guðvarr volunteers to carry a message north to Drekr and Lik-Rifa. He meets the dragon-god and confesses all, telling her that Skalk and Lik-Rifa are planning to resurrect and thrall Orna the eagle-god, to use her in battle against Lik-Rifa.

In an act of betrayal against Skalk and Helka, Guðvarr helps to orchestrate Lik-Rifa’s attack against Darl. His aunt, Jarl Sigrún, slays Queen Helka and Guðvarr slays Prince Hakon while Lik-Rifa descends upon the recently resurrected Orna and rips her to shreds.




CHAPTER ONE

VARG

“Ach,” Varg hissed as Røkia pierced a flap of skin hanging from his cheek with a fishhook, then stabbed into the flesh of his face and drew a line of thread through it. He felt fresh blood trickle down into his beard. “Ach,” he grunted again.

“Stop complaining,” Røkia muttered as she began stitching his cheek back together.

“I’m not, but it hurts,” Varg said.

“Pain is an enemy. Defeat it,” Røkia muttered.

Varg sighed.

A face loomed in front of him: Svik, handsome, braided beard and oiled red hair. Not looking at all like he had fought a vicious battle the day before. Svik frowned at him.

“First your ear, now your cheek. If you keep allowing people to carve pieces from your body soon there will be nothing left of you,” he said.

“I didn’t allow it,” Varg scowled, causing Røkia’s stitching to pull. He winced. She is better at stabbing than stitching.

Røkia sat back and threw her hands in the air. “This is ridiculous,” she said.

“First Røkia saves your life, and now she stitches you back together. What would you do without her?” Svik continued, ignoring Røkia.

“I am in her debt,” Varg agreed. Although I gained this wound because I climbed the fortress wall and leaped into a score of enemies to save Røkia. But it turned out that it was she who saved me.

“Your mail needs cleaning,” Svik observed, pointing at bloodstains. “The blood will rust it.”

Varg looked down at it, saw dark patches where blood had crusted. Even his silver arm ring given to him by Glornir was caked with blood.

“I’ve told him that,” Røkia said.

“You should listen to Røkia,” Svik said with a smile.

“I do.” Varg said. “I will. Clean the mail, I mean.”

“Do you want me to continue stitching your face back together, or is the pain too great for you?” Røkia asked mockingly.

Svik laughed.

Varg sucked in a deep breath. “Please, continue,” he said.

Røkia grunted and went back to her stitching.

They were seated on a bench in the courtyard of Valdai, Prince Jaromir’s fortress in Iskidan, a cloudless sky and searing sun overhead, carrion birds circling. The courtyard was stained with patches of blood, corpses piled in a heap to one side of the shattered gates. A tangle of arms, legs, faces, pale in death. Black crusted wounds like open mouths. Jaromir’s druzhina, all stripped of their weapons and mail, boots and breeks, anything worth taking. Buzzards perched on limbs, their beaks red. Beyond the mound of the dead lay a line of freshly piled stone barrows running along one wall, fifteen of the Bloodsworn fallen in battle yesterday. Varg had helped dig those graves, had shed tears as stones had been piled over his comrades-in-arms. Edel still stood there, looking down at the graves. She had buried one of her hounds with the fallen, her surviving hound lying across the stones. The old huntress was weeping. Varg looked away, his gaze coming to rest upon the largest of the barrows, where Ingmar Ice had been laid. Killed by the blade of Jaromir.

“I only knew him a short while,” Varg murmured to himself. “It feels … longer.” Like family. Until now the only family I’ve ever known is my sister. His hand strayed to the pouch at his belt, where he kept a lock of Frøya’s hair.

“When you stand in the shield wall together the bonds of kinship grow strong,” Svik said, resting a hand on Varg’s shoulder.

“The more you talk, the worse your scar will be,” Røkia murmured, focused on her handiwork.

“Scars make you handsome,” Svik said. “And irresistible to women.”

Røkia snorted her contempt, making Svik grin.

Members of the Bloodsworn were sitting around the courtyard, most of them tending to wounds or to damaged kit, either repairing rents in their flesh or rents in their coats of mail, sewing, stitching, darning, greasing. Some stood on the walls and towers, standing watch.

Glornir and Vol stepped out of the doors of the feast hall, Glornir’s long-axe balanced across one shoulder, his other hand protectively on the Seiðr-witch’s arm, supporting her as she walked. Though, after having seen what she’d done to Jaromir with her powers, Varg suspected she was fully able to look after herself.

Sulich walked with them, head freshly shaved, dressed in the coat of lamellar plate that Varg had given to him, a bow case and quiver hanging from his belt. Behind him followed more than a score of people, men and women, a mixture of pale and dark-skinned. The prisoners that had been discovered in the rooms behind the feast hall.

“Are they really all Tainted children of the Great Khagan?” Varg asked.

“That is what Sulich said, and he would know, as he is one of them,” Svik said.

Vol looked around the courtyard and saw Varg sitting with Røkia and Svik. She said something to Glornir, and they made their way towards them.

“Finished,” Røkia said, sitting back and examining her handiwork with narrowed eyes. She tied off the gut thread and cut it with her seax. Varg gently touched the wound, the skin feeling swollen and lumpy.

“My thanks,” he said.

“Huh,” Røkia grunted.

Glornir nodded a greeting, his bulk casting Varg in shade.

“Chief,” the three of them said.

“Vol,” Svik said, “it is good to have you back.”

Vol was thin, her face bruised, the Seiðr-tattoos on her neck blending and almost hidden by the bruising. There were red pinprick-wounds around her mouth where her lips had been stitched together. But strength emanated from her dark eyes.

“It is good to be back, Svik, good to see you, and all my brothers and sisters,” she said through swollen lips, then looked to Varg. “Glornir tells me you have grown. That you are truly one of us now. I have not forgotten that I made you a promise, back in the caves of Rotta’s chamber. I owe you an akáll.”

“Are you strong enough?” Glornir asked.

“Tsk, I managed to eviscerate Jaromir, did I not?” Vol said.

“Aye, you did,” Glornir said, a hint of pride in his voice, a rare smile twitching his lips.

Vol reached out and touched Varg’s shoulder. “Is it still something you wish for? To view an akáll is no small thing. It may reveal things that are best left … unseen.”

Varg’s breath caught in his chest. To find out how his sister had died. It had been all that had driven him for so long. I will see Frøya’s last moments. He had longed for this, but as he thought on it he felt a seed of dread bloom in his stomach. It was one thing to know someone was dead, another thing entirely to watch it happen, even if it was a glimpse of the past.

She is my sister. The only person I ever loved, or who ever loved me. I owe it to her.

“I must know,” he said. “But only when you are healed.”

Vol nodded, smiled. “I am well enough. Tonight, then.”

“Tonight,” Varg echoed.

“Your mail needs scouring,” Glornir grunted at Varg, frowning at the bloodstained patches. “Else it will rust.”

“We’ve told him,” Sulich said.

“I will do it soon,” Varg promised.

Vol reached down and put her hand to a blackened iron ring hanging at her belt, two keys hanging from it.

“Where are they?”

“In the tower,” Glornir said, waving a hand to one of the gate towers. Two of the Bloodsworn stood before the tower door.

Vol began walking to the tower, Glornir a step behind her.

“Come on,” Svik said as he set off after them. Røkia shared a look with Varg, shrugged and they both followed them.

“Chief,” the guards said, Glornir nodding, and they opened the door for him. He paused a moment, looking back at Vol.

“You are sure about this?” Glornir said to her.

“Yes,” Vol said. “They were thralled to Jaromir, compelled by him. I travelled with them; they were not his willing servants, they are not our enemy.” She stroked his cheek. “Trust me.”

Glornir entered the tower, Vol behind, and Svik a few paces behind her. Varg quickened his pace to slip in through the door before other Bloodsworn crowded it.

A shaft of daylight from a high window pierced the room, and Varg blinked, allowed the wolf in his blood to filter through him, sight and senses abruptly sharper. The air reeked of blood and sweat.

They were in a square chamber, a staircase at one end leading up to the walkway on the wall. More Bloodsworn sat on chairs, playing a game of knucklebone. Two figures sat inside a pen in the middle of the room, a shaven-haired woman lying on a bed of straw, and a black-skinned, hulking man sitting close to her, frowning at Vol and Glornir. Both were bound with rope, thrall-collars about their necks.

“Leave Iva alone,” the bull-man said, his voice a rumble like distant thunder. Blood-caked bandages wrapped his neck and head, from where Ingmar Ice had stabbed and clubbed him with a broken spear shaft. It had taken the combined effort of Ingmar, Røkia, Svik and him to knock the Tainted thrall out. Varg had never seen a strength like it.

“Taras,” Vol said gently, stepping forwards, “I have come to help Iva.” She paused. “And you, too, if you will allow me.”

“Help?” Taras frowned. “Help Iva, not hurt her?” He looked worriedly at the woman lying on the straw. Her head was shaved to stubble, her tunic removed, bandages wrapped around her back and chest. Tattoos curled and writhed across her arms, her torso and up her neck, along her jawline. She was pale, a sheen of sweat covering her, red blooms on the bandages where she had been pierced by Sulich’s arrows. Taras laid a thick-muscled arm protectively across her and squeezed her hand.

“What?” Iva muttered, her eyes opening. She lifted her head, looked up at Vol and Glornir.

“What happened?” she asked, her voice a rattling whisper.

“A fight,” Taras said.

“I have worked that out for myself,” Iva grimaced. She tried to sit up and winced.

“We lost,” Taras said morosely.

“I have guessed that, as well.”

“Jaromir is dead, with all his druzhina,” Vol said. “Valdai is ours now.”

“Jaromir dead?” Taras rumbled. Slowly a smile spread across his face.

“You should leave,” Iva said. “Before Rurik arrives.”

“Rurik?” Varg whispered to Svik.

“Jaromir’s brother. By all accounts another arseling,” Svik whispered back.

“I found these on Jaromir’s corpse,” Vol said, and held up the iron ring with two keys. “The keys to your collars.” She crouched down and put one of them into the lock of Iva’s thrall-collar, turned it and pulled the collar away. Then she did the same for Taras. She nodded to the ropes binding them and Glornir drew his seax and gave it to Vol. Taras tensed.

“Trust me,” Vol said.

“That is no easy task,” Iva breathed, but she laid a hand on Taras’ arm, and he nodded.

Vol leaned over and sliced their bonds, then stood.

“You are both free now.”

“Free?” Taras said slowly, the word rolling from his tongue as if he was tasting unknown food. He frowned. “What do we do, Iva?” he asked the Seiðr-witch.

“I … don’t know,” Iva said. “I have never been free, before.”

“You should stay here and recover, until you are able to travel,” Vol said. “There is food and water. Once you are well, go where you wish. I only ask one thing: that you never stand against us again.”

“You have my word on that,” Iva said, a hand going to her wounds.

“No more fight you. Taras promise,” the bull-man said.

“Good,” Vol said.

“We will bring you food and drink. But Iva, Taras, know that you do not have to stay in here. You are not our prisoners.”

“Taras stay with Iva,” Taras said.

“I would like to see the sun and feel the air,” Iva said.

Taras effortlessly scooped Iva up in his arms as Vol turned and left the tower, Glornir and the other Bloodsworn following her.

They stepped out into the sun, Taras following with Iva in his arms. She squinted up at the sky and smiled.

“Free,” she breathed. Then she focused on something high above them, a frown creasing her face.

“Ware the skies,” one of the guards on the wall called out and they all looked up.

Varg saw two shapes in the sky, circling high above and growing larger as they descended. From this distance they seemed small, but then Varg saw the silhouettes of the circling buzzards in the sky and realised that something was wrong. These birds were bigger. Much bigger.

Sulich pulled his bow from his bow case and deftly strung it, nocked an arrow and drew.

“Hold,” Glornir growled.

The two birds swept lower, the closer they came the more apparent it was that they were far from normal birds. Varg realised they were two giant ravens, squawking loudly. Dust stirred from the turbulence of their wings.

Varg became aware that there were recognisable words amidst their squawking.

“Bloodsworn,” the crows squawked. “We seek the Bloodsworn.”

Glornir cupped his hands to his mouth.

“We are the Bloodsworn,” he called out.

The two giant ravens swept lower, clouds of dust swirling, Varg and the others stepping hurriedly out of the way, and then the birds were alighting in the courtyard. One squawked and began preening its feathers.

“Glornir,” the other raven croaked.

Glornir stepped forwards.

“I am Glornir,” he said.

A tennúr jumped from the back of the raven, its wings snapping open to break its fall, alighting weightlessly on the ground. A bag hung from a belt at its waist and Varg recognised the creature. From the Grimholt, Orka’s companion.

“I am Vesli,” the creature said. “I have travelled long time to find you. I bring a message from mistress Orka.”

Glornir waited and a silence fell. “We have searched very far for you. Vesli is cold, tired and …” The tennúr seemed distracted by the pile of corpses. She licked her lips. “… hungry.”

Varg winced.

“Well, what is Orka’s message?” Glornir said into the silence.

“Oh, ah, yes,” the tennúr said tearing her eyes away from the bodies. “Mistress Orka says Elvar Fire-Fist of the Battle-Grim wishes to hire the Bloodsworn.”

“What for?” Svik called out.

The tennúr gave a sharp-toothed grin.

“To slay a dragon.”
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